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  Chapter 1: Finale and Rebirth






At last, Kim Jun and Lee So-mi faced each other.

They embraced each other tightly and kissed.

As if vowing never to let each other go again.

Their kiss deepened, like crashing waves…

***

– Thank you for watching all this while.

With the ending credits rolling and the silence that had filled the writers’ room while focusing on the Drama, the place became lively and noisy once more.

“Writer-nim, thank you for your hard work!”

“We made it safely to the final episode. Congratulations!”

To the greetings from the assistant writers, the main writer of the Drama , Lee Ho-jun, smiled cheerfully.

“Thanks. You all worked hard too.”

“Monday. We’ll have to check the numbers in the morning, but based on the real-time reactions, I think the ratings are good. The response is amazing—people are calling it Yongdu Yongmi.”

“Really?”

“Yes! Totally!”

Just as the assistant writer said, congratulatory messages full of praise were pouring nonstop onto Ho-jun’s Hyeondaepon.

[Thanks to you, writer-nim, I was able to work on a great piece. It was an honor. Whenever I acted, I could feel my whole body heat up with the vividness. Truly, gamsahamnida.]

[I’m not ready to let go of So-mi yet, but the final episode is already here ㅠㅠ. To me, So-mi really feels like a living person. Thank you for writing her so well. I’d like to meet up sometime tomorrow, if you have time?]

[Thanks for finishing strong! Thanks to you, Ho-jun-nim, I was able to burn with passion too~ Let’s have a drink and celebrate!]

Among them were messages from the two main actors and the director as well.

“They reached out first.”

In fact, the one who should be grateful was Ho-jun.

They were the ones who trusted a script by an unknown rookie writer and chose to work together.

Thanks to them, Ho-jun’s script could become a Drama.

And the results exceeded all expectations.

In an era where even major network Dramas struggle to break 10% ratings, they had recorded a high 8% viewership.

“To be number one in the time slot, and to achieve the best ratings among recent Dramas aired…”

The topic of conversation and buzz was just as important as the ratings, and was excelling there, too.

The main actors of were delivering the performances of their careers every week, sweeping the number 1 and 2 spots in buzz rankings.

Among Drama fans, it was already being called a masterpiece of the year.

The immersion and vividness of was simply overwhelming.

“And because of that, the thing that’s changed the most is my value.”

No sooner had the script for episode 16 been finalized than calls started pouring in from various production companies wanting to sign writer contracts.

He hadn’t even had a chance to discuss the details yet, but even the offers he had received were far beyond anything the old Ho-jun could have imagined.

An unknown rookie writer had become the industry’s blue chip.

“They say even one successful work can change your life—I guess they were right.”

What the production company CEO had said when he first signed the contract was true.

As Ho-jun was reflecting on this truth, his Hyeondaepon rang.

It was the CEO of the production company, Yang Ban.

“Yes, CEO-nim.”

– Writer Lee! You watched the finale, right?

“Yes, of course.”

– The director and actors all want to get together to watch it!

“If we gather, CEO-nim will have to pay for drinks, so that’s why, right?”

– Always worrying about me!

“Yes, that’s just an excuse. I just wanted to watch it comfortably with the cast. We all worked hard together.”

– Haha, I see. Still, it can’t have been easy to keep up this pace for your debut. What rookie could handle such a demanding schedule so flawlessly! Writer Lee, this isn’t really your first work, is it?

Ho-jun chuckled at the CEO’s playful banter.

“It really was a tight schedule.”

Because the Drama had been scheduled in a rush and the shooting schedule was tangled, the last episodes were basically like live broadcasts.

He’d almost ended up writing side scripts—a rarity these days.

Even an established writer would have had their mental strength shaken.

But for more than a month, Ho-jun gritted his teeth and pushed through, barely leaving the writers’ room.

He wanted to prove his skills and ability to ‘that person.’

He wanted to show that he could succeed without ‘that person.’

In the end, the result wasn’t Yongdu Sammi, but a true completion—a work with a fitting ending.

“Aren’t you praising me too much? Last time you said you wanted a new wallet… Shall we go to the department store together?”

– Ah, this isn’t even praise! Your ability as a writer has been completely proven to the world. You did great, really great, writer Lee.

Though it began jokingly, the CEO’s sincere words struck something deep in Ho-jun’s heart.

“Yeah. This is the kind of recognition I endured for.”

Taking a short breath, Ho-jun also conveyed his heartfelt thanks.

“Thank you, CEO-nim. This success… it’s all thanks to you.”

– What? All I did was recognize your script, that’s all.

“That’s what I’m most grateful for.”

– Haha. Let’s talk about other things in person in a couple of days. For now, rest. I heard you stayed up all night editing scripts the other day. Great work.

“You should rest, too, CEO-nim. You worked hard as well.”

After hanging up, Ho-jun looked over the many new congratulatory messages that had accumulated in the meantime.

Even a schoolmate whose face he couldn’t recall had messaged him, which left him feeling pleasantly awkward.

“It’ll take me a while to reply to all of these.”

On a day like today, he couldn’t help but wish his parents were still alive.

***

After a brief celebratory drink, Ho-jun sent the assistant writers home and remained alone in the office.

Sitting by himself on the living room sofa, a wave of regret hit him—regret he hadn’t felt while running around, too busy to notice.

“So much has happened to get to this point.”

Baek Seung-chul, one of the top five writers in the Drama industry.

Ho-jun had worked under him as an assistant writer for nearly ten years.

“At first, there was so much to learn. I liked that.”

Even then, Baek Seung-chul was an incredible writer.

“He was a writer who possessed both popularity and artistry, and he had never once failed.”

From him, Ho-jun learned everything from project planning to scriptwriting, and the vital communication skills needed to work with directors and actors.


He’d had to cater to Baek Seung-chul’s needs all day, with no personal life, and put up with his nerves—especially during work. But it had been worth it.

“The moment an idea I thought of became a scene in a Drama, the moment a line I wrote came alive through an actor’s mouth… all of it was electrifying.”

Because it was Baek Seung-chul’s work, many people were passionate, laughing and crying—he could feel it.

As an assistant writer, even meeting the director or actors—something that was usually rare—made him feel proud.

With each project, he gained experience and skill.

It was clear, just by how more and more of Ho-jun’s ideas and lines were used in the Dramas.

“I was sure of it, and yet…”

Baek Seung-chul never acknowledged Ho-jun.

If anything, he was quick to belittle him.

[You’ve been working for years, and this is the best dialogue you can write? The new guy who started a month ago is better than you.]

[You don’t know how many people out there are better than you? Aren’t you embarrassed to call yourself a writer with this level of skill?]

[I’m only keeping you around because I feel sorry for you. Go, buy me some cigarettes.]

Relentless scolding.

Even though he was basically co-writing scripts, he didn’t have the confidence to go independent, so he remained an assistant writer.

Sometimes he thought it wasn’t right, but it was hard to escape Baek Seung-chul’s web-like Gaslighting.

“To me, Baek Seung-chul was a dream, and the law.”

Then, Ho-jun’s mother, who lived in the countryside, suddenly passed away.

His only family had been his mother.

Wanting to become a Drama writer had partly been because he wanted to make his Drama-loving mother happy and become her pride.

Ho-jun, submerged in grief, became the chief mourner.

Among the few who came to pay respects, Baek Seung-chul was absent.

Still, Ho-jun understood.

After all, the Drama they were working on was nearing the end of filming.

But then, right before the funeral, a call from Baek Seung-chul shattered Ho-jun’s heart.

[What’s this, you’re not coming today? Are you planning to take all three days off for the funeral?]

[What? Of course—]

[‘Of course’? How funny. I’m swamped over here, but I let you go because your mother passed away. How unprofessional can you be?]

[… I’ll return as soon as possible.]

[Fine, hurry back. Oh, and my condolences.]

After the call, Ho-jun felt even his tears had dried up.

“That was when I made up my mind. To quit…”

He wasn’t unafraid to leave Baek Seung-chul’s side.

He’d been Gaslit for years and lacked confidence.

But he no longer wanted to become like Baek Seung-chul.

No matter how well he wrote Drama, he didn’t want to lose his humanity working with him.

So, when he returned to Seoul, Ho-jun said he wanted to quit as an assistant writer.

[You’re quitting so suddenly? Did I do something to upset you?]

[No, it’s just… I’m thirty-six now… and I want to write my own work.]

That made Baek Seung-chul furious.

[How arrogant. You think I’d just let you go whenever you want to write your own piece? So what if you’re older! You’re still lacking. Stay under me a bit longer.]

[I know I’m lacking. But still…]

[But you’re really quitting?]

[Yes.]

[Ha, I kept you because I felt sorry for you! I fed and sheltered you and taught you, and for what? You ungrateful brat.]

[Fine, go out there and fail. See what you can do without me—feel it in your bones!]

To his long-time disciple, Baek Seung-chul spat curses.

And it didn’t end there.

[What are you doing, not leaving?]

[Right now, sir?]

[Of course right now. You didn’t care about my situation, so why should I wait until you find a place?]

So, Ho-jun left Baek Seung-chul’s office as if being thrown out, hurriedly finding a Kosiwon.

Even a production staff member reproached him, saying, after all he’d endured, how could he betray Writer Baek?

“All the bonds I’d built vanished in an instant. All that was left were scars.”

The only thing that could give meaning to those years was becoming a writer.

Determined, Ho-jun began writing a work he’d long dreamed of.

He didn’t have much money saved, so he barely ate or slept, focusing solely on his script.

With nothing left but bitterness and pride, perhaps all that remained was a burning resolve to succeed and prove himself to Baek Seung-chul.

One day, Ho-jun felt his whole body heat up and developed the ability to focus intensely for short bursts.

“It was amazing. Experiencing a state of complete immersion in just a few seconds…”

But what was even more surprising was the Fireflower that bloomed at his fingertips as he focused.

And thanks to that Fireflower, the prose and dialogue Ho-jun poured out didn’t just remain mere letters—they came alive, shimmering as if breathing.

Only Ho-jun could see it, only he could feel its heat—a virtual Fireflower igniting his writing.

“That was how a work, born from flames like a firebird, was completed… That work was my debut, , which finished today.”

No wonder the actors felt their bodies heat up and performed with such immersion and vividness.

Clench.

Feeling a strange excitement, Ho-jun squeezed his fist as he thought.

“I did it.”

It was just one work, but it was enough to prove all of Baek Seung-chul’s words wrong.

If life is a mountain path with many peaks, Ho-jun had finally climbed his first mountain.

From tomorrow, new mountains and a new life would be waiting.

“There’s no need to be tied to Teacher anymore. I can walk my own path from here on.”

He’d even gained an incredible ability.

Relaxing the grip on his tightly clenched fist, Ho-jun finally released the tension in his body.

From his days in the Kosiwon, he’d always been tense, determined to write something better.

Even when he slept, it never felt restful, and in truth, he hadn’t slept deeply in a long time.

“But tonight, I think I’ll sleep well.”

Ho-jun gently smiled and closed his eyes.

As the tension faded, the fatigue he’d suppressed washed over him.

At that moment, a pain like his heart was being squeezed struck Ho-jun.

“Ugh!”

Eyes wide, Ho-jun fell to the floor, unable to withstand the pain.

But the pain was brief.

Ho-jun exhaled his last breath.

Heart failure due to overwork.

That was the cause of Ho-jun’s death.

***

“Tae-ha! Kang Tae-ha!”


“Kang Tae-ha!”

“…Huh?”

And when he opened his eyes again, Ho-jun was no longer the same person.

He had become someone entirely different.



 
  Chapter 2: Awakening as Kang Tae-ha






“What are you staring off into space for like that?”

“Ah.”

Though he answered reflexively to the voice calling out to Kang Tae-ha, Ho-jun couldn’t hide his dazed confusion.

“Wasn’t I dead?”

The pain he’d felt in his heart wasn’t a lie.

The moment of dying had been so vivid.

“Did I just faint and now I’m dreaming or something?”

Honestly, dying from overwork just as things started to look up—that was a bit much.

He wanted to think that, but Ho-jun instinctively knew the truth.

The spring breeze tickling his nose.

The earthy scent mixed in with the spring wind.

This wasn’t just a dream.

It was reality.

“But then this… is supposed to be me?”

The suddenly changed surroundings.

And along with that, how could a person’s appearance change so drastically?

Ho-jun blinked his eyes in disbelief.

The face reflected in the large hand mirror looked nothing like his original appearance.

Inside the mirror was not the worn-down, haggard man in his late thirties, his face battered by the hardships of life, but rather the radiant face of a young man, as if he had been completely reborn.

His skin was not just clear but practically glowing.

Everything fit perfectly onto his small face, and every feature seemed to be placed with the care of a master artist, arranged in the most handsome manner possible.

Even if the original Ho-jun were to be reborn for real, he could never look like this.

Which meant that the current Ho-jun was a completely different person.

“What is this? It’s not regression, so is this possession… or something?”

Possession.

It was a trope he’d seen often in webtoons and web novels while doing research.

“Ha…”

“What are you thinking about, staring at yourself in the mirror like that? Are you so good-looking you can’t stop looking at yourself? Don’t tell me, is that it?”

“Yeah.”

“What?”

“I can’t believe that this young and handsome guy is me… I really could stare at myself all day. No matter how much I look, I just can’t get tired of it.”

It wasn’t just the looks.

Even the voice was unfamiliar, yet pleasing to the ear.

Anyone would be shocked in this situation.

The problem was, this appearance wasn’t only strange to Ho-jun; everyone else saw it too.

Manager Im Chan-hyung, who would never normally say such a thing, was also shocked.

But he seemed to take Ho-jun’s behavior as a joke and let out a laugh as he asked.

“Suddenly feeling that way now?”

Ho-jun, tearing his gaze away from the mirror, looked at Im Chan-hyung, who had just asked him that.

A familiar face.

With the thought that this was a familiar face, a rush of information flooded his mind.

That’s right.

It really did seem like he’d been possessed by a stranger.

Ho-jun was no longer Ho-jun.

The name was Kang Tae-ha.

Age, twenty-four.

Other information and memories poured in as well.

But above all, what was most striking was Tae-ha’s occupation… that he was an Actor.

“An Actor?”

Before he could even be surprised, Im Chan-hyung called Tae-ha’s wandering mind back to reality.

Im Chan-hyung was Tae-ha’s Manager and friend.

“We don’t have time for this. We got a call. Hurry up and get in there.”

At Im Chan-hyung’s words, Tae-ha asked, flustered.

“Huh? Where are we going…”

But Im Chan-hyung seemed even more baffled by Tae-ha’s question.

They were in the middle of waiting for the lead’s solo scene to finish so they could shoot next.

Im Chan-hyung all but snatched the mirror from Tae-ha’s hand and answered.

“Where else? To film, of course.”

Indeed, the place where they stood was an outdoor Set, crowded with dozens of Cameras and filming equipment, with the Director and staff bustling around.

Tae-ha gazed at that familiar yet unfamiliar scene.

‘Kang Tae-ha’ might have been an Actor, but ‘Lee Ho-jun’ was not.

He belonged behind the Camera, cheering people on, more at home at the Scriptwriter’s desk in the Studio than on a filming Set.

Im Chan-hyung gave Tae-ha, who was standing there dazed, a push on the back.

“What’s gotten into you? Snap out of it and get going!”

But Tae-ha didn’t budge.

Im Chan-hyung looked baffled as Tae-ha refused to move.

“Kang Tae-ha! Stand by!”

But then, a staff member holding a Script shouted loudly to hurry him along, and Tae-ha could no longer back out.

“This is crazy…”

He’d been through all sorts of things, but this was something he never could have imagined.

He’d never even dreamed of being an Actor; honestly, he wanted to just run away.

“But if I run… today’s shoot will be ruined, right?”

The Actors gathered here, dozens of staff members—the time and effort everyone had put in for today would all go to waste.

They’d have to find a new Actor and reshoot, which would cost even more effort and energy.

“Not just for the people on Set… how stressed will the Writer be?”

He remembered the times when news of accidents on filming Sets came in—he always pretended to be fine, but he’d worried himself sick about whether the project would be ruined.

Thinking about that, he couldn’t bring himself to mess up someone else’s work.

“Man, I’m really going crazy!”

As Tae-ha hesitated, Im Chan-hyung grew even more frustrated.


Giving in, Tae-ha finally stepped forward.

He bowed his head, making an apologetic gesture, and hurried toward the Cameras.

At that moment, the unfamiliar and scorching Spotlight poured over Tae-ha’s face.

Fortunately, he had the memory of having memorized the Script.

It was something the previous Kang Tae-ha had already done.

It wasn’t even a particularly tense or difficult scene.

“Still… me, acting? I’ve never acted in my life.”

Writing a Script and saying lines out loud, acting with expressions and gestures—that was a completely different story.

Even if he’d memorized the whole Script, that didn’t change the facts.

“Can I do this?”

Whether Tae-ha was burning up inside or not, the shoot pressed on relentlessly.

With the Director’s cue, the Camera started rolling and his scene partner began acting.

Tae-ha watched, then closed his eyes tightly before opening them again.

He’d been through so many tough situations in life.

Hadn’t he always managed to get through somehow?

“Ah, whatever. Let’s just go for it.”

Ho-jun’s first ever acting.

It was about to begin, in Tae-ha’s body.

***

A Netflix 8-episode drama.

A story where the male protagonist, a victim of school violence, meets new people in the Military, undergoes changes, and ultimately takes revenge against his bullies by resorting to violence and murder.

It was a drama filled with brutal scenes and an obvious theme: “To what extent can personal revenge be justified?”—a topic sure to spark debate.

“But the catharsis viewers will feel as the victim and perpetrator positions are reversed is also unmistakable drama.”

In , the role Tae-ha had wasn’t particularly big.

He wasn’t one of the main perpetrators—just one of the bystanders who witnessed what happened to the protagonist.

“It’s just a bit part.”

Still, his face appeared in several scenes throughout the past and present.

Even though he didn’t have many lines, he still had two one-on-one scenes with the main character.

Not a bad role for a nameless rookie Actor from a small agency, starring in his first project.

But as Tae-ha, this role wasn’t all that satisfying.

Because—

“I’d just started to get my name out there…”

That was the thought that popped up.

Honestly, the fact that his job had changed, but he was in a position of having to make a name for himself all over again, was almost absurd.

“Of course, that’s not my main problem right now.”

The Camera’s red recording light caught Tae-ha’s eye.

And the Actor standing in front of him.

It was Han Yun-seong, the male lead.

Today’s shoot was one of the few one-on-one scenes Tae-ha had with the main character.

The story was that the protagonist, having just finished his Military service, happened to run into a former classmate from high school.

“Been a while.”

At the low, deep voice, Tae-ha looked at Han Yun-seong.

On Han Yun-seong’s face, a vivid burn scar was drawn so clearly it was almost shocking.

“So that’s supposed to be a scar from school violence, huh.”

Even though five years had passed in the story since high school, just that burn scar made it impossible to not recognize the protagonist.

“You don’t remember me?”

Han Yun-seong acted as if he was happy to see him, but couldn’t quite hide the contempt in his voice.

Now it was time for Bystander 2, Tae-ha, to deliver his line, having recognized the protagonist at a glance.

It was just an ordinary line, but he was so nervous, his heart felt like it was tightening.

“Given that I literally died of a heart attack just before, this is a really uncomfortable sensation.”

Tae-ha’s gaze wavered.

“You… yeah. It’s been a while.”

An expression and tone that clearly revealed the awkwardness at this sudden reunion.

The moment he uttered his first line, Tae-ha was pretty surprised.

“This actually works?”

He had acted exactly as he’d intended.

It must have been Kang Tae-ha’s well-trained vocalization, breathing, and acting skills, but it was still amazing.

But Tae-ha didn’t show it.

Though he was amazed inside, he worked hard to maintain the subtle expression of barely concealed discomfort.

Seeing this, Han Yun-seong smiled as if this was the reaction he’d expected.

A soft, but somehow lonely and poignant smile.

“Wow, Han Yun-seong. From his rookie days, I thought he had talent… No wonder he landed the leading role.”

As Tae-ha marveled inwardly—

“Cut.”

The Director’s voice rang out on Set.

“What? It’s not over yet?”

As Tae-ha was thinking that, the Director explained why he’d called cut.

“Hold on, the acting was great, but Yun-seong’s makeup looks like it’s gotten smudged. Let’s fix it and shoot again.”

At that, the Makeup Specialist in charge of Han Yun-seong’s special effects makeup quickly grabbed their tools and came over.

Honestly, it was a subtle change no one but an expert would notice.

But Director Lee Hae-ik was known for being extremely detail-oriented, so anything out of place bothered him.

“Director Lee Hae-ik… yeah, I remember hearing he was like that…”

As he stepped away from the Camera, Tae-ha thought.

He never imagined he’d be meeting people he never had the chance to work with while working with Baek Seung-chul.

“You did well! I was worried you’d mess up.”

Im Chan-hyung came over to Tae-ha, who was back to waiting.

He still looked pretty worried, probably because of how strangely Tae-ha had been acting before the shoot.

“I was the one who was most worried.”

Tae-ha muttered to himself.

Even now, it was a bit amazing that the acting came so naturally.

It was a different kind of thrill from the satisfaction of writing lines in a Script.

“Ha.”

Tae-ha let out a sound that could have been a sigh or an exclamation—he himself wasn’t sure.

Im Chan-hyung looked at him strangely.

“What? You did well.”

“No, it’s nothing.”

With that, he finally relaxed a bit.

He was just relieved that he hadn’t ruined someone else’s drama with bad acting.

Honestly, he was still all over the place, but for now, Tae-ha decided to just do his best with the job at hand.

“There’s only this one scene left today… I’ll just focus for now.”

Finishing that thought, Tae-ha turned to Im Chan-hyung.

“Where’s my Script?”

“Huh? Here.”

Tae-ha accepted the Script that Im Chan-hyung handed him.

Standing there, he quickly flipped through the Script, displaying remarkable concentration.

[BYUN KWANG-JA 2 (failing to hide discomfort) You… yeah. It’s been a while.]

The Script matched his memory.

His acting had been exactly as written.

But the more he read the scene, the more he felt something was missing.

“Is this really what the Writer wanted?”

He didn’t know the Writer personally, but he had a pretty good grasp on this project.

That’s because Kang Tae-ha’s memories included the full Script for every episode.

He must have studied it many times, as he remembered every stage direction for his own scenes in great detail.

“With that as a base, I can even guess the Writer’s style.”

Ideas sparked in his mind, and he thought of ways to make this scene come alive even more.

“We’re starting again!”

At that moment, a staff member called out, and Tae-ha, after a moment’s thought, closed the Script.

***

“It’s been a while.”

Bystander 2, startled by the sudden reunion.

His gaze wavers at the protagonist’s greeting.

“You don’t remember me?”

So far, it was just as before.


Now it was Tae-ha’s turn to respond with a stiff, uncomfortable line.

But Tae-ha made a different choice.

“You… yeah. It’s been a while.”

Feeling the heat at his fingertips, Tae-ha smiled brightly at Han Yun-seong.



 
  Chapter 3: The Truth Behind the Smile






“You’re laughing here?”

Taeha, looking as if he had just met an old friend from school, smiled without hesitation.

Seeing that, everyone wondered the same thing.

Contrary to expectations that an NG would be called, the filming continued.

Han Yun-seong also kept acting without pause.

He smiled gently, yet coldly, as if this was the reaction he expected.

So, Taeha and Han Yun-seong faced each other, both smiling.

“So that’s why…”

At that moment, those watching finally realized.

The effect Taeha had created by not following the Script exactly but interpreting the Role in his own way.

“The depth of the character.”

Byun Kwang-ja 2 had been inseparable from the perpetrator group in high school.

He watched more closely than anyone as the group bullied the main character.

He neither stopped the perpetrators nor helped the victim—literally a bystander to the violence.

“Even so, Byun Kwang-ja 2 doesn’t feel guilt. He’s actually proud of it.”

He might have snickered at the victim’s ridiculousness, but he never used violence himself.

He was in a position to bully the main character, but chose not to.

“A person who lived thinking, ‘I’m decent enough.’… That’s Byun Kwang-ja 2’s true face.”

If Byun Kwang-ja 2 had shown an obviously uncomfortable expression at the Reunion, just as the Script said, it would have been a shallow portrayal.

But by hiding his discomfort and smiling, Taeha brought out the character’s hypocrisy on a deeper level.

“But I didn’t act like this just for my own Role.”

If he had, Taeha’s acting might have disturbed the flow of the scene as a whole.

What mattered was that Taeha and Han Yun-seong both smiling at each other greatly heightened the tension of the scene.

Because Han Yun-seong’s coldness seemed to double, as if he had expected it all along.

And behind the Camera, Director Lee Hae-ik was surprised for another reason.

“What is this guy… Does he know what he’s doing?”

***

This was the first Drama Director Lee Hae-ik was working on after declaring his independence from the Broadcast Station.

Having created many popular works in both Historical Drama and Modern Drama, Lee Hae-ik had earned a certain nickname.

“Art Ik.”

A nickname given for his extreme attention to art, props, composition, and directing style.

At the same time, it was because, even though he was directing a Drama, he pursued cinematic aesthetics and Art.

It was both praise and sarcasm.

When he did well, his beautiful directing captivated viewers, but when he overdid it, he’d linger on props during important scenes or experiment with strange angles, ruining immersion.

And among the virtues of a Drama Director, efficiency was essential.

Because Drama isn’t a movie—you have to shoot many episodes in a short time.

Yet Lee Hae-ik was obsessed with the artistry of every single shot, eating up time and money.

Even if ratings were high, the production costs were so high that he was constantly getting scolded by the department head.

There had even been times when broadcasts were missed because shooting and editing weren’t finished on time.

“This time, there’s no need to worry about that.”

He had a generous budget and plenty of time.

This time, he thought he could really make the most of his strengths.

With such ambition, Lee Hae-ik was currently in the middle of shooting a scene.

He remembered exactly his own comments on Scene 14 of Part 2.

[Why does Byun Kwang-ja 2 suddenly smile here? This should be an awkward Reunion.]

[He’s uncomfortable inside… But Byun Kwang-ja 2, through self-justification, denies that discomfort, and actually bites down and pretends to be cool. So even when he meets the main character, he just smiles, as if there’s nothing between them…]

In response to the Writer, Lee Hae-ik had objected.

[Well, it’s good to think deeply about even the smallest characters. But isn’t it too much meaning for a bit part that barely appears in a few scenes?]

[Ah……]

[It’s not even a cameo. This is a Role that’s going to go to a no-name rookie unless there’s some special casting. Can a new actor really pull off such a complicated portrayal?]

[It’ll be difficult…….]

[If it’s done awkwardly, it’ll just mess up the scene. Let’s keep it simple, Writer Park.]

Lee Hae-ik had a point.

Since it wasn’t an important enough character to argue with the Director about, the Writer revised the Script as Lee Hae-ik said.

Also, since the Writer was a rookie, Lee Hae-ik’s influence was naturally stronger.

So,

[Byun Kwang-ja 2 …… (smiling) Right. It’s been a while.]

That single line ended up changing to what it was now.

[Byun Kwang-ja 2 (unable to hide discomfort) You… Right. It’s been a while.]

That was why Lee Hae-ik was surprised.

Taeha was acting exactly as the Writer had originally intended in the first draft.

“Earlier, he was just acting normally… Did he have some sort of realization in between?”

The comparison made it clearer.

The depth and tension made the scene so much better.

Han Yun-seong’s following lines also took on more significance.

“You notice right away, don’t you?”

Only then did Taeha’s expression show discomfort.

Thanks to that, the short scene had a distinct beginning, middle, and end.

“See you again.”

“Will we… really see each other again?”

The uneasiness of Byun Kwang-ja 2, feeling both discomfort and a strange anxiety, was captured in Taeha’s performance.

It was so immersive and vivid that those emotions came across clearly.

“He expressed it all. Was he always this good at acting?”

Lee Hae-ik was even a bit stunned.

This wasn’t the first time he had filmed with Taeha.

He’d seen him a couple times before when shooting some flashback scenes.

“If I can’t even remember his name, he must’ve been just average then. Maybe it was because he barely had any lines…”

But now, what was this?

His ability to interpret and act out the Role was astonishing.


“And he’s got a good look, too.”

He even thought it would’ve been fine to give him a supporting Role, not just a bit part.

“Like today, we might meet again by chance.”

Han Yun-seong seemed to focus even more, inspired by Taeha’s good acting.

