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    Chapter 2
  
  
    The god chuckled softly. What's so amusing to him? I find it unfair.



    



     



    



    "Your most desperate dream from your previous life. Want to try challenging it?"



    



     



    



    "What's the point of dreams when I'm dead?"



    



     



    



    "There's a way."



    



     



    



    "How? Are you going to let me live a second life or something?"



    



     



    



    "That's right."



    



     



    



    I had just blurted that out, but he agreed. I stared at him blankly, dumbfounded.



    



     



    



    "I thought it was the end?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah."



    



     



    



    "Didn't you say reincarnation wasn't possible?"



    



     



    



    "That's why we're utilizing a different body instead of reincarnation. Reconstructing an empty body with your soul. For convenience, we call it reincarnation, but strictly speaking, it's not actual rebirth. Just think of it as reincarnation since explaining is bothersome."



    



     



    



    "You really do whatever you want."



    



     



    



    Since I had nothing to lose, I blurted out what I felt. It's a life that has already ended, a soul that's finished, isn't it? Showing guts in front of such an unpredictable situation is my specialty.



    



     



    



    "That's why I'm a god."



    



     



    



    "Ah, right."



    



     



    



    As I grumbled indifferently, I heard laughter.



    



     



    



    "You wanted to be loved, didn't you? You liked dancing and singing too. I think being an idol suits you. Don't you want to try again?"



    



     



    



    My shoulders flinched. I tried not to show interest but inadvertently reacted. Is he really not a devil? Otherwise, how can he keep digging into people's hearts like this?



    



     



    



    "I said there are no devils."



    



     



    



    However, to readily agree, I had no good memories of either the results or the process.



    



     



    



    "It's not like being loved is up to me. You're asking me if I want to do it again after failing once?"



    



     



    



    The god grinned at my blunt reply and pointed to himself with his index finger. It seemed like he was boasting, 'I'm a god'.



    



     



    



    "You don't want to do it?"



    



     



    



    If it's possible, I do want to do it. I also want to experience a life of being loved. As the self-proclaimed god said, I liked dancing and singing. I was pretty good at it, too. That's why I used to wake up at the crack of dawn every day to grudgingly practice in order to avoid unnecessary entanglements with the members. But...



    



     



    



    I stood up straight and asked seriously.



    



     



    



    "Why are you proposing this to me?"



    



     



    



    There must be some reason, right? I've experienced unconditional hostility but never the opposite, so my wariness was stronger. For all I know, this so-called god could be pushing me into an even more wretched life and snickering at it. False hope is the cruelest thing in the world. I already know that well from experiencing it countless times.



    



     



    



    "You met the conditions."



    



     



    



    "What are those conditions?"



    



     



    



    "One. Must be the soul at the end of the cycle. Two. Did not commit suicide. Three. Must be a clean soul."



    



     



    



    I deliberately sneered and spoke indifferently.



    



     



    



    "I'm probably not the only one who meets those conditions, right?"



    



     



    



    "Surprisingly, it's rare. In the first place, most souls are extinguished before they can even be born, so nothing can be done in those cases. There's no self-formed consciousness yet, so conversation is impossible. Next, suicide is common. Even if they survive until the end, their souls end up stained from devouring other souls."



    



     



    



    The god shrugged his shoulders and spoke in a nonchalant tone. Then he smiled brightly at me. In a voice that sounded more excited than before, he added,



    



     



    



    "It's a soul I found after a really long time."



    



     



    



    I asked without letting my guard down,



    



     



    



    "Why do you go looking for them? Can't you just let them be extinguished? Didn't you say it's bothersome?"



    



     



    



    "To play a game."



    



     



    



    A game? What game?



    



     



    



    "A race game. You'll become my horse."



    



     



    



    "There are multiple gods?"



    



     



    



    "Of course. How could I manage the countless souls alone?"



    



     



    



    "Hmm. So you're saying the gods pick up discarded souls to play games with each other."



    



     



    



    The god seemed to like the expression 'discarded souls'. He repeated the words in his mouth a few times with a peculiar smile, then continued,



    



     



    



    "No. The conditions are all different. Our side has the common condition of it having to be a clean soul, and we spun a roulette, but this time, I happened to get the most difficult one. To spin again, I have to wait 100 million years, and there are 80 million years left. So you play the game. It's good for you and good for me."



    



     



    



    Ah. This god has no interest in me. He really only considered the conditions literally. He was viewing me emotionlessly as just a 'chess piece' for the long game. Still, it was better than having sinister ulterior motives. I like that it's straightforward.



    



     



    



    "You won't back out midway saying it looks like you can't win the game, right?"



    



     



    



    "Of course not. You just have to live the second life given to you. Even if you fail or give up, I won't take back the life I gave you. All decisions are up to you. I'll merely observe."



    



     



    



    "Then what happens to the owner of this body?"



    



     



    



    "The same as you; it was a soul at the end of its cycle and committed suicide. Souls have to be at the same stage to be inserted. I luckily recovered your soul, but it took time to find a body to replace you with."



    



     



    



    The god's gaze turned to my left wrist. I unconsciously looked and saw a clear line etched on the wrist.



    



     



    



    It was a single line. That alone showed how deeply and earnestly the owner of this body had cut to die. Suicide scars usually overlap multiple times. It's not an easy thing to do.



    



     



    



    "If you agree, that body will be reconstructed as you. I already got consent, so there's no problem."



    



     



    



    I'm not sure what reconstruction means, but consent, well, I guess he got it from the owner of this body. They gave up their body and left after being told they'd be extinguished?



    



     



    



    "In exchange for providing the body, I'm currently keeping them safe. You never know what might happen later."



    



     



    



    "What does that mean?"



    



     



    



    "You'll know if you play the game."



    



     



    



    For the first time, he avoided answering. Are there set things he can and cannot answer? Or is it on a whim?



    



     



    



    "We have rules we decided on. Ask me anything. I'll let you know what I can."



    



     



    



    I felt his determination to get me to participate in the game no matter what. Does he want it that badly? I've been feeling this for a while now, but the god seems very human-like.



    



     



    



    "Humans were made in our image, so it's the opposite. You guys resemble us."



    



     



    



    "Ah, I see."



    



     



    



    Since he keeps reading my mind, let's just ask questions. The god laughed.



    



     



    



    "Then what kind of life did this person live?"



    



     



    



    "Similar to you. One who reached the end of the reincarnation cycle. Like all discarded souls."



    



     



    



    He glossed over it vaguely but if it's similar to me, I could roughly guess. While feeling a subtle kinship, a question that suddenly occurred to me was thrown out.



    



     



    



    "If this person and I are both the same discarded souls, won't people hate me the same way?"



    



     



    



    "I'll put my blessing in your soul. Then you'll become an ordinary soul."



    



     



    



    "So people won't hate me for no reason?"



    



     



    



    "That's right. If you work hard, you can achieve your dreams. You can be loved by many people too."



    



     



    



    This is a bit tempting... It was a dream I gave up on after only getting hurt. I also wanted to become someone precious to another person. I wanted to have normal conversations with someone. You're saying I can do that?



    



     



    



    "You can do it. Above all, you'll have a guide to help you. Since you like games, I prepared it in a game-like format to suit your tastes!"



    



     



    



    The god's eyes sparkled. He looked the most joyful so far. Seeing him excited like he was finally going to use this, it didn't seem like my opinion was reflected.



    



     



    



    I haven't even said I'll do it yet? As soon as I thought that, the god's eyebrows drooped. He looked at me with pitiful eyes.



    



     



    



    Let me think for a moment. Game-like format. The games I played came to mind.



    



     



    



    Will there be stats? If there are stats, will they be fixed or growth type? Do they give skills too? Are skills necessary to become an idol? Then titles? Items? No pets, probably...



    



     



    



    Various game genres jumbled around in my head. I was racking my brain hard on what to demand to gain an advantage early on, when the god roared with laughter. Remembering he could read my thoughts, I smacked my lips in dismay. He read the intentions I was trying to unravel.



    



     



    



    "I heard there are sometimes guys who want initial support, but it's really novel and fun. Since it's my first time meeting you, I can be a bit generous. I'll give you 10,000 initial points. You can use them to raise stat grades."



    



     



    



    I picked out only the necessary information, leaving out all the useless mumbling. So there are stats, and it's a growth type. I have no sense of how much 10,000 points is right now. Thinking I needed to find out more, I swiftly stated my opinion.



    



     



    



    "You're not going to max out just one of my stats?"



    



     



    



    "That's not allowed. Do you know how many points are needed to reach S+?"



    



     



    



    The god threw me hints as I wanted. First, the max for each stat is up to S+. Points are needed to raise that. Then, the required points will increase as the grade goes up. He said he won't max it out, so 10,000 won't be enough for max but will roughly get me to A?



    



     



    



    I observed the god's expression, wanting to see if my speculation was correct, but there was no particular change. I couldn't tell if he was maintaining a poker face or if my reasoning was wrong. If I could just figure out the grade 10,000 points can raise, I'd be able to gauge the difficulty of acquiring points. What a shame.



    



     



    



    "If 10,000 doesn't entice you, how about this?"



    



     



    



    "What is it?"



    



     



    



    "Let's spin a roulette wheel!"



    



     



    



    The god flicked his finger and a roulette wheel appeared before my eyes. I guess humans repeat the same mistakes because they all resemble god. He failed because of this but suggests I do it too?



    



     



    



    The roulette wheel had stat types written on it. A total of 21 from F- to S+. Annoyingly fair, they were all divided into equal proportions.



    



     



    



    
      "I won't do it."
    

  

  
    Chapter 3
  
  "Ugh!"





 





He looked very disappointed. I usually like gacha, but not right now. Honestly, I'm scared, too. How can I fully trust this self-proclaimed god? At the very least, if I had one S-grade stat as insurance.





 





"Then will you do it if I give you an S-grade stat voucher?"





 





Huh? I thought he wouldn't give one?





 





"You'll give me one?"