After finishing his final line in Scene 14, Han Yun-seong passed by Taeha indifferently.

Taeha glanced back briefly at Han Yun-seong, who had intentionally brushed past his shoulder.

[Byun Kwang-ja 2, sensing something strange, soon shakes it off and continues walking.]

Taeha watched Han Yun-seong’s back with an unpleasant look, but then forced away the uneasiness and let out a wry smile as if nothing had happened.

And walked on.

“Cut!”

Lee Hae-ik’s satisfied voice rang out on set.

“Good. Let’s keep it like this.”

Filming continued after that.

From Long Shot to Bust Shot, to Close-Up Shot.

Lee Hae-ik, living up to his nickname “Art Ik,” poured his artistic soul into getting various angles without rest.

“Normally, I’d focus on Han Yun-seong for the shots…”

But in this scene, Taeha had ignited something in Lee Hae-ik’s heart.

With such vivid eyes and expressions, Taeha’s solo shots were certain to be a valuable addition to the directing.

“Cut!”

“Cut!”

“Cut, that was good!”

***

After dozens of repeated takes.

Only when the sun set and it became impossible to film any longer did Scene 14 finally wrap up.

It was typical of Director Lee Hae-ik that the filming lasted longer when the actors did well, not poorly.

The actors themselves couldn’t tell whether to be happy or sad about it.

They were glad their performances were praised, but as people, the delayed end meant fatigue.

Even for today’s scene, no one expected filming to drag on so long.

“Thank you for your hard work!”

As soon as filming ended, Han Yun-seong greeted the Director and staff.

Coming to his senses, Taeha quickly bowed his head and waist here and there in greeting.

“That was intense.”

Even so, he slowly clenched and unclenched his burning hot palms.

After deciding to really focus, as soon as he started reading the Script, he had entered the same immersive state as when writing the Script.

Up to that point, it wasn’t unusual.

Even if it wasn’t his own Script, the act of reading, thinking about lines and stage directions, felt similar.

“But I never thought that state would carry over into acting.”

Taeha performed with such focus that his whole palm felt burning hot.

When he wrote in this state, the Script’s words would seem to burn alive and move on the page.

This time, each line he delivered came to life, burning and vivid.

“Did the actors who performed my scripts feel something similar?”

While Taeha briefly pondered that,

“Great job.”

Han Yun-seong reached out his hand to Taeha.

“Huh.”

Taeha quickly grasped Han Yun-seong’s hand.

“You worked hard too, Actor.”

“Were you nervous? Your hand is really hot.”

Han Yun-seong tilted his head as he asked, and Taeha laughed lightly.

“Of course I was nervous. Having to act in front of someone as handsome as you, Actor.”

No Actor dislikes compliments, no matter how many they’ve worked with.

Even those who seem to hate flattery secretly welcome praise.

As expected, Han Yun-seong let out a pleased laugh.

Even though he was in his late twenties, his smiling face was boyish.

Even after doing heavy makeup for night shoots.

“No wonder you became famous playing the younger guy Roles.”

“You didn’t look nervous, though.”

“Ah, I was really nervous. Maybe I should’ve let it show a little.”

At Taeha’s sly words, Han Yun-seong laughed again.

Though he looked young, his manner felt more mature than his own.

“You didn’t act according to the Script, did you?”

“Ah, if you felt uncomfortable because I suddenly changed my acting…”

It could have been awkward for the other Actor.

Not to mention, it made filming run longer.

Taeha tried to apologize, but Han Yun-seong stopped him.

“No, it was good. Thanks to you, my acting came alive too.”

Taeha laughed aloud and scratched the back of his head, feeling the pleasant awkwardness for the first time in a while.

“I’ve had to evaluate other actors’ performances plenty, but this is a first.”

Life really does throw days like this—getting praised for acting by a younger Actor.

Actually, not just “life,” but more precisely, “after dying and coming back,” you could say.

Now that his focus was gone, the situation felt unreal all over again.

“What’s your name?”

“I’m Lee Kang Tae.”

For a moment, he almost answered “Lee Ho-jun,” but corrected himself quickly.

Han Yun-seong repeated Taeha’s name as if to memorize it.

Then, Director Lee Hae-ik approached between the two.

After first complimenting Han Yun-seong, Lee Hae-ik looked at Taeha and spoke.

“Let’s keep up the good work.”

“Ah, yes.”

“I’ll be watching.”

Lee Hae-ik’s face was meaningful as he patted Taeha’s shoulder a couple of times.

Han Yun-seong, sensing something in the Director’s mood, looked a bit surprised and glanced between Taeha and Lee Hae-ik.

“I’ll do my best!”

Taeha bowed almost reflexively, spouting polite words.

But inwardly, he clicked his tongue.

“Is this… for real?”

I’m actually being recognized by the Director as an Actor…

Is this really happening?

***

“Hey, you did great, good work.”

“Yeah, you worked hard waiting around, too.”

“You punk… You were always studying the Script and analyzing, and you finally pulled it off.”

No one could deny that today, Taeha had done his very best within the bounds of his Role.

Of course, Im Chan-hyung, his Manager, was delighted.

“Yeah, that’s right. Wow…”

“What’s with you, zoning out again? Is this someone else’s business?”

“Then is it my business?”

Taeha wanted to ask.

Im Chan-hyung, looking at Taeha’s complicated expression, could only feel perplexed.

While Im Chan-hyung was still confused, as if something came to mind, he handed Taeha a cell phone.

“It’s your phone. You got a call from an unknown number.”


Taking the phone, Taeha checked the screen, and his eyes widened.

At the same time,

“Crazy.”

A curse escaped his lips.



 
  Chapter 4: The Lost Year






“Why? Who is it?”

“Internet Advertisement. Lately, I’ve been getting a ton of these weird calls. Not even from a 070 number, but straight up 00.”

“Really? That must be annoying. Try installing a Spam Blocking App or something.”

“Yeah, I guess I should.”

Tae-ha nodded absentmindedly.

When combining his Scriptwriter’s skill with the Actor’s ability, Lies came out so naturally.

It seemed he had acquired a surprisingly useful ability.

“Of course, it’s better to live a life where you don’t need to Lie.”

Actually, what startled him was the Date that flashed on the Face of his phone.

Amazingly, a whole year had passed since the last Date he remembered.

“Oh Heon Ji, Han Yun-seong is the lead Actor now.”

These days, it was common for rising stars to quickly snatch up leading roles, so he figured Han Yun-seong had been cast as the lead in the next project. But that wasn’t it.

Time had passed.

“The older you get, the faster time flies by. It’s almost pitiful.”

He blinked, and a year had gone by in the Republic of Korea.

“Or… maybe not? If anything, I’ve gotten younger, so it doesn’t matter, does it?”

At that thought, Tae-ha couldn’t help but laugh.

“Yeah. What’s so bad about time passing? After all, I’ve even possessed someone else’s body.”

In fact, having just lost a year in the Republic of Korea he used to live in was a blessing.

“If I’d possessed someone in the Joseon Era, a Martial Arts Novel, or some Meta Web Novel or Webtoon cliché, I could’ve lost my head right away.”

He’d barely left his seat, living his life pounding away at the computer keyboard.

If he’d fallen into a place like that, he would have faced his second death in a day.

It was while Tae-ha was indulging in these wild imaginings.

“You’re heading straight home, right?”

Im Chan-hyung asked, and Tae-ha, snapped out of his thoughts, nodded.

The two of them made sure to say goodbye to every single Staff member who was packing up before heading to the nearby public parking lot.

While Im Chan-hyung entered the address into the navigation and pulled out the car, Tae-ha, sitting in the passenger seat, turned on the Internet on his phone.

He wanted to see what had happened during the year that had passed.

First thing he did was type ‘Lee Ho-jun’ into the familiar portal site’s search bar.

Immediately, the Profile of Drama Scriptwriter Lee Ho-jun popped up.

“Still, I’m the most famous Lee Ho-jun in the Republic of Korea.”

He didn’t even have time to feel proud.

Right after his year of birth, the next line displayed his Date of death.

“So I really am dead…”

As he scrolled down, articles from a year ago flooded the screen.

[Drama “Running Time” Scriptwriter found dead at home…]

[“Running Time” Scriptwriter dies on final broadcast day, cause of death is overwork]

[Scriptwriter Lee Ho-jun’s “Running Time” ends together with the Drama]

[The late Scriptwriter Lee Ho-jun, lost to overwork—who was he?]

[Korean Drama Scriptwriters Association mourns the loss of a talented Writer… calls for better working conditions]

[(Photo) Actor Do Hyun Jung visits Lee Ho-jun’s Funeral Hall]

[(Photo) ‘So Mi’ collapses in grief]

Only then did the reality that he had died truly sink in.

Yet at the same time, he also felt strangely detached, as if watching the death of someone else from afar.

“No one finds out about their own death like this…”

As expected, it was the two Assistant Writers who found his body.

They must’ve come to work and discovered him.

“They must’ve been really shocked. The police probably came too.”

It wasn’t a death he wanted, but he felt sorry for showing such a sight to his young friends.

And seeing the Actors and Director at the Funeral Hall in those photos made his chest ache.

“That was when we’d just grown close…”

Looking at the Funeral Hall photos, he couldn’t help but think of Choi Daepyo, the producer, who must have grieved more than anyone.

“He was always there for me when I needed support most…”

He had shared his anger about Baek Seung-chul and, despite saying they were just business partners, treated Ho-jun like a real brother.

He really was a rare and genuinely good person.

He probably even took care of all the funeral arrangements for Ho-jun, who had no relatives.

“I should’ve bought him a wallet or something sooner…”

At the time, he didn’t even have a chance, so it was just a lingering regret.

“He must’ve been really heartbroken… Maybe, thinking that my parents are gone is a relief.”

When the Drama ended successfully, he had wished his parents were still alive.

But seeing how things turned out, perhaps it was for the best.

“At least I spared them the pain of losing a child first.”

It was impossible to imagine how painful it would be if the child who had just found the light suddenly died.

While his heart grew heavy with all these thoughts,

As Tae-ha unconsciously scrolled down, an absurd article headline caught his eye.

[(Photo) Writer Baek Seung-chul visits Funeral Hall]

He clicked the photo, and sure enough, it was Baek Seung-chul.

“Had too much time on his hands? He really came here.”

Rather than being grateful, he felt cold inside.

From the day Ho-jun left Baek Seung-chul’s writing office to the airing of , it had been two years.

Baek Seung-chul never once reached out to Ho-jun.

“If only he’d just left me alone, it would’ve been better.”

Ho-jun, once Baek Seung-chul’s long-time Assistant Writer, was fairly well-known in the industry.

Because he took on so much work, anyone who had worked with Baek Seung-chul inevitably knew Ho-jun.

But Baek Seung-chul spread rumors among them that Ho-jun had stabbed him in the back and walked out one morning.

Saying he offered to help Ho-jun debut if he just finished the last project, but Ho-jun ran off, forgetting all gratitude.

That he didn’t even bother to thank him, didn’t handle the handover, and left unprofessionally, packing up his things.

That after leaving like that, he’d like to see if Ho-jun ever succeeded.

“He kicked me out in a hurry, but I guess my departure bothered him more than he thought.”


The way Baek Seung-chul kept piling on false accusations filled him with disgust.

“He really was someone who only wished for my failure.”

There was no way he’d visited the Funeral Hall out of genuine sadness, not after watching Baek Seung-chul for so long.

“I guess he only came because people knew me as Baek Seung-chul’s student.”

At least I didn’t die as an unknown Writer, but as one Baek Seung-chul felt obligated to come visit.

Swallowing a bitter laugh, Tae-ha lowered his phone.

“Ha.”

In many ways, a sigh escaped him.

He wanted to find those who had grieved for him and say, “I’m not dead. I’ve come back to life in someone else’s body.”

But that was impossible.

“They’d just treat me like a crazy person.”

If it were Choi Daepyo, he’d probably drag him to a shaman for an exorcism.

The youngest Assistant Writer would no doubt grab her Cross Necklace and start a Prayer.

Director Yoon might even send it to as material for a broadcast…

“For now, best to stay quiet.”

For them, Ho-jun’s death was already a year in the past.

There was no need to disturb the lives of people who were doing just fine.

Right now, figuring out how to live this new life was a more pressing task.

“Are you tired?”

Im Chan-hyung, interpreting Tae-ha’s sigh in his own way, asked while driving.

Tae-ha mumbled an excuse.

“Yeah, filming did go long. You did well, though. How did you even think of acting after changing the Script?”

Im Chan-hyung, seemingly satisfied with Tae-ha’s performance earlier, smiled as he asked.

Confirming that smile, Tae-ha exaggeratedly shrugged his shoulders as he answered.

“Like you said, I’ve been studying the Script a bit. Figured changing it might be for the best.”

Suddenly, as if something was up, Im Chan-hyung stopped the car at the signal and looked at Tae-ha intently.

His smile was completely gone.

“I…”

Could it be… did he notice?

Tae-ha felt awkward, but then, thinking that was impossible, responded playfully.

“What, why are you looking at me like that? Am I too handsome?”

Only then did Im Chan-hyung crack a smile and retort.

“Just… you seem a lot more confident than usual, which is nice to see. You used to be pretty down, you know?”

“Yeah.”

Realizing what about himself might have felt off, Tae-ha glanced sideways at Im Chan-hyung.

“Well, that makes sense. After all, I’m not Kang Tae-ha. I’m someone else.”

It wasn’t really his fault, but he couldn’t help but feel a little guilty.

At that moment, Im Chan-hyung added,

“Come to think of it, you used to be pretty wild. Back in elementary school, at least.”

As Im Chan-hyung said this, Tae-ha’s memories of the past flashed by.

“Yeah, I was, back then…”

Actually, Tae-ha’s life had been pretty rough.

At fourteen, he lost both parents in an accident and bounced from one relative’s house to another.

He eventually settled at his aunt’s, but even that place wasn’t comfortable.

“I had to live with my cousin and his older sister in a cramped house…”

So it was impossible for him to stay the same as he was in elementary school.

After that, as he faced various setbacks and real-world hardships, his personality darkened considerably.

He spoke less and seldom smiled.

He didn’t reconnect with Im Chan-hyung until they were adults.

When Tae-ha, lost and unsure of what to do after being discharged from the Military, Im Chan-hyung suggested he try acting.

Im Chan-hyung persuaded him many times when he tried to refuse.

“Isn’t it a waste not to use what you have?”

“Isn’t it better than letting time just slip by like this?”

Maybe he saw potential as an Actor, but surely, he just couldn’t leave Tae-ha, who had no family, alone.

“Getting Kang Tae-ha signed with this Entertainment Agency and starting his acting career is all thanks to this guy.”

The more he remembered, the more Im Chan-hyung felt like Choi Daepyo had to Ho-jun.

“I should treat him well.”

With that thought, Tae-ha remembered that he had already completed his Military service and felt relieved.

“Right. This guy already finished his Military service.”

Most people who dream of becoming celebrities think they’ll enlist after securing their place while young.

So many try to postpone enlistment as long as possible.

For someone like him who almost had to serve twice, it was a relief.

“Good job, kid.”

Feeling grateful to himself more than anyone, Tae-ha hugged his own body and patted it.

“Well done, Kang Tae-ha. Thanks, thank you.”

“Why?”

Im Chan-hyung looked at him, puzzled.

Tae-ha replied confidently, unbothered.

“I guess getting confident like this makes me feel self-love too.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“Maybe nothing?”

With a shameless grin, Tae-ha let go of his arms.

Im Chan-hyung clicked his tongue quietly, muttering worriedly.

“They say when a person changes too much, they’re about to die.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t die.”

Already did that, anyway.

And going to the Military twice was something he wanted to avoid, even after dying and coming back.

So this body deserved at least this much of a warm greeting.

Once again, Tae-ha hugged himself, and seeing that, Im Chan-hyung shook his head with a smile.

It felt a bit strange, but he looked brighter than ever since they reunited.

As Tae-ha fully launched into Actor activities, Im Chan-hyung thought, maybe that’s what gave him strength, and he continued driving.

***

After dropping Tae-ha off in front of his house, Im Chan-hyung drove away.


Left standing alone in front of the door, Tae-ha awkwardly pressed the door lock code.

And the moment he opened the door,

“Kang Tae-ha, you bastard…”

The sense of pride and gratitude he’d just felt toward the original owner of this body vanished in an instant.



 
  Chapter 5: Taeha’s Past






The previous memories of Taeha were like archived records—if you entered a search word, related memories would come to mind.

“That’s how it usually was…”

But not this time. As soon as he opened the door, the scenery of the room that lingered in his head belatedly surfaced.

The old officetel one-room the Entertainment Agency had arranged for him was extremely cramped, and above all, filthy.

By Taeha’s standards, it was nothing short of a pigsty.

“Kang Taeha, you punk. No matter how busy you are, you could at least clean up a little. You painted your hair white, but look at this place.”

Taeha grumbled as he quickly opened the window first.

It was so messy that he could almost smell the stench.

“I was originally planning to figure out where Kang Taeha’s soul had gone in this room….”

But right now, that wasn’t possible.

“Cleaning. I’ll leave everything else for now and start by cleaning.”

It didn’t suit his temperament to leave a place he didn’t know how long he’d have to live in in such disarray.

Especially in Ho-jun’s case, he’d worked as an Assistant Writer for a long time, so he had an unusual fondness for the space called home.

That’s why the place Choi Daepyo arranged for him after signing the script contract was also a Three-room Apartel.

Even considering his career as an Assistant Writer, it was quite an exceptional treatment for a rookie.

Normally, rookies hardly ever got a Scriptwriters’ Office before they were even scheduled in a program.

“Choi Daepyo really was generous.”

He remembered the time when he moved from the Kosiwon to the Scriptwriters’ Office, feeling quite moved. Now, finding himself back living in a cramped one-room, he felt dumbfounded.

“No, that’s not it. Still, being able to live in a place like this is better than nothing.”

While clearing away the stacks of paper, half-eaten cup noodle containers, snack wrappers, and other trash piled around the room, Taeha muttered.

It wasn’t even a joke—until recently, Kang Taeha had lived in a side room where the heating didn’t even work properly.

If he had regressed to that time…

“Let’s just be thankful that I can at least live in an officetel one-room.”

With that, Taeha finally finished cleaning and sat down at the desk, letting out a sigh.

“Phew… That was tough.”

And then, while belatedly cleaning the desk, he found a notebook he hadn’t noticed before.

“Huh? This is—”

It was Taeha’s diary and acting analysis notebook.

Seeing the notebook, memories of writing down his thoughts and feelings day and night surfaced.

As he opened it with a strange feeling, a photograph stuck in as a bookmark fell out.

It was a photo of five boys together.

***

The year he entered high school.

After living at his Sookmo’s house all through middle school, Taeha’s next destination was an unexpected place.

He ended up signing with a newly-established Entertainment Agency that was planning to debut a boy Idol group through street Audition.

“I had absolutely no interest in show business before that.”

Though he had a decent face, Taeha wasn’t the type to enjoy being in the spotlight.

He didn’t have any particular talent for singing or dancing, either.

“Not that I was any good at studying… sigh.”

He was in a situation where he wasn’t good at anything, nor did he have anything he wanted to do.

He had no idea what he could do to make a living as Taeha.

He couldn’t keep freeloading off his Sookmo’s family forever, and that just made him feel all the more impatient.

After accidentally overhearing his Sajon Nuna, only three years older than him, complain that she couldn’t even use the bathroom comfortably because of him, he became even more desperate.

“Even if I felt sorry, I couldn’t help feeling bitter too.”

He planned to earn money and become independent as soon as he became an adult, but he wasn’t sure it would work out as planned.

Then came the offer from the Planning Company—even providing a Dormitory was an extremely tempting prospect.

Looking back, this was one of the few jobs where Taeha, who wasn’t good for much besides his face, could actually make a lot of money.

“Idol.”

It was the Dream and Hope that suddenly came into Taeha’s life.

If only he could achieve Success, he’d never have to cling to anyone again—in fact, he could live proudly.

He’d also be able to repay the material and emotional Debt he owed his Sookmo’s family.

With that, Taeha made up his mind, left his Sookmo’s house, and moved into the Dormitory.

He even took the necessary steps to transfer to a school near the Dormitory.

Dance, singing, acting, foreign languages.

He had to learn all sorts of new things, but Taeha worked hard.

Having a clear goal made all the difference.

Above all, the other members of the Debut Group were a great help in Taeha’s growth.

Practicing together every day, they became closer than family.

Those were the very members in the photo he used as a bookmark.

“If only I’d just succeeded as an Idol…”

But the heavens were not so generous to Taeha.

The CEO of the Planning Company failed to secure additional investment from outside, struggled with funding issues, and eventually shut down the company.

Naturally, Taeha and the members, who were just about to release their album and start promotions, had all their activities halted. They were kicked out of the company, burdened with Debt.

“And that’s not all. Everything that had been invested in us for Debut came back as Debt….”

The only thing Taeha gained was the humiliating title of ‘Failed Idol,’ and, devastated, he worked part-time at a Factory that provided room and board to pay off the Debt.

It wasn’t that he never considered asking his Sookmo for help, but their family wasn’t in a position to even lend him a million won.

It was also embarrassing to contact them, having left the house claiming he’d come back only after achieving Success.

“Self-respect doesn’t feed you, I guess… But back then, Kang Taeha was only twenty.”

At least he hadn’t taken any dangerous paths just to make money.

So Taeha broke his back working off tens of millions of won in Debt, then enlisted in the military as soon as he was done.

He was already worn out from Factory work, and with no money left, he had no way to make a living afterwards.

“I really toughed it out.”

Looking back with a bit more life experience, Taeha could see that his choices had definitely been somewhat naive.

If he’d had something or someone safe and solid to rely on, there were hardships he wouldn’t have had to endure.

But young and with nothing to his name, Taeha had simply done the best he could.

“Just like I did under Baek Seung-chul back then…”

The more he recalled Taeha’s life in detail, the more he felt a strange closeness, as if to a longtime younger brother, and only one thought came to mind.

At least, not everything in Taeha’s life had been shadowed by hardship.

After being discharged from the army, Taeha, still uncertain about his future, scraped by with odd part-time jobs in a tiny side room.


And around that time…

“I met Im Chan-hyung, who was building his career as a Manager.”

When Im Chan-hyung first suggested acting, Taeha just shook his head in silence.

He was afraid of failing once again.

But his desire to somehow achieve his unfulfilled Dream was probably even greater.

“Wanting Success, wanting to be confident, wanting to shine from on high and be loved by people—a deep and lingering longing.”

After Im Chan-hyung’s lengthy persuasion, Taeha made up his mind to try his hand at being an Actor.

“Maybe it’s because we make foolish choices when we’re young, but that’s also why we can try again.”

After all, all he knew was how to ‘steal’—if being an Idol didn’t work out, maybe being an Actor would. Luckily, it wasn’t too late to try acting.

Having finished his military service was even an advantage for an Actor.

For the next half-year, Taeha poured everything into his effort, thinking that there would be no third failure, and that this was the Last Opportunity given to him in life.

The proof of that was this notebook.

“Just looking at the notebook, you can tell how serious Taeha was about being an Actor.”

was the first proper project Taeha landed after signing as an Actor.

Even though it was just a small bit part with only a few scenes, he’d analyzed the script inside and out.

“Unfortunately, despite all that, I think my acting was honestly just average.”

To be fair, that was true.

Acting is also a matter of talent—there was nothing he could do.

“Well, these days, even if you just act normally with a good-looking face, that’s good enough. There just aren’t that many who can actually act.”

Taeha muttered, remembering how, whenever he was casting for a drama, he would feel frustrated at the acting ability of young male Actors.

“Maybe he actually did have quite a bit of potential.”

Honestly, Taeha’s looks were better now than when he was a teenager—this was his real prime.

He’d slimmed down, lost his boyishness, and his features stood out more.

Ironically, the traces of hardship from his life gave his gaze a touch of sorrow that only added to his appeal.

“But even so, it would’ve taken a long time to succeed. No, there’s no guarantee of Success at all.”

The entertainment industry isn’t a place where Success is assured by ability alone.

If your talent doesn’t stand out like an awl, you’re likely to be buried.

Without solid backing, even luck has to be on your side.

“Though now, things are different.”

The current Taeha had abilities that the former Taeha did not possess.

Placing the acting notebook neatly on one side, Taeha leaned deeply back in his chair.

“Actor….”

In his previous life, he’d never considered becoming an Actor.

He’d always thought it was an attractive profession, but his face was too plain to dream of being an Actor. He didn’t have any particular talent for acting, either.

Sometimes, to explain the feel of a script to Actors or Assistant Writers, he would demonstrate with a sample performance, but every time he’d hear, half joking, half serious, “Your acting’s so wooden, it’s not helping at all.”

“That’s why it’s so strange. That I can act now…”

Even Taeha’s unique ability to immerse himself, which could be called his strength, now applied not only to script analysis but even to acting.

With Taeha’s decent acting skills and his original immersion ability coming together, he was able to deliver surprisingly high-level performances.

“A talent that stands out like an awl.”

That was one key that had been forged for his Success as an Actor.

As his thoughts wandered, Taeha stared quietly at his reflection in the mirror on his desk.

“In the end, I don’t know how you died or how I ended up in this body… but what you want is still the life of an Actor, right?”

It really would be a shame to give up the Dream of acting, with such a face and acting skills.

“But this face…”

Looking at it for a long time, he felt it resembled someone.

It was a fleeting impression that came only after staring for a while.

At that moment,

Bzzz, bzzz.

His phone vibrated.

He checked, and it was the same unregistered number as before.

“Who is this, calling like this? Hello?”

He pressed the call button and brought the phone to his ear.

At the voice that came through, Taeha froze in place.

– Taeha, it’s me. Sojeong.

It was a voice he never thought he’d hear again.

“Sojeong… Why is Sojeong appearing here?”

Sojeong was the Actress playing ‘So Mi,’ the female lead in .

He could vividly recall her affectionate calls of, ‘Writer, writer!’

Since it was her first time as a female lead in , she often visited the Scriptwriters’ Office,

And they would frequently exchange calls and messages, talking a lot about her character.

She was unusually easygoing for an Actress, and since it was both their first time as main cast, they shared many concerns and deep conversations.

“But why…”

As his shocked mind started working again, Taeha’s memories came rushing back along with a realization.


“Nuna?”

– That’s right. Have you been well?

Actress Kang Sojeong.

Her other identity was none other than the Sajon Nuna who had found living with Taeha uncomfortable.



 
  Chapter 6: A Reconnected Bond






What an incredible coincidence…

But Taeha couldn’t just sit back and be surprised.

As Taeha tried to calm his startled heart, Kang Sojeong’s voice came through the phone, leaving him no time to collect himself.

– What’s up, why aren’t you answering? I asked how you’ve been.

Ever since he’d left his aunt’s house.

Taeha hadn’t kept in touch with Kang Sojeong at all.

Even with his aunt, they’d only exchange a few greetings during holidays, so there had been no reason for him to reach out to Kang Sojeong.

Because of that—

“Uh, well. I’ve been getting by, more or less.”

Even though Taeha’s answer was a little awkward, it didn’t seem to strike Kang Sojeong as strange.

The fact that Kang Sojeong’s reply came back right away proved it.

– That’s a relief. I heard you were discharged from the army. My mom told me not long ago. I left you a bunch of messages, but you never replied.

“I’ve been a bit out of it. Sorry.”

Still feeling dazed, Taeha fumbled his answer.

Honestly, the reason Taeha had ignored Kang Sojeong’s messages up to this point was obvious.

“It must’ve been uncomfortable for me. My pride was hurt.”

He understood.

He had failed as an idol, but Kang Sojeong, whom he hadn’t even thought much about, had become a successful actress.

Of course, Kang Sojeong had to know that, too.

– You didn’t avoid my messages on purpose, did you?

“No way.”

When asked so directly, Taeha hurried to deny it, but there was a brief, awkward silence as if Kang Sojeong didn’t believe him.

After a moment, Kang Sojeong asked,

– So. Where are you staying these days?

“Huh?”

– I was wondering if you’re still at the factory. You lived in the factory dorm before enlisting, right?

Her tone was casual.

It seemed like she was trying not to sound unnecessarily sympathetic, so she wouldn’t hurt Taeha’s feelings.

“If I were the old Kang Taeha, I’d have been all prickly and defensive.”

That’s how Hojun was as a kid, too.

With nothing to his name, pride was all he could protect.