 





"Will you do it if I give you one?"





 





If he gives me one S-grade stat, it might be worth taking the risk. I asked the god, who was showing signs of impatience, a final question.





 





"If one more thing I'm curious about gets resolved, I'll consider it positively."





 





"Ah, you're really shrewd. What is it?"





 





"It's nothing much, but if I participate in the game, will you be watching me? I feel like I'd be really conscious of it if I think someone is watching..."





 





"I won't watch."





 





"Then what do you watch and play with?"





 





The god brought up a window in mid-air. It displayed a fluctuating bar graph with golden and black bars lined up.





 





"This is the previous game board. We look at that. We're not interested in your every action. The god whose golden bar reaches the end first wins."





 





"What's the black one then?"





 





"It's a secret."





 





Hmm. A bummer.





 





"Then what's the fun in playing the game?"





 





"The fun of cheering. It's fun to pick something and cheer them on by saying 'Do well, do well', right?"





 





Is that fun? I don't really get it, but if he finds it fun, then whatever. An S-grade stat. Should I take the risk or not?





 





"Ah, right. There's one important thing."





 





I glared at him with narrowed eyes. Is he trying to scam me like this? He should tell me the important things first! The god hastily continued.





 





"I couldn't tell you because you kept asking this and that. You asked too many questions! Anyway, listen. This is a different dimension from where you used to live."





 





"A different dimension?"





 





"Yes. Those who reincarnate can't be reborn in the same dimension since time isn't turned back."





 





A different dimension? Something like parallel universes? Where there are countless other mes in other universes?





 





"Similar but different. There are those who follow a flow similar to you. The fates of such individuals are mostly alike. Names, faces, and family relations can be similar too. But souls are unique. In all dimensions, there is only one you, Jin Haon, as a discarded soul."





 





It seems difficult. I feel like I get it, but I don't. Anyway, the important thing is there's only one discarded soul of me...





 





"Then is there a Jin Haon resembling me here too? I feel like it would be really weird to run into them..."





 





"No. This is a place where Jin Haon wasn't born. It would be troublesome if you ran into each other, right? I considered that much, at least."





 





He set everything up and is ready to start as soon as I give permission. Does he want it that badly? This game thing.





 





"Of course! Do you dislike other dimensions by any chance?"





 





That doesn't matter. It's not like there's anyone I miss, and the only people who remember me are those who hate me. I wouldn't know what face to make if I ran into them, and it would feel more bitter if their attitude towards me changed.





 





Rather, I felt a sense of liberation. I liked that I could start a completely new life in a brand new place.





 





"Then are you doing it?"





 





"Do you want me to play the game?"





 





"Yeah."





 





As soon as I threw the question, the answer came back. I felt his earnestness in the gaze that looked at me ardently. He's honest. It's a bit cute too.





 





Above all, it was the first time I heard someone say they'd cheer for me. So, I also wanted to grant this one earnest wish, even if it turned out to be a sweet trap.





 





"I'll do it."





 





"You made the right choice!"





 





The god smiled brightly and suddenly approached me, spreading his arms. Startled, I backed away but he pulled me in and embraced me. It was the first time being held by another so I stammered in confusion.





 





"God's blessing to Jin Haon."





 





A warm energy spread throughout my body. Wanting to feel more of this strange sensation, I unconsciously hugged the god back. So this is what a hug feels like. It feels really nice.





 





Suddenly, the god patted my head. An inexplicable feeling of comfort and solace welled up. I hadn't really believed he was a god so far, but strangely, in this moment, I could feel that Deus was a god. Otherwise, there's no way he could be this warm.





 





"There will be joyful times and difficult times, but I'll be cheering for you to reach the end. See you next time."





 





The god's figure gradually turned transparent and disappeared. I was left alone in the empty room. My previously translucent body had regained its color at some point.





 





I'm not sure how we can see each other next time, but for now, what's important are my stats. What I can raise, and what my current stat situation is like.





 





At the same time, a window popped up before my eyes.





 






  
    Chapter 4
  
  
    



    



    ─ Pass a trainee audition within 90 days.



    



     



    



    O Gain 500 points upon success



    



     



    



    O Stat reset upon failure



    



     



    



    O Time remaining: 89 days



    



     



    



    What? What happens if I fail?



    



     



    



    The S-grade charm I finally obtained will be reset? I absolutely have to succeed in this. Did he put in this mission because he's worried I might back out after saying I'll be an idol?



    



     



    



    While having reasonable doubts, I diligently checked the guide window to gather more information.



    



     



    



    The existence of a main mission meant my life itself was moving like a game right now. It meant there wasn't just stats. If I clear that, the next mission will probably appear. Like getting promoted to a 1st-tier trainee or joining a debut lineup. They all might have time limits too.



    



     



    



    Gaining points for each mission clear and raising stats with those points to increase skills. I like this growth structure. It would be perfect for a survival program, but it's disadvantageous for me right now.



    



     



    



    I can't do a survival situation without knowing how the missions will turn out. Moreover, I really don't want to do a survival for many reasons. Not only does it suck my mental strength dry, but gathering with strangers and rubbing shoulders is really...



    



     



    



    Let's not think about what I won't even do. Now then, next.



    



     



    



    



    



    ─ Receive B-grade on 1 song (0/1)



    



     



    



    ─ Receive B-grade on 1 dance (0/1)



    



     



    



    O 2x points gained if B-grade received while singing and dancing together



    



     



    



    O Gain 20 points upon success



    



     



    



    O Next week's mission cannot proceed upon failure



    



     



    



    Only 20 points. Even with double, it's 40 points. When will I accumulate this? Singing and dancing together probably means singing while dancing, right? Practice for live stages?



    



     



    



    I'm not sure about other things, but one thing is certain. I absolutely can't raise stats with weekly missions. But as a gamer, I can't resist these kinds of quests. I do have to do them. Plus, it's a loss if I don't do them since next week's mission can't proceed upon failure.



    



     



    



    Curious about how the grade evaluation would work, I sang a children's song magnificently. Probably because of the F-stat, it sounded terrible to my ears too.



    



     



    



    I used to sing well originally. I was the main vocalist! This is so miserable it's absurd. The stat really kills my original skills. I guess I can't expect a second life bonus.



    



     



    



    
      
        
  
    Chapter 5
  
  
    I closed my eyes for a moment and took time to mourn the 18-year-old boy. I wanted to let him know that there was someone here grieving his death and empathizing with his pain. Hoping that if my words reach Deus, he might pass them on.



    



    



    



    After composing my emotions, it was when I carefully hung the school uniform back in the closet. Along with a system message, a window popped up.



    



    



    



    
  
    Chapter 6
  
  The place I went to was the bustling streets near the SR Entertainment building in Haseong-dong, Seoul. It was a place I selected after diligently comparing several agencies.





 





I had three criteria.





 





 
	Is there any worry about going under?


 
	Are the concepts of senior idol groups normal?


 
	When can I debut?






 





SR Entertainment had solid financial power for some reason. Of course, it couldn't be classified as a large company as it had few affiliated artists and had been in business for less than 10 years. According to rumors, the CEO was a very wealthy person.





 





As if proving that, they used an entire 10-story decent building from the beginning. Even if rumors seem credible, I tend to filter them out, but the visible results are also certain. The senior boy group 'Theos' was gaining popularity, and there were several artists among the solo singers who lined up the charts.





 





There were no albums with concepts so strange that I thought, 'What the heck is that?' The title tracks were overall good and fit the concepts. The MVs were well-made by pouring in funds. It was something I had to check because I had the memory of being deceived in my past life.





 





The last and most important condition.





 





There had been no follow-up group after Theos who debuted 5 years ago. If I passed SR, it seemed I could debut quickly depending on how I did. Seeing that they were always recruiting male trainees, they didn't seem to have plans for a girl group.





 





I thoroughly bundled up my outerwear in preparation for the cold but did nothing to my face. I'm aiming for visual casting, so what's the point of sitting with my face covered?





 





Since I had sufficiently used up my stamina before leaving home, I immediately entered the cafe, ordered hot chocolate, and found a seat. It had to be on the 1st floor, a seat easily visible from the entrance.





 





Yes, this kind of seat.





 





I took off my stuffy outerwear and hung it on the empty chair. I only had 10 stamina left. I had traveled for over 1 hour and 30 minutes using public transportation, and fighting the cold had drastically drained it.





 





I made the right choice with hot chocolate. Something sweet is best for recovering from fatigue. It was when I was sipping the hot chocolate, blowing on it.





 





I felt some gazes directed at me, which was burdensome. I also felt a bit nauseous.





 





Suddenly, I had a feeling an egg would come flying. Thinking rationally, there shouldn't be anyone sitting in a bustling cafe like this with a raw egg. But I had been hit by one in front of a broadcasting station before.





 





It was an unofficial schedule...





 





After recalling that incident, my wariness of my surroundings suddenly surged, and I looked around. There were people whose eyes met mine. Each time, I was startled and avoided their gaze. But while sneaking glances...





 





'Omg, crazy visual...'





 





'SR trainee?'





 





'Look at those striking features!'





 





'I finally know what handsome is...'





 





No matter how narrow my perspective, I know how to read the atmosphere at least. I felt shy hearing the blatant praise about me. But on one hand, I felt a bit relieved. I don't have to worry about eggs flying...





 





I drank the hot chocolate while watching my stamina gradually rise. It seemed it would recover enough to go home if I sat for about two hours.





 





It was when I plugged in earphones and was memorizing songs I didn't know. I felt a presence sneaking around and turned my head. I spotted a female student in a school uniform acting awkward. When our eyes met, the girl's face instantly flushed red.





 





"Umm, excuse me..."





 





"...Yes?"





 





"Uh, um, are you an SR trainee? Or a rookie actor?"





 





SR was short for SR Entertainment. I don't know if it was borrowed from reading SR and SSR grades in card games as 'ssal', 'sssal' as they sound, but people called SR Entertainment 'ssal' too.





 





"Ah, no. I'm an ordinary person."





 





"Gasp! Really? Ah! I'm sorry."





 





"It's okay."





 





The girl rubbed her cheeks with both hands, bowed, and disappeared. I heard her reprimanding her friends behind my back, saying, "Hey! He said he's not!"





 





I can consider this a positive signal, right?





 





S-grade charm is really great. I made a good choice.





 





I praised myself and gulped down the remaining drink.





 





I was going to go home as soon as my health reached 50, but the recovery speed was really slow. I felt uncomfortable in my seat, probably because I kept feeling other people's gazes on me. Thanks to that, my health recovery speed slowed down even more.





 





This won't do. I should go home.





 





"Noona, I'm here."





 





"Welcome~ Hot chocolate today too?"





 





"Yes!"





 





Before I knew it, it had been two weeks since I started frequenting the cafe. I became acquainted with the part-time noona and formed a friendly relationship. It's amazing. To have someone who smiles and greets me, who welcomes me happily.





 





That wasn't the only good thing. The weekly mission was also progressing successfully. Thanks to that, my current points are 120!





 





The singing experience had accumulated quite a bit, so I could raise singing to B- with 120 points. The dance experience was slightly lacking.





 





Therefore, I was at a crossroads between using points to raise my singing stat and knocking on SR Entertainment's door or hoping for a casting fluke a bit more.





 





But if I'm going to raise stats anyway, wouldn't a more effective method be better? For that, it would be good to know which position doesn't overlap with the current SR debut lineup. If singing is lacking, I'll raise singing, and if dance is lacking, I'll raise dance.





 





"Excuse me."





 





Just then, a middle-aged man wearing glasses approached me, breaking my contemplation. He was someone wearing a suit made of fabric that looked luxurious at a glance. The high-handed atmosphere made me cower. He doesn't seem to be a casting manager...





 





"Ah, I'm sorry for startling you. I'm Park Taemin, the CEO of SR Entertainment."





 





"...Pardon?"





 





The CEO handed me his business card. On the black background with a gold border, the text 'SR Entertainment CEO Park Taemin' was clear.





 





The CEO all of a sudden here?





 





How should I act? How can I give the impression of not seeming arrogant and looking easy to hook if I do it well? I should have talked to men in this age range to know!





 





For now, I blinked my eyes while taking the business card with both hands. When the CEO smiled with narrowed eyes, the high-handed atmosphere disappeared completely. In an instant, he became a man with an affable impression and naturally sat across from me as if it were a given.





 





"If you have time, could we talk for a bit?"





 





"Ah, yes. I have time, but..."





 





"What should I call you?"





 





"Ah, Jin Haon."





 





"Nice to meet you, Mr. Jin Haon. Your appearance was so attractive that it captured my gaze. I know it's rude, but there's an idol group we're currently preparing, so I unconsciously spoke to you. I thought it would be good if you joined us, Haon."





 





"Ah..."





 





So they were preparing after all. Since becoming a trainee was the main mission, what happens to the main mission if I suddenly debut? It's a waste to miss out on the points I can gain and skip it, but I'm not enough of a fool to turn down this opportunity because of that.





 





"Of course, it's not guaranteed that you can debut, but if you're interested, would you like to come take an audition?"





 





"Ah, yes, yes..."





 





"I'll let them know, so please visit our building whenever it's convenient for you. The address is written on the back of the business card. It's close to here."





 





"Okay."





 





"I hope you'll come by all means."





 





Saying that, the CEO showed a smile that made him look kind. I thought he would leave now that he finished his business, but as if he still had something to say, he only stared at me vacantly without any sign of getting up from his seat. In the middle of rolling my eyes in confusion...





 





"...Uncle."





 





A man with bangs covering half his face and looking unconfident with a hunched back timidly called for the CEO. The CEO turned his gaze and stood up.





 





"Then I'll see you next time."





 





"Yes, have a good day."





 





When I awkwardly stood up and greeted him, the CEO politely bowed his head to me in response. Then he took the man and headed towards the counter.





 





I chugged the drink to snap myself out of a daze. The part-time noona approached me, making a fuss.





 





"What, what? Did you get cast?"





 





"Huh? Yes. He said he's the CEO of SR Entertainment..."





 





"Whoa, awesome! I knew it! I told you you'd definitely get cast, didn't I? When you debut, I'll be your first fan!"





 





"Thank you."





 





When I replied with a sheepish smile, the noona brightly smiled and patted my shoulder. Another part-time worker at the counter approached with quick steps. Then she threatened her to come quickly and went back.





 





"Jeez. There are always more customers when you come, so I don't even have a moment to talk. Sorry!"





 





"Good luck."





 





After briefly glancing at the noona taking orders at the counter, I fiddled with the business card. Even though it was just paper, the texture was soft like velvet.





 





**********





 





Title: Haseong-dong XX Cafe, Doori seems to have been cast





 





First, I apologize to the unfamiliar person I greeted today.





 





Since I saw you often and had a lot of internal familiarity built up,





 





I was so surprised that I greeted you as soon as our eyes met.





 





Thank you for accepting it...





 





Now the main point.





 





It seems Doori has been cast.





 





Because I saw it. I ended up seeing it. I saw it.





 





The suit man who approached Doori! He was none other than!





 





The SR CEO...!





 





[Photo of SR CEO]





 





Image taken from an article. Refrain from portrait rights infringement





 





I think someone who came today will have seen it.





 





The SR CEO himself gave his business card.





 





Doori! Please debut no matter whatㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ





 





I want to openly fangirl!!!





 





My wallet is ready!!!





 





─ Who's Doori?





 





┗ There's a pretty kid who appears at XX Cafe every day around 2pm. Looks around 17? 18! 2pm(dooshi)>duli>duri>doori. Okay?





 





─ Omg! I saw it too!! I wondered if it was the SR CEO and it really is





 





┗ Hello? Nice to meet you. You're not the one I greeted, right?





 





┗ Yeah... Not me lolㅋㅋ





 





─ I'm the one who got greeted... I also acted friendly because of internal familiarity... Let's split the fault 5:5...





 





┗ Umm.. Let's each pretend it didn't happen





 





┗ Why don't you two just become friends lolㅋㅋㅋㅋ





 





─ The guy goes to the cafe every day at 2pm? Doesn't he attend school?





 





┗ It's an ordinary person's personal circumstances. Mind your own business. There will be a reason





 





┗ Hehehe so it's okay to be all over the guy calling doori doori~ because he's an ordinary person?ㅎㅎ





 





┗ Block list goes munch munch





 





─ That's stalking too, you guys──; Don't post things like this;;





 





┗ Right. I frown a bit at gushing over an ordinary guy.





 





┗ No, wtf, it's not like I'm following him or taking and spreading photos, what's stalking about just seeing a kid who comes to the cafe and doing some eye bleach?ㅋㅋ


  
    Chapter 7
  
  
    When I woke up after a good night's sleep, my stamina was full. I checked the skills with a meaningful smile. Today's the day. Gacha.



    



     



    



    Looking only at the plus and minus probabilities, it was 53:47. A jackpot with a 6% higher plus probability. How can you not do it?



    



     



    



    Let's spin the roulette wheel!



    



     



    



    
  
    Chapter 8
  
  
    In the guided location, five people were sitting in a row with the CEO in the center. Wait, I'm taking the audition right away like this without any waiting time? Was the timing good?



    



     



    



    I got my head on straight and managed my expression by lifting the corners of my mouth. I was used to this kind of atmosphere because I had taken a few trainee auditions in my past life. The CEO spoke first.



    



     



    



    "We were waiting for you. Come on in."



    



     



    



    "Wow, he really is a genius like you said, CEO. A genius at visuals."



    



     



    



    "I had expectations after hearing you personally cast him, but he's beyond expectations. We could set him up as the visual ace, right? With a face like that, even if he's awkward, he'll gain core fans."



    



     



    



    "Whoa, my taste has Jin Haon at the top. I can't take my eyes off him."



    



     



    



    No. Cancel what I said about being used to this. The atmosphere was completely different from when I took auditions in my past life. Even with the same face, there was a world of difference in how people treated me and the atmosphere.



    



     



    



    As I was floundering in the unfamiliar atmosphere, the woman sitting at the very end laughed, saying even my flustered reaction was cute. Raising charm was a divine move!



    



     



    



    "Now, now, don't be nervous. Can you stand in front of the camera? We need to do a camera test first."



    



     



    



    "Yes..."



    



     



    



    Do I look really awkward right now? It feels like my arms and legs are moving together. Since looking too clumsy would also be troublesome, I had to try hard to keep a firm grip on my senses.



    



     



    



    There was an X mark made with tape on the floor, so I stood in front of it. A few people looking at the monitor sighed. That made me nervously read the room. Was the camera test really bad? There's no way the charm stat only applies when seeing me in person or something like that, right?



    



     



    



    "Ah, what a shame."



    



     



    



    "I know, right? It's such a shame."



    



     



    



    What is? What's a shame? Tell me so I can mentally prepare too...



    



     



    



    "The camera can't fully capture Haon's charm. Seeing him in person is much better."



    



     



    



    "Still, his visuals aren't going anywhere. It's a face that could devour the visual centers of most groups."



    



     



    



    Why are you confusing people, seriously?



    



     



    



    "He's still 18, right? He'll be 19 soon. His age is perfect too. I'm really looking forward to his future. It would be nice if he grew up prettily like this, and if his features sharpen, he seems like he'd give off a decadent vibe too. Ah, just imagining it makes me happy!"



    



     



    



    The CEO, who had been quietly listening to the employees' words until now, opened his mouth.



    



     



    



    "Haon, are you decent at dance or singing? Don't be too nervous since I told you to come. Even if you're not good, we'll teach you. You can do it comfortably."



    



     



    



    Isn't this the passing necklace given to me? It was a clear push from the CEO.



    



     



    



    "Although all I did was follow along with videos alone, I originally liked dancing and singing, so I can do it. I'm just not very good at it..."