He didn’t realize back then that all it left him with was a sense of inferiority.

– If you’re okay with it, do you want to come live with us again?

“Home?”

Taeha asked in surprise.

He hadn’t expected that.

– My mom worries about you a lot. Living on your own isn’t easy. You’re technically an adult, but you’re still young.

That was a kind of family love you didn’t often see these days.

Even just raising Taeha through middle school had been his aunt’s family doing their best.

And for Kang Sojeong, Taeha was just a cousin three years younger.

There was no real reason for her to care so much.

“She really is such a good person.”

Listening to Kang Sojeong, Taeha thought to himself.

– We moved recently, so we have plenty of rooms. I live on my own now… I always felt bad for giving you a hard time when we lived together before.

“You were young too back then.”

It would’ve been weirder if a teenage girl in high school didn’t feel awkward sharing a cramped house with her male cousin.

It’s not like she bullied Taeha—she’d only complained to her parents a few times.

It was just that Taeha was especially sensitive and quick to notice such things.

“I’m the one who should be sorry and grateful.”

Taeha spoke sincerely.

That was how he truly felt, back when he’d been so desperate to keep his pride.

He’d always thought that, if he ever became successful, he’d pay back that debt of gratitude with his head held high. But as life got harder and more miserable, he’d never managed to say it.

– Kang Taeha… you’ve really grown up. Thank you for understanding.

He could feel the weight lift a little from Kang Sojeong’s voice.

– Anyway, don’t feel pressured—just come back home if you want. You know I earn a decent living these days. If you want to go back to studying, I’ll help you…

“I’ve never once wanted to study, though.”

Taeha’s joking reply made Kang Sojeong, who had been speaking so cautiously, burst into laughter.

– I mean, do whatever you want to do.

“I am doing it. I started acting.”

– What?

“My friend’s agency signed me, and I’m living in the dorm they provided. So don’t worry. But I really appreciate you caring.”

– What did you just say… you’re acting?

“Yeah.”

No sooner had he answered than Kang Sojeong nearly screamed.

– Hey!

“Yeah?”

– Why didn’t you tell me sooner if that’s the case!

“Good question?”

He had a successful actress as a cousin, yet was taking the long way around in the industry.

“Kang Taeha, you idiot. Is your pride really worth starving for?”

Taeha shook his head.

***

A few days later.

A brunch restaurant in Itaewon.

Taeha, who had arrived early, took a seat by a sunny window.

The restaurant was quiet and peaceful in the middle of a weekday.

The open windows let in a gentle spring breeze along with warm sunlight.

“Nice.”

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so relaxed.


“I always told myself, once this project’s over, I’ll come somewhere nice like this, eat good food, and take a real break.”

But he’d kept putting off his rest—and in the end, died of overwork.

“But back then… I just wanted to prove myself, even one day sooner.”

He thought he couldn’t succeed unless he pushed himself to his limits.

And in fact, thanks to that, he’d gained an incredible ability.

“No matter what ability I have, nothing’s more precious than my life.”

Anyway, with his newly given young and healthy body, he was determined never to overdo it again.

Taeha made up his mind to protect that “work-life balance” people were always shouting about as if it were his own life.

“Work-life balance, never give it up.”

He checked the time on his phone, waiting for today’s main guest—Kang Sojeong.

“I didn’t expect to run into someone from my past so soon… and family, at that.”

Back when was being filmed.

He remembered a time at a casual get-together when Kang Sojeong had mentioned she had a cousin who used to be an idol.

[Back then, I wasn’t really interested in this side of things, so I don’t know the details, but I heard he had to quit because his agency shut down.]

[He must’ve been really disappointed.]

[Maybe that’s why he gave up on his dream entirely. These days, I’d help if I could, but I was just a college student back then… It’s a shame.]

[What’s he doing now?]

[He worked at a factory, then went to the army. I was planning to contact him after he was discharged.]

That cousin she mentioned serving in the army—that had been Taeha himself.

“One amazing coincidence after another.”

He felt like he could handle anything now.

Even if a portal opened up in front of him, he wouldn’t be surprised.

“Taeha!”

At that moment, Kang Sojeong entered the restaurant.

She wore light makeup, her long hair tied back in a single ponytail, a bright shirt and jeans.

It looked simple at first glance, but there was a polished, stylish air about her.

“She’s got even more of a celebrity aura than a year ago.”

Sitting across from Taeha, Kang Sojeong greeted him with a bright smile.

Her eyes always curved gently when she smiled, making anyone who saw it feel good.

“You really do look alike.”

Now that he saw her in person, it was even clearer—they had similar features, just as he’d seen in the mirror.

Especially their smiles.

“You got here early?”

“Yeah.”

Seeing her face, Taeha finally felt the reality sink in—Sojeong, once ten years younger than him, was now really his older cousin.

“I have to call Sojeong, who was so much younger than me, ‘noona’ now… Funny. Ha ha.”

But Taeha quickly accepted it, and greeted her with a gentle smile.

“Long time no see, noona.”

Kang Sojeong, pausing at his smile, looked him over closely.

“You… did you get taller? You look even better than before. I almost didn’t recognize you.”

The last time they’d seen each other face-to-face was four years ago, during Chuseok.

Taeha hadn’t even become an adult yet.

“Aren’t you the last person who should say that?”

“What?”

“You’re the one who became an actress—and got prettier.”

“What the heck? I didn’t know you could say things like that.”

“I’m just telling the truth, that’s all.”

Kang Sojeong’s eyes widened at Taeha’s playful retort.

Even during their call, but especially now, Taeha seemed different.

After being forced to quit his idol activities, he’d barely spoken to even his mom, becoming withdrawn—but now he was speaking smoothly and confidently.

He didn’t seem overly self-conscious or timid, either.

In her memories, Taeha always had a gloomy face, but now, it was as if spring sunshine had settled over him.

He was almost like a different person—charming, even.

“I guess I have changed. Now that I have a new goal, I’ve got energy again. Can’t live gloomy forever. I’m still young, after all.”

As if reading her thoughts, Taeha spoke.

Kang Sojeong, a little surprised, nodded.

“Good for you. My mom will be relieved, too.”

“I’ll call Aunt soon, too.”

“You really have matured, huh? Let’s order. Get whatever you want.”

Handing him the menu, Kang Sojeong grinned.

“Don’t regret it, okay? I don’t watch my manners anymore.”

“Don’t worry. You never had a big appetite anyway.”

But a little later,

Watching Taeha order as if he intended to eat everything on the menu, Kang Sojeong could only shake her head.

When he finished ordering, Taeha asked confidently,

“Did you bring what I asked for?”

Kang Sojeong clicked her tongue, half exasperated.

The biggest change in her cousin, who used to be constantly worried about others’ feelings, was just how brazen he’d become.

***

What Taeha had asked Kang Sojeong for was his next acting gig.

He’d asked her to see if there were any good roles available.

“There’s no reason not to accept help.”

Kang Sojeong’s own success as an actress, after all, was thanks in large part to luck.

She’d been a regular college student, but got her name out there thanks to her good looks and academic background on a variety show, and quickly signed with a major acting agency.

After that, she starred in a web drama that became a huge hit among young women,

And even as a supporting actress in dramas, she gave solid performances—quickly rising to leading roles.

It had all happened in a short span of time.

“And the project she got back then was …”

Back then, there was still talk that she was lacking as a female lead,

But was scheduled in a rush because another drama had fallen through.

Filming schedules were tight.

Thanks to that, Kang Sojeong had managed to land the lead role more easily.

With ’s success, she became a proper leading actress, and made her next drama a hit as well—cementing herself as the number-one choice for casting.

Because of that, Kang Sojeong now received dozens of scripts and scenarios every day.

She’d built up a lot of connections, and as a member of a big agency, she was always in the loop about upcoming dramas and roles open to new actors.

So Taeha’s request wasn’t unreasonable.

Kang Sojeong’s only complaint was why he hadn’t told her sooner about becoming an actor.

“Good call, asking for help.”

Technically, this was the kind of thing his own agency should handle, but as a small agency, there was a limit to the roles and scripts Taeha could access.

Even the recent bit part in had only come about thanks to Im Chan-hyung’s hard work.

But in just a few days, Kang Sojeong had come back with two audition opportunities for new works by fairly well-known writers—just on her recommendation.

“And they’re both from pretty big-name authors, too.”

While Kang Sojeong was away from the table for a moment,

Taeha took a sip of coffee and opened the scripts that had been brought as dessert.

As soon as he started reading, his fingertips tingled, and he became absorbed in the script.

Scenes appeared in his mind with surprising speed.

At the same time, he could distinguish between lines and scenes that were vivid and memorable, and those that weren’t.

With a bit more focus, he could probably even suggest edits.

But since it wasn’t his own project, he didn’t need to pour that much energy into it.

So Taeha devoted himself entirely to analyzing the script as thoroughly as possible.


“Just read them over at home and let me know. If you say you’ll audition for both by the end of this week, that should be fine.”

Just then, Kang Sojeong returned from the restroom and took her seat again.

Taeha closed the script with a snap and replied,

“No need—I’ve already decided.”



 
  Chapter 7: The Choice He Makes






“You already decided? Without even reading the script?”

“No, I read all of it.”

Kang Sojeong blinked in surprise, as if this was even more unexpected.

Taeha squeezed his now warm hands together and then opened them again.

He knew Kang Sojeong would be surprised, but he wanted to say right away that he wanted to do this project.

That’s just how good the script was.

“How could someone write something like this?”

Honestly, his memories as a writer still felt more vivid than those as an actor.

“As a writer, I’m almost jealous.”

He had gained Immersion Ability while writing , and thanks to it, he could write scripts as vivid as blazing flames.

But that didn’t mean was a perfect work.

Immersion Ability could only draw out one’s own skills to their limits.

He couldn’t write beyond what he had.

For example, things like subject matter.

“I’ve never even thought about this kind of subject or these kinds of characters before. And to weave them together in such an appealing way— that’s amazing.”

While Taeha was thinking this, Kang Sojeong asked,

“So, which one do you want to do? Is it this one?”

The script Kang Sojeong referred to was Jung Ha-na’s .

“It’s a legal thriller about a prosecutor who can read the memories contained in objects he touches, and how he solves cases…”

Legal Thriller was Jung Ha-na’s specialty, known as a box office guarantee after three consecutive hits.

Among those works, one was also Kang Sojeong’s first appearance as a Supporting Role in a network drama.

“Already her fourth work.”

From the perspective of someone who wrote just one piece and died from overwork, he could only be envious.

And the role Kang Sojeong recommended in this work was that of the Secretary to the Chaebol Third Generation Female Lead.

Since it was a role that stuck close to the Female Lead, it was a Supporting Role with a fairly large portion even for a rookie.

Just judging by parts 1 and 2, it was a sizable role, and given the content, it seemed there would be opportunities for independent action later in the series as well.

Even the character wasn’t the usual stiff secretary, but rather had a bit of a naïve, cute, and likable side.

“For a new male actor in his early twenties, this is a really good part.”

But what Taeha picked up was the script next to it.

“No, the one I want to do is this. Heureojeo Itdeon Saramdeul.”

was a Thriller with Occult Element, where the male Main Character, a former Catholic Priest, uncovers bizarre cases.

“Really?”

Kang Sojeong asked again, genuinely surprised.

She had brought two scripts to widen Taeha’s options, but she thought the outcome was already set.

“Well… It’s true this script has a good reputation. The casting for the male lead is strong, which is why I brought it. But honestly, looking at the writer’s name and the role, doesn’t seem better? The director for this one isn’t even decided yet.”

The writer of was Kim Jeong-sik.

He, like Jung Ha-na, had already written three works, and was fairly skilled, but his name recognition was worlds apart.

“The results of his previous works haven’t been great…”

And in , the role Taeha would audition for was a Subdeacon with a speech impediment.

The script referred to the role as an apprentice priest.

It was a mechanism-like role that created a Mystery Atmosphere by appearing occasionally, with little screen time and, naturally, no lines.

“But I can tell even without reading further— this character is definitely the Key to the latter half. That’s why there’s an audition for it.”

He could tell from a writer’s perspective.

“And the writer’s name isn’t important. It matters when you’re getting on a schedule or being cast, but once a work is out in the world, what really determines success is how fun the script is.”

That’s why unexpected works could suddenly become huge hits, while those hyped by star casting and Investment could flop.

“In that sense, is a little lacking.”

Since it was by Jung Ha-na, the composition was solid and the development refreshing.

But he couldn’t shake the feeling that everything was just… adequate.

“I’m sure it’ll succeed to some degree, but… even after reading it pretty closely, it didn’t make my blood boil.”

On the other hand, made him jealous.

People might just think, ‘This is a well-written script,’ but thanks to his Immersion Ability, the enjoyment Taeha felt analyzing the script was beyond that.

“Still, this is the work I really want to do. To me, it’s just more fun.”

“You like this genre, huh? Well, it does divide opinions, but it definitely has a core fanbase.”

Contrary to Kang Sojeong’s guess, Occult Element wasn’t originally Taeha’s taste.

But even he found it entertaining, so it seemed it could appeal not just to the mania but also to the general public.

“Then I’ll pass your Portfolio for this one, the one you sent last time, right? Ah, and give me your Manager’s contact too. I’ll have them direct all future contact that way.”

“Okay.”

“I’m close with the producing PD, so I’ll put in a good word. In the end, you have to show your acting, though.”

“Just getting an Audition opportunity is enough. Thanks for helping, noona.”

“What’s with the thanks? If you’d told me earlier, I could have introduced you to a Planning Company…”

“No, if not for my Manager, I wouldn’t have even started acting.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Anyway, if things go well later, I’ll—”

“Treat me to something?”

“No? You make more money than me, I can’t do that. I’ll repay you another way.”

“Another way?”

“There’s something.”

“What is it?”

Sojeong pursed her lips, saying the kid had brightened but become a bit mysterious.

Taeha smiled lightly and continued.

“Oh, and there’s one more thing I wanted to discuss…”

***

set.

It was Taeha’s last day of filming.

Today, the day Byun Kwang-ja 2, a minor character, is killed by the Main Character, who has transformed into a devil for revenge.

Having gotten fairly used to the set after several shoots, Taeha slipped between the cameras.

“Taeha, let’s do well again today.”

Main Character Han Yun-seong greeted him, and Taeha replied playfully.

“I look forward to working with you. Please kill me cleanly and painlessly.”


Han Yun-seong chuckled.

Every time he saw Taeha, he was surprised by how mature he seemed for his age.

“Your personality is like a kindly uncle. Doesn’t match your face at all.”

That gap was amusing.

Honestly, even Han Yun-seong, now the central lead, didn’t have the knack for lightening the mood like this.

Right before filming, he was usually too focused on acting to joke around, and he was naturally shy.

For a lead to envy a minor actor seemed ridiculous, but to be honest, Han Yun-seong did envy Taeha’s personality.

Of course, if his acting were poor, he’d just be seen as frivolous, but that wasn’t the case.

“Even now…”

The moment “cue” was called, Taeha’s eyes completely changed.

“It’s amazing how quickly he can bring up his emotions.”

Thanks to that, Han Yun-seong also quickly fell into his role.

***

Part 4, Scene 22.

A Singing Room in the neighborhood where the delinquent perpetrators operated.

The loud music was enough to hide the sounds of violence, and the victim had to endure a beating, covered in blood, in that noise.

For others, it was a space for entertainment, but for the Main Character, the thick Singing Room book and the jangling sound of the Tambourine became the stage for horror.

By chance, the perpetrators and Byun Kwang-ja 2, who happened to visit that Singing Room again.

As Byun Kwang-ja 2 returns from the bathroom, walking down the corridor,

“Huh?”

Byun Kwang-ja 2 spots a familiar figure walking at the end of the corridor.

The Main Character’s eyes shine coldly.

Before he can even sense anything is wrong—thud, a knife is plunged into Byun Kwang-ja 2’s stomach.

“Hyuk…! Why me…!”

Thud, Byun Kwang-ja 2 collapses to the floor in pain.

He looks up at the Main Character’s face, which feels strangely enormous.

He can’t accept that he’s been stabbed, but sharp pain spreads throughout his body.

Taeha expressed this fleeting confusion of Byun Kwang-ja 2 with his facial expression.

With Taeha’s acting, looking as if he truly couldn’t understand why he had to die, Han Yun-seong could glare at him with genuine contempt.

“Yeah. Until the end. Die not knowing, scum. That suits you.”

As if even deep hatred would be a waste, Han Yun-seong spoke dryly.

Taeha, belatedly fumbling his lips to call for help.

But soon, he loses consciousness and closes his eyes.

Just like that, the Main Character dispatches Byun Kwang-ja 2 in an instant, and walks away coolly.

[From the open door of Room 9, a lively instrumental flows.

It’s an old song that Byun Kwang-ja 2 used to sing at the site of past beatings.

The blood Byun Kwang-ja 2 shed spreads across the corridor…]

“Cut! Okay!”

With the voice of Director Lee Hae-ik, today’s filming—Taeha’s filming—came to an end.

Even after several takes today, each time, Taeha showed amazing focus, satisfying Director Lee Hae-ik.

And gave him confidence.

“Thank you for your hard work!”

Hearing Han Yun-seong’s greeting, Taeha, who had been lying on the floor with his eyes closed, blinked and stood up.

The fake blood used for filming was sticky on his hands and clothes, making him feel uncomfortable.

His hands felt even hotter from focusing on the acting, making it even more unpleasant.

As Taeha came off camera and received some tissues from Im Chan-hyung, roughly wiping the blood from his body—

Director Lee Hae-ik called to him.

“Kang Taeha. Today’s your last day, right?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have your next project lined up?”

“My next project?”

“Yeah. I have a new project that was just decided, and there’s a role I’d really like you for.”

Im Chan-hyung’s eyes grew round as he listened.

No wonder—Director Lee Hae-ik himself was reaching out to cast Taeha, who had only played a minor role.

Regardless of the part, it was clear the director had noticed him.

Even before all the details were discussed, Im Chan-hyung’s lips curled up, but Taeha looked a little surprised, then calmly asked,

“Your next project, Director?”

“Yes. It’s not my decision alone, so I’d like you to audition. The audition is next week.”

“Ah.”

Taeha made a troubled face.

Next week, he had the audition for .

Im Chan-hyung, knowing why he hesitated, looked at Taeha with a helpless expression.

He didn’t even know if he’d pass the audition.

Director Lee Hae-ik said it wasn’t his decision alone, but with his recommendation, it was as good as secured.

For a rookie like Taeha, being in the next work of someone like Director Lee Hae-ik was a great opportunity.

There was no reason to turn it down.

But Taeha thought differently.

He knew Director Lee Hae-ik’s skill and reputation were outstanding, but for Taeha, the most important thing was the fun of the script.

“Even if the script for the director’s project is good… the timing just doesn’t work.”

No matter how good his Immersion Ability, preparing for two roles and giving his all to one would make a world of difference in quality.

“I need to keep my work-life balance, too.”

“Ah, I actually have an audition for another project at that time. Thank you for the offer, but… I’m sorry.”

Director Lee Hae-ik was taken aback by the unexpected refusal.

Im Chan-hyung stared at Taeha as if he’d lost his mind, but Taeha was unfazed.

Director Lee Hae-ik wasn’t the type to be offended by something like this.

“If another opportunity comes up, please call me. I’m really sorry.”

“No, it was too sudden of me anyway. So, you’re only not available next week?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

He wondered if the audition date would get changed because of him, but Taeha quickly answered.

“Alright. Let’s see each other again if fate allows.”

“Thank you, Director. You worked hard, too.”


***

A week later.

The audition hall for .

As Taeha arrived at the audition hall, he found himself regretting having turned down Director Lee Hae-ik’s offer.



 
  Chapter 8: At the Threshold of the Audition






After all the filming was completed and until the day of the Audition arrived.

Taeha did his utmost over the week, analyzing and memorizing the Script.

During , the previous Taeha had already researched and practiced enough, so he could make use of his ability to immerse himself in the role and act. But this time, he was bound from the start by his own limits.

“It was quite a struggle, wasn’t it?”

Script Analysis and character research as an actor were on a completely different level from doing them as a Writer.

As a Writer, when looking at the Script, he studied each Scene, each Sequence, the Plot Structure of each episode, and the overall flow across the entire series.

He also focused on capturing the traits of every character, coming up with scene ideas, and paying attention to lines.

“If that’s like looking at the whole forest….”

As an actor, there was something more important than seeing the forest as a whole.

It was immersing yourself in just one character.

“You have to become a single tree that has taken root in the work.”

For that reason, it was necessary to imagine even the small branches and annual rings of the tree not described in the Script, to delve into, twist, and absorb the character.

And then, he had to figure out how to express all that through acting.

“How should I handle the expressions, what about the breathing… This is really an area I’ve never tried before.”

In this part, the memories of the previous Taeha and the Script Note he left were quite helpful.

As he went through it, he came to a realization—sometimes an actor understands a character better than the Writer who created them, and

they might even come up with better ad-libbed lines.

“I’m fully prepared.”

Yet, he still felt nervous for no reason.

He had often sat on the audition judging panel as a Writer, but this was his first time participating as a contestant.

Perhaps because he was so familiar with the subtle tension and stiffness of an audition room, he felt even more nervous.

It didn’t help that he really wanted to be a part of this project.

“The more I read the Script, the more I like it.”

As a Writer, whenever he saw a brilliant Script, he simply admired it and felt inspired, but as an actor, he actually had the opportunity to join the work.

“I have to seize this chance.”

If he got to work together, he wanted to ask Writer Kim Jeong-sik how he came up with such a project and what his working process was.

“Ah, is that too much of a Writer’s mindset?”

In any case, despite his nerves, Taeha tried to stay focused and looked out the car window.

The car, driven by Im Chan-hyung, was headed to the Production Company Office hosting the audition today.

***

Taeha and Im Chan-hyung arrived at the Production Company Office in Hapjeong, following the guidance sign to the large conference room.

After a short while, the scene that unfolded before their eyes was of several actors waiting.

Im Chan-hyung, just as nervous in his role as Manager, glanced over Taeha’s competitors.

“Huh?”

Taeha let out a brief exclamation.

“What is it?”

“Ah, it’s nothing.”

Taeha shook his head and thought to himself.

What the—there’s a familiar face here.

Han Woo-ri.

She was the actress Taeha had directly Auditioned during .

“She still looks so young.”

She must be in her late twenties by now, yet she still looked young enough to be mistaken for Taeha’s peer.

She was born with a baby face and maintained it well.

The problem was, even back during the Audition, Han Woo-ri was already a fourth-year actress.

“So now she’s in her fifth year.”

Yet, seeing her at this kind of rookie-level Audition again, it was clear she still hadn’t secured a solid position.

“Even then, she’d had many bit parts in various works, but never landed a significant Supporting Role.”

But she never wanted to give up acting, so she worked part-time jobs to keep pursuing her dream—that story stuck in his memory.

“She’s an unfortunate case.”

A gentle face, often called a ‘dobusan’ (meaning mild-faced), and a gentle personality to match.

Her looks and character were nothing lacking for earning likability as an actress, and her facial acting was quite decent too.

Because her features were so soft, she had limits when trying to portray charismatic, intense expressions, but she was fairly good at expressing ordinary emotions—joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure.

Her acting showed the results of her long efforts.

“She was one of the actresses I always hoped could get a break.”

However, in the end, Han Woo-ri also failed the Supporting Role Audition for .

The decisive reason was that she was just too bad at delivering lines.

“Some things can’t be overcome with effort alone, I guess.”

Her line delivery and projection always sounded too much like ‘acting.’

That’s why it came across as awkward.

“I wonder if she’s improved. I hope she’s changed even a little in the past year.”

Thinking such things, Taeha followed Im Chan-hyung and sat at the seat guided by the company staff.

By chance, the only available seat left was right next to Han Woo-ri.

He glanced sideways, and their eyes met.

Han Woo-ri gave an awkward smile and bowed silently.

“She really is a good kid.”

Taeha smiled back in greeting.

Honestly, though he’d locked eyes with several other actors in the hallway, Han Woo-ri was the only one who actually acknowledged him with a greeting.

Just by looking at the attire, hair, and makeup, it was clear everyone here was an actor coming for the Audition.

Maybe it was because they were all competitors, but even if Taeha made eye contact and greeted them first, everyone else ignored him.

“Kids like Han Woo-ri should succeed, but it’s always the rude ones who get ahead. Ha, that’s what’s wrong with this industry.”

Lost in thought, Taeha suddenly realized something.

“Ah, with Han Woo-ri’s weakness in line delivery, this role is actually perfect for her.”

The Apprentice Priest had a language impairment, so there wasn’t a single line to speak.

On top of that, she fit the physical description in the Script notes very well.

Taeha realized there was a reason Han Woo-ri came for this Audition.

“…Wait? Does that mean I should be nervous?”

He did hope things worked out for Han Woo-ri, but that didn’t mean he was willing to give up the role.

Taeha wanted to be part of this project just as much.


“We all have to do our best, that’s all.”

Smacking his lips with an odd sense of regret, the conference room door opened, and just as the previous actor left, the staff called Han Woo-ri’s name.

“Actress Han Woo-ri, please come in.”

Han Woo-ri took a deep breath and stood up from her seat.

She seemed visibly nervous.

“You’ll do fine. I’m sure you’ll do great,” Taeha encouraged her quietly.

For a moment, Han Woo-ri looked at Im Chan-hyung in surprise, wondering if Taeha was overstepping, but as a more experienced senior, he wanted to offer at least a word of encouragement.

“Ah, thank you.”

Though Taeha looked much younger than her, when he offered encouragement, Han Woo-ri smiled and replied, thawing out for a moment.

After Han Woo-ri entered the audition room, Im Chan-hyung muttered in a half-serious tone.

“You have to do even better.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“You even turned down Director Lee Hae-ik’s Audition suggestion for this, didn’t you?”

Turning down Director Lee Hae-ik’s offer still seemed to weigh on his mind.

Taeha calmed Im Chan-hyung with ease.

“I know.”

“But has the Director been decided?”

“Probably. Judging by the way the audition is proceeding.”

In the early stages of drama production, there’s no set order for deciding the director, Lead Role casting, or programming.

In the case of , after the Script was written, the male lead and Broadcast Station were chosen first.

“At that time, So-jung said the Writer and Broadcast Station had talked a lot with the Director they wanted, but he hadn’t given a definite answer, so they were worried.”

There’s no way they’d proceed with casting Supporting Roles without a Director, so it was certain the Director had been finalized now.

“It’s also my first time coming to an Audition without knowing who the Director is.”

Because the decision was so late, you had to ask the Production PD directly to find out who the Director was, but Im Chan-hyung didn’t want to seem like he was prying, so he couldn’t bring himself to ask.

“Don’t worry. It’ll be a good Director anyway.”

Taeha replied nonchalantly.

That’s why Taeha hadn’t been thinking much about who the Director would be.

Maybe that’s why Im Chan-hyung asked,

“How can you be so sure?”

“Think about it—if the Production Company and Broadcast Company waited this long, that says everything.”

“That’s true.”

Im Chan-hyung nodded in agreement, and meanwhile, Taeha reviewed the Script one last time, memorizing it as if carving it into his mind.

The makeshift Script prepared for casting was already getting worn out from his hands.

After quite some time,

Finally, Han Woo-ri came out into the hallway.

Catching Taeha’s eye once more, Han Woo-ri’s face looked bright with satisfaction.

“She must have done well.”

He was relieved at his hunch, and resolved to do even better himself.

“Kang Taeha, please come in.”

Summoned by the staff, Taeha entered the audition room, and at that exact moment—

“What the, maybe I should’ve just said yes?”

Taeha suddenly regretted having turned down Director Lee Hae-ik’s offer.

The reason was simple: sitting together with the Production PD and Writer Kim Jeong-sik was Director Lee Hae-ik himself.

“Hello, I’m Kang Taeha.”

“So, it turns out you rejected my offer to audition for this project instead, Kang Taeha?”

At Taeha’s greeting, Director Lee Hae-ik immediately shot back.

His tone was much stiffer than usual.

“…Yes.”

Taeha was taken aback.

Back when he turned down the offer, Director Lee seemed disappointed but not offended.

It really couldn’t be helped.

But now, seeing Taeha show up for an Audition after refusing his offer, Director Lee must’ve felt some type of way.

“What do I do now? I thought it would be a good thing if it was Director Lee, but maybe I didn’t think this through enough?”

For a moment, Taeha felt nervous, but quickly responded honestly.