    



     



    



    "It's okay. Tell me the song you want, and I'll play it for you."



    



     



    



    "Ah, then please play Cold Blue's U&I."



    



     



    



    U&I was a vocal-focused easy dance song. It was a light dance with soft body movements instead of intense ones, so it was good for me to handle right now. Above all, I received an A- for this song in the weekly mission.



    



     



    



    Now that my singing has risen to B-, I can surely do better. Moreover, although it's not intense, it's a song with choreography, so I had a bit of a trick in mind to avoid being asked to dance.



    



     



    



    While singing, I made eye contact with each of the judges, who were looking at me seriously. The song itself had a bright and hopeful feeling, so I smiled while singing too. I thought I would be nervous, but I could smile naturally because it was unexpectedly fun and exciting.



    



     



    



    After finishing the song, I bowed my waist and greeted, "Thank you." At some point, the judges' faces had large smiles drawn on them.



    



     



    



    "CEO, can I speak honestly?"



    



     



    



    "Go ahead."



    



     



    



    "Haon sings really well. There are still parts where the pitch wavers and the vibrato is awkward, but the emotion is conveyed really well. I had a hard time holding back from getting excited and bouncing along. This is almost in the realm of god;y talent. I'm really looking forward to how he'll turn out if properly taught."



    



     



    



    Based on how they spoke, they seemed to be a vocal trainer. It was a very positive signal. It was a good decision to raise my singing.



    



     



    



    "Ah, thank you."



    



     



    



    "You've never learned anywhere, right?"



    



     



    



    "Yes. I just sang alone."



    



     



    



    "Wow, but there are no strange techniques at all? You don't even imitate the original singer. I enjoyed it."



    



     



    



    The vocal trainer finished their evaluation while nodding.



    



     



    



    "I want to see you dance too, but can you do a song other than the one you just sang? One more specialized for dance."



    



     



    



    This time, the man to the left of the CEO asked. My trick didn't work. What a shame.



    



     



    



    "Uh, I'm even worse at dancing but I'll try it."



    



     



    



    I selected a song and danced. Hmm. As expected, it wasn't good even to me because the stat was low. The me from my past life dances much better. The dance trainer cut off the song midway while laughing. That's too much.



    



     



    



    "I had a good look. You still have a lot to learn in dance."



    



     



    



    "Hahaha..."



    



     



    



    Well, what can I do? I can only laugh.



    



     



    



    "But when you were singing U&I earlier, it looked like you danced really well? It means you have a basic sense of rhythm and talent. So it looks like you're good at easy dances. But you probably won't receive good evaluations yet in proper dance songs, so can you keep up with intense practice? It'll be a bit tough if you want to practice, right?"



    



     



    



    "Yes. I can do it. I like dancing and singing."



    



     



    



    I smiled while choosing an answer that sounded innocent. It's important to show an image that fits my age without being asked to.



    



     



    



    "Then I'll ask the last question."



    



     



    



    The CEO's eyes shone with a serious light. I have a bad feeling that a difficult question will come out...



    



     



    



    "Haon, why did you come here?"



    



     



    



    ...Because you told me to come?



    



     



    



    Didn't you say you hoped I would come?



    



     



    



    You even greeted me saying you were glad I came, no?



    



     



    



    Didn't you say to do it comfortably and that you'll teach me?



    



     



    



    But now you're doing this?



    



     



    



    As I blankly stared at the CEO with a stiff expression, I saw people lightly shaking their heads around me. If I answer this wrong, I'll get cut, won't I?



    



     



    



    "...Because I want to be an idol."



    



     



    



    "You didn't seem interested, so why did you change your mind?"



    



     



    



    Not interested, my foot. Someone not interested wouldn't be camping at a cafe every day waiting for casting! It seemed he misunderstood my image when we first met. I can't help it since it turned out this way. Honesty is the best policy.



    



     



    



    "It's not that I wasn't interested, I just didn't have confidence. Honestly, my singing and dancing aren't at a level where I can confidently show them off anywhere."



    



     



    



    I sneaked a glance to the side and saw the dance trainer nodding while laughing. They even played along, as if saying, 'Right, your dance is a bit lacking.' The vocal trainer even sent me support, saying, 'Your vocals were good~'.



    



     



    



    "I was going to take an audition once I got a bit better, but then the CEO gave me his business card. I really like dancing and singing. I can do well. I want to do it."



    



     



    



    I looked at the CEO with my strong will. I only omitted the part about deliberately aiming for it, but the rest was all true. If you can't read the earnestness in my eyes, you don't deserve to be a CEO. Because I want to clear the main mission! No one can be as desperate as me.



    



     



    



    A kind smile appeared on the CEO's face again. Did I pass? The CEO nodded while smiling and said,



    



     



    



    "Alright. I understand it's not a light interest. You can discuss the contract with Manager Kim Hyemi here. I'll look forward to your future."



    



     



    



    So it seems he checked to see if I was someone who would do it casually and run away if it got tough. Fortunately, I passed. I thought I would have to wait one to two weeks for the results, but it was unexpected. A contract right away!



    



     



    



    "You're part of our family now. I'll be counting on you from now on."



    



     



    



    The person who reached out their hand to me with a smile was the one who came to get me in the hallway earlier. If they're a manager, why were they doing things like greeting me?



    



     



    



    "I'll be in your care!"



    



     



    



    I quickly greeted and followed the kind-faced manager. We had a short conversation while moving, and according to the manager, the CEO was really waiting for me.



    



     



    



    He had an external schedule today and was about to leave, but when he heard the news that I arrived, he postponed his schedule. So that's how I could take the audition so quickly. I don't think I'm someone worthy of that much value... It was an ambiguous feeling.



    



     



    



    I sat across from the manager with a desk between us.



    



     



    



    "Your current age is 18, and you dropped out of high school? Are you preparing for the GED?"



    



     



    



    I'm not preparing, but I'll have to get it if necessary. I nodded as if I had been preparing originally.



    



     



    



    "Why did you drop out?"



    



     



    



    "That's..."



    



     



    



    "Is it a difficult reason?"



    



     



    



    "No. I don't have the brains for studying. Not only was I not cut out for studying, but I liked dancing and singing so much that the time spent at school felt like a waste. So I quit to quickly start doing what I like."



    



     



    



    I rambled on, adding 200% lies.



    



     



    



    "What were you going to do if you couldn't become an idol?"



    



     



    



    I lied again because I didn't want to hear that I thoughtlessly ditched school. Lies are snowballing like this, I wonder if I'll face an avalanche later?



    



     



    



    "I was going to become a vocal trainer."



    



     



    



    "You knew you had talent in singing."



    



     



    



    Manager Kim Hyemi said with a hint of laughter on her face. Of course. I have a fraudulent system that can create talent I don't even have.



    



     



    



    Manager Kim Hyemi clicked the mouse to print the contract and asked,



    



     



    



    "If you have any SNS, show it to me once. And after this, don't post photos, and if we ask you to delete, you have to delete it. Have you uploaded any videos on channels like YouTube?"



    



     



    



    "I have nothing at all. Should I show you my phone?"



    



     



    



    I was about to take it out of my pocket, but Manager Kim Hyemi smiled and handed me the contract.



    



     



    



    "You don't have to show me. I'll trust you. Since you're a minor, we need guardian consent to sign a contract. You can just bring back the signature, or if your parents want, they can come together."



    



     



    



    "Ah. I don't have a good relationship with my parents..."



    



     



    



    I should at least mention it. A slightly troubled look passed over Manager Kim Hyemi's face. I understand.



    



     



    



    If a 2nd year high school student who doesn't like studying and drops out to dance and sing doesn't have a good relationship with their parents, what would come to mind? They'd think I'm a delinquent.



    



     



    



    
      This is why the same-day pass is surprising. They usually dig into your past once first. How can they trust me when they're seeing me for the first time? Of course, even if they dig, there's no dirty past to uncover.
    

  

  
    Chapter 9
  
  
    "I'll try calling, so can you stay with me? In case they ask me to change it..."



    



    



    



    No way. I can't get the stigma of being a delinquent and have my acceptance revoked. I need to show them me talking with my parents. How much I'm begging them. I have no clue if they'll answer or not, but I still have to try.



    



    



    



    "Okay. Let's do that."



    



    



    



    Manager Kim Hyemi nodded with a smile. I immediately called the number saved as 'Father'. My heart was pounding even though I wasn't calling my real father. Just having to call someone who thinks of me as their son first filled me with aversion.



    



    



    



    I wonder if this family is the same as mine. But seeing how they send allowance, maybe I haven't been completely abandoned yet... Did they send it because I'm their blood? I think my family also used to put in about living expenses when I was their blood child.



    



    



    



    While I was worrying about what to do if he doesn't pick up, the call connected. I inhaled sharply and licked my dry lips several times. Come to think of it, this was the first time contacting parents like this.



    



    



    



    Since I was 20 years old in my past life, I could decide on my own, but I was still scared of the family that hated me now. Not awkward and uncomfortable, but scared. My chest felt stuffy like I had indigestion.



    



    



    



    I quietly took a deep breath so the other person wouldn't hear, then barely opened my mouth.



    



    



    



    "...Father."



    



    



    



    — ......



    



    



    



    The other person was quiet.



    



    



    



    "I, I passed an audition, so, I need to sign a contract..."



    



    



    



    — What audition.



    



    



    



    The blunt voice was quite familiar. He's too much like my father. My head tightened from being so nervous. After sighing several times because my breath was catching, I could finally open my mouth.



    



    



    



    "To be an idol trainee. They said I need parental permission..."



    



    



    



    — ......



    



    



    



    There was no answer. After floundering about what to do, I looked at Manager Kim Hyemi. At my desperate gaze asking for help, Goddess Hyemi reached out her hand. I quickly handed over my cell phone.



    



    



    



    "Hello. This is Kim Hyemi, the general manager of SR Entertainment. The reason I'm calling is because your child..."