In situations like this, any kind of excuse was meaningless.

He’d learned that from dealing with so many people.

“I’m sorry. It’s not that I wasn’t interested in working with you, Director… but I’d already read this Script. I just really wanted to be part of this project.”

Director Lee Hae-ik’s face grew even sterner, but Kim Jeong-sik seemed to smile a little.

It was something to be proud of as a Writer.

“Director, stop teasing and lighten up, will you?”

At Kim Jeong-sik’s words, Taeha looked confused,

And Director Lee let out a hiss like air escaping a balloon, saying,

“I was going to give you a hard time, but now you’ve left me with nothing to say.”

“Sorry?”

Kim Jeong-sik explained,

“You were surprised, right? Actually, Director Lee had a rookie actor he really wanted to cast, but due to scheduling issues, he couldn’t audition him, so he asked for an extra audition.”

“Because of me…? Thank you so much, Director.”

Taeha quickly bowed to Director Lee Hae-ik.

“I went to all that trouble, and then Kang Taeha shows up on the list. It felt kind of empty. I just wanted to make you squirm a little.”

Ah, if that’s the case, you can give me a harder time if you want.

With Taeha’s cheeky response, everyone at the table laughed lightly.

In the friendly atmosphere, the Production PD spoke.

“Then, could you show us the assigned performance first? Act 1, Scene 40.”

“Yes.”

As Taeha replied, Kim Jeong-sik picked up his thick-rimmed glasses and added,

“I’m looking forward to it. The Production PD recommended you, and so did the Director. I’m curious to see what kind of acting Kang Taeha will show us. You look great, just as they said…”

If seen outside, one might have mistaken him for a veteran department head, but beneath his glasses, Kim Jeong-sik’s eyes glinted sharply.

In the end, as long as Kim Jeong-sik liked him, things would be in his favor.

“But don’t let your guard down until the end. This is the first performance I’ve prepared from scratch. Alright, focus.”

As Taeha felt his fingertips grow warm, he began his prepared performance.

A performance with not a single line, only actions described in the Script.

***

After the Audition ended.


Coming out into the hallway, Taeha couldn’t help but smile.

“That’s it.”

It wasn’t arrogance, but anyone who saw the reactions of the Director, Writer, and staff could be certain—they were that obvious.

Up to that moment, Taeha truly believed so.



 
  Chapter 9: Confidence in Success






“How was it? Do you think you did well?”

In front of the elevator.

Im Chan-hyung asked, his voice a mixture of anticipation and worry.

Taeha turned to Im Chan-hyung and flashed his usual, confident smile.

“Yeah. I did well. I think it’ll work out.”

Of course, it was what Im Chan-hyung wanted to hear, but hearing Taeha so sure of himself somehow made him feel awkward instead.

When Im Chan-hyung looked flustered, Taeha slung his arm over Im Chan-hyung’s shoulder and asked,

“Do you know who the Director was?”

“Huh? No, who was it? Was the Director as good as you said?”

“Director Lee Hae-ik.”

“Huh?”

“The schedule for overlapped.”

While Im Chan-hyung was left stunned and dazed, Taeha muttered nonchalantly.

Only after a moment did Im Chan-hyung come to his senses, realizing that Taeha’s confidence about the audition results wasn’t just bravado.

Then he thought to himself.

“Honestly, it’s these ambiguous supporting roles that are even more competitive than main roles.”

Because the role isn’t very important, regardless of acting skill or recognition, the agencies and vested interests often have a say in casting to some extent.

That’s why all sorts of agencies—whether representing lead actors or involved in production—would try to push in the actors they were raising.

“That’s why I’d rather you audition for the project Director Lee Hae-ik suggested…”

Although it was Taeha’s connection to the Production Company Office that got him the audition, it was uncertain how much influence the production PD would have or how much they’d push for Taeha.

“But if it’s Director Lee Hae-ik, that changes everything.”

Director Lee Hae-ik was a pretty influential director.

If the Director was serious about casting and offered the audition personally, the chances of getting the role were much higher.

“But you mean it was for the same project?”

Taeha had gotten the audition through his connection at the Production Company Office and a recommendation.

And if, on top of that, he was the Director’s pick—even if the Scriptwriter or someone high up at the broadcasting station opposed it vehemently, unless they flat-out rejected it, it was basically as good as having the role in the bag.

“Judging from your recent condition, there’s no way you messed up your acting.”

Im Chan-hyung let out a sigh of relief.

“Maybe you really were meant to do this project.”

“I kind of thought so too.”

As the elevator arrived, Taeha boarded with a relaxed smile.

Taeha was thinking back to Kim Jeong-sik’s last comment.

[You really understand my script. I can feel it in your acting.]

In addition to the designated audition script for Part 1, Scene 40, Taeha had tried out a few other performances.

When Director Lee Hae-ik realized that Taeha had memorized the entire script, he grew interested and even asked Taeha to act out the male lead’s solo monologue scene.

Taeha hadn’t prepared as much for the apprentice priest role, so he didn’t do as well there, but by focusing intensely in the moment, he was able to convincingly perform as the male lead as well.

They exchanged a few questions and answers, and Kim Jeong-sik complimented Taeha for understanding his script better than anyone else.

“That’s the highest praise a Scriptwriter can give an actor.”

Taeha thought to himself.

As a Writer himself, he understood all the more what that praise meant.

“You did well. You must be hungry, right? I’ll buy you something delicious. Is there anything you want to eat?”

When Im Chan-hyung asked, Taeha answered without a second thought.

“Sundae Soup.”

“Sundae Soup?”

“There’s that original place next door that’s been around for fifty years. Don’t tell me you haven’t tried it? Just thinking about having a hot bowl again after so long makes me feel refreshed already, ahh.”

As the elevator doors opened and Taeha led the way, Im Chan-hyung found himself dazed.

It almost felt less like he was walking with a friend and more like he was serving some noble lord.

“Am I just imagining things?”

***

With its signboard boasting of being the original place, the Sundae Soup restaurant, marked by the flow of time, was bustling even though it wasn’t mealtime.

After grabbing a seat in a corner and barely finishing their order, two bowls of Sundae Soup were set down in front of Taeha and Im Chan-hyung.

“Wow, that’s fast. Seriously, they say Korea’s real fast food isn’t burgers, but gukbap. I see what they mean.”

“Yeah. Came out even faster than burgers.”

“Hurry up and try it. The broth is really something else. How could you have worked in Gangnam and never come here?”

“When did you ever come here?”

“Back in the day, when the Production Company Office was nearby.”

“Production Company Office?”

“Ah, the Planning Company. Back when I was an idol trainee, the Planning Company was around here.”

Im Chan-hyung figured it was something like that and tried the broth.

It was clean but deep in flavor, distinctly better than other places.

Even Im Chan-hyung, who normally didn’t care about food, found it delicious.

No wonder Taeha had made such a fuss.

“This is good.”

“Right?”

With that, Taeha mixed rice into the soup and started slurping it up.

Watching Taeha roll up his shirt sleeves and eat with such gusto—even burning the roof of his mouth—Im Chan-hyung felt a bit disoriented.

He wasn’t eating messily, just energetically, and for some reason, it was oddly pleasant to watch. Still, it made Im Chan-hyung question, “Is this right?”

Despite all he’d been through, Taeha’s appearance was that of a well-raised young lord.

His flawless skin and perfectly even features felt almost wasted on him.

“Slow down a bit.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Even as he replied, Taeha didn’t stop his Sundae Soup ‘mukbang.’

After a while, as he checked his Hyeondaepon at the sound of a message notification, Im Chan-hyung quickly sent a reply and said,

“I just got a message from the production PD. They said they’ll let us know the audition results sometime next week.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

No matter what Im Chan-hyung said, Taeha was already lost in the hearty flavor of the Sundae Soup broth.

“Ahh, it tastes even better since I haven’t had it in a while. Brings back old memories. If I had some soju to go with this, it’d be perfect.”

Taeha’s voice grew quiet, reminiscing about the days when he’d have a drink with his troupe after a show.


Im Chan-hyung looked at him, dumbfounded.

“Didn’t you say you didn’t like drinking?”

“Yeah, I don’t like it. Alcohol makes you gain weight and ruins your health, so I have to hate it.”

Taeha said, almost as if convincing himself, then smacked his lips in regret.

But to keep this body’s clean liver, it was best not to touch alcohol from the start.

Im Chan-hyung, unconcerned with that, asked,

“So how do you know the production PD? You said you’d explain later.”

“Oh, right.”

Before meeting Kang Sojeong, Taeha had told Im Chan-hyung he’d gotten a recommendation for the role from an acquaintance in the industry.

He hadn’t mentioned who, not knowing how things would unfold.

And after choosing the project, he’d been so busy finishing up filming for and preparing for the audition that he never properly explained.

From Im Chan-hyung’s perspective, it was only natural to think Taeha’s acquaintance was the production PD who’d given him the audition opportunity.

The truth was, the production PD was just friendly with Kang Sojeong and wanted to cast her in another project, so they’d helped as a favor.

“I was meaning to tell you… She’s my cousin.”

“The production PD?”

“No, actress Kang Sojeong.”

Actress Kang So… Kang Sojeong?!

For a moment, Im Chan-hyung’s voice rose, drawing the eyes of those nearby.

Embarrassed, he lowered his voice but still looked stunned as he asked again,

“The, the Kang Sojeong from ? The one who just became the Hyeondaepon commercial model?”

“Yeah.”

“Hey! Why didn’t you tell me?!”

It was the same reaction as Kang Sojeong’s.

Taeha just replied indifferently, as if he’d expected this.

“Well, you see…”

“In this industry, connections are even more important than skill. You know that. Someone like Kang Sojeong could do so much for you.”

“I’ve never seen you talk this fast before.”

“Is that funny to you? Didn’t you say you really want to make it as an actor? I want to see you succeed too. So why only tell me after six months?”

“There were reasons. Anyway, it’s good that I can finally get some help now.”

“Psh.”

“Anyway, Chan-hyung.”

He was surprised, but Im Chan-hyung’s mind was already spinning.

If Taeha had told him sooner about being Kang Sojeong’s cousin, he could’ve gone for supporting roles or bigger parts from the start, not just bit roles.

Even if Kang Sojeong didn’t pull strings, they could at least put out some promotional articles, so it was better than having nothing to work with.

Im Chan-hyung decided that if Taeha was cast in this project, he’d push out big articles with Taeha’s name.

It was the perfect chance to get Taeha’s name out there.

“Don’t even think about using it for publicity.”

But as if reading his mind, Taeha spoke up.

“What?”

“Don’t do it.”

For rookies, agencies will do anything to make their actors stand out, even putting out all sorts of press if there’s any kind of hook, like being the child of a famous person or having high test scores.

Having a celebrity in the family was a prime story for the media.

It could bring attention and raise awareness, sure.

“But it rarely helps in the long run.”

Taeha had watched this industry for a long time.

There were cases where a rookie actor was cast simply for being the son, daughter, sibling, or niece/nephew of someone the agency wanted to promote.

But if your identity became known as “so-and-so’s relative” before you could establish yourself, it was hard to ever shake that label.

“Especially for actors.”

If you believed in your own abilities, you didn’t need to tie yourself down with labels for the sake of short-term publicity or recognition.

“Right now, just getting the audition opportunity is help enough.”

Kang Sojeong had said that if needed, he could use her name at any time.

But,

[Oh, and there’s one more thing to discuss…]

As she brought it up, Taeha himself had suggested waiting for a better timing to go public with it.

“If I reveal it after making a name for myself as an actor, it’ll create a synergy effect for both of us.”

But Im Chan-hyung, not knowing this, asked,

“Why? Did your cousin tell you not to?”

“No. There’ll be a better timing than now.”

At Taeha’s words, Im Chan-hyung fell silent in thought for a moment.

Well, Taeha had already caught Director Lee Hae-ik’s eye.

He could kind of understand where Taeha was coming from.

“And keep it a secret from the President and everyone else for now.”

“Okay. If that’s what you want.”

Im Chan-hyung agreed, but he couldn’t shake off his lingering unease.

It was just such a shock, and he still wasn’t sure if going along with Taeha’s plan was the right choice.

Just as Taeha was about to steer the conversation away—

“Excuse me.”

Both Taeha and Im Chan-hyung turned their heads.

Standing next to Taeha was a college-age girl with long straight hair.

She seemed to be on her way out after finishing her meal at the opposite table.

“Yes?”

“Sorry to interrupt while you’re eating…”

For a moment, Taeha wondered if he’d made some mistake.

But then,

“Could I have your number, if you don’t mind?”

At those words, Taeha couldn’t believe his ears.

“My number? Did you just say number? Am I really being hit on right now? Not at a bar, but at a Sundae Soup restaurant?”

Honestly, it would’ve felt more normal if it was out on the street.

Sensing his thoughts, the girl blushed and continued,

“I just really like you… If not your number, maybe your MyStar ID…”

Taeha looked briefly troubled.

As his Manager, Im Chan-hyung could step in, but Taeha was still a nobody.

If he refused in a weird way, it might come off as arrogant.

After a moment’s thought, Taeha smiled brightly and replied,

“I can’t give you my number, but I can take a photo with you.”

“A photo?”

“I’m actually preparing to become an actor. If I make it big, you can brag about it later.”

Taeha grinned mischievously again.

“Oh.”

The girl, who’d been momentarily flustered, realized what Taeha meant.

She’d thought he was impossibly handsome—now it made sense he was an aspiring actor.

She found herself thinking he had a nice personality too.

He even seemed ready to actually take a photo if she wanted.

“Sorry, then. Enjoy your meal!”

Blushing furiously, the girl bowed quickly and rushed out of the restaurant with her friend, who’d been waiting.

Taeha watched them go, let out a short laugh, and thought to himself.

“So, the whole time I thought I just hadn’t had chances to meet people, that was just an excuse.”

For good-looking guys, every place, every moment is a chance—a stage for encounters.

And it wasn’t just the girl who’d asked for his number.

Everyone else in the Sundae Soup restaurant—men and women, young and old—were sneaking glances his way.

The reason was simple.

Taeha’s looks were just that exceptional, not something you could see every day.

“Ahh, what a superficial world where looks are everything… But am I really the main character of a world like this?”

Taeha laughed weakly at his sudden, ridiculous thought, then hurried to empty his bowl to escape the uncomfortable stares.

***


A week later.

Taeha picked up a call from Im Chan-hyung for the first time in a while.

“Yeah, Chan-hyung.”

– Taeha, the audition results are out… You didn’t make it.



 
  Chapter 10: An Unexpected Outcome






Im Chan-hyung’s voice was filled with confusion.

Taeha felt as if he’d been struck on the back of the head as well.

“Was I too confident? I just assumed I’d make it.”

But he couldn’t help but be confident.

At the audition, Taeha had given his very best performance.

He immersed himself so deeply that his palms grew hot, and even the judges across the table seemed to forget for a moment that this was an audition hall, focusing solely on Taeha’s acting.

Not only did he have the skill, but luck had been on his side as well, making this result all the harder to accept.

“Is this some kind of surprise?”

– Huh?

Taeha rubbed his temple at Im Chan-hyung’s question, as if to ask what on earth he was talking about.

“Looks like I really failed.”

Well, Im Chan-hyung wasn’t the type to joke about audition results.

He was such a straightforward and easygoing friend, sometimes almost to the point of being boring.

“If not me, then who the hell got it?”

– Dunno. I didn’t ask that far.

Taeha recalled the faces he’d seen in the hallway.

That list wasn’t everyone who auditioned, but it could be one of them.

“I’d rather it be Han Woo-ri.”

If it was Han Woo-ri, that would be better than some random actor thrown in from elsewhere.

Not just for Han Woo-ri’s sake.

Even the smallest supporting role should go to the actor who fits the part best, for the overall quality of the production.

Even if he couldn’t participate himself, Taeha sincerely hoped that would become a great work.

“Anyway… nothing I can do if I didn’t make it.”

– Instead, they want to offer you a different role.

“Damn it.”

For a moment, Taeha cursed under his breath.

He tried to act calm, but in truth, he was disappointed.

“If that’s the case, you could have just said so from the start.”

– Well, I’m not sure if this is a good thing or not. I have to meet them to find out what kind of role they want to give you.

“Doesn’t matter. My goal is just to appear in this project, no matter what.”

– That’s good. They want to have a meeting with everyone next week, is that okay?

“Of course.”

– They’ll send the scripts for Episodes 3 and 4, so take a look before the meeting.

“Alright, got it. Thanks for letting me know.”

– Yeah. I’ll send it as soon as the script arrives.

“Sure, thanks.”

Taeha ended the call with a sigh and thought for a moment.

“A different role… I wonder what it is?”

So far, in Episodes 1 and 2, the only decent role Taeha could see himself playing was Apprentice Priest.

Everything else was even smaller than the Apprentice Priest.

That’s probably why even Im Chan-hyung was uncertain if this was good news or not.

“I hope there’s a decent role in Episodes 3 and 4.”

Of course, whatever role he got, it wouldn’t be a loss for Taeha.

“For now, just appearing in a good project is enough.”

Thinking this, Taeha picked up the remote and pressed the resume button.

The drama he’d been watching started playing again.

For the past week, Taeha had holed himself up in his room, spending most of his time watching TV.

After a year away, there was a flood of movies and dramas he hadn’t seen.

There were things the old Kang Taeha had watched, but it was still a much smaller amount compared to what Taeha used to consume.

As both a writer and an actor in the drama industry, Taeha felt it was almost his duty to absorb all kinds of content.

“If you want output, you need input.”

Besides, Taeha had the ability to amplify input into output by an incredible degree through his immersion.

“With just a little effort, I could achieve even more amazing results. Why wouldn’t I?”

Besides, he simply enjoyed watching things as a hobby.

“Unlike before, I’m not just focusing on lines or scenes, but even carefully observing the actors’ performances, so it takes more time…”

Still, the broader perspective didn’t feel bad at all.

Of all the content released over the past year, two works especially caught Taeha’s eye.

One was a drama that, though it failed in terms of viewership due to experimental elements, had earned critical praise.

The other was a romance comedy drama that, with high viewership, also maintained a top ranking on Netflix, gaining immense popularity.

And the latter was .

This was the project Kang Sojeong had chosen as her follow-up after .

“The drama that established Sojeong as a full-fledged lead.”

Some criticized it as cliché-ridden, but the more you watched, the more you appreciated the familiar flavors.

Its twelve-episode structure allowed for fast pacing and kept it from dragging, precisely reflecting the needs of today’s viewers—impressive.

Watching such an engaging work, Taeha felt a familiar desire stir within him.

“I want to write, too.”

Whenever he came across an entertaining project, regardless of genre, Taeha’s first thought was always like a reflex: I want to write something like this.

It was the same feeling he had when reading the script for .

It was a writer’s instinct, honed over years.

Ending his career with just seemed like a waste of all he’d built up until now.

“Maybe… I should try writing again?”

Just as he was thinking this,

His phone vibrated, and a message notification popped up on the screen.

[I’m sending it as a file for now. I’ll bring you a printed copy tomorrow.]

It was a message from Im Chan-hyung.

As promised, the scripts for Episodes 3 and 4 were attached.

Putting aside other thoughts, Taeha opened the script first.

***

Back at the production office.


Im Chan-hyung and Taeha sat in a corner of the meeting room, waiting for Director Lee Hae-ik and Kim Jeong-sik.

Taeha sipped his drink and thought.

“What kind of role could it be?”

Even after reading up to Episode 4, he couldn’t find a role to replace Apprentice Priest.

“They’re all even smaller roles.”

If that was the case, they could have just asked if he could play one of those instead of Apprentice Priest; there was no need for a separate meeting.

“Both the writer and director are coming out to talk.”

It’s not like Taeha was a big-name actor they had to persuade.

“Thinking positively… Maybe there’s an important supporting role appearing later, after Episode 4.”

As he was thinking this, the office door opened and Director Lee Hae-ik and Kim Jeong-sik entered.

The two moved together as if they had been waiting outside.

Im Chan-hyung and Taeha quickly stood to greet them.

“Hello.”

“Hello.”

“Have a seat. Did you wait long?”

“No, we just arrived as well.”

In response to Kim Jeong-sik’s question, Taeha shook his head as he sat down.

Director Lee Hae-ik, who had a sharp eye for aesthetics, immediately commented on Taeha’s hairstyle.

“Your hair looks different today. Even more dashing.”

For the shoot and last time’s audition, Taeha had worn his bangs down for a more ordinary and calm vibe, fitting the role.

But today, Taeha had his bangs swept back.

“I noticed it looks better this way after washing up, so I tried it… seems it works.”

Taeha replied with a smile, thanking him for noticing.

Director Lee Hae-ik exchanged a glance with Kim Jeong-sik, as if signaling something, and Kim Jeong-sik nodded, understanding the meaning.

“Looks like the two of them had a private conversation before coming in.”

Before getting into the main topic, the four exchanged a few polite greetings.

Im Chan-hyung and Kim Jeong-sik, meeting for the first time, introduced themselves and shook hands.

Once the atmosphere had settled, Kim Jeong-sik asked Taeha,

“You’ve read the scripts for Episodes 3 and 4, right? What did you think?”

At that question, Taeha smiled softly.

Just as actors always want to hear they’re good-looking or acted well, writers are no different.

There was only one compliment every writer wanted to hear.

“It’s a great script.”

Even Baek Seung-chul, who had a string of hits, longed to hear those words above all.

“I really enjoyed it.”

Kim Jeong-sik’s expression softened, as if this was the praise he’d hoped for.

Of course, this was almost a reflexive response.

It would put him at ease and improve his mood, but for a writer, what really mattered came next.

Where did you find it interesting?

Was it the part he intended, or a vague sense of enjoyment?

Or perhaps the reader found it interesting in a completely unexpected way.

“In the first case, your sincerity is in doubt; in the latter, your insight is questionable.”

During the last audition, in discussing Episodes 1 and 2, Kim Jeong-sik had already confirmed both Taeha’s sincerity and remarkable insight.

But as the saying goes, you can never be too careful.

And, he was honestly curious.

How did someone with such a sharp eye see Episodes 3 and 4?

“What did you find interesting?”

As expected, Kim Jeong-sik asked, and Taeha answered honestly without hesitation.

Episodes 3 and 4 were just as excellent as 1 and 2, so there was no need for embellishment.

“The protagonist’s backstory was unique and well done. It felt raw. I found myself getting even more invested in the lead.”

“Really?”

“Yes. And it wasn’t just a simple flashback, but as the current events and supporting characters intertwined, the story kept expanding.”

“That’s right.”

“In Episodes 1 and 2, it felt like being swept up in exciting events, but in 3 and 4, I was pulled deeper inside. How did you manage to connect all the plotlines and characters so organically? I was truly impressed.”

“It was tough, honestly.”

Kim Jeong-sik smiled weakly, as if just thinking about it tired him out.

But he also looked at Taeha with surprise.

Taeha had pinpointed exactly the parts the writer cared about—so precisely that you could believe he was a writer himself, not just an actor.

He could feel that Taeha had really read, thought deeply about, and enjoyed his script.

It wasn’t just his acting; their meeting had left an even deeper impression on Kim Jeong-sik.

“You really understand the script. I’m the one who’s impressed.”

“Taeha read your script with real admiration, Writer. It’s so well-written and fun.”

At Kim Jeong-sik’s praise, Im Chan-hyung chimed in.

Director Lee Hae-ik, sensing Kim Jeong-sik’s satisfaction, spoke up as if he’d been waiting.

“Then, after reading up to Episode 4, was there any role you wanted to try other than the Apprentice Priest?”

At Director Lee Hae-ik’s probing question, Taeha hesitated for a moment.

“What role are they hinting at?”

The fact that they hadn’t told him directly and were circling around the topic made Taeha suspect it might be a bigger role than he’d expected.

There was nothing to do but answer honestly.

“Of course, Jinseong.”

At Taeha’s frank answer, the three others widened their eyes in surprise.

Jinseong was the name of the male lead in the drama.

“There’s no character in this project as charming as Jinseong.”

“That’s true.”

“You’re really ambitious, Kang Taeha.”

Kim Jeong-sik soon nodded in agreement, and Director Lee Hae-ik joked.

“But Jinseong is already taken. What role would you want next?”

“Hmm… Yoon-ha? If possible.”

When Taeha named the female lead, Kim Jeong-sik and Director Lee Hae-ik burst out laughing.

“Yoon-ha’s a great character, too.”

For Kim Jeong-sik, it was a string of pleasing comments.

In the intended and prepared order, Taeha was picking out the most desirable roles.

“What about Lee Jae-hyun?”

“I was about to mention that next.”

Taeha answered with a good-natured smile, and Director Lee Hae-ik smiled back.

Lee Jae-hyun was the most important role after the male and female leads, with a lot of screen time.

“That’s perfect.”

Kim Jeong-sik said quietly.


As Taeha and Im Chan-hyung looked at them questioningly, Director Lee Hae-ik continued.

“Lee Jae-hyun is the role we’ve been considering for you, Kang Taeha.”

As soon as he heard that, Taeha exclaimed in surprise,

“Are you serious?”



 
  Chapter 11: The Chosen Role






Taeha was surprised, but Im Chan-hyung was even more shocked, his mouth agape, unable to utter a single word.

Director Lee Hae-ik and Kim Jeong-sik watched the two, as if understanding their thoughts.

Taeha calmly collected his thoughts.

“It’s not completely out of the question, is it?”

was a perfectly male lead-centered, one-top Drama.

Lee Jae-hyun was certainly a charming character, but for well-known actors, it could easily seem like a role overshadowed by the Main Character, making it hard to stand out.

The Rival Role that stood in opposition to the Main Character was also taken by the Female Lead, so in essence, the role of Lee Jae-hyun only served to assist the Main Character.

“So maybe that’s why casting was difficult.”

Contrary to expectations, many actors prioritized the weight and prominence of their own roles over the quality of the work itself.

Even when producing a Drama by Baek Seung-chul, which was expected to be a major hit, there were times when they struggled with casting for these supporting roles.

Even for important roles, they wanted to cast high-profile actors, but those actors often avoided supporting roles.

“As an actor, it’s only natural to want the spotlight.”

That made sense.

But sometimes, it was also frustrating.

No matter how significant the role, in the end, to be loved by the public, you had to appear in works chosen by the public.

And there was something more important than the weight of the role—namely, the character’s appeal.

There was a reason people said “Scene Stealer.”

“Well… Even knowing all that, it’s only human nature to want a bigger role.”

The more he thought about it, the more obvious it became that the production team had struggled to cast Lee Jae-hyun.

“Especially in times like these…!”

With more channels and more works being produced, it became possible for popular faces to take the first lead role.

Han Yun-seong, for example—in the old days, he would have done another supporting role or two, but now he’d already made his leap as the solo lead in .

But you couldn’t just shove any random actor into a role that was important for chemistry with the male lead and had a lot of screen time.

“An actor who’s got the profile, the image, and the acting skills. It’s really not easy. Is that why they gave up on finding a top-tier actor?”

Taeha rolled his eyes and glanced at Director Lee Hae-ik and Kim Jeong-sik.

“Still, isn’t this lowering the bar a bit too much?”

Most of Taeha’s guesses were spot-on.

And there was another reason, too.

In truth, up until recently, there was an actor under discussion for Lee Jae-hyun’s role.

It was someone of a similar standing to Han Yun-seong, whom Taeha had thought of, so from the production team’s point of view, there was no better option.

So they’d held on and tried to make it work, with the other side sending positive signals and negotiating terms.

“Let’s see the script through Episode 6,” “Once the Broadcast Company is decided,” “If the appearance fee goes up,” “Once the Director is set…” and so on—Actor A kept adding conditions, testing the waters.

But in the end, A declined at the last moment, just before signing the contract.

In the end, he chose a project where he’d be the Main Character.

With filming approaching, it was as if the production team had been blindsided, but there was nothing they could do.

After that, they scrambled to find another actor, but due to scheduling issues, the available options became even narrower.

And the actors who were still possible, for the reasons Taeha had predicted, all refused, and those who were interested didn’t meet the production team’s expectations.

“Rather than working with someone who’s a poor fit, wouldn’t it be better to go with someone both Kim and I truly like? That’s what we thought after seeing you at the Audition, Taeha.”

Director Lee Hae-ik gave a brief explanation, then asked,

“So, what do you think, Taeha?”

“Me… I’d love it. I’m just grateful you both see so much in me.”

It was an opportunity even rookies from major agencies rarely got.

It almost felt like too good a chance to be true.

As a former writer, Taeha fully understood how they felt.

But Dramas weren’t made solely at the whim of writers and directors.

With so much money involved, there were always a lot of stakeholders.

Knowing that well, Taeha asked,

“But will the Production Company Office or Broadcast Company be on board with this?”

Ultimately, both places, whose goal was profit, would want to use the most recognizable actor they could get.

“If they’re going to use a Rookie, wouldn’t they at least pick one connected to someone important?”

Director Lee Hae-ik looked surprised at Taeha’s question. He hadn’t expected such a realistic question.

But he soon grinned wryly and replied.

“They’ll probably say no, of course.”

But then he added, as if to reassure them.

“But if we persuade them, it’ll work.”

“Ah.”

“Today was just to get your thoughts first, Taeha. Honestly, we wanted to see you again, too. If we’re going to push for you, we need to be certain.”

As Taeha quietly nodded, Kim Jeong-sik picked up from where Lee Hae-ik left off.

“There’s nothing else to worry about. After seeing you play Jinseong on the spot during the Audition, it was clear you can act. And after talking, it seemed your personality fit Jae-hyun’s role perfectly.”

In the story, Lee Jae-hyun had lived a rough life, yet never lost his cheerful disposition—at least on the surface.

But the darkness within him was deeper than the Main Character Jinseong realized, and this would lead to conflict later in the story.

How intense that conflict would be would only become clear when the later scripts came out, but even with just that duality, it was a fascinating character.

“The only concern was that your image was a bit too gentle… but seeing you today, that’s clearly not the case.”

“If I’d seen you with your bangs brushed back sooner, I wouldn’t have even worried about it.”

“So that’s why you two exchanged looks when you saw his new hairstyle.”

During the Audition for the Apprentice Priest role, Taeha had tried to look as gentle as possible.

Even his previous supporting role as the Observer 2 was styled for a soft, indecisive look.

So Taeha’s image had gotten fixed as being on the gentle side.

“Huh. To think just dressing up for the mood would help me out. Can luck really be this good?”

Taeha chuckled inwardly.

He still wasn’t sure if living a second life through possession was a blessing or a curse, but seeing how well things were working out, maybe it was a blessing.

“Yeah. I should try living a life where everything goes smoothly for once.”

While he was thinking this, Im Chan-hyung, sitting next to him, spoke up.

“May I ask how you plan to persuade them?”

It was such a great opportunity that Im Chan-hyung was ready to do everything he could to help.

Their Company wasn’t that powerful, but even so, it was something worth tackling as a Company.

“For now, Kim and I will push for it. They’ll just have to agree.”

Director Lee Hae-ik answered.

“You’re basically saying you’re going to bulldoze your way through, right?”


Maybe reading the unease on Taeha and Im Chan-hyung’s faces, Lee Hae-ik added sheepishly,

“Min-gi also said he’d speak up for you, so that should help.”

By “Min-gi,” he meant Seon Min-gi, the actor playing the Main Character Jinseong.

For Seon Min-gi, having a Rookie in the role of Lee Jae-hyun didn’t hurt him.

It meant all the focus would be on him, further cementing the image of a true one-top Drama.

“It’s not that persuading them is impossible, so these two are pushing for it.”

Still, Taeha couldn’t help but think of the possibility that the Broadcast Company or Production Company Office would put up a strong resistance.

If Taeha’s name came up, they’d need something that would make it impossible to replace him with any other actor they could think of.

“What kind of competitive edge could appeal to the Broadcast Company and Production Company Office…?”

“How about this?”

Suddenly, Taeha spoke up, drawing the attention of the remaining three.

Taeha glanced briefly at Im Chan-hyung.

But he was soon certain that Im Chan-hyung and his own agency would be on board.

Taeha explained his plan.

And this time, it was Lee Hae-ik’s turn to be surprised.

“Are you serious, Taeha?”

“Of course. If you’re offering me such a great chance, I should do at least this much to seize it.”

Even Im Chan-hyung, who had flinched for a moment, soon nodded in agreement.

“If you bring that up, they’ll definitely be swayed. At this rate… it’s practically a done deal.”

“Exactly.”

Lee Hae-ik and Kim Jeong-sik exchanged glances, unable to hide their satisfaction.

Their chosen actor was clever, too—how could they not be pleased?

His passion for the project was unquestionable.

With that conversation, it was clear both Lee Hae-ik and Kim Jeong-sik had made up their minds to consider no one but Taeha for the role.

The meeting ended with a promise to reach a conclusion as soon as possible.

***

On the way back in the car.

Im Chan-hyung asked,

“How did you even come up with that idea?”

“You mean slashing the appearance fee?”

“Yeah.”

Taking only half the standard appearance fee.

That was Taeha’s plan for persuading the Broadcast Company and Production Company Office.

If it was just a Rookie playing the Apprentice Priest, there’d be no appearance fee to speak of.

He would have just gotten the basic minimum.

But as the role got bigger and the number of appearances increased, even a Rookie would receive a fee appropriate for the role.

But Taeha had offered to take only half of that.

“No matter how much the director and writer want me, the higher-ups don’t care about art. They just want to make money from Dramas. In the end, the only thing that catches their interest is money—cutting production costs.”

Honestly, for Taeha and Im Chan-hyung, cutting the appearance fee by half was no loss at all.

It was still more than he’d make for the Apprentice Priest role, and the benefits that would come after didn’t even need mentioning.

If getting this opportunity meant Taeha had to lower his fee, any Rookie would line up for the chance.

Of course, they weren’t the Rookies the director and writer wanted, so it was a moot point from the start.

What surprised Im Chan-hyung was how quickly Taeha—who’d only ever briefly been an idol—was reading the situation and responding faster than he was.

“You could do business, you know.”

“Business? Nah, I just know how this field works.”

Taeha muttered, half to himself, in response to Im Chan-hyung’s words.

He’d seen everything, working under Baek Seung-chul and preparing to debut—he couldn’t help but understand how things worked in this field.

Taeha checked the rearview mirror, the corners of his lips rising in a slow grin.

“But seriously, Lee Jae-hyun’s role… No matter how I think about it, it’s like winning the lottery. I love the character, too. At this rate, I’ll get my name out there and get rich in no time.”

It was the same for writers, but for actors too—once you started to make it, your value skyrocketed quickly.

With a sly grin, Taeha habitually checked his phone.

“Hm?”

His phone, which only ever buzzed with messages from Im Chan-hyung due to his previously tiny social circle, now had over a hundred unread group chat messages.

[Why aren’t you answering, Taeha  You didn’t forget about tomorrow, right?]

[Don’t you dare forget (emoji) It’s been so long since we’re all getting together (emoji)]

[Yeah, this is the first time since Taeha’s discharge]

[Everyone better not be late tomorrow ㅋㅋ Anyone late pays a tardy fee ㅋㅋ]

As Taeha scrolled through the group chat messages, he was momentarily dazed.


“I totally forgot… Completely slipped my mind.”

It was only natural.

After all, he hadn’t been the one to set the appointment.

And just like that, an unexpected new worry appeared for Taeha.



 
  Chapter 12: The Reclaimed Stage






When the car finally pulled up in front of the house, Im Chan-hyung spoke.

“If you get any more calls, I’ll handle the extra details. You really worked hard today. Take a break for now until everything’s settled.”

“Yeah. I’m counting on you.”

“You don’t have anything tomorrow except for your workout, right?”

Taeha, who had been feeling awkward the whole ride home thinking about tomorrow’s plans, replied with a sigh.

“No, I have plans.”

“Yeah? With who?”

“The members.”

“……The members?”

“Frisia. The members.”

Taeha had to bite his lip to keep from snapping as he answered.

“Ugh, it’s so cringey. Frisia, seriously, Frisia!”

Frisia was the name of the Idol group Kang Tae-ha had debuted in.

It meant that they wanted to become beautiful and fragrant idols like the freesia flower, and also carried the meaning of being free and (760) wise young people.

Even from the group name, it was an obvious, rookie-style naming.

“They must have really been out to ruin our lives.”

He could say this now, but maybe it was a blessing the group’s activities ended before they became known.

With planning skills like that, if their careers had gone on any longer, it would have just racked up more debt.

“Oh, that hyung. He still keeps in touch with you a lot, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Didn’t you say most of them live far away, so you hardly meet up?”

“This time, Alex hyung is coming to Korea just to see the members… That’s why we’re gathering, I guess.”

“You guys are really close.”

“I know, right.”

That was the problem.

Im Chan-hyung had only reunited with Kang Tae-ha as adults just six months ago.

As for Kang Sojeong and his family, they’d drifted apart since high school.

So, if there was anyone who had actually kept in close contact with Kang Tae-ha recently, it was the Frisia members.

“Im Chan-hyung or Kang Sojeong can’t even compare to how much I’ve changed… Well, it can’t be helped.”

But more than that, he was worried about what they’d talk about when they met.

“With these guys, we’re not going to talk about work, just reminisce about the old days.”

He felt uncomfortable, like he’d be awkwardly tagging along with other people’s memories.

“Let’s just stay as quiet as possible tomorrow, as quiet as I can.”

After all, Kang Tae-ha was always the quiet type, so it’d probably go unnoticed on that side.

“Alright, have a good time.”

“Yeah. You get home safe, too.”

***

The next evening.

“Why are a bunch of grown men meeting up at a place like this?”

Taeha thought to himself as he walked into the Family Restaurant.

He usually met friends at BBQ joints, so the venue felt unfamiliar.

“Alex hyung came all the way from America, shouldn’t we at least have Korean food?”

In the end, even though he’d planned to stay quiet, he couldn’t help but say that aloud.

“Korean food? To a guy who runs a Korean restaurant in Koreatown?”

“Huh?”

“Yeah, Taeha. I wanted to come here. We used to come all the time back when we were trainees. There’s no chain like this in America, so I missed it.”

Alex, the rapper from their group who was also a Korean-American, had taken over the family business and now ran a Sundubu Jjigae place in Koreatown.

It was already popular, but with the rise of Hallyu and the Food craze, he’d been rolling in money for the past few years.

The other members were also doing pretty well for themselves.

The Lead Vocal had bounced around different agencies, but eventually returned home and was now working as a Vocal Instructor.

The member in charge of Dance was now a Dance Trainer in Gyeonggi New City.

And the Leader, who had managed to cover vocals, rap, and dance, graduated from university and landed a job at a large company.

Since all their families were relatively well off, they never had to worry about debt, and so they were able to quickly find their own paths.

“That’s partly why Kang Tae-ha could pay off his debt before enlistment, right?”

Some of Taeha’s debt had been quietly paid off by the better-off members.

“Come to think of it, even if Kang Tae-ha wasn’t lucky in other ways, he had good people around him.”

Just from the fact that they’d helped him pay off his debt, you could tell the Frisia members were exceptionally kind guys.

Pure-hearted boys who wanted nothing more than to sing, dance, and be loved on stage.

Even as they grew older, their true natures didn’t seem to change.

“But still, isn’t this a bit much? We’re not kids, so why…”

After leaving the Family Restaurant,

Taeha felt himself getting a bit worked up at the next stop: an ice cream shop.

His vision was filled with colorful, flashy decor.

“Did you pick your menu? Taeha, hurry up and choose.”

“What’s the point? Taeha’s definitely going to get Twinkle Sweet Strawberry. He loves that one.”

“That’s right.”

And so, Taeha ended up sitting in front of the very sweet strawberry ice cream, regardless of his own will.

He usually only drank Americano—couldn’t even stand sweet things—so this was the worst dessert for him.

As if the heavy pasta meal wasn’t enough, now he had to eat this super sweet ice cream.

But it was hard to flat out refuse.

After all, these were the Frisia members he’d lived with for three years, and this was their own little trip down memory lane.

“Still, why do I have to sit here eating ice cream with these dudes?”

He sighed inwardly and took a small spoonful of Twinkle Sweet Strawberry.

But then,

“What the…?”

Maybe the old Kang Tae-ha’s tastes were still lingering in his body.

It was actually more edible than he thought.

The sweet, sticky flavor was oddly addictive, and Taeha found himself taking another spoonful.

As he was about halfway through,


The members, who had been chatting among themselves, suddenly turned their attention to Taeha.

“Taeha, how have you been these days?”

“Yeah. Is your acting career going well?”

The Leader asked carefully.

The way they all looked at Taeha, as if they’d been waiting for this, their eyes shining—it was obvious they’d been holding back their curiosity until now.

Taeha was the only one among them who still hadn’t managed to find his footing.

He was the youngest, and without any help from home, he’d had to shoulder everything alone—it was no wonder he struggled to settle down.

To the others, Taeha was like a little brother they worried about.

So after he finished his military service, they’d suggested various jobs, and when he confessed he’d been offered an acting role, they all gave him advice.

It was thanks to them that, even after so many setbacks, Taeha hadn’t completely shut himself off from the world or given up on life.

Taeha smiled gently.

“It’s going better than I thought.”

“Really?”

The members’ eyes grew wide at his positive answer.

When Taeha nodded, they exchanged glances, visibly relieved.

“Kang Tae-ha, you really do have a gift for making friends.”

Even though their situations had turned out better, they, too, had tasted bitter setbacks.

Maybe that’s why they were more anxious than anyone that Taeha might stumble again, and they sincerely wished for his success.

“It’s just a small role, but I already finished filming a Netflix project…”

“Netflix?”

“Wow, then I’ll be able to watch it in America! What if our maknae ends up a global star?”

Taeha waved his hands at Alex, who was in awe.

“No, it’s really just a minor part.”

“Still, a role is a role. What’s the title?”

“Critical Point. It’ll probably come out this summer.”

“Huh? I’ve heard of that! Isn’t Han Yun-seong in it?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s awesome! You’re already off to a great start!”

Even if it was only a bit part, the members seemed thrilled just knowing Taeha had started his career as an actor.

Seeing his friends genuinely happy for him, Taeha felt warmth in his chest.

‘If I get confirmed for Heureojeo Itdeon Saramdeul, I’ll have to tell them first.’

“Taeha, if you hit it big, you won’t ignore us, right?”

“Come on, hyung. You think Taeha’s that kind of guy?”

“You never know with people, you know.”

“Please. You were the one planning to ignore us if you got famous as a singer at another agency, weren’t you?”

“No, I wasn’t!”

“By the way, Taeha, your face looks brighter than ever.”

“Yeah. I think you’ve gotten even better looking. We’re all just regular guys now.”

“Taeha was always the visual center, and hyung, you just got average looks, admit it.”

“Hey! Really…”

While they were all noisily bantering among themselves, Alex suddenly shouted cheerfully.

“Taeha’s got good news, so we should go celebrate! Let’s get going!”

The members all chimed in with Alex and jumped up from their seats.

By then, the ice cream was long gone.

“Are we finally going out for drinks?”

To keep his liver in good shape, Taeha had been trying to stay away from alcohol, but on a day like this, one drink wouldn’t hurt.

Thinking about finally getting to drink again, Taeha grinned and followed his friends.

And then,

– Kkeu daegiyeogi, jinan sarang ihi hi ga siga doeeo eoeo!

The place they arrived at was a karaoke room.

As one of the members sang with all his might, Taeha absentmindedly shook a tambourine and thought,

“Wow. Their favorite songs haven’t changed at all.”

It was ridiculous to be at karaoke stone-cold sober, but at least since they’d all once debuted as idols, they could sing well, so it wasn’t so bad.

Of course, the member working as a Vocal Instructor was outstanding, and even the Leader, now a regular Workplace employee, was great.

He must get lots of applause at company parties and workshops.

“Hey, Taeha, why aren’t you picking a song?”

“Me?”

Taeha had sung at karaoke with colleagues before, but always after drinking.

Singing when tipsy was one thing, but he had no confidence to perform sober.

“Let’s hear that solo practice song you used to sing! You’ve got to dance, too!”

“Huh?”

Before Taeha could protest, the members picked the next song.

As the song number flashed on the screen and the title appeared, Taeha was appalled.

He knew the song, but it was a hit Idol song he’d never imagined actually singing.

Boom, boom, boom, boom.

The upbeat intro blasted out.

Resigned, Taeha grabbed the mic and stepped to the center.

He couldn’t just pour cold water on the heated mood.

“Whatever. Here goes nothing.”

With the same determination as when he first woke up after transmigrating and acted, Taeha started to sing, and again, he was surprised.

– Today’s star is you! It’s you, we!

“You’re good!”

He could even dance.

His body remembered all the choreography.

“I used to have two left feet!”

As he grew older, he’d realized he was best suited to a desk job and had given up, but as a kid, he’d dreamed of being like this at least once.

Singing well, dancing well, and with good looks—the life of a true popular kid.

“Man… This is actually fun.”

When the members all cheered and joined him with the choreography, Taeha’s excitement grew.

***

In the end, they sang and danced for a full three hours, using up all the extra service time the karaoke owner kept giving them.

“I can’t remember the last time I had this much fun.”

Since starting work as an assistant writer, he’d always been chasing deadlines, so it had been ages since he’d just had a good time without thinking about anything.


“Yeah. As long as I’m alive, I should have fun. Do whatever I want.”

Feeling that his second life was finally worth it, Taeha stood at the Bus Stop waiting for the bus.

And just then, an ad panel on the 179 Bus stopped in front of him caught his eye with a familiar phrase.

“This is…”



 
  Chapter 13: The Writer’s Return






[Looking for the New Writer Who Will Lead the Republic of Korea’s Dramas]

It was an ad for the TVm Drama Contest, one of the biggest drama contests in the country.

Taeha stared blankly at the phrase written in the ad.

Old memories came rushing back.

Back when he was living in a gosiwon, desperately striving for nothing but a win at the TVm Contest.

His desperation had narrowed his vision, making him feel as though he was standing on the edge of a cliff.

“So when I failed to win the contest, I really wanted to die.”

But that was a hasty thought.

Because not long after, one of the external judges, Choi Daepyo, contacted him, saying he wanted to produce himself.

“Life really is unpredictable.”

In the end, it turned out to be an even better opportunity than winning the contest.

Unlike TVm, which had such fierce internal competition because of the sheer number of works, Choi Daepyo poured his heart and soul into making Ho-jun’s work.

Thanks to him, was able to come out into the world quickly.

“For a rookie writer who knew nothing, Choi Daepyo really gave me a lot of support in many ways.”

The bus that had stopped in front of Taeha with a loud engine roar drove away.

After waiting a bit longer, the bus heading toward Taeha’s one-room finally arrived.

Boarding the bus, Taeha sat by the window and thought.

“Should I really try writing one?”

Compared to when he prepared for the contest in the past, Taeha was in a far more relaxed state now.

“This time, I really feel like I can do better.”

He no longer had a reason to push himself too hard, nor did he need to overdo it.

It felt like he could write just from the simple desire to write.

“I already have debut experience, too.”

The experience he gained by writing an entire work from start to finish as a Main Writer was incomparable to his days as an Assistant Writer—it had given him a huge amount of Experience Points.

“Hmph.”

In fact, whenever he needed a break from working on , instead of resting, he would come up with ideas for his next project.

So, he already had material and content lined up for his next work.

He’d even done a fair amount of background research.

“Thinking about it, I was really obsessive. No wonder I nearly died from overwork.”

Back then, his anxiety about the future was so overwhelming that he couldn’t help it.

“If I develop that a bit more…”

Returning home and still lost in thought, Taeha eventually woke up the next morning, immediately turned on his Notebook, and sat down.

With his hands on the Notebook and watching the black cursor blinking on the white screen, Taeha let out a faint chuckle.

The reason was simple.

“Well, this is…”

It felt so welcoming and familiar, as if he were meeting a Past Life Lover.

Well, it was almost like a lover—he’d never been apart from it for even a moment.

Muttering in disbelief, Taeha began writing out the plan and intent with large letters and a temporary title.

Tap, tap, tap-tap.

As the cheerful tapping of the keyboard filled the room, heat rose to the tips of Taeha’s fingers.

***

Beeeep, bee-bee-beep, bee-bee-bee-beep.

Late at night.

With the sound of the alarm, Taeha snapped out of his deep focus.

“It’s already this late?”

He’d eaten dinner three hours ago and sat down at the Notebook, and before he knew it, the alarm he’d set for ten o’clock was ringing.

“That’s why you can’t skip setting an alarm.”

Since starting on the new work,

Taeha realized something natural yet surprising.

“This body has so much stamina.”

Unlike his writer days, when the only exercise he got was just breathing, the body he’d steadily managed was now young and strong.

With good stamina, he could easily sit for over half a day once he started focusing.

“Even with my pathetic stamina in the past, when I got into the zone, I could easily focus on the Script for three or four hours straight.”

At this pace, he figured he could finish the Script far faster than he’d thought, so he spent the first two days working excitedly.

As he wrote, Taeha suddenly felt hungry and made himself some ramen, but suddenly snapped back to his senses.

A life spent sitting all day tapping on a keyboard and hurriedly eating delivery or instant food.

That was the fast track to overwork and death.

“Why do humans repeat the same mistakes… There’s no reason to rush now.”

So he took drastic action and set alarms.

It was a pledge not to work past a certain number of hours.

“Absolutely keep that work-life balance!”

Besides, his Main Job now was acting.

“No way I’m going to put on belly fat when I should be getting a six pack.”

So Taeha ate healthy meals, made sure not to skip his exercise, and continued working on the new project.

He was writing a particularly interesting part and wanted badly to keep going, but Taeha forced himself to get up.

“Uuugh.”

A sound came from his stiff body without him meaning it to.

Stretching lightly, Taeha poured himself some water and drank.

The heat that had built up from his focus finally started to cool off.

Picking up his phone, he turned Messenger back on, which he’d muted for a while, and saw messages from the Freesia members.

The group chat was lively again, with news that Alex, who had returned to America, had arrived safely.

They were talking about how it would be nice if they could all travel to America together someday.

Instead of joining in, Taeha just sent a laughing bunny emoticon and checked his other messages.

[If you can, don’t look]

A message sent two hours earlier by Im Chan-hyung was quite ominous.

“What’s this?”

For the past fifteen days,

Im Chan-hyung had been handling the appearance contract for Taeha’s on behalf of his agency.

Of course, it hadn’t been easy.


Taeha just spent the extra time working on his Script, waiting for the negotiations to wrap up well.

There was nothing else he could do.

“Oh, right, I did have a meal with the Broadcast Station CP once.”

That day, half-persuaded by Kim Jeong-sik and Director Lee Hae-ik, Taeha made sure to leave a strong impression on CP.

The director he’d worked with on one of Baek Seung-chul’s projects had been promoted and was now working there.

Since they’d worked together before, Taeha already had a good grasp of CP?’s preferences, so it was easy to win him over.

“He’s still such a doting dad. His daughter, who’d just entered elementary school when we worked together, is a middle schooler now… Time flies.”

A few days ago, Im Chan-hyung contacted him to say the Contract was ready, and once Taeha signed, his appearance would be confirmed.

So why was he telling him not to look?

“Did something go wrong?”

There were always so many variables that, until you signed the Contract… No, even after signing, you could never relax in this industry.

“No way.”

Taeha scrolled up in Messenger.

[Taeha, the appearance contract is done.]

[Congrats on getting a new role.]

[I honestly didn’t know you’d land such a big role in less than a year haha, it feels like a dream for me too.]

[I was honestly a bit nervous that I’d regret convincing you to become an actor if things didn’t go well.]

[But seeing how well things are working out, I’m really relieved.]

“So it worked out after all.”

Feeling relieved, Taeha couldn’t help but smile at Im Chan-hyung’s honest words.

“He must’ve been nervous. If you talk someone into acting and it doesn’t work out, who knows what complaints you’d get.”

It really was good news for everyone.

Then, the next message went as follows.

[Apparently, the script reading is really soon, so they’re going to put out the casting article tomorrow morning.]

[I’ll capture it and send it to you.]

[So don’t go looking for it yourself.]

[Or on Communities.]

[If you can, don’t look.]

“He’s saying this because of the comments.”

Managers often told actors not to look up internet reactions.

Back when he was an Assistant Writer, Taeha used to regularly say the same thing to Baek Seung-chul.

With the way Republic of Korea’s internet culture worked, there was just no way only good comments would be left on articles or Communities, no matter what.

Even with 100 positive comments, that one malicious one would shake your Mental.

“But being told not to look only makes you want to see it more, right?”

Taeha smacked his lips.

During , he’d wanted to check reactions himself but was always too busy.

So he only got filtered feedback from the Assistant Writers.

Maybe that’s how he managed to keep his Mental in one piece.

“But honestly, you get curious.”

This was the first time there would be an article about Kang Tae-ha the actor.

“And honestly, in a situation like this, having comments at all would be a relief, right?”

He was more worried that no one would care enough to leave a single comment.

The next morning came.

[Seon Min-gi starring in , rookie actor Kang Tae-ha cast as Lee Jae-hyun]

After receiving a screenshot of the casting article from Im Chan-hyung, Taeha couldn’t help himself and searched his own name on his phone.

Until now, his Profile hadn’t even shown up on the portal site.

“Oh, they put up a good photo.”

It was an old picture, and even though there was a faint hint of gloom behind the smiling face, that was something only he would notice.

“Handsome, huh.”

It was nothing like the profile photo of writer Lee Ho-jun.

With a light laugh, Taeha scrolled down and clicked on the article.

[…Rookie actor Kang Tae-ha, who earned the Lee Jae-hyun role fair and square through the Audition, is drawing attention for his anticipated performance…]

There wasn’t much to say about Taeha himself, so most of the article was general promotion for the drama.

In the end, it was hard to gauge reactions from the article alone.

So Taeha, out of habit, logged into the Community where drama fans gathered.

As expected, Seon Min-gi’s fans were discussing the casting.

– This casting is ridiculous

– Rookie?

– Never seen him before

– If it’s Lee Jae-hyun’s role, that’s the Sub Male, but they’re using a rookie?

– Is it because it’s a One-shot Role that they’re using a rookie?

– Still, that’s harsh;

– Drama hype just dropped

– I was waiting for this because of Seon Min-gi. If the casting is like this, the Script must not be great, huh

– If it’s Director Lee Hae-ik, isn’t that fine?

– The Scriptwriter is meh, their previous works all flopped, it’ll probably flop again

– Sigh… Why did my actor choose this Script

– I wonder, too. I thought they were good at picking Scripts

– Let’s not be downers before it even airs

 – No expectations for anyone except the Lead

– Seon Min-gi’s gonna have to carry this alone

– Where the heck did they dig this guy up from?

– The agency is a joke, too

– Looks like he has no Filmo at all, unbelievable

– Are these guys from the Broadcast Station or what

– Maybe he’ll actually be a good actor, lol

– There are tons of good ones out there, just how good could he be;

– But at least he’s handsome

– All Profile pictures are handsome

– That’s some heavy Photoshop

– My mood is ruined from the morning. I was looking forward to this, now I’m depressed ㅠㅠ

“As expected.”

Taeha calmly scrolled past the comments.

It was just pre-broadcast chatter.

He already knew how quickly opinions could flip with just a change in the wind.

What mattered was the reaction after the show aired.

“Doesn’t matter what they think now. Honestly, it’s better if there’s no hype.”

He hadn’t really thought about it until now, but it was the right choice not to reveal his family ties to Kang Sojeong.

“It would’ve just looked like Kang Sojeong got me this Second Lead role.”

All Kang Sojeong did was give him a shot at the Audition.

That was it.

Relieved, Taeha gave a thumbs-up to a comment that said, “But at least he’s handsome.”

Then he opened his Notebook and organized the writing he’d done up to yesterday.

He had the Scripts for episodes 1 and 2 and even the Draft finished.

Now that casting was confirmed, it was time to focus on the role.

“Feels great when everything moves along so smoothly.”


***

But not long after.

At the first Script Reading of ,

Taeha, who had been so unfazed by the barrage of negative comments, found himself a little flustered.



 
  Chapter 14: Suspicions and Stares






“Hello, this is Kang Tae-ha.”

In the script reading room, Tae-ha’s voice rang out cheerfully.

However,

“Who are you?”

“Ah, I’ve been cast as Lee Jae-hyun this time. It’s an honor to meet you, sir.”

“Ah, I see. It’s more of an honor for me to meet you. I was curious about you.”

“You’re too kind.”

“Go on now. There’s nothing to be gained from sticking by someone like me.”

Most of the actors treated Tae-ha in this way.

It was better to be openly mocked or dismissed like this.

At least then, he could bow his head awkwardly and get it over with.