    



    



    



    As I listened to the manager's phone call, my mind unintentionally wandered off. Ah, this is hard. When I called up the status window, I only had 50 health. I'm sure it was full when I left the house, but my energy was sucked dry. It dropped too much compared to what I did. My mental state definitely had an effect too.



    



    



    



    If the voice wasn't so similar, I might have been able to handle it more calmly. I sat there dejected, thinking I wish I never have to talk to my father again.



    



    



    



    "Here, take it."



    



    



    



    I snapped back to my senses at the voice bringing my wandering soul back. After getting my cell phone back, I observed the manager's expression.



    



    



    



    "...What happened?"



    



    



    



    He wouldn't have not given permission, right? I waited for the manager's words with bated breath.



    



    



    



    "He said he can make time in early January. He'll come then."



    



    



    



    "Ah..."



    



    



    



    Early January is in two weeks. That's alright. Then what should I do until then?



    



    



    



    "Is your father difficult?"



    



    



    



    "My whole family is difficult. They hate me."



    



    



    



    "Why do they hate you?"



    



    



    



    "I want to know too."



    



    



    



    I put my cell phone in my pocket while letting out a hehe, a hollow laugh. Judging from the situation, it seems I've shed the stigma of being a delinquent. Thank goodness. The world is so tough to live in. Even if it's my second life, nothing is particularly easy.



    



    



    



    "I really like you, Haon. I hope you stay with us for a long time."



    



    



    



    "!"



    



    



    



    I lifted my head with a start, surprised. Wow, woah. This is the first time I've heard something like this. My chest swelled with emotion and something warm welled up. This is bad if it reaches my eyes. Smile, smile.



    



    



    



    I desperately moved my facial muscles and replied, "Thank you." I'm smiling well, right? She seem to be looking at me pitifully, but since she’s not saying anything, I guess it's fine and let it slide.



    



    



    



    "How long does it take from your house to here? Is it close?"



    



    



    



    "No. About 1 hour and 30 minutes."



    



    



    



    "Do you live with your family?"



    



    



    



    "I live alone."



    



    



    



    "Then do you want to move into the trainee dorm? We have a dorm since there are kids coming from other regions too. You'll have to live crowded together, though."



    



    



    



    Hmm. Living crowdedly with unfamiliar kids in one house is too much. Wouldn't that only be possible after I get a bit used to not being hated?



    



    



    



    "I'm shy around strangers... Can I ask for that once I become close with them?"



    



    



    



    "Of course. Do as you wish."



    



    



    



    What a kind person. The manager is truly a light!



    



    



    



    "Then when should I come?"



    



    



    



    "Since your father implicitly gave permission, do you want to go greet them right now? I think you can just greet them today and start coming to practice starting tomorrow."



    



    



    



    "Ah, yes. I'll do that."



    



    



    



    The manager stood up from her seat. I trailed closely behind Manager Kim Hyemi again. On the way, she roughly explained what was on each floor, and I diligently crammed it into my head.



    



    



    



    The manager knocked on the door of Practice Room 3. The soundproofing was good, so not a single sound of music leaked out.



    



    



    



    "Kids, are you all here?"



    



    



    



    Only when the door opened did the loud thumping music come through. The music abruptly stopped at the manager's appearance. The smell of the boys' sweat wafted over.



    



    



    



    I heard the sound of them greeting the manager while I waited outside. Following the manager who gestured for me to come in, everyone's gaze focused on me. The puppy and the puppy's hyung I saw earlier were there too. The puppy was still glaring at me. Hmm.



    



    



    



    Since I was so used to this gaze, I actually felt a sense of stability. Maybe I'm unexpectedly a pervert. That's probably how I survived well in that cruel world.



    



    



    



    "I'll introduce you. From that side, it's Yoochan, Ilhan, Kanghyun, Seoho. Haon is the youngest."



    



    



    



    You're telling me their names too quickly. You're only telling me their first names without last names. The abbreviation is also... No. The manager is just light, so I have no choice but to diligently memorize them. But I'm not confident in memorizing names.



    



    



    



    The puppy's hyung is Yoochan. The man who looks like a delinquent with sharp features is Ilhan. The man that is so handsome your jaw drops is Kanghyun. The puppy is Seoho. Okay. I might forget soon, but I've inputted it for now.



    



    



    



    "Hello. I'm Jin Haon. I'm eighteen."



    



    



    



    Since I was introduced, I should greet them. I even added a polite 90-degree bow. No words like nice to meet you or welcome came back. I guess the tension between trainees is the same everywhere. But why are there only four trainees?



    



    



    



    "Kids?"



    



    



    



    Only when the manager urged them did the puppy's hyung, I mean Yoochan, step forward.



    



    



    



    "Hello. I'm Park Yoochan. Twenty-two years old, currently the leader, and my position is lead vocal."



    



    



    



    "Hello."



    



    



    



    First meetings and first greetings are always awkward. I have to do this three more times. Well, the puppy probably won't do it, so maybe twice.



    



    



    



    "This is Jung Ilhan. Twenty-one years old, in charge of the main rapper position. Ilhan, say hello."



    



    



    



    He was someone who looked fierce due to his sharply angled eyes. As soon as Jung Ilhan made eye contact with me, he turned his head. And as if reluctantly, a small and stiff greeting of 'Hello' came back.



    



    



    



    "Yes, hello."



    



    



    



    "And this is Baek Kanghyun. Twenty years old. Our main dancer and lead rapper. A friend who's serious about dancing."



    



    



    



    This person was worse. He gave me a once-over and just jerked his head. Then he plugged in earphones and stared at his cell phone. Judging by how he's holding it horizontally, it seems he's watching a video...



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan only glanced at Baek Kanghyun once and didn't stop him. Instead, the manager, without paying any attention, pulled the puppy who had been bristling and glaring at me, introducing him last.



    



    



    



    "And this is Lee Seoho, who has been the youngest until now. He's one year older than Haon and is a sub-vocalist."



    



    



    



    The puppy glared at me with bloodshot eyes. Then he yelled at the manager.



    



    



    



    "You're going to give Jaehyuk hyung's spot to this kind of guy? What was Jaehyuk hyung lacking that he got kicked out! I don't understand! Bring hyung back! I said bring him back!"



    



    



    



    I'm so busy managing my health while raising stats because of the abnormal conditions that trigger when my health drops, but it seems getting along well is out of the question.



    



    



    



    "Lee Seoho."



    



    



    



    The manager's face, who had been smiling the whole time, hardened for the first time. She has charisma when she's stern. By the way, no one stopped the puppy who was talking back to his superior and barking. It meant they all agreed.



    



    



    



    Whatever. I don't have a good impression of them either. But I just stood there blinking as if I had no clue. I didn't forget to show a slightly flustered expression to the manager. I only need Manager Goddess Hyemi on my side.



    



    



    



    "Parachute bastard. I can tell you're only good-looking and nothing else, but you're happy because the CEO pushed you in? What sin did the hyung who got kicked out because of you commit? So annoying!"



    



    



    



    The puppy tapped my shoulder and snapped at me. The 'parachute' was me? I never even imagined that identity...



    



    



    



    How did I become a parachute? I was puzzled but acted docile for now. The manager was here, and I didn't want to give a bad impression from the first day.



    



    



    



    The manager hurriedly approached and grabbed the puppy's front paws. His whining was just like a puppy. I've experienced all kinds of evil and terrible people, so this much was cute. I could even pat his head, thinking aww, how cute.



    



    



    



    It was obvious he grew up being loved. Even him barking to threaten me in his own way was unbearably cute. If he wants to scare other people, he should do something about those trembling large pupils first. Even the hand pushing me was so clumsy, it seemed like a protesting performance.



    



    



    



    "Seoho, can't you stop? You, follow me."



    



    



    



    "Manager, you know how much Seoho relied on Jaehyuk. Not just Seoho, we all liked Jaehyuk."



    



    



    



    The manager touched her forehead with her hand.



    



    



    



    "Yoochan, you too? I explained enough."



    



    



    



    "You didn't tell us the exact reason. If you don't properly tell us, we have no choice but to think you kicked Jaehyuk out to push that kid in."



    



    



    



    "...You guys, let's talk later."



    



    



    



    
      How much did they cherish them that they're talking back to the manager like that? Are they confident they won't get cut from the debut lineup?
    

  

  
    Chapter 10
  
  
    Their reactions were surprising, and I could guess why all the members thought of me as a parachute. Someone was kicked out, and I came in their place, coming to greet the debut lineup at the same time as passing the audition. It's a situation that can be misunderstood.



    



     



    



    But what's important now is that I'm in the debut lineup. The fact that I joined the debut lineup with my current stats means I was chosen as a visual member. Because my singing skills aren't at the level of a main vocalist.



    



     



    



    If the existing members resist like this, cutting one visual member is nothing. Especially those four. They're all good enough to be visual members of any decent idol group.



    



     



    



    In the end, skills are what's needed to survive here. I need to show outstanding abilities in either singing or dancing, but there's no main vocalist positio, and there's already a main dancer, so my path is ultimately singing.



    



     



    



    I'm confident in grinding. No matter how much they chirp, the debut members are decided from above. It's over if I become someone they can't afford to lose. I'll win.



    



     



    



    "Haon, I'm sorry. Let's go out for now."



    



     



    



    "No, it's okay. By the way, Manager."



    



     



    



    "Yes?"



    



     



    



    "Please speak comfortably to me too."



    



     



    



    "Pardon?"



    



     



    



    "You can lower your speech..."



    



     



    



    Isn't this it? Why are you so flustered? The puppy loudly exhaled as if telling me to listen. Doesn't it get tiring making your breathing so loud?



    



     



    



    Anyway, since they said that's it for today, I diligently said 'See you next time' and left the practice room.



    



     



    



    *****



    



     



    



    "What a bastard!"



    



     



    



    Before the door closed, I heard the puppy's grumpy voice. What did I do wrong?



    



     



    



    "Haon, I'm sorry."



    



     



    



    "Huh? For what?"