But with those who accepted his greeting as if nothing was wrong, only to immediately reveal their discomfort once his back was turned, there was nothing else to do.

The reason was obvious.

Starting with Director Lee Hae-ik and Kim Jeong-sik, who appreciated Tae-ha’s acting skills, various circumstances had come together, and he had been cast for the role—but nobody truly believed that story.

People whispered that he was related to the Writer.

Or that the Director was close with the president of that agency.

They’d seen plenty of unqualified actors being pushed into roles before, but this was just too much, wasn’t it?

The murmurs were filled with wild speculation and criticism.

“Why? I heard the Director picked him because he’s a good actor. Casting was tough, too.”

“You really believe that? No-name rookies—how good could their acting possibly be?”

They spoke in hushed tones among themselves, but it was clear they didn’t care if Tae-ha overheard.

Looking over at where the managers had gathered, Im Chan-hyung also seemed to be having a hard time.

He was busy explaining himself to those bluntly asking if there’d been some lobbying involved.

“No matter how much I explain the truth, it’s useless. They’ll believe what they want to believe—because that seems more realistic to them.”

It was difficult.

Controversy on the internet over shocking casting choices was one thing.

But reality was different.

Here, these were people he actually had to work with.

“I should have expected this kind of atmosphere.”

Tae-ha, who’d focused solely on preparing for his performance ahead of the Script Reading, felt a twinge of regret.

Given the importance of this role in someone else’s precious script, he’d promised himself to do his absolute best…

He vowed not to disappoint the Producer who had trusted him enough to cast him…

He’d thought of these things over and over, immersing himself in the role of Lee Jae-hyun—so much so, he’d neglected to consider the internal reaction.

“Well, even if I had thought of it beforehand, what could I have done?”

There was nothing to do but face it head-on.

Just then, laughter rippled quietly from the group of senior actors who had been cold toward Tae-ha.

“Hello, sir.”

“My goodness, how long has it been?”

“Oh my, are you in this Drama too? As what?”

“As the Apprentice Priest.”

Turning his head, Tae-ha saw Han Woo-ri greeting the senior actors.

“As expected, you made it, Han Woo-ri.”

Though her name wasn’t widely known, she’d appeared in various works and seemed to be familiar with the senior actors.

“You suit the role so well! Do your best, really. You deserve to shine. This time, it’ll go well for sure.”

“Thank you. I’ll do my best.”

“That’s right. Just do what you always do.”

“Fighting!”

The senior actors sincerely encouraged Han Woo-ri.

It seemed they, like Tae-ha, highly regarded Han Woo-ri’s earnest and kind character.

As their gazes shifted, Han Woo-ri looked toward Tae-ha, their eyes meeting.

Tae-ha offered a gentle smile.

In the end, both of them were cast in , so he felt satisfied.

Just as Han Woo-ri began walking toward Tae-ha, as if she wanted to greet him, a voice muttered coldly from behind—Im Mi-hee, who had been particularly chilly toward Tae-ha.

“It’s the diligent actors like her who should do well… not those who get in because of connections.”

Han Woo-ri, who had been approaching, and Tae-ha, who’d been waiting, both couldn’t help but hear her voice.

For a moment, Han Woo-ri stopped and stiffened.

She hadn’t named anyone, but it was clear who she meant.

Im Mi-hee was an actress known for playing mother roles in many films and Dramas—people even said she was more of a mother than their own.

It wasn’t for nothing that she was called “teacher”—her acting career and skills were significant, and most of the actors and Staff respected her.

Part of that was her frankness, her willingness to speak her mind without regard for others’ feelings.

“But this time it’s a misunderstanding, Teacher.”

Though it was frustrating for Tae-ha, he couldn’t very well shout out his defense to Im Mi-hee right there.

And there was no guarantee she’d believe him anyway.

“Since I was lucky, I should just accept this level of backlash.”

While Tae-ha forced a bitter smile, Han Woo-ri—though not the one accused—wore an uneasy expression and came to greet him.

“Hello. You’re the one I saw at the Audition, right?”

Tae-ha relaxed his expression and nodded.

“Yes. Congratulations on being cast as the Apprentice Priest.”

At Tae-ha’s sincere congratulation, Han Woo-ri blushed a little and replied quietly.

“I was really nervous back then, but thank you for cheering me on. Thanks to you, I think I did well at the Audition.”

“I didn’t do anything special.”

“I was just thinking how grateful I was, and then I saw the casting announcement and recognized your face. So congratulations to you. For getting the role of Lee Jae-hyun.”

“You’re sincere, huh.”

Tae-ha was genuinely impressed.

Han Woo-ri, after all, could have felt jealous or uncomfortable in this situation.

Of all the major roles cast for this Drama, only two were unknown actors in their twenties—them.

“Thank you. Please feel free to speak comfortably with me. I believe I’m younger than you.”

“I’ll take it slow, then.”

With that, Han Woo-ri lowered her voice a little.


“As for what Teacher Im said… please don’t take it to heart.”

“Huh?”

“Teacher will soon clear up the misunderstanding. Whatever else, she’s quick to warm up to people who work hard.”

“Do you… think I’m that kind of person?”

Tae-ha thought he knew Han Woo-ri reasonably well, but in truth, they’d only exchanged greetings at the Audition.

So he couldn’t help but ask.

Somewhat embarrassed by Tae-ha’s direct question, Han Woo-ri confessed.

“Actually, on Audition day, I overheard you in the restroom while I was getting ready.”

“The restroom? Ah…”

Now Tae-ha realized what Han Woo-ri meant.

Audition day, in the restroom.

Apparently, she had heard him muttering to himself in front of the mirror.

Since the role had no lines, he had to pay close attention to expressions and gestures.

So even right before the Audition, he was agonizing over how best to use his eyes, how to move his hands.

“You’d analyzed the character so deeply. Far more than I ever did. I was standing right behind you. You don’t remember seeing me, do you?”

“Ah… I was so focused…”

“That’s why. I really do believe you got the role of Lee Jae-hyun because of your acting.”

Tae-ha let out a small laugh.

“What a kind soul, and sharp-eyed too.”

Looking down at Han Woo-ri with a warm heart, the entrance suddenly became noisy.

The Main Character of this Drama, Seon Min-gi, was making his way to his seat, politely greeting the Staff and actors one by one.

“Wow… the weight he carries is different.”

With just his entrance, the air in the Staff Room changed.

Though he was dressed simply in a shirt and slacks, the aura he exuded was palpable.

It was clear why he had risen to his current position with such deep acting.

His sharp features were striking, and the toned body hinted beneath his fitted shirt emphasized his presence.

“He even bulked up to fit the role. Nice.”

For a moment, Tae-ha felt almost proud, as if he were the Producer of this project.

Han Woo-ri, who’d been standing in the corridor, couldn’t hide her excitement as she greeted him.

“Hello. I’m Han Woo-ri, playing the Apprentice Priest. It’s an honor to work with you.”

“Yes. I look forward to working with you as well.”

Though his greeting was a bit stiff, it matched his image and carried the right weight.

Tae-ha followed with his own greeting.

“Hello. I’m Kang Tae-ha, playing Lee Jae-hyun. It’s an honor to be here with you.”

According to the script, Tae-ha would be acting together with the Female Lead even more frequently.

Seon Min-gi would be well aware of this.

“He didn’t object to my casting—he even helped. He must know the situation well.”

So Tae-ha wasn’t particularly worried about Seon Min-gi.

Surely, unlike the other actors…

“Is he ignoring me? Why?”

Tae-ha watched as Seon Min-gi brushed past him without a word.

Their eyes met for a moment—he had definitely been ignored.

Since Tae-ha had greeted right after Han Woo-ri, the difference was all the more stark.

Tae-ha hadn’t expected Seon Min-gi to act like this, and couldn’t hide his surprise, blinking.

Han Woo-ri, at a loss, glanced over to see how Tae-ha was taking it.

Tae-ha let out a short sigh, then squared his shoulders.

“It’s fine, don’t worry.”

As Tae-ha reassured her and headed to his seat, Han Woo-ri scratched the back of her head, watching him go.

If it had been her, she wouldn’t have been able to handle things as calmly as Tae-ha.

Certainly, if Tae-ha had been an ordinary rookie, this atmosphere would have been hard to bear.

“If I were really a twenty-four-year-old rookie, my mentality would have been crushed.”

Anyone not sufficiently thick-skinned would have found it impossible to endure.

He might not have stormed out in tears, but the discomfort and pressure could have ruined the Script Reading.

However, Tae-ha had experienced everything the industry had to offer—even dying and coming back to life—so he was simply eager for the Script Reading to begin as soon as possible.

“I really need to do well today.”

He felt he needed to prove to everyone that he had truly earned the role through his acting.

***

Once the Writer and Director were seated in their designated spots, the Making Film camera switched on, and each person began to introduce themselves in turn.

After the Director and Writer, Tae-ha was third among the actors.

Tae-ha was acutely aware that, for better or worse, he would inevitably be in the spotlight here.

“I’m Kang Tae-ha, playing Lee Jae-hyun. I know I lack experience, and you may find me unreliable, but I’ll do my best not to be a burden to the project. Please look kindly upon me.”

After Tae-ha’s honest and straightforward introduction, Director Lee Hae-ik and Kim Jeong-sik chuckled.

With the Director and Writer smiling, the other actors relaxed a bit and smiled as well.

Except for Im Mi-hee, who kept her cold expression, it seemed everyone else was at least pretending to respond for the camera’s sake.

Seon Min-gi avoided Tae-ha’s gaze by pretending to flip through his script, muttering under his breath.

“Look kindly, my foot.”

When the Writer and Director had said they wanted to cast the rookie Tae-ha because they liked his acting—

Seon Min-gi hadn’t objected.

He’d even said he’d help cast Tae-ha, whom he’d never met before.

“That way, I could make this Drama all about me.”

That was all there was to it.

It might seem contradictory, but regardless of agreeing to the casting, he still felt resentful.

It wasn’t like the others—he didn’t have any misunderstanding that Tae-ha had pulled strings to get in.

But still, after nearly eight years as an unknown actor himself, here was someone about to make a name overnight.

Honestly, he was jealous.

“Even if the circumstances lined up perfectly, how good could his acting be?”

Even as he scolded himself for being unlike himself, Seon Min-gi couldn’t help but glare sullenly at Tae-ha.

A moment later, a Staff member read the stage directions for Scene 1, Part 1, and the reading began.

Seon Min-gi collected himself and focused on the acting.

Scene 1, Scene 2, Scene 3… Scene 10.

As expected of a work with such skilled actors, the atmosphere in the Staff Room quickly heated up.

And then Scene 11.

Finally, it was the debut Scene for Lee Jae-hyun, played by Tae-ha.


“Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Most, like Seon Min-gi, were watching Tae-ha’s performance with the same mindset.

And the moment Tae-ha delivered his line, Seon Min-gi’s brow furrowed in irritation.

“What the hell? That was too ordinary.”



 
  Chapter 15: The Ripple of Acting






It wasn’t bad.

But it wasn’t anything to be amazed about, either.

It was too early to judge based on a single line.

Yet, sometimes, a truly gifted actor could make you feel something instinctive with just a single line.

“If he melted the director’s heart with just one line of acting, shouldn’t he be some kind of genius?”

Thinking that luck must have played too big a part, Seon Min-gi sneered inwardly.

Scene 1 of the First Act began right after the Main Character, Jinseong (Seon Min-gi), showcased a Spectacular Action Scene fending off an Evil Spirit, and then returned to his office, which doubled as the Rescue Organization’s Production Company Office.

As soon as he burst through the door, Jinseong coughed up blood, shocking Lee Jae-hyun (Taeha), who’d been guarding the office.

But to show that such events were almost routine, the scene continued as they discussed what to have for dinner.

Seon Min-gi’s portrayal of spitting blood was so realistic that everyone had to look up and check his condition.

In contrast, Taeha’s acting—asking in shock if he was alright—was merely decent.

Taeha continued the scene.

“What the hell is all this… At this rate, you’re going to die, hyung!”

“I won’t die.”

Seon Min-gi responded in a weak voice.

(Jinseong, though he just coughed up blood, acts as if nothing happened, wiping the blood off his mouth, trudges over to the sofa and sits. Jae-hyun, watching quietly, seems worried but soon grows silent…)

“You’d be better off dead.”

“‘Better off… dead?’ Did you just say that to me?”

“What? As if I’d tell you to go die, hyung? Come on, you must’ve misheard me. Sure, even if you spit blood here and there once every couple days, even if it’s a pain to mop the floor, how could I ever tell my savior to just die? To my savior, of all people!”

Taeha, who had been muttering dryly, suddenly shifted his tone and put on a playful air.

Despite the long lines, for a rookie, his acting was pretty impressive.

His vocalization, pronunciation, and expressions were all stable.

Still, it wasn’t enough to be called astonishing.

“Yeah. This level is good enough.”

Seon Min-gi accepted Taeha’s lines, thinking to himself.

“Savior?”

“That’s right. If you hadn’t straightened me out, I’d probably be here bleeding out on the floor. Or maybe I’d be making a sea of blood out on the street somewhere. That’s why you’re my savior, hyung.”

“Don’t say that.”

“What? Embarrassed because I acknowledged you?”

“The term ‘savior’… It’s blasphemy.”

“Wow. No wonder you used to be a Chief Priest, you’re really devout. Even though you were kicked out.”

“Enough. I’m hungry, let’s just order dinner.”

“You can eat right after spitting up blood? Or maybe you want to eat because your stomach’s empty. What should we order?”

“Kimchi Stew.”

“Ugh, of all things… Gotta mop even faster, then, leave no trace.”

According to the Script, after ordering Delivery with his Hyeondaepon, he was supposed to mop up the blood on the floor while delivering his lines.

Since it was a Script Reading sitting down, of course there was no actual action.

Yet it felt as if he was truly holding a mop and acting with it in hand.

“He’s really natural.”

Without any lines today, Han Woo-ri, who was essentially just here to show her face, even forgot to turn the pages of her Script, lost in watching Taeha’s performance.

Even with the considerable volume of lines, he never lost his breath or hit any awkward notes; everything flowed smoothly.

It was so natural, it felt more real than acting.

For Han Woo-ri, who always grew stiff when doing line readings, it was a truly enviable talent.

What was more surprising was that Taeha was performing alongside Seon Min-gi.

From the start until now, Seon Min-gi had lived up to his reputation with his acting.

In several scenes, Seon Min-gi’s outstanding performance so overwhelmed the Supporting Actors that it was obvious.

Yet Taeha, while harmonizing with Seon Min-gi, didn’t give off any sense of being overshadowed at all.

Scene 15, Scene 16, Scene 17…

As the reading went on, even those who’d been watching with folded arms, thinking “This much is just standard,” gradually began to acknowledge Taeha’s skill.

Some even began to think, maybe it really was his acting that caught the director’s eye.

They found themselves more and more absorbed in Taeha’s acting as time went on.

The more lines an actor exchanged with him, the quicker they realized it.

Even actors who usually couldn’t focus well unless it was on set found themselves completely drawn in when acting with Taeha.

So, with so many scenes between Taeha and himself, it was impossible for Seon Min-gi not to notice.

Seon Min-gi was acutely aware of what was happening.

“Is it because our chemistry keeps getting better?”

In fact, that in itself was surprising.

Even after being cast, he’d met and built rapport with the Female Lead in advance, but still hadn’t quite clicked with her.

It wasn’t Ju Hyo-jin’s problem, who played the Female Lead.

She was doing her part well enough.

She just wasn’t on Seon Min-gi’s level, and needed more time to match his rhythm.

“But why…”

Taeha seemed to know in advance exactly how Seon Min-gi would deliver his lines.

And even better, knew precisely how to respond.

“He must’ve analyzed the Script that thoroughly and has the skill to express it.”

But that alone wasn’t enough to explain why acting with Taeha made him more focused.

Im Mi-hee’s acting, with her incredible inner strength, could captivate anyone with just a single line.

And when acting with her, Seon Min-gi would feel a strange thrill and sense of elevation.

Amazingly, he was starting to feel those emotions while acting with Taeha.

It meant Taeha was immersing himself in the role just as deeply as Im Mi-hee.

That was what was creating their chemistry and concentration.

“At this level, he’s not just ordinary.”

Unavoidably, Seon Min-gi also found himself revising his thoughts about Taeha…

“Scene 50. Roadway.”

The voice of a Staff member reading off the scene number and location rang out.

At last, it was the Ending Scene of the First Act.

The actors, tense, fixed their eyes on the Script.

In the latter half of the First Act, Jinseong and Lee Jae-hyun chased after the Doctor, who was suspected as the culprit, in a tense car chase along the roadway.

Up to Scene 49, Jinseong crashed his car mercilessly into the Doctor’s car to stop him from escaping.


[S#50. Roadway /N

Jinseong’s car rams the Sports Car, which screeches to a halt. Jinseong and Jae-hyun get out to check the Sports Car.

Jinseong roughly drags out the unconscious driver. Jae-hyun, crouched, checks the driver’s face…]

“Uh.”

“Shit. This bastard’s dead.”

Taeha announced the Doctor’s death in a startled, hollow voice, spitting out the curse.

Anger, a burning determination to uncover the truth and eliminate the true mastermind, and a touch of excitement at the unexpected turn of events—all these emotions were tangled up, and the madness was vividly conveyed.

“……!”

A shiver ran through them—a single line that felt entirely different.

Seon Min-gi, who hadn’t sensed anything like it at Taeha’s first line, felt the thrill now.

It was as if the Ending Scene could conclude right then and nothing would feel out of place.

Unconsciously, Seon Min-gi looked up at Taeha.

The moment their eyes met—Taeha’s sharp gaze truly looking at him as if acting—Seon Min-gi realized it.

Taeha was creating a climax, a rise and fall in the drama’s flow, solely through his acting.

“He controlled the intensity of his acting across the entire First Act.”

All to give the Ending Scene maximum impact.

The other actors and even the Staff in the back, feeling as if this were an actual set, focused entirely on the tension between Taeha and Seon Min-gi.

Feeling heat rise in his body, Seon Min-gi paused a moment before delivering his line.

The last line of the First Act.

If delivered wrong, it could come off as cheesy.

But Seon Min-gi’s performance diluted that.

Without exaggerating the rage that welled up from deep inside, he conveyed it with dry restraint.

“That bastard’s been here, the devil.”

Yet behind the dry voice, the anger was deep and chilling.

As expected of Seon Min-gi.

The actor who ended his long days of obscurity with nothing but his acting skills.

A strange tension hung in the air for a long moment on set.

It was the atmosphere created by the acting of Taeha and Seon Min-gi.

***

Today’s Script Reading was scheduled to go up to the Second Act.

So, after the First Act ended, everyone was given a break to regroup.

As the actors stood up one by one, Taeha rubbed his now-warm palms against his thighs, trying to loosen up.

“Guess this is about my level right now.”

His ability to immerse himself in acting, at this moment, was enough to make his palms heat up.

Maybe it was enough for others to feel drawn in, but Taeha knew.

“It’s not enough.”

After writing in this body, he could be sure.

When writing, heat had risen from his head to his toes.

Each character, each letter in the Script had sparked with life, and the vibrance in that writing far surpassed what Taeha now showed through acting.

“What would it be like if I could bring that level of immersion to acting too?”

The more he acted, the more greedy he seemed to become.

Having sorted out his thoughts, Taeha stood up and walked toward Im Chan-hyung, who was waiting for him.

That was when Im Mi-hee blocked his path.

Even in the busy, chaotic atmosphere, people’s attention focused on the two of them standing face-to-face.

“Your name was Kang Taeha, right?”

Her wrinkled eyes looked gentle and soft, but Im Mi-hee’s gaze was full of anticipation.

Though the question sounded a bit sharp, Taeha replied calmly.

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“I wanted to apologize for earlier.”

“…..!”

“Watching your acting, I could feel how much thought you put into this Script and your role. It was very impressive. Now I understand that the only reason Director Lee Hae-ik pushed so hard to cast you was simply because you impressed him.”

“Ah.”

“As I’ve gotten older, I find myself relying too much on my own experiences and making judgments too hastily out of arrogance. It’s why they say you should die if you get old.”

Everyone makes mistakes.

But the older you get, the harder it is to admit your own errors.

And it must have been even harder to apologize to a much younger actor.

Given her position, she didn’t even have to apologize.

That’s why, Taeha thought, she was so respected.

“Don’t say that. If you died because of me, how could I ever pay back that grudge?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You have to live a long and healthy life and keep acting. That way, I can keep learning from you. Thank you so much for saying such nice things… but I’m still lacking in so many ways.”

Im Mi-hee smiled at Taeha’s unexpected playfulness.

So that’s why he’s so good at sly, playful acting—his real nature is just as sly.

Those around them couldn’t hide their surprise.

Even veteran actors close to Im Mi-hee couldn’t act that familiar with her, given her usually stern atmosphere.

“If even Im Mi-hee acknowledges him, I guess he’s definitely achieved his goal.”


The fact that he’d acted well enough to convince people he’d be cast as Lee Jae-hyun was undeniable.

“Then surely, Seon Min-gi won’t look down on me anymore.”

Taeha thought.

But that was a complete miscalculation.



 
  Chapter 16: Truths Beneath the Surface






The reason Taeha thought it was a complete misunderstanding.

There was nothing particularly special about it.

In front of the meeting room hallway, Seon Min-gi passed by Taeha’s greeting without a reply.

It was the same situation as when they greeted each other before the reading.

But Taeha felt far more bewildered.

Because it wasn’t the simple ignoring from earlier.

Seon Min-gi’s actions were laced with inexplicable irritation and anger toward him.

“You’re… angry at me?”

He wanted to ask why on earth that was.

But Seon Min-gi had already vanished outside the building.

***

A deserted parking lot.

Standing in front of his van, Seon Min-gi could not hold back his anger and kicked the tire.

“Ha, damn it!”

The curse burst out, unable to be contained.

“Hy-hyungnim. Please get in for now.”

Worried someone might be around, Seon Min-gi’s Manager, Kim Nam-sun, hurriedly opened the car door while glancing around.

Even after getting into the van, Seon Min-gi’s emotions didn’t easily settle, and his breaths came out rough.

“This is driving me crazy.”

Kim Nam-sun looked at Seon Min-gi anxiously.

He’d worked as his Manager for quite a long time, but this was the first time seeing Seon Min-gi act so roughly.

His personality was always blunt, that was true, but he was never hot-tempered.

Perhaps because he’d suffered through a nameless period, he actually knew how to be considerate to people he worked with.

He’d never made unreasonable demands, and even in situations where anger would have been justified, he always exercised restraint.

It meant that he had never put Kim Nam-sun in a difficult spot with such impulsive behavior before.

“He has changed a bit recently though…”

Lately, Seon Min-gi had become more irritable and sensitive than usual.

It wasn’t obvious to others, but Kim Nam-sun, who was with him all day, could feel it.

“He tries not to show it, but he’s definitely getting more annoyed.”

The moment Seon Min-gi changed was obvious.

Ever since was released…

To be honest, Seon Min-gi had his picky points too.

He showed perfectionist tendencies in his Career.

From his works to even commercials, he always got involved himself and deliberated again and again.

This, too, was a result of the time he spent as a nobody.

It was a declaration of his will to never return to that period, to never accept even a single failure.

Not that it was a problem.

It was a professional attitude, and thanks to it, he’d made excellent choices and kept succeeding.

But then, the movie , which premiered half a year ago, left a stain on his Career.

It was his first time starring in a movie, but contrary to expectations, it didn’t even reach the break-even point—it just totally flopped.

Moreover, was a perfect one-top project.

A movie for Seon Min-gi, by Seon Min-gi, about Seon Min-gi.

When such a film failed at the box office, all the criticism and ridicule naturally fell on Seon Min-gi.

[So this is as far as Seon Min-gi goes, huh.]

[That’s what I’m saying, Seon Min-gi alone isn’t enough. He only did well before because he worked with big-name actresses or actors.]

[That’s why, without a fandom, you can’t really make it big. There’s no ticket power, none at all. He can’t go up alone.]

It was only one failure.

Like anyone, not every project an actor starred in could be a success.

But for Seon Min-gi, who always pursued perfection, it was a painful defeat, and his first ever.

And the public opinion that formed from it made Seon Min-gi anxious.

It even made him realize his own Career limitations.

Seon Min-gi had succeeded in putting a period on his nameless days by appearing in the national Drama, which everyone called a historical epic.

At that time, Seon Min-gi only appeared in two episodes in the latter half.

But it was more than enough to show off his honed acting skills, and with a powerful entrance and death, he completely captivated the viewers.

It was during this time that the phrase “Perfect Victory by Blood,” meaning that Seon Min-gi’s best acting comes out when he bleeds, was coined.

Thus, having made his name known, Seon Min-gi went on to succeed in various Dramas across genres.

All of them were with actors as big or bigger than Seon Min-gi.

So even if the Drama was a hit, Seon Min-gi never received the spotlight alone.

Maybe that’s why there was always talk that he couldn’t do it without the help of other actors, that he was lacking when standing alone.

To break out of such prejudice and preconceptions, he chose .

“But in the end, I just proved their bias…”

Kim Nam-sun could understand why Seon Min-gi was under constant stress.

The pressure for his next project would be significant, so it made sense that his sensitivity exploded during today’s reading.

But it was strange that Taeha, of all people, ended up being the trigger.

“Hyungnim, did Kang Taeha… do something to bother you?”

Seeing Seon Min-gi’s expression soften a little, Kim Nam-sun cautiously asked.

Seon Min-gi pulled his face away from the window and sat down with a sigh, muttering.

“There’s no justification left.”

“Huh?”

“For requesting script changes. He acts so well…”

“Ah. Well, whether he acts well or not, he’s a rookie and you’re Seon Min-gi, hyungnim. Everyone is watching this Drama for you. Why would you need a justification to ask for more lines and reduce the rookie’s? It’s only natural.”

Though Kim Nam-sun tried to comfort him, Seon Min-gi only gulped down the bottled water prepared in the car, clearly frustrated.

Seon Min-gi was planning to make up for his mistake of choosing with .

He didn’t know about his eye for movie scripts, but he was confident in his ability to judge Drama scripts.

So this time, he’d planned to prove that he could do just fine on his own, without the help or aura of other actors.

That’s why he even welcomed a rookie being cast as Lee Jae-hyun.

It would allow him to be more in the spotlight.

In fact, the opportunity to take away not only the focus but also some of the screentime that would have gone to the sub-male lead, Lee Jae-hyun, was a good thing.

“When the timing was right, I was going to suggest reducing Lee Jae-hyun’s screentime in the latter half and increasing Jinseong’s lines.”


It would be better for the work, too, for him to act rather than let a rookie with no presence hog the screentime.

If all went according to plan, Seon Min-gi’s request would have been a reasonable one.

“But…”

Just now, Taeha was anything but invisible—if he let his guard down, he’d be overwhelmed by his presence.

For a rookie, getting praised for drawing a single tree well was enough, but Taeha even had the ability to draw the entire big picture.

Under such circumstances, to demand a reduction in Taeha’s screentime was no different than blatantly trying to make the Drama all about himself.

Anyone could see it was greedy.

He still had enough reason left to know that much.

If only Taeha’s acting had been mediocre, it would have been easier.

He could have chalked it up to the luck of a rookie and been satisfied with the extra screentime he’d get for himself.

“Ha…”

Recalling the situation again, another sigh escaped Seon Min-gi’s lips.

Of course, he already knew the script was focused enough on himself, even without any changes.

But still, he felt stifled.

Ever since the failure of , he couldn’t stand it whenever things didn’t go exactly as he wished, even a little.

He remembered Taeha’s half-vacant expression from earlier, taken aback by his own irritation.

Even though he knew he’d taken out his annoyance on Taeha, who’d done nothing wrong, the irritation wouldn’t subside.

“Am I really this pathetic of a person?”

Various doubts crept in.

***

“Why is Seon Min-gi acting like that?”

Even while coming out of the restroom after washing his hands, Taeha tilted his head.

He didn’t know Seon Min-gi well, but according to people who had worked with him, he was said to be blunt but basically a good person.

Judging by how he’d treated their team, it didn’t seem to be a lie.

“But the way he treats me, he really seems to have no manners.”

“Did I do something wrong?”

“No way. Today’s the first time we met.”

Im Chan-hyung, apparently pondering the same thing beside him, answered right away.

“Right? Did his Manager say anything? The Manager was with him earlier, right?”

“The Manager seemed pretty friendly to me. When someone asked if I got in through connections, he even stepped up and explained that you were cast for your acting alone, from the audition.”

Since he was the one who welcomed Taeha’s casting, he’d have no reason to be resentful.

“Oh, but when I went to get some water, thinking I couldn’t hear, he said this to Ju Hyo-jin’s Manager.”

“What did he say?”

“He said, ‘Don’t worry too much, Lee Jae-hyun’s screentime will get reduced later anyway. Isn’t that why they cast a rookie?’”

“My screentime will be reduced?”

“Yeah. I guess he talked to the writer or something.”

Even if the screentime was reduced, a sub-role was still a sub-role.

For Taeha, a rookie, it was still a role to be grateful for.

“But that doesn’t make sense.”

Objectively, it didn’t add up.

“Sure, the script can always change from the original plan.”

As of now, with seven episodes out, even looking at the script’s flow, Lee Jae-hyun’s part had only gotten bigger, never smaller.

“But the Manager said that, huh.”

It wasn’t likely that Ju Hyo-jin’s Manager, who was nervous about the rookie casting, would just make something up.

After thinking of Seon Min-gi for a moment, Taeha soon chuckled.

Given Seon Min-gi’s track record and his eye for scripts, it wasn’t something he would normally do.

But if he thought about it as any other actor, it was a common move.

“…So he was planning to get the script changed to reduce my screentime.”

He couldn’t be sure why he’d been ignored in the first place.

But after the script reading, he was certain about why Seon Min-gi had looked at him with irritation.

“He must’ve decided he couldn’t easily have my lines cut after I showed acting that even the Professor acknowledged.”

“This… I should make him change his mind.”

If it were anyone else, Taeha wouldn’t care, but since his counterpart was Seon Min-gi, he couldn’t just let it go.

He was the actor Taeha would have to interact with most.

“It’ll be tough to act together if he keeps being uncomfortable with me.”

Of course, even if Seon Min-gi disliked Taeha, he was so good at acting that there’d be no real problem during filming.

Just like nothing went wrong during the reading.

But acting is ultimately something people do.

More than anything, it’s about expressing and conveying emotion.

No matter how well someone acts, the “real thing” can’t always be replicated.

There’s a reason why, after a Drama ends, there are often rumors that the main couple actually dated.

Whatever it is, the more genuine the emotion in a scene, the better it gets conveyed to the audience beyond the monitor.

In the Drama, Seon Min-gi and Taeha’s characters were like sworn brothers.

Jinseong had to cherish Taeha more sincerely than anyone else.

“If it’s Seon Min-gi, he could deliver an almost perfect performance…”

But Taeha wanted Seon Min-gi to show not “almost perfect acting,” but “perfect acting.”

was a project that depended on it.

For a moment, Taeha wiped the smile from his lips and muttered in a low voice, making Im Chan-hyung suddenly worried.

“You’re going to make someone change their mind? Who…?”

“Reporter.”

“Huh?”

“I’m going to find Seon Min-gi sunbae.”

“Wow, and… and say what?”

Im Chan-hyung stuttered, and Taeha threw his arm over his shoulder, answering brazenly.

“Don’t worry. I’ll do all the talking.”

It didn’t sound like it would be anything good.

But before the pale Im Chan-hyung could stop him, Taeha was already striding confidently out of the building.


***

A little while later.

Taeha and Seon Min-gi faced each other outside the script reading site.

At the same time, a chilly tension, impossible to believe the early summer had just begun, rose up between them.



 
  Chapter 17: Brothers in Name






First, the remaining Script Reading had to be finished.

Seon Min-gi, barely managing to compose himself as he stepped out of the van, suddenly froze.

The moment he opened the door and got out, he ran straight into Taeha.

“Senior.”

Only briefly startled, Seon Min-gi just stared at Taeha with a blank expression, so Kim Nam-sun hurriedly stepped in.

“Oh, Taeha-ssi. What brings you here? Did you park on this side too?”

Kim Nam-sun asked anxiously.

The timing was bad.

Already, Seon Min-gi had been on edge because of Taeha.

“No. I have something to say to Senior.”

“To him? Right now?”

Kim Nam-sun’s face immediately darkened.

He glanced at Im Chan-hyung as if asking him to stop the two actors from clashing, but Im Chan-hyung looked just as troubled and helpless.

Trying to calm things down, Kim Nam-sun spoke to Taeha.

“Whatever it is… We have the second Script Reading soon, so unless it’s urgent, can’t it wait until we’re done? Or do it separately later?”

“It’s not urgent, but the sooner the better.”

“Huh?”

At that moment, Kim Nam-sun’s pupils wavered, a wave of confusion hitting him.

Seon Min-gi spoke up.

“What is it.”

His tone was sharp, as if daring Taeha to just say it, his gaze cold.

At a glance, Taeha’s was the kind of handsome, gentle face that made a good impression.

But to Seon Min-gi, it was just an annoying face that somehow always managed to get under his skin.

Not because he was a lucky Rookie,

Or out of frustration that Taeha’s acting style was different from his own,

Or even because Taeha, after being ignored twice, still showed no sign of being intimidated—so brazenly bold.

All those feelings weren’t really Taeha’s fault, but rather problems of Seon Min-gi’s own heart.

But even knowing that only annoyed him more.

It made him feel like he was being turned into a petty person for no reason.

The tension seemed to mount, with the two men—both over 180cm—standing face to face.

While the two Managers swallowed dryly, Taeha finally spoke.

“Senior, how old do you think I look?”

“Is he crazy?”

For a moment, all three—except Taeha—thought the same thing.

To come up to your senior, claiming you had something to discuss, and then ask his age out of nowhere?

Seon Min-gi looked at him, almost dumbfounded.

But since he was the one who had asked what this was about, he had no choice but to answer.

“Twenty-five or six? Around there?”

He decided not to bother being polite or using honorifics with someone who asked such absurd questions.

“Pretty close. I’m twenty-four. So there’s even more of an age gap than just a zodiac cycle with Senior. I’m really that young.”

“…So what?”

Kim Nam-sun barely stopped himself from blurting that out.

Im Chan-hyung felt not just baffled but on the verge of tears.

He knew Taeha had recently gained confidence, handling himself with boldness and honesty wherever he went, never letting himself be cowed.

But he hadn’t realized it was to this extent.

He should have stopped him as soon as he heard those audacious words about ‘changing your mind.’

He had thought things had been going well so far, and had trusted that Taeha would handle it wisely. That was the problem.

As a Manager, maybe he should stop this even now—but it was too late. The water had already been spilled.

As expected, without giving Im Chan-hyung a chance to intervene, Taeha continued.

“No matter how well I do, at best I’m just an up-and-coming… you know, someone like that. If Senior soars, then that’s like a dragon ascending to the heavens. There’s no comparison between us. Our roles and weights are totally different.”

It was a strange way of talking, raising himself up but raising Seon Min-gi even higher.

“Obviously.”

Seon Min-gi replied, making no attempt to hide his irritation, but Taeha paid him no mind and asked,

“But is there really any need to reduce my screen time?”

The direct, fastball question made the air around them grow even colder.

Seon Min-gi fell silent for a moment.

He could have immediately shot back—what was he talking about, was he accusing him, was he trying to make him look bad?

But Seon Min-gi felt no need to lie or make excuses to Taeha.

As someone who had been an unknown actor, he knew that, without a good reason, trying to cut another actor’s lines was a petty thing to do.

But in this industry, as Kim Nam-sun had said, it was common for leads to ask for more screen time.

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because it’s better for you, Senior?”

“What?”

If there are stars and the moon and clouds in the sky, a dragon is only truly cool if it ascends among them.”

“If you’re the only one flying in a blank sky, where’s the fun in that? The audience won’t enjoy it either. You know that.”

The Managers started to get headaches at Taeha’s chiding tone, but Seon Min-gi said nothing.

Because he understood what Taeha was getting at.

“The Main Character is only you, Senior.”

Taeha gave a faint smile, his voice clear and certain.

“There’s no comparison to any other work you’ve done. From beginning to end, this story revolves around you. There isn’t even another role that can stand next to yours. That’s why you chose this, right? But if you get greedy here… you’ll only ruin the show.”

“So arrogant…”

“If I get just a little more arrogant, you won’t have to be anxious at all.”

Seon Min-gi even forgot to keep his expression in check and just froze.

He’d suspected it, watching Taeha act.

Good instincts, smart too.

“But I didn’t think it would be to this extent.”

Beyond the question of screen time, Taeha was making him reflect on why he’d chosen this project,

Why he wanted more screen time…

Seon Min-gi was being forced to confront his own impatience and deep-seated anxieties.


“This project will give you exactly the results you want, Senior. Just have confidence in yourself.”

If not for his impatience, Seon Min-gi would have had plenty of confidence himself.

He wouldn’t have gone to the Writer and asked for more scenes without seeing the whole picture.

He wouldn’t have lost his cool at things not going his way, taking out his anger on a Rookie by ignoring his greetings.

“Yeah. I was too impatient.”

He’d been missing the real issue all along.

Seon Min-gi felt his face flush hot.

Twenty-four. As Taeha had said, still so young.

He was both embarrassed that Taeha had seen right through him, and mortified that what was exposed was so very pathetic.

“How did you….”

Taeha looked at the slightly spaced-out Seon Min-gi and laughed lightly.

“Geez, Min-gi. Not knowing is actually harder.”

Partly, he’d experienced the pressure and impatience of wanting to prove himself.

But Taeha, as a Writer, had also dealt—directly and indirectly—with many actors.

He’d often heard about actors’ situations and inner struggles from Managers.

Especially under Baek Seung-chul, he knew all about the concerns of A-list leading actors.

In truth, their worries, the things they desired, were all of a similar kind.

So from Taeha’s position, it wasn’t hard to figure out Seon Min-gi’s behavior with just a bit of thought.

“The movie … it was practically a one-man show. It’s obvious why you picked it. This project is the same.”

Instead of explaining how he’d seen through Seon Min-gi, Taeha chose to boost his confidence.

“You’re reading the script now. Director is going to take good care of you. So, Senior, you just have to do what you’ve always done. Just as you always have.”

He’d watched Baek Seung-chul persuade and coax actors so many times that this wasn’t hard for him.

“Then we’ll all hit it big and be totally happy.”

Taeha’s playful tone was so different from his earlier seriousness that Seon Min-gi couldn’t help but let out a weak laugh.

In that moment, Taeha could tell that Seon Min-gi had accepted what he’d said, at least in part.

“He’s not completely hopeless after all. Then, let’s strike while the iron’s hot.”

“Oh, and Senior, can I call you ‘hyung’ instead?”

“What?”

Another bizarre question, not even giving him a chance to recover.

Taeha knew well that, to get close to people as taciturn as Seon Min-gi, you had to be the one to approach first.

“Not letting him catch his breath before pushing again.”

Of course, he’d have to be careful not to cross the line.

“In the show, we’re like sworn brothers, right? I think it’d be more natural for my acting if I called you ‘hyung’ in real life, too.”

“Is that necessary? You’re already doing fine.”

“Really? Thanks for the compliment, hyung!”

“…Is he nuts?”

Taeha’s unbreakable boldness made the other three think the same thing at once.

A gentle-faced young master, but so blunt in his directness—and even shamelessly sly.

“I should have known from when he tried to charm everyone at the opening greeting.”

Seon Min-gi thought.

At the same time, he felt a little sorry for having ignored Taeha, and embarrassed at being read so easily, so he just wanted to get away from the situation.

So he replied with a sigh,

“Do as you want.”

With that, Seon Min-gi was the first to leave, followed by Kim Nam-sun.

Watching the two walk away, Im Chan-hyung clutched at his chest for a moment.

It felt like he’d just ridden a roller coaster in the span of a few minutes.

He couldn’t believe what Taeha had just said to Seon Min-gi, the Main Character and his major Senior, even though he’d heard it all right there.

Im Chan-hyung stared at Taeha, stunned.

“You.”

“There won’t be any awkward greetings anymore. Right?”

“I guess not…”

At Taeha’s question, Im Chan-hyung had no choice but to nod.

He was that flustered and mentally out of it.

***

The next Script Reading session began.

Kim Jeong-sik reviewed the lines, checking if any dialogue needed revising based on the actors’ performances.

He also gave the necessary comments on their acting.

Since everyone was present, he only commented on the most important things that everyone needed to understand to help them grasp the script, taking care not to hurt the actors’ pride.

“Hyo-jin-ssi, it would be good if you could act a little brighter than now.”

“Wouldn’t that feel awkward? Yoon-ha’s situation is so dark right now.”

“If your acting is dark too, the character—and the story—might feel too heavy from the very start.”

“You, Writer.”

And so, in this smooth atmosphere, the Script Reading was wrapped up.

Taeha and Im Chan-hyung could sense that the way people looked at them was already quite different from when the first Script Reading began.

And they knew things would change even more once filming started.

It wasn’t as intense as it was for most Rookies, but even for Taeha, it was a day full of various pressures and burdens.

Not just in acting, but in trying to break the tense atmosphere, Taeha had done his best, so as soon as he got home, he collapsed right into bed.

“Even as a Writer, the first Script Reading always made me super nervous and exhausted.”

Seeing your writing brought to life by actors was a whole different thing.

It was the first day the cast had gathered to act out his script…

“In some ways, I was more nervous than for the first broadcast.”

Thinking about this and that, Taeha was eating a late breakfast when it happened.

[Are you free for a call right now?]

Bzzz, bzzz—along with the vibration, a message from Writer Kim Jeong-sik arrived.

“What’s this? We had the first Script Reading yesterday, so maybe it’s just a call to encourage me.”

Taeha thought, pressing the call button without hesitation.

And thought,

“I actually have something I was curious about—might as well ask now.”


***

That’s how the phone call began.

In that call, Taeha received a certain piece of news.

It was a shocking story related to .



 
  Chapter 18: Blueprint of Tragedy






– Were you awake?

Kim Jeong-sik, who answered the call, asked in a surprised tone.

He hadn’t expected I’d be able to answer right away, even though he’d sent a message.

“Of course. It’s already past ten.”

– Well, actors have such unpredictable schedules… I thought you’d be the same, Taeha.

“If you keep living like that, it’s bad for your health. Once filming starts, my sleep schedule will be a mess anyway, so I try to stick to a regular routine when I can.”

– Haha. That’s a good habit.

“Shouldn’t you be asleep, Writer?”

It wasn’t just actors.

Most writers were night owls, too.

Taeha knew this better than anyone, and he himself had been quite the night owl in his Ho-jun days.

Especially during Script writing periods, he’d see the morning sun before falling asleep, and often only woke up when lunch hours at the restaurants were ending.

“I remember those days—I’d get up wanting to eat, but couldn’t because it was break time.”

– Back then, I lived with my days and nights flipped too. But if you keep living like that, your body won’t hold up. Especially as you get older.

“That’s true, I suppose.”

– Was it around my second project? I realized something big then, so now I make sure to get up before noon and stick to it. Once I adjusted, it turned out pretty okay.

At least, Writer was lucky to be alive long enough to realize that.

Taeha swallowed words he couldn’t say.

He’d heard stories about those so-called “masters” who’d wake up early to exercise and only wrote at scheduled times.

But Taeha always thought that was only possible because they were masters.

After all, they’d written so much and written so well—they didn’t need to pull all-nighters, or seek inspiration in the early morning.

But after coming back from the brink of death, he understood.

It wasn’t that they could do it because they were masters.

If you wanted to keep writing, you simply had to live like that.

“When you think about it, Baek Seung-chul is really something else.”

Baek Seung-chul’s lifestyle was a mess.

He’d basically traded his health for fame.

During Script writing periods, he barely left the writer’s room, and every meal was replaced by delivery food.

He lived with cigarettes and alcohol in his mouth.

His days and nights constantly flipped, and his insomnia was so bad he couldn’t sleep without sleeping pills.

Waking up after a short nap just to start working again was the norm…

“As his Assistant Writer, I had to stay up until Baek Seung-chul went to sleep. Even if I did fall asleep, I couldn’t rest easy since I never knew when he’d wake up and start working again. When I was young, I used to fall asleep the moment my head hit the pillow.”

As experience accumulated, the Assistant Writer’s salary did go up.

But if you calculated it by the hour, it probably wasn’t much.

When meetings ran long, they’d work over twenty hours at a stretch.

Taeha had lived this way for nearly ten years, so even the young Ho-jun’s health inevitably suffered.

“How is Baek Seung-chul still alive? Was he just born with a sturdy constitution or something?”

Taeha was clicking his tongue internally when Kim Jeong-sik continued.

– The reason I called isn’t a big deal… About yesterday’s Reading.

“Yes, Writer.”

– I really wanted to thank you for doing such a great job.

“…You’re too kind.”

– I kept telling you, didn’t I? I really feel like you understand my Script, Taeha. You showed that with your acting at the audition, too.

Taeha let out a low, almost bashful laugh.

– But after seeing your performance yesterday, fully prepared for the role… I just had to tell you how impressed I was. Seriously, it was exactly what I’d imagined when writing the Script.

– Everything, from your interpretation of the stage directions to your tone of delivery. Some parts were even beyond what I’d imagined.

All Taeha had done was fulfill his role as an actor, but he understood why Kim Jeong-sik was so moved and grateful.

Because he was a Writer.

A character you created, lines you wrote, your own story—

To see those things come to life through acting instead of being stuck on paper…

And the thrill when that performance even exceeds what you intended…

Only a Writer could truly understand those feelings.

That was why Taeha had decided to walk the path of a Writer himself.

– I thought you’d fit the role of Lee Jae-hyun, but I didn’t expect it would be this perfect.

“Thank you. All the hard work paid off.”

Kim Jeong-sik laughed happily at Taeha’s calm reply.

– There’s one more thing I’m grateful for.

“Yes?”

– To be honest, when we were casting you, the broadcasting company asked if I could reduce Lee Jae-hyun’s scenes in the later episodes, or revise the content.

“Ah, I see.”

Was he blaming Seon Min-gi for this, or did the broadcasting company actually want it? It was hard to be sure.

“Maybe it’s a bit of everything.”

But regardless of which it was, Taeha wasn’t offended—after all, he’d already accepted the reduction in his own appearance fee, knowing his position.

Honestly, if it meant improving the work’s quality, he was fine with having less screen time.

– But after yesterday’s Script Reading, the response was so good that they said there’s no need to adjust anything. So now, I can write things the way I want to, thanks to you, Taeha.

“That’s great.”

Kim Jeong-sik continued right away at Taeha’s straightforward answer.

– The reason I’m telling you all this… I just didn’t want there to be any misunderstandings later. The story in the latter half is going exactly as I planned, not because of anything else.

“Just in case?”

A thought flashed rapidly through Taeha’s mind.

Right now, Taeha had read up to part 7 of the Script together with Sinom.

And while reading, he’d sensed a certain flow—“Maybe this is how it’ll go?” He had a pretty good idea.

Honestly, as far as Taeha was concerned, “I’d actually prefer it that way.”

“So Lee Jae-hyun’s screen time will decrease in the second half.”

– That’s right. He’ll disappear from the cast list for good.

“He dies?”

– No way… Did you guess that?

“I actually thought it would be best if he did. That way, it’d be a stronger character.”

The moment Taeha finished speaking, a soft exclamation came through the phone.


***

The protagonist of is Jinseong.

Abandoned by his parents and raised in an Orphanage, he was always exceptionally smart and strong since childhood.

He used these gifts to help the other orphans who were bullied.

Even when he pretended otherwise, his sense of justice was extraordinary.

As he went through adolescence, Jinseong realized he possessed a special ability.

He could see Evil Spirits with his own eyes and perform Exorcism.

Realizing he could never lead a normal life, he decided to become a Chief Priest, and lived quietly in God’s Domain, where Evil Spirits were less likely to appear.

Then, just before his Ordination Ceremony, Jinseong discovered a young child possessed by an Evil Spirit.

He wanted to save the child, so he performed an Exorcism…

“In the process, there was a commotion, and I was stripped of my qualification as Chief Priest.”

After that, Jinseong set up an office disguised as a Cleaning Agency, and became a fixer for those forced into miserable lives by Evil Spirits.

During that work, he discovered there was a group using Evil Spirits for their own gain,

and the plot’s main thread was Jinseong, together with the detective heroine, tracking down these dark forces as the situation grew ever more serious.

“And among the supporting roles, Lee Jae-hyun is…!”

Jinseong had once helped Lee Jae-hyun, who was a high schooler.

Lee Jae-hyun got caught up in a fight with some punks and was beaten up, but Jinseong rescued him, and that’s how their relationship began.

To be honest, Lee Jae-hyun was barely different from those punks, wandering aimlessly through life, until Jinseong guided him onto the right path.

After that, Lee Jae-hyun followed Jinseong like an older brother and helped him out.

He didn’t show it openly, but Jinseong genuinely cared for Lee Jae-hyun, too.

Though Lee Jae-hyun seemed thoughtless and often grumbled, Jinseong knew the real reason why he’d been such a troubled teen.

“His Parents were murdered brutally.”

Lee Jae-hyun himself discovered the corpses and witnessed the scene.

No matter how cheerful he seemed, the darkness he carried inside began from that murder scene.

“Lee Jae-hyun is a character who desperately wants to find the Real Culprit and avenge his Parents.”

Taeha thought there was a reason Kim Jeong-sik set up Lee Jae-hyun’s character like that.

“There’s a hint in the Sinom, too. It says Lee Jae-hyun and Jinseong will end up in conflict during the latter part.”

That made Taeha wonder if, when Lee Jae-hyun tries to get revenge on the Real Culprit, Jinseong would try to stop him, leading to conflict between them.

“And if Lee Jae-hyun dies in the process… it would be enough to trigger Jinseong’s transformation in the second half. It would heighten the conflict, too.”

That’s why Taeha thought Lee Jae-hyun’s character gained more meaning by dying.

“Of course, it would also be fine if he survived a crisis and they avenged together.”

Either way, if you followed that line of thought, it seemed likely the Real Culprit behind Lee Jae-hyun’s parents’ deaths was connected to the dark forces Jinseong was pursuing.

– The Real Culprit who ordered the murder of Jae-hyun’s Parents is the same as the Final Boss Jinseong is chasing.

As expected.

Taeha nodded, about to ask if that meant he would be killed by the Final Boss.

– And that Final Boss is also Jinseong’s Biological Father.

“…What?”

– It’s weird, right? How Jinseong can use those powers over Evil Spirits, almost as if they were limitless?

Kim Jeong-sik added in a casual tone.

“Oh, so that’s how it’s all connected. But in that case, to Lee Jae-hyun, Jinseong is…”

– The son of his Parents’ killer. Jinseong himself is completely innocent, and doesn’t even know who his own Parents are.

With a slightly trembling voice, Taeha asked,

“…Does Lee Jae-hyun know? About Jinseong’s Parents?”

– Yes. That’s why he approached him from the beginning.

It was a shocking twist.

Even Taeha hadn’t seen that coming.

– But as they spent time together, he genuinely came to care for Jinseong like a brother, and while wrestling with that conflict…

“He ends up being killed.”

– Yes.

A tingling sensation ran through Taeha’s palm as he opened and closed his hand.

– I’m expecting it to happen around episode 13. Don’t be too upset about dying.

“Not at all. I’m actually grateful you’re killing me off.”

When all these truths finally came out, Taeha could only imagine the shock and grief Jinseong would feel.

Until the moment the truth was revealed and Lee Jae-hyun died.

The tension and the emotions would be overwhelming.

Taeha didn’t know how Kim Jeong-sik would compose those scenes, but he was sure they would be tremendous.

“This is an even better role than I imagined.”

It was almost a pity for actors who had turned this role down.

“They must have known about this when you tried to persuade them to join. Or maybe that’s why they declined? Even though he’s in the second half, Lee Jae-hyun is a character who leaves in the middle.”

Whatever the reason, Taeha was just grateful.

– I thought you should know, since you’ll be acting the part. Only the Director, me, and you know this—so don’t let it slip!

“Of course. If I leak anything, you can sue me.”

– Haha. Alright.

Taeha and Kim Jeong-sik continued chatting for a while in good spirits.

“Oh, and Writer. There’s something I was curious about. Do you have time to keep talking?”


– Sure, what is it?

***

One hour later.

After a walk to clear his head, Taeha returned home, turned on his laptop, and boldly deleted all the project plans and Scripts he had written up until now.



 
  Chapter 19: The Unmasked Face






After finishing the call with Kim Jeong-sik.

Taeha planned to take a walk and organize the thoughts floating in his mind.

But things didn’t go as planned.

Because he’d forgotten to bring his mask by mistake, he encountered unexpected trouble.

At present, Taeha was in a state where the habits of the previous Kang Taeha and his original self, Lee Ho-jun, were mixed together.

So, often he acted just as the former Kang Taeha would, and among those habits was always remembering to bring and wear a mask whenever he went out.

But today, of all days, the mask had fallen out somewhere, and as a result, he had to take a stroll without wearing one.

The consequences were unexpectedly shocking.

Wherever he went, people came up and started talking to him.

[Oppa! What school do you go to, by any chance? I go to Sejeong Girls’ High School….]

[Hey! Good-looking student! Are you interested in working out? I’ll give you a special discount since you’re a student—no, actually, I’ll just give you a one-month membership for free, so would you just come by?]

[Hello, I’m Jeong Pil-woo, Team Leader of the scouting team at Twomug Entertainment. You look great in a mask, but have you ever thought of working as a celebrity? With looks like yours, you’ll make it big no matter what you do.]

Recalling all that happened in just a brief time, Taeha muttered to himself.

“Living with a handsome face is more exhausting than you’d think.”

Taeha realized the gravity of the situation belatedly, hurriedly tossed the mask he’d just bought at the convenience store into the trash bin, and sat down at his desk.

Having done so, he naturally fell into the thoughts he’d failed to finish during his walk as he turned on his Notebook.

The first thing that came to mind was the question he’d asked Kim Jeong-sik.

[From what I know, you used to only write melo, so how did you come to change genres?]

It was a question he’d been curious about since the first time he saw the script.

Kim Jeong-sik had started his career as a Drama writer by winning the KBC Drama Script Contest.

His Debut Work was about a Divorced Man and Woman reuniting.

And the three works he wrote after that were all melo Dramas.

“They were, honestly, just average.”

Their slow pace and tangled Emotion Line led viewers to turn away.

Of course, there were merits, too.

Even though the Emotion Line wasn’t expressed well enough to win big empathy, each piece contained deep Insight.

That’s why it was able to be dramatized at all.

There were even some who watched Kim Jeong-sik’s Dramas religiously.

But those were few in number.

Since the results hadn’t been good so far, it was understandable to seek change.

However, was a completely different work from his previous ones.

It could have been written by a completely different person.

There wasn’t a single element of Romance, and unlike his earlier works that dug deep into emotions, this one developed rapidly, centered around Crime.

No matter how much one wanted to try something new, it wasn’t easy to completely change course like this.

It wasn’t just a runner changing shoes or tracks—it was more like switching to high jump as an event.

So, Taeha couldn’t help but be curious about how he’d chosen such a change.

Fortunately, Kim Jeong-sik answered Taeha’s question frankly.

[The reason I write Drama—this might sound obvious, but I wanted to explore and show the many facets of humanity. That’s why I chose melo. People experience the widest range of emotions when in love, and they show everything, right down to the bottom, leaving nothing behind.]

In this way, Kim Jeong-sik first explained why he had written melo all along.

[After that, I just kept writing it. As if it was a given. I made my debut with melo, and I thought melo was what suited me. But when I started thinking about my next work… to be honest, the response to my last piece was really bad, so I worried a lot. I didn’t even know what to write. And then suddenly this thought popped into my head.]

[What thought?]

[Why am I only writing love stories I’m not even good at? Didn’t I just want to write stories about people?]

[Ah.]

[So, I just decided to break out of the mold… and look for something I actually wanted to write.]

In that process, he discovered a talent for a genre he hadn’t expected.

At first, it was just a simple, curious question.

But after hearing Kim Jeong-sik’s answer, Taeha started wondering if maybe he too had been confined by an assumption he’d never questioned.

“Huh…”

Taeha had spent a long time under Baek Seung-chul.

To simplify, Baek Seung-chul wrote Dramas that were roughly seventy-five percent Crime and twenty-five percent Romance.

A person’s growth and Revenge, and love.

It was formulaic, but demand for it was certain.

And by crossing between period pieces and modern stories, mixing in his own unique flavor and variations, he always succeeded.

Taeha accepted this as a formula for success.