    



     



    



    "The kids were rude. They're all in a state of shock right now. Please give them a few days. They're gentle kids, so they'll accept it soon."



    



     



    



    "Ah! Yes. It's okay."



    



     



    



    It's not the manager's fault, and it would be funnier if they welcomed a kid with no trainee experience joining the debut lineup. There will be trainees they didn't introduce to me, and there will be plenty of people better than me among them.



    



     



    



    But I have no intention of backing down.



    



     



    



    "I wish you would speak comfortably to me..."



    



     



    



    The manager's round eyes blinked a few times, then gently narrowed.



    



     



    



    "Okay, I will. By the way, I think it would be good for you to practice separately until the kids' misunderstanding is resolved. Is that okay? Is there anything you want to do?"



    



     



    



    "Vocals. I want to receive proper vocal training."



    



     



    



    I'm aiming for the main vocalist position. I will become this group's main vocalist.



    



     



    



    "Got it. I'll have you receive 1:1 training."



    



     



    



    Since I was called a parachute with no skills, I should clear up that misunderstanding. The parachute part is a misunderstanding, but having no skills is true, so I have to practice hard.



    



     



    



    Why aren't the 500 points coming in? Do they only acknowledge mission completion after I sign the contract? When that comes in, I'm investing in singing first before dance or anything else.



    



     



    



    From the next day, I showed my face at the company every day, but I didn't run into the members. The manager must have done something. Instead, I holed up in the vocal room and received 1:1 private lessons from the teacher.



    



     



    



    It was really good.



    



     



    



    Because the experience shot up. Receiving training from an expert, the amount of experience gained was different. It went up even from just having my shortcomings pointed out, and it went up drastically when I fixed them.



    



     



    



    I only fixed things I theoretically knew too, but seeing it like this, it seemed 'coaching from outside' rather than 'what I know' influenced the experience gain. Thanks to that, I was really happy just seeing the experience rise.



    



     



    



    Like that, my singing stat hit B in just one week. Is it faster than collecting points and raising it because the grade is still low? The dance experience I'm practicing alone at home is rising very slowly, so the difference looked much bigger. Amazing! I respect you, Teacher!



    



     



    



    "You're really rewarding to teach."



    



     



    



    The vocal teacher said, clicking his tongue. I, whose singing stat had just risen to B, looked at the teacher with sparkling eyes.



    



     



    



    "I thought you were improving bit by bit, but it suddenly increased a lot."



    



     



    



    That's because the stat just went up! And one more important piece of information came from the vocal teacher's mouth. That as soon as the experience rises, it's reflected in the skills.



    



     



    



    It meant B 0% and B 85% skills are different. They're not the same B. Now, let's run to B+ like this! is what I lack the stamina for.



    



     



    



    "Teacher, I..."



    



     



    



    "Yeah, yeah. It's time to rest, right?"



    



     



    



    "Hehe."



    



     



    



    "It's about time for dinner, so should we eat dinner too?"



    



     



    



    "Yes."



    



     



    



    After coming out of the recording booth and seeing the teacher off, I went straight into the vocal room and sprawled on the long sofa inside.



    



     



    



    Phew, I'm tired.



    



     



    



    I should charge my stamina a bit and go eat. This darn stamina, stamina. I can't even raise my lacking stamina with points, and it stays the same even if I roll around like this. Please raise my stamina~



    



     



    



    At that moment, the puppy's face fleetingly appeared through the door open about a span. I thought it was a coincidence, but soon my eyes met the puppy's. At the same time, the face crumpled like a piece of waste paper flung the door open.



    



     



    



    Baby, hyung is too tired to play with you right now.



    



     



    



    "Hey."



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    Let's ignore him. In my experience, there are two reactions the puppy will show if ignored. Slam the door and leave angrily or barge in.



    



     



    



    "Hey!"



    



     



    



    The puppy was the latter. His voice is loud too. He could resoundingly fill a concert hall without a mic.



    



     



    



    "What."



    



     



    



    "What? What do you mean what? Did you just say what to me?"



    



     



    



    "You called, and I answered."



    



     



    



    "Does everyone know you're this ill-mannered? In front of the teacher and manager, you act nice, weak, pretty, all sorts of acts, but you're trash, aren't you?"



    



     



    



    Has he never met real trash? It's too grandiose to attach to me. And it's not an act, that's also me, and this right now is also me. Do you think everyone has only one face? So naive.



    



     



    



    I wanted to snap back like that, but I had no energy. I was lacking stamina. I shut my mouth to recover my stamina as much as possible and receive training again. I even closed my eyes while at it.



    



     



    



    I hope he just leaves me alone. I don't want to get along well with the debut lineup members at all. If we happen to run into each other, it's enough to just pass by. Not pick fights like this.



    



     



    



    Then suddenly, I thought I was blessed. The vocal teacher and manager dote on me so much. That's enough, what more do I want? Even compared to my past life, this is heaven.



    



     



    



    It's not a problem if I can't get along with the members. The previous members also smiled and acted close in front of the camera. That's all I want from you. If you can't even do that, you lack professionalism.



    



     



    



    "You bastard! You're ignoring me? Are you ignoring me?"



    



     



    



    When there was no reaction, the puppy whose patience ran out, rushed at me. He suddenly grabbed my collar and pulled me up, then shook me like that. It's just shaking at the level of a tantrum, but the problem is my stamina is dropping with each shake.



    



     



    



    Why?



    



     



    



    I'm just being shaken? It's totally cute! It's the same as a dog who can't fight properly acting up. It doesn't hurt, and he's just shaking me to get my attention, so why is my stamina decreasing?



    



     



    



    Is it judging this as an attack and dropping my stamina? I don't have much stamina left after training...



    



     



    



    Will an abnormal condition trigger like this?



    



     



    



    I got scared and firmly grabbed the puppy's arm. It backfired. When I showed a reaction, he got excited and shook me more.



    



     



    



    "Let go of this, and let's talk. I'm a bit tired right now."



    



     



    



    "Hah! That's funny. Then you'll ignore me again!"



    



     



    



    "I won't ignore you, and I'll talk to you. Just."



    



     



    



    Suddenly, the puppy went, "Huh? Talk? Wait, did I come here to talk?" and got flustered. Meanwhile, I still had my collar grabbed and my stamina was rapidly decreasing.



    



     



    



    "I said let go of this first?"



    



     



    



    Is he a green frog? He grabs even tighter instead. My stretched-out neckline was grabbed in a fistful by the puppy's hand.



    



     



    



    "No! I came here to get angry at you!"



    



     



    



    Ah, I'm screwed. Stamina, stamina!



    



     



    



    
  
    Chapter 11
  
  
    Someone who's really sick won't get better just because the door is closed. I'm not, but still. At least it will take a minimum of 1 hour for the vocal teacher to come, so I'll try hoping. If it ends in 30 minutes like the headache, I can let it pass quietly.



    



     



    



    I can't plant a bomb image before signing the contract. This kid is the problem, but if I appease him properly, he'll keep his mouth shut. Even if we're caught, it's a situation that's not good for either of us.



    



     



    



    "Hey... Are you okay, say something, no, no. Don't talk... Yu-Yoochan hyung, should I call him? Should I call hyung at least? Or the manager? Teacher? Who should I call for you? What should I do? What can I do for you? Huh?"



    



     



    



    So noisy. I told him not to do anything, but Seoho crouched down next to me, asking. King-sized teardrops kept falling. I patted his trembling hand. A scaredy-cat crybaby.



    



     



    



    "Hey, you, gasp, hic, why, are you crying."



    



     



    



    "Don't, talk, it's hard for you, hic, sniff."



    



     



    



    The puppy kept his head down like a guilty person and fidgeted. The words he blurted out between sobs made no sense, I couldn't understand anything. I tried to answer appropriately, but he got scared, telling me not to talk. Then he grabbed my hand tightly, and I was surprised it was unexpectedly warm.



    



     



    



    After 30 minutes, the abnormal condition ended. With 1 health left, I sprawled on the sofa, drained of energy.



    



     



    



    "Are, are you okay, now?"



    



     



    



    The puppy examined my complexion with his swollen eyes.



    



     



    



    "Yeah. But don't touch me. I need to rest now."



    



     



    



    "Oh! Of course. I won't touch you. I won't touch you at all!"



    



     



    



    The puppy raised both hands and distanced himself from me. His big eyes were staring at my face intently.



    



     



    



    "Are you worried?"



    



     



    



    "Of course I'm worried! This is the first time for me too!"



    



     



    



    "It's the first time for me too."



    



     



    



    "...Really?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah. I'm sorry for scaring you."



    



     



    



    "Why are you apologizing! I should be the one apologizing..."



    



     



    



    Right then. Suddenly, the door flung open and the manager came in.



    



     



    



    "Haon, are you here?"



    



     



    



    The manager froze, I froze, and the puppy froze. Since it was right after the abnormal condition ended, my face must have looked terrible, and anyone could tell the puppy had been wailing.



    



     



    



    "I think there's a story I need to hear."



    



     



    



    The manager entered the vocal room. Click, the door closed. Nothing in life goes the way you want. Before I could even appease the puppy. If this kid has something called thoughts, he won't blabber, right?



    



     



    



    "I'm sorry... It's because of me... I got so angry..."



    



     



    



    The puppy really doesn't have thoughts. To start with, the beginning was really bad. I quickly interjected.



    



     



    



    "Manager, what happened was."



    



     



    



    "Haon, stay still, and Seoho, keep talking."



    



     



    



    The manager's perception is top-notch. When I tried to open my mouth again, she looked at me quietly. The puppy had already started blabbering about the whole incident.



    



     



    



    He said he got angry and grabbed my collar, and then I suddenly had difficulty breathing. This stupid jerk told everything.



    



     



    



    "Lee Seoho."



    



     



    



    "Yes. Manager..."



    



     



    



    The puppy kept his head down and was shouting 'It's all my fault' with his whole body. That frustrating kid. It would have been nice if he glossed over it appropriately. Unnecessarily honest.