Running Time, too, had been born from this formula.

“The subject matter is pretty different, though.”

Baek Seung-chul had once written two- or thirty-episode works, so he liked to go big.

Usually, the stories unfolded against the backdrop of a Chaebol Family or Royal Family, so it made sense.

Taeha, though, wanted to handle the stories of more ordinary Main Characters, even if they were a bit smaller in scale.

A marathon runner caught up in a conspiracy, growing a Romance with the Female Lead, overcoming hardships and adversity that life throws at them, and becoming the Main Character of the Film she’s making—this was how Running Time was born.

Taeha expected that, compared to Baek Seung-chul’s straightforward, sensational Dramas, public interest might fall off.

Even so, he believed that its modest popularity was because he’d still followed Baek Seung-chul’s formula, aside from the engaging story.

“But maybe… that was the wrong way to think about it.”

If the story you want to tell is different, there’s no reason you have to follow a single formula.

It must be done this way.

He realized that being trapped by such formulas could end up watering down the story he really wanted to tell.

Come to think of it, it might not even be possible for a single formula to exist in writing where so many different elements mix and coexist.

More than anything, from the start, Taeha and Baek Seung-chul were different people.

“There could be stories that suit me better, stories I write better… but I’ve never even thought about that.”

He just naturally wrote to fit Baek Seung-chul’s formula.

Even his most recent work was the same.

Taeha quietly gazed at the planning document and script file, tucked away in the far corner of his Notebook’s desktop.

Then, without further hesitation, he pressed the delete button.

A moment later, a New Document opened on the Notebook.

***

June, when the temperature had shot up.

In the thick, green forest, the sound of “Cut!” echoed.

“Ugh, it’s hot.”

“Haa.”


At the same time, Taeha and Seon Min-gi let out hot breaths.

Both their foreheads were beaded with sweat.

By now, the filming of had passed the first and second Episodes dealing with the ‘Murderous Psychopath’, and entered the third and fourth Episodes covering ‘The Forest That Swallows People’.

The scene currently being filmed was the part where they chased clues from a demon that had caused hikers to go missing, deep into the mountain.

Since it was a location they couldn’t visit often, Director Lee Hae-ik’s goal today was to finish all related filming here.

Because of that, filming, which had started early in the morning, was scheduled to continue until dusk.

No sooner had Taeha and Seon Min-gi stepped out of the camera’s view than their Stylists rushed over with Hand Fans.

Kim Su-jin, who had recently joined as Taeha’s Stylist, did the same.

“Actor, use this.”

“Oh, thanks.”

Taeha immediately brought the Hand Fan to his face to cool his heated cheeks.

Seon Min-gi shrugged off his outerwear.

Seeing that, Taeha also took off his jacket.

“Ha. I was so exhausted I forgot I was even wearing this.”

Taeha had been wearing a dark blue Trucker Jacket, and Seon Min-gi wore a khaki Safari Jacket that went down to his knees.

Since the story was set between autumn and winter, outerwear was mandatory regardless of the temperature.

“Aren’t there even scenes set at Christmas? It’s actually summer, but this is already insane.”

Hearing Taeha mutter, Seon Min-gi’s Stylist agreed.

“Exactly. You’ll probably have to wear Padding or a Coat.”

Seon Min-gi’s manager, Kim Nam-sun, chimed in with concern.

“Of all days, why’d it have to be scheduled now?”

“I bet even then Director Lee Hae-ik will shoot just as relentlessly, right?”

The Staff just forced a smile at Taeha’s half-resigned tone, unable to even complain.

Honestly, the weather was still bearable.

Even in the mountains, the temperature was lower than in the city center.

Still, the reason Taeha and Seon Min-gi were staggering, exhausted, was largely thanks to Director Lee Hae-ik.

True to the reputation of Art Ik, they repeated takes dozens of times, over and over.

Today, he seemed even more passionate than usual, as if he’d been possessed by something.

Thanks to that, even Seon Min-gi, who was rarely worn out, showed clear signs of fatigue.

But considering he’d started filming far earlier than Taeha and shot two or three times as many cuts, it was impressive.

“You’re really amazing, hyung.”

“What is?”

At Taeha’s admiration, Seon Min-gi replied brusquely.

Honestly, Seon Min-gi’s feelings about Taeha were complicated.

He hadn’t had a good first impression, and even his impatient side had been exposed, so it was natural.

But watching Taeha approach him so naturally, as if nothing had happened, he found it hard to keep disliking him even if he tried.

What’s more, whenever they filmed together, Taeha showed acting skills no rookie could match, and that only raised Seon Min-gi’s opinion of him.

Meanwhile, Taeha answered Seon Min-gi’s question.

“I don’t know.”

What Taeha actually wanted to say was stamina, but as he spoke, his gaze naturally drifted to Seon Min-gi’s well-built body.

Even during the script reading, he’d thought Seon Min-gi must really have worked out, but now, with the T-shirt clinging to his torso and his silhouette showing through, Taeha couldn’t help but notice.

It was a physique any guy would envy.

Seon Min-gi responded.

“My body? If you’re talking about bodies, you’re not bad yourself.”

He was right.

In fact, Taeha had also built up his body for the Lee Jae-hyun role.

Maybe not as much as Jin-seong, but since Lee Jae-hyun had plenty of action scenes, there were lots of moments where he had to show his physical condition.

So before full-scale filming began, Taeha had bulked up with the Bapak Exercise.

At this, Seon Min-gi’s Stylist, who had been listening, nodded and spoke.

“Right? Who would’ve thought you’d prep this much in just a month. And Taeha, you look way healthier now that you’ve bulked up. You used to seem more like a pretty boy, but now you look… more like a man.”

“I look like a man? Don’t go falling for me now, okay? I’m not thinking about dating yet. This is the time to work hard, not fall in love.”

Ever since the incident of walking the streets without a mask, Taeha had become even more accustomed to his appearance.

When Taeha joked, the other Staff who weren’t the Stylist burst out laughing.

“Come on. I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Well, working with Min-gi hyung, I doubt someone like me looks like a man to you. Maybe I’ll try this again when I’m as old as Min-gi hyung.”

When Taeha cracked another joke, the set broke out into laughter again.

Seeing that, Seon Min-gi looked at Taeha in disbelief, but didn’t seem to mind.

Thanks to Taeha, the previously downbeat mood on set lightened considerably.

Before anyone realized, Kim Nam-sun, who was also smiling, joined in the conversation.

Kim Nam-sun, too, had been thinking he should help boost the mood.

“Seriously, Taeha, you joke around so well. Anyway, our Taeha is totally at the peak of his prime. But being up in the mountains makes me crave some baeksuk chicken. Right, hyung?”

Normally, Seon Min-gi would have gone along and nodded at Kim Nam-sun’s attempt to lighten the mood.

But unexpectedly, Seon Min-gi shook his head.

There was a reason.

“Baeksuk? What baeksuk. We have to eat the lunchboxes sent by the Fans.”

Taeha was so surprised at that, he spoke up.

“Wow? Lunchboxes from Fans? I’ve always wanted to try one of those.”

“…You’ve always wanted to?”

“Yes. Isn’t it cool? We should take a Verification Shot for MyStar after we eat later.”

“…Sure, do as you like.”

Seon Min-gi glanced at Taeha, who was genuinely delighted, with a subtle look, then shrugged as if to say, do as you wish.

Meanwhile, the next round of filming was ready.

At the same time, Taeha and Seon Min-gi focused intently and stepped in front of the camera.

There were still many scenes to shoot before they could eat the lunchboxes and upload a Verification Shot to MyStar.


***

A little while later.

While waiting due to Seon Min-gi’s solo scene filming, Taeha decided to check MyStar.

At that moment, Taeha’s eyes widened in surprise.



 
  Chapter 20: The Verification Shot






Originally, Tae-ha’s MyStar account was hardly active at all.

1 post

1 following

233 followers

Though it hadn’t been open for long, for a celebrity, it was embarrassingly shabby.

The single post there was only the Profile photo registered on the portal site,

And below it, as the Promotion Team had instructed, was a simple greeting written in a perfunctory manner.

[Actor Kang Tae-ha. Please take care of me from now on! #KangTaeha #AH Entertainment #Critical Point #The Ones Who Were Left Behind]

The only reason about 200 followers had gathered was probably thanks to the hashtagged work titles.

If not for that, Tae-ha’s SNS would have looked even more deserted.

Anyway, that’s how it was.

“When did my followers go up like this?”

Tae-ha tilted his head in disbelief, and Im Chan-hyung, who noticed, asked,

“Why? What’s going on?”

“Take a look at this.”

With that, Tae-ha handed his phone over to Im Chan-hyung, and upon checking the screen, Im Chan-hyung mumbled in surprise.

“Huh? Why are there so many followers now? It was only in the 200s yesterday.”

1 post

1 following

3,091 followers

There hadn’t even been any particular updates.

Yet in just a single day, his follower count had soared past 3,000.

It still wasn’t even ten thousand, but the rapid increase was surprising.

Im Chan-hyung hurriedly opened the MyStar app on his own phone.

He checked the post that previously had no comments and found dozens had been added.

-Hi

-Doesn’t this guy look handsome? ㅎㅋ @kim***

-What’s your relationship with Yun-seong-oppa?

-Probably an actor who appeared in Critical Point together. Cheering you on ><

Maybe there was a clue in the comments.

As Im Chan-hyung hurriedly scrolled through the follower list, he suddenly raised his voice, having found something.

“Han Yun-seong must have followed you!”

Han Yun-seong.

The male lead of , set to be released on Netflix next week.

Having gained considerable popularity both domestically and overseas for his younger-man role, he had now followed Tae-ha.

Perhaps because of this, there were several people among Tae-ha’s followers who seemed to be Han Yun-seong’s international fans.

Tae-ha also spotted Han Yun-seong’s name in his own follower list.

“Oh? You’re right. He really did.”

“Did you let him know about your MyStar?”

“No. How did he know and follow me?”

“Maybe he searched you up? Your Profile is on the portal site, after all. He could’ve looked you up on MyStar too.”

“Is that so.”

“He said he wanted to get closer, so I guess he meant it.”

For a well-known actor to initiate a follow toward a rookie like Tae-ha was a significant show of interest and goodwill.

Some might think it’s just a sociable person making connections, but Han Yun-seong was not that kind of person.

A glance at Han Yun-seong’s following list made that clear.

He had over sixty thousand followers, but was only following 51.

And aside from Tae-ha, all 50 of those were mutual follows.

It was clear he only followed those with whom he had a close relationship.

He hadn’t even followed the other prominent supporting actors from , and yet Tae-ha was someone he had sought out first.

Just this fact was enough to surprise Tae-ha.

Im Chan-hyung felt an odd sense of pride and urged Tae-ha.

“Hurry up and follow him back.”

“Yeah, okay.”

Tae-ha pressed the follow button and, out of courtesy, liked a few of Han Yun-seong’s recent posts.

Then he asked Im Chan-hyung,

“Oh, about posting on MyStar. Can I upload whatever I want? As long as you check it before I post?”

“For now, yeah. If you can show off your charms as a person through MyStar, that’s great.”

For actors, MyStar was a space where the public and the personal were mixed; a place to appeal with qualities outside their work, and shape their image in ways acting alone could not.

Looking at the accounts the Promotion Team had sent for reference—male actors—aside from promotional or advertisement posts, most left short, witty captions with stylish photos.

It seemed to pursue a trendy image that would interest fans and make them want to emulate.

Certainly, those with modeling backgrounds or innate sense stood out even on MyStar.

“It just looks different, you know?”

There’s always a difference between something crafted and something genuine.

Maybe that’s why there were even actors who were more popular on MyStar than as actors.

As he browsed through various accounts, Tae-ha considered how he should run his own MyStar.

Operating it like the other young male actors didn’t seem too difficult.

But if he did that, the account itself might not hold much meaning.

It would just be a dressed-up version, failing to capture his true self.

“Even if people see me positively, I’m not really that trendy a person.”

His appearance was more than fine.

But inside, a man in his late thirties breathed and lived.

So Tae-ha decided to reveal himself in a different way.

Instead of just posting photos with English words or emojis and a short line, he thought he’d try writing honestly.

“Still, I don’t want to come off as trying too hard to look cool.”

Within the bounds of not damaging the image of Actor Kang Tae-ha.

In a direction that would highlight his definite identity.

Tae-ha felt like he was getting a sense of how he should operate his MyStar.

Since it was mainly a photo-based space, he decided to care more about his pictures.


I want to post more shots from filming sites or daily life… but that’s a worry.

“Why? Because of your photography skills? Don’t worry. I can take them for you.”

Tae-ha looked at Im Chan-hyung doubtfully.

No matter how he thought about it, he couldn’t imagine Im Chan-hyung taking good photos.

He figured it would be better to entrust it to Kim Su-jin, the Stylist.

Even if not great, it had to at least be decent.

But Im Chan-hyung seemed to pick up on Tae-ha’s thoughts, and immediately frowned as he spoke.

“You really don’t know. I’m good at taking photos.”

“…Really?”

Still skeptical, Tae-ha asked, and Im Chan-hyung started fiddling with his phone.

He soon showed Tae-ha a few photos.

They looked like shots from the poster shoot.

“What’s all this? Wait… do you like me or something? To have taken so many photos of me?”

“What are you saying, seriously? After all the work I did for you.”

Im Chan-hyung grumbled and smirked as if wondering what nonsense that was.

To be honest, Im Chan-hyung’s photography was quite good.

Not quite at a Photographer’s level, but maybe he’d studied hard, because there were no obvious flaws.

His basic sense wasn’t bad, either.

Now that he thought about it, Im Chan-hyung’s fashion sense was also neat and solid.

“For sure, at Chan-hyung’s level, it’s pretty nice.”

Of course, for a Manager, he sometimes looked a little frail and soft.

“Still, you take pretty decent pictures?”

Even Kim Su-jin showed interest at Tae-ha’s compliment.

“Huh? He’s really good at it!”

“Not bad, right?”

“Yeah. Wow, with these skills, Manager-oppa must be popular with the ladies.”

Im Chan-hyung smiled, his cheeks flushing faintly, pleased by Kim Su-jin’s praise.

Tae-ha sensed something odd about the scene, but soon shook his head.

“No way…”

***

After the morning shoot, it was finally lunchtime.

Arriving at the parking lot at the base of the mountain, they saw a vehicle handing out Lunchboxes and coffee.

And a large Banner stood beside it.

On the Banner was a photo of Seon Min-gi, along with a supportive message.

Tae-ha and his group lined up in front of the vehicle to receive their Lunchboxes.

When Tae-ha’s turn finally came, he bowed his head to accept the Lunchbox.

“Thank you very much.”

At that moment, the staffer who finally saw Tae-ha’s face spoke up.

“Oh, please wait a moment. We have a separate Lunchbox prepared for the actors.”

Im Chan-hyung smoothly took the Lunchbox Tae-ha had received, and Tae-ha was handed a new one from the staff.

“Actor.”

Along with this, he saw the message written on it.

To Tae-ha, who was still not used to life as an Actor, the words felt a bit embarrassing.

“The care put into this is amazing.”

It wasn’t just the message.

The three-tiered Chanhap was packed with a variety of side dishes, from stir-fried sausage and vegetables to beef bulgogi and spicy pork.

Even the Staff’s Lunchboxes were of impressive quality.

“Wow. This is better than what I eat at home.”

“Right?”

Tae-ha was agreeing with Im Chan-hyung, who sat across from him, when—

“Huh? Hey!”

Just then, Tae-ha spotted Seon Min-gi passing nearby and raised his voice.

Startled, Seon Min-gi glanced over at Tae-ha.

With a sly grin, Tae-ha waved energetically.

Before Seon Min-gi could say anything, Tae-ha spoke first.

“Hyung! I’ll really enjoy this meal!”

Seon Min-gi just sighed helplessly at Tae-ha’s energy and gave a casual nod.

As he started to move away, Tae-ha suddenly got up from the table and approached Seon Min-gi.

“What is it?”

“About that Verification Shot we mentioned earlier. How about taking it together?”

“With you?”

“Yes.”

Of course, Seon Min-gi had planned on taking a Verification Shot.

But he hadn’t intended to take it with anyone else.

With his personality, Seon Min-gi found being alone most comfortable.

But after hearing Tae-ha’s suggestion, his thoughts changed.

He remembered back when they filmed , he had posted a solo Verification Shot as usual, and someone had commented, ‘Why are there no other actors? Is Seon Min-gi a loner?’.

“Alright.”

Tae-ha smiled and took his spot at the unexpectedly agreeable response.

Then he asked Im Chan-hyung,

“If we pose together in front of the vehicle like this, that’ll work, right?”

Im Chan-hyung nodded, still a bit dazed.

“Is he just naive, or what?”

He’d noticed it before, but Tae-ha was just too likable.

Seon Min-gi, with his unmistakable aura and personality, was not someone you’d expect people to approach so casually.

Just looking at Kim Nam-sun’s equally surprised face made it obvious this situation was unusual.

‘When did he become like this? Or… have I just never realized this is how he is?’

Thinking that, Im Chan-hyung raised his phone and took the picture.

As expected from actors, the two looked natural on camera.

But Tae-ha seemed dissatisfied with the shot.

After checking Im Chan-hyung’s photo, he commented,

“Ah, but this is too plain…”

Then he turned to Seon Min-gi with a sparkle in his eye.

“How about this? Hyung, how about you hand the Lunchbox directly to me in the photo, like you’re presenting it?”

“Isn’t that too forced? Let’s just take it and move on.”

Embarrassed, Seon Min-gi tried to brush it off, but Tae-ha wouldn’t back down.

“Come on, since we’re doing it, let’s make it fun!”

With a small sigh, Seon Min-gi gave in and played along.

At that moment, Ju Hyo-jin, who had come out of the van to get her Lunchbox, noticed the two taking pictures and approached.

“What are you guys doing? Just taking photos by yourselves?”

“Noona! Come join us!”

So, Ju Hyo-jin joined Tae-ha’s ‘Verification Shot game’, and only after quite a while did the session finally end.

From that day, Tae-ha gained a new nickname—’Kang Art’.

It came from how he took Verification Shots repeatedly, just like Art Ik.


***

A few hours later.

This post appeared on SNS.

[Have you seen this photo? ]



 
  
    Chapter 21: Meme and Actor






Drip, drip, drip.

Seated at a table in the café, Lee Min-joo hurriedly took a sip of her iced Americano.

The sudden hot weather made her crave a cool coffee all the more.

“Ahh, nothing beats a café.”

She felt a little sorry for Earth, but she liked how cafés turned on the air conditioner early, even before it seemed necessary.

At Home, the moment she turned on the air conditioner, Mother would be right there to smack her on the back.

“It’s seriously so hot during the day… What are people who work at Home supposed to do?”

Currently, Lee Min-joo was working as a web designer and was active as a freelancer.

Freelancer Activity was something many people envied, but this job had its own hardships.

One of those was, inevitably, the early summer Air Conditioner Issue.

“I need to cool down for a bit, so I’ll just slack off for exactly ten minutes before getting back to work.”

So, as usual, Lee Min-joo logged into Social Media Platform 2.

Min-joo had several Z Accounts.

One of them was the so-called ‘Meme Account’, where she’d upload images made from memorable scenes of dramas she liked.

Her image edits were so pretty that she was famous among drama Fans, and she had quite a few Followers.

“This is still getting retweets, huh.”

Her RT notifications were still blowing up on a post that was already over two years old.

It was a series of scenes from the melodrama , where the actor Han Yun-seong rose to huge popularity as the younger male lead—Min-joo had crafted the post by making fans out of the images.

The scene where Namju Han Yun-seong waits for Yeojoo at the Bus Stop,

The scene where Yeojoo runs toward Namju,

The moment when the two finally meet,

And then, the scene where they embrace against the backdrop of the Sea.

Along with the line, [When summer starts, let’s go… to the Sea.]

It was a popular drama, but thanks to Min-joo’s eye for emotional scenes and her beautiful edits, it really took off.

Even people who hadn’t watched the drama hit the 81, and the post had unintentionally become unexpected publicity for the show.

During Winter, people waiting for Summer; in Summer, people longing to go to the Sea kept 0ㅠ-ing on the post, never forgetting it.

Before she knew it, the RT count had surpassed thirty thousand.

Besides that, Min-joo had created countless Legend Memes.

So among actor Fans, many would hope that Min-joo would watch the dramas their favorite actors appeared in.

This was because she’d already stated that her standard for making Memes was strictly “only dramas she personally enjoyed.”

“I wasn’t a Han Yun-seong Fan, but was really good. It was pretty exciting, too.”

As a long-time drama geek, Min-joo was actually a Fan of Seon Min-gi.

So for Seon Min-gi’s dramas, she’d upload Memes regardless of whether they were fun or not.

She’d put far more effort into editing those images than with other dramas.

The fortunate thing was that, even so, it didn’t show that she was a Seon Min-gi Fan.

Because all of Seon Min-gi’s dramas were just that good, people didn’t think much of Min-joo uploading those Memes.

Not making Memes out of was, in fact, a decisive move to avoid revealing that she was a Seon Min-gi Fan.

“Honestly, would’ve been perfect for Meme-making… His face was on screen for almost two hours straight, in perfect condition, and he looked incredibly handsome.”

But Min-joo’s Account was for drama, not movie, Memes.

Besides, she wasn’t about to upload a movie she wouldn’t have watched if not a Fan, so she held back.

“This is just a hobby Account anyway, and there’s no rule saying I can’t show I’m a Min-gi Oppa Fan, but…”

As something of a Name Value among drama Fans, she preferred to hide her private side as much as possible.

After checking all her notifications, Min-joo logged into another Account.

This one was her Seon Min-gi Fan Account.

It was for interacting and sharing news with other Seon Min-gi Fans, but both Following and Follower counts hovered just above twenty.

Even counting the info Accounts that actively shared Seon Min-gi’s Schedules and such, there weren’t many Fans.

Compared to his public recognition, Seon Min-gi definitely didn’t have many Fans.

It’s not that one would expect an actor to have Idol-level Fan-dom, but even among actors, his Fan-dom was small.

“It’s probably an age thing, too.”

As a male actor, Seon Min-gi was at the age—late twenties, early thirties—when you’d expect to build a Fan-base.

But he only became known quite late.

Still, in these times when even ‘ajusshi’ actors can gain attention, his lack of a Fan-dom wasn’t just about age.

“To be honest, he doesn’t have the kind of Face that’s popular these days.”

While scrolling through the Timeline and liking a new photo of Seon Min-gi, Min-joo thought critically.

Seon Min-gi had strong, defined features.

He wasn’t a typical pretty boy, so his looks could be divisive.

But the way he transformed when acting was more than enough to captivate a long-time drama fan like Min-joo.

Most people only liked Seon Min-gi’s characters, and that was as far as it went—but Min-joo admired the way Seon Min-gi lived as an actor.

Even the brusque personality, another reason for his lack of Fans, was something she liked.

Even if he wasn’t sweet or demonstrative, the sincerity in his interviews—how he wanted to repay his Fans with good work—felt truly earnest.

“What’s this?”

Lost in thought while scrolling, Min-joo blinked quickly at a photo of Seon Min-gi she’d never seen before.

The previous picture had shown Seon Min-gi with coffee and a Lunchbox, proof of a support event from Fans for .

Min-joo had contributed a hefty sum to that, too.

Though the number of Fans was small, their devotion was high, so such support was possible.

Anyway, Seon Min-gi’s proof photos had always been unremarkable.

Manager Kim Nam-sun was famously bad at taking photos, so even his Face looked worse than in real life—plain, head-on shots.

But this new photo was different.

The coffee truck was there, with the banner at his side, just like usual, but…

“Is Oppa with other actors?”

Seon Min-gi had a good reputation with those he worked with.

But he didn’t have many close friends.

He wasn’t the type to easily get close to people, and even those who admired or liked him often found him hard to approach.

So photos of him with other actors, apart from official group shots, were rare.

“The only time he’d take photos together was at wrap parties… Isn’t this the first time he’s taken photos with other actors so early in a shoot?”

“And it actually looks good.”

Maybe another Staff member took it, because the quality was leagues above Kim Nam-sun’s.

“Ju Hyo-jin and… huh, is that a dog?”

“Lee Jae-hyun?”


He was the Sub-male lead in , the very one who had rallied even the handful of Seon Min-gi Fans.

“His name was Kang Tae-ha, right.”

And it wasn’t just one photo.

Not only was there a shot of the three—Ju Hyo-jin included—but also a photo of just Tae-ha and Seon Min-gi.

It was a shot of Seon Min-gi handing Kang Tae-ha a Lunchbox, and Tae-ha bowing deeply in thanks.

You could feel the warm, friendly mood on set.

“They must have just met for the first time for this project, but to be playing around with Min-gi Oppa like this already…?”

For Min-joo, who’d watched Seon Min-gi for five years, it was surprising.

Other Fans seemed pretty pleasantly shocked, too.

Min-joo naturally tracked down the original source of the photo.

It was from Tae-ha’s MyStar Account.

There were four photos in total.

The first was Tae-ha’s Profile picture.

“What the… he’s kind of good-looking.”

She had assumed he’d just parachuted in as the Sub-male lead thanks to someone’s help.

But seeing the photo, she was struck by his refreshing aura.

His Face was genuinely handsome, too.

The next two photos were the ones Min-joo had just seen.

And the last one was another solo shot of Kang Tae-ha.

Sitting cross-legged on a rock, gazing at the sky.

It felt both natural and cute.

“This…”

She had a feeling a new boyfriend-meme master was about to be born.

After finishing the photos, she saw the text underneath.

[Hello, this is Kang Tae-ha. I’m currently filming ‘Heureojeo Itdeon Saramdeul.’ I’m just grateful to be working with such respected seniors, and today I even got a delicious meal. Maybe it’s because of the Fans’ love for the seniors, but the food tasted like honey. I ate heartily, so I’ll work even harder. I hope everyone eats well, sleeps well, and has a healthy day.]

It seemed he wrote it himself.

Given how rare long posts are on MyStar, it was a bit unusual, and while not particularly special, it had a subtly charming vibe.

“Did he run a spellcheck or something? Very tidy.”

Drawn in, Min-joo pressed Heart on the post and even followed Tae-ha’s Account.

And from his first post, she learned that Tae-ha had appeared in .

Almost unconsciously, Min-joo searched on the portal site, but was jolted back to reality by a Messenger notification.

[Min-joo-nim, haha, I think the first draft is best after all. Could you develop it from that version?]

With a short sigh, Min-joo set down her phone and turned to her notebook.

***

The industry buzzed with how good the filming atmosphere was for ; the shoot was going smoothly.

Meanwhile, the Netflix release date for was announced.

After finishing filming, in the car heading Home.

Im Chan-hyung checked the time and said,

“It should be up soon. Five minutes left.”

“Yaaawn… Ah, really?”

After a long, grueling Diligence starting from dawn, Tae-ha yawned deeply and rubbed his eyes.

Being a Scriptwriter was tough, but acting was its own kind of physical grind.

With the genre, there were lots of running and rolling Action Scenes, and reshoots just added to the exhaustion.

“If you’re curious, just watch it on the way. I brought a Pad, anyway.”

But before Im Chan-hyung could finish his sentence, Tae-ha, already reclining his passenger seat, mumbled sleepily.

“I’m going to sleep for now…”

Im Chan-hyung looked at Tae-ha with a mix of amusement and exasperation.

He knew he was tired, but wasn’t this his own first show?

“Aren’t you curious?”

“I’m only in it for a moment, anyway. It’s not going to disappear if I watch it a little late. There’s nothing in this world worth losing sleep over, Chan-hyung. You’ll ruin your Health Management if you do.”

“You really do take care of your body above all else.”

With the start of the full-scale shoot, Im Chan-hyung had come to realize just how much Tae-ha focused on Health Management.

“You shouldn’t get cocky just because you’re young. Take care of yourself in advance, too. I’m sleeping.”

“Sure…”

***

After getting Home, Tae-ha completely forgot about and went straight to bed.

And the next day.

After sleeping soundly and shaking off his accumulated fatigue, Tae-ha woke up feeling refreshed—and then sensed he’d forgotten something.

“Oh, Critical Point!”

While eating his breakfast of Chicken Breast from the Air Fryer and Salad drizzled with Oriental Sauce, Tae-ha hurriedly turned on the TV and started up .


How much time had passed?

“Oh? There I am!”

Finally, Tae-ha spotted himself on TV.

It was shocking.
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