    



     



    



    But strangely, I didn't feel like I hated him. The first impression was the worst, and the second meeting was even worse. The third even caused an abnormal condition. But still, I couldn't really hate him. Is it because I don't feel heavy, persistent malice from him?



    



     



    



    The manager put a hand on her forehead and let out a deep sigh.



    



     



    



    "For now, wait in the manager's office. Let's talk again later."



    



     



    



    "...Yes."



    



     



    



    The puppy left the vocal room sniffling, and the only ones left were the manager and me. The manager approached me, knelt down, and met my eyes.



    



     



    



    "Can you get up now?"



    



     



    



    I can get up, but it's hard to walk around. I don't even have the stamina to go home. I had no choice but to shake my head, and pity filled the face looking at me. It seemed like guilt too. Anyway, it wasn't a good emotion, so my heart ached.



    



     



    



    This is why I wanted to hide it. If the impression that I have a weak body sets in, I might get dropped from the debut lineup. With how packed an idol's schedule is, would they want to carry someone already staggering from the start? I don't have that much value to them right now.



    



     



    



    "Haon."



    



     



    



    "Yes."



    



     



    



    Am I getting cut after all? My heart secretly thumped at the serious tone. Should I look for a new company? As my mood instantly sank, my stamina which had barely recovered dropped again.



    



     



    



    "Did this happen often usually? I'm not blaming you, I'm asking because the company needs to know you well to protect you from now on."



    



     



    



    Protect me? Not kick me out? I shut my mouth tight, a bit surprised. When I didn't answer right away, the manager added this, though I don't know how she interpreted it.



    



     



    



    "Theos' Rye has acrophobia. So we consider that when making stage sets. We don't send him to variety shows where he has to bungee jump or go up high either."



    



     



    



    I see; that can happen too.



    



     



    



    "The reason I asked is the same. To protect you from dangers that may occur when you're active in the future. So will you tell me honestly?"



    



     



    



    If I could tell her honestly, I want to say it.



    



     



    



    The abnormal conditions trigger when health reaches 0. That's the cause, I'm originally the epitome of health... If I say that, I'll really get cut then, so I desperately came up with an excuse.



    



     



    



    "I have weak stamina."



    



     



    



    "Okay. I heard that."



    



     



    



    "When I'm pushed to my limit a bit, I get a fatigue reaction and this happens sometimes. Earlier, the timing was really bad, it's not hyung's fault. These days, I overworked myself..."



    



     



    



    I only changed the nuance a bit, but it was unexpectedly okay. Since it's already found out, it's good to have a plausible reason. It's true that I lack stamina, and it's the kind of thing I can't hide. But I added that it doesn't mean I'll give in.



    



     



    



    "I usually control it well. I know my body well. But after becoming a trainee I dreamed of, and immediately joining the debut lineup, I keep getting greedy and overworked myself. I'll manage my body well from now on. I'll build up my stamina until I debut too."



    



     



    



    I don't know how to build stamina, but if I just manage well, there won't be incidents of abnormal conditions triggering, so it's not a lie.



    



     



    



    Moreover, I found out after experiencing abnormal conditions three times the time limit when stamina drops is 30 minutes max. If it's 30 minutes, I can quietly go missing alone for an hour including recovery, and it won't be a problem even if I appear later. For events, it was a day, but since the conditions and stamina state after the abnormal condition ends are different, I had to consider them separate.



    



     



    



    "Okay. Got it. From now on, if you're tired, you must rest no matter what. An idol's body is their asset. Let's promise to build up your stamina together."



    



     



    



    "Yes. I will."



    



     



    



    "Good. That's done, still can't walk? Need to rest more?"



    



     



    



    I need to rest. I nodded awkwardly with an embarrassed smile.



    



     



    



    "How much longer do you need to rest?"



    



     



    



    "About 20 more minutes should do."



    



     



    



    "Then I'll tell them training ends here for today, so rest obediently."



    



     



    



    "Oh, I can do more..."



    



     



    



    The manager's eyes turned sharp. I'll do it at home then. I shut my mouth tightly and completely lay down on the sofa as if leaning on it. The manager smiled brightly.



    



     



    



    "I'll come get you in 20 minutes, so rest well until then."



    



     



    



    "Yes...!"



    



     



    



    Manager Kim Hyemi left the vocal room and headed straight to the manager's office. Lee Seoho was a kid who was clumsy at handling momentary emotions. Antagonizing Jin Haon in front of her must have been a protest to bring Joon Jaehyuk back. But she never imagined he would go this far.



    



     



    



    'He was never a kid who did violent things originally...'



    



     



    



    The time she had watched him since directly casting him and having him join the debut lineup was 5 years. During that time, Lee Seoho had never once acted violently.



    



     



    



    "Joon Jaehyuk is a monster who destroys the minds of those around him. He makes people do absurd things without hesitation. Attacking others too."



    



     



    



    Park Taesoo. CEO Park Taemin's nephew and the victim who revealed Joon Jaehyuk's true nature.



    



     



    



    'Joon Jaehyuk was expelled the day the CEO cast Haon.'



    



     



    



    If only the dates were off, would it have been different? Would Lee Seoho be able to give up on Joon Jaehyuk? Won't he become more violent if left like this? Worry came first. If he continues acting like this...



    



     



    



    'We'll have to let him go.'



    



     



    



    Kim Hyemi hardened her face and opened the door to the manager's office. Lee Seoho was crying with his cheeks soaked and eyes swollen.



    



     



    



    "Hic, sniff, hic, sob."



    



     



    



    Lee Seoho was trying his best to stop crying. But as soon as he saw Kim Hyemi, an apology mixed with sobs he couldn't swallow in time spilled out.



    



     



    



    "I, hic, wrong, sniff, did wrong, hic, did,"



    



     



    



    Kim Hyemi took out tissues and handed them to him. Lee Seoho blew his nose with a loud paaeng sound and tried to calm down by taking deep breaths.



    



     



    



    Lee Seoho had a lot of tears. He even cried along when someone cried while watching movies or dramas. As much as his emotions were abundant, his narrow vision in that moment when he got angry was a disadvantage.



    



     



    



    "Seoho."



    



     



    



    "Yes..."



    



     



    



    "Do you have anything to say to me?"



    



     



    



    Lee Seoho shook his head with his head down. His hand clutching the wet tissue was neatly placed on his knees.



    



     



    



    "What about to Haon?"



    



     



    



    "An apology. I couldn't apologize properly. I want to apologize..."



    



     



    



    "Raise your head and look at me."



    



     



    



    Lee Seoho slowly raised his head. What do you want to do to Haon? When asked again, he answered clearly once more while sniffling. All he wants to say is an apology.



    



     



    



    "Okay. But Seoho."



    



     



    



    "Yes."



    



     



    



    "Since you acknowledged your mistake, you'll have to pay a price for it, right?"



    



     



    



    Lee Seoho bit his lip hard. And with determined eyes ready to bear anything, he nodded and answered. "Yes."



    



     



    



    "No matter how much you lose your reason and get angry, raising your hand is not allowed."



    



     



    



    "...Yes."



    



     



    



    "I have no intention of debuting a kid like that."



    



     



    



    "..., hic, ...yes."



    



     



    



    Lee Seoho, who realized the implication in Kim Hyemi's words, trembled slightly.



    



     



    



    "I was going to terminate your contract."



    



     



    



    "Hic, I, I, did wrong, did wrong, hic, so, so do that."



    



     



    



    With his head down, busy crying, Lee Seoho couldn't see Kim Hyemi's face. Kim Hyemi inwardly felt relieved while looking at Lee Seoho. He knows what he did wrong and regrets it. Even when she said she would give a punishment at a level high enough to think it might be unfair, he didn't make a single excuse. His true nature was the same.



    



     



    



    When Kim Hyemi got up from her seat, Lee Seoho's body visibly flinched. Kim Hyemi pulled out tissues and put them in Lee Seoho's hand.



    



     



    



    "If you hadn't repented, I would have done that. But Haon covered for you too, and you realized what you did wrong, so this won't happen again, right?"



    



     



    



    "Never. Absolutely, absolutely never."



    



     



    



    "Look at Haon properly. See what kind of kid he is. Then you'll understand why we put him in the debut lineup."



    



     



    



    Lee Seoho, who nodded, left the room, and Manager Kim Hyemi's sigh was long as she was left alone.



    



     



    



    
      'Seoho, let me take you with me. Please.'
    

  

  
    Chapter 12
  
  
    When I thought my stamina had recovered enough to go home, the manager showed up. It was exactly 20 minutes.



    



    



    



    "Your complexion looks much better. Can you move now?"



    



    



    



    "Yes!"



    



    



    



    I answered in a lively tone as I jumped up. It was an action to emphasize that my condition had perfectly recovered.



    



    



    



    "You haven't eaten dinner, right?"



    



    



    



    The time had just passed 6:10 PM. It wasn’t too much to say I had eaten, so I said I hadn't.



    



    



    



    "Let's go. I'll buy you something delicious."



    



    



    



    "Me?"



    



    



    



    "Who else is here besides Haon?"



    



    



    



    "Oh, yes, yep."



    



    



    



    I obediently followed, matching my pace with the manager's. After about a 20-minute ride in the manager's car, a charcoal-grilled eel restaurant with a luxurious sign greeted me.



    



    



    



    Eel...?



    



    



    



    "Let's go in."



    



    



    



    "Yes."



    



    



    



    Eel?



    



    



    



    I vaguely followed and sat down, and the manager ordered promptly. Soon after, an employee came and grilled the eel personally. The seasoned eel sizzled and cooked in no time.



    



    



    



    "Why are you so spaced out? I'm saying I'll help you with body care. Even if you don't like it, eat."



    



    



    



    "Ah, no. It's not that I don't like it..."



    



    



    



    I'm just surprised. I thought I would be kicked out without question, but that wasn't the case, and when I followed after hearing they would feed me, they're even having me build up my body with expensive eel. The employee tried to put the cooked eel on the plate of the manager first, as she was the elder.



    



    



    



    "Give it to our kid first."



    



    



    



    "Yes."



    



    



    



    'Our kid.'



    



    



    



    The eel came in front of me. I was busy swallowing the rising emotions, so I only poked it with my chopsticks and couldn't eat. She called me our kid.



    



    



    



    "You can't eat eel? I should have asked beforehand. Saying to eat it even if you don't like it was a joke. If you can't eat it, should we eat something else? Nurungji chicken soup? Duck?"



    



    



    



    "No! I like eel. I eat it well."



    



    



    



    I quickly put it in my mouth and chewed it. Eel cut to a bite-size kept piling up in front of me. The kind-smiled manager was watching me eat.



    



    



    



    "Eat slowly. Why are you in such a rush? Let's order more after eating."



    



    



    



    "...Manager, you eat too."



    



    



    



    "I will eat. Of course, I have to eat too since I'm paying."



    



    



    



    I will devote myself to SR Entertainment. There are such kind people here.



    



    



    



    As I diligently ate, my stomach became full. Perhaps because it's a healthy food, my stamina seemed to recover much faster too.



    



    



    



    "Let's order more."



    



    



    



    "I'm full though..."



    



    



    



    "Really? Already?"



    



    



    



    "Yes. I ate a lot."



    



    



    



    It's true. Because you kept putting it in front of me, I think I ate more than three out of four eels.



    



    



    



    "Then let's go home. I'll drop you off."



    



    



    



    "I can go alone!"



    



    



    



    "Just obediently tell me your address. I have a lot to apologize to you for, and I have things left to say too."



    



    



    



    Ah. If that's the reason. I obediently nodded.



    



    



    



    Perhaps because it was rush hour, there were many cars on the road, and we repeatedly stopped and went. On the radio the manager turned on, a kind-voiced DJ began today's story in a soft tone. When a gentle melody played quietly in the background, the manager's story began too.



    



    



    



    "Haon."



    



    



    



    "Yes."



    



    



    



    I turned my gaze and looked at the manager who was staring straight ahead.



    



    



    



    "I think the kids relied on Jaehyuk more than I thought. They keep treating you badly even though I explained."



    



    



    



    "Ah, no. Really, nothing much happened."



    



    



    



    "You said you manage your stamina well. Was that a lie?"



    



    



    



    "No! I really do it well."



    



    



    



    "Then what happened today was because of Seoho, right?"



    



    



    



    It's true that he drained my remaining stamina, but I couldn't say it was all because of the puppy. But it was clear that agreeing was the wrong answer, so the moment I was about to insist it wasn't, the manager continued.



    



    



    



    "Haon, didn't you look really dazzling during the audition?"



    



    



    



    It's a topic that deviates from the subject, but it was a welcome topic change.



    



    



    



    "...I did?"



    



    



    



    "Yeah. When you sang U&I, you looked so happy. The song itself is exciting, but you especially looked happy. The fact that you were singing. Your mood was infectious, so before I knew it, I was smiling too, and you were so lovable I couldn't take my eyes off you."



    



    



    



    Embarrassment surged, so I turned my gaze and looked here and there out the window. Why is she suddenly doing this?



    



    



    



    "I want Haon to debut together with our kids. So, I'm shameless, but..."



    



    



    



    The manager glanced at me. Her face was full of an apologetic look.



    



    



    



    "Can't you give us a little more time? I know I can't stop you even if you want to leave, but give us a little more time."



    



    



    



    This is what she wanted to say. That's why she brought me here, fed me, drove me home, and complimented me. To tell me to stay. I couldn't tell if I should be happy or bitter.



    



    



    



    She wants to keep me enough to do this, but on the other hand, she drew a line, saying the other members are more precious than me.



    



    



    



    "Yes. I'm okay."



    



    



    



    "If you need my help, tell me anything. I'll support you with everything I can do."



    



    



    



    The manager knows why the members are rejecting me and the reason it turned out this way. But not telling the reason for expelling the previous trainee means it's a decision made to protect those four.



    



    



    



    She's trying to protect the remaining kids' mentality since the expelled trainee seems to have had a really good image. Leaving them alone until they naturally realize it themselves. As time passes, memories fade, and intense emotions dull.



    



    



    



    What would be something that could break the remaining members' mentality? When that person isn't who I knew, and when it's shocking.



    



    



    



    Inferring in many ways, there's only one conclusion. No matter how that person managed their image to the debut lineup members, their personality is bad.



    



    



    



    And the company confirmed that on some occasion and expelled them because it could be a problem later. Meaning they did something that could damage the group's image after debut to the extent they had to be expelled.



    



    



    



    I understand. Of course the debut lineup members they had been keeping will be cuter and more precious. I'm not even a signed, strictly speaking, prospective trainee yet.



    



    



    



    Of course it's right to protect the four and abandon one. If I can't mix in, they'll definitely discard me. I'm quite quick at picking up on these things since I'm used to unfair treatment.



    



    



    



    I made a pretty smile, pretending not to know anything. Still, I like the manager. I haven't met anyone who dotes on me this much. She says she'll help me with anything. As much as she can. Because she feels sorry for me.



    



    



    



    "I will."



    



    



    



    The song on the radio changed. It was a quite lively and cheerful song. When I lightly hummed along to the song, the manager nodded her head to the beat. It feels good!



    



    



    



    On the way to my house, I talked about how much I enjoy vocal training. The manager listened attentively to me and added that I shouldn't overdo it too much from now on.



    



    



    



    As we chatted about small things, we soon arrived near my house. The single streetlight illuminating the dark alley in front of the house flickered and blinked. I said goodbye while closing the passenger door, but the manager got out with me.



    



    



    



    "Is it around here?"



    



    



    



    "Yes, right over there."



    



    



    



    The manager examined the wide open common entrance of the old row house and asked me,



    



    



    



    "The security looks lacking... Which floor are you on?"



    



    



    



    "Well."



    



    



    



    I pointed to the window bars half-buried underground and said. A green screen was installed, so there was no worry about seeing inside the house unless you knelt down and bowed.



    



    



    



    Isn't this enough for no security issues?



    



    



    



    Unlike my thoughts, the manager had a very serious face. Then, she suddenly squatted in front of my house's window and peeked inside.



    



    



    



    "Haon, did you leave this window open? In winter?"



    



    



    



    "Pardon?"



    



    



    



    I also squatted in the same pose as the manager. When I tilted my head and looked inside the screen, it was open about two finger widths. I don't remember opening it. Did Yooyeon open it? How was it when I stayed at home? I don't know because I never paid attention.



    



    



    



    It didn't seem cold though...



    



    



    



    Come to think of it, how could I be cold when I ran intensely every day? I was buried in blankets when sleeping, and I didn't know because it hadn't dropped below zero yet.



    



    



    



    "Haon?"



    



    



    



    "I opened it."



    



    



    



    I answered like that for now, even though I don't remember. It was a lie that came out unknowingly because I was worried about her constantly being concerned.



    



    



    



    "Really?"



    



    



    



    The manager tried to close the door by putting her hand inside the window bars. An unpleasant creaking sound was heard. The stiff window didn't close tightly. It seemed it wouldn't lock properly from the inside either, as if caught on something and the window frames didn't fit together properly. The manager got up, dusting off her hands, so I followed and got up too.



    



    



    



    "Haon. You know there are sasaengs in front of the company, right?"



    



    



    



    "Oh, yes. There were quite a lot."



    



    



    



    "Among them, there are many who gather to see trainees, not Theos. But you..."



    



    



    



    The manager thought for a moment and spoke in a firm tone.



    



    



    



    "You seem perfect for dangerous-type sasaengs to latch onto."



    



    



    



    "Aha."



    



    



    



    Perhaps my answer felt too light, the manager let out a long sigh.



    



    



    



    "It's not 'Aha.' Don't take it lightly. Do you know how scary sasaengs are? Don't underestimate them just because they're girls. I want you to quickly move into the trainee dorm."



    



    



    



    I nodded and diligently took in the manager's words. The sasaengs I experienced were mainly the ones who waited in front of the dorm and cursed at me. Sometimes, they threw trash too.



    



    



    



    I was really hurt by those who threw trash while referring to me as filth. Moreover, they all seemed to have been pitchers somewhere with their good accuracy.



    



    



    



    "Haon, are you listening to me?"



    



    



    



    "Huh? Ah, yes. But I'm not ready yet..."



    



    



    



    "I know. I know, but I'm worried. I'm telling you there are many who follow trainees too. You take public transportation. Imagine how easy it would be to tail you."



    



    



    



    But I don't think they'd follow me that far to throw trash. Of course, I know what the manager is worried about. She's not worried about the kids who throw trash, but worried about them entering my house without my knowledge while I'm out.



    



    



    



    
      But those were a type of sasaengs I hadn't experienced. So I could imagine it, but it was hard to perceive it as something that would happen to me. Especially now that I'm a trainee. I haven't been exposed enough for people to know if they like or dislike me.
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    Moreover, since it's a semi-basement, it was nice that there was no one to complain, even if I jumped around noisily. The house across being empty was good for singing too. I didn't want to leave here and go to an inconvenient place.



    



    



    



    So I was contemplating, and the manager spoke as if reading my mind.



    



    



    



    "The kids tailing you can put letters through the open window gap and watch you while you sleep. Is that all? What if they install small cameras when you're out? Do you think they'll only watch it among themselves? It means your every move could circulate on the internet without your knowledge."



    



    



    



    Ah, that's a bit chilling. Do they do that to a trainee? And to me?



    



    



    



    "Haon. Can't you stay with the 1st-tier kids for a few days? I'll convince the debut lineup kids within a few days. Then let's move dorms. It will be easy to adapt since it's the same apartment, and above all, you'll be less tired too, since it's close to the company."



    



    



    



    If I hadn't heard the story, I wouldn't know, but now that I've heard it, I feel like I would be uncomfortable living here the whole time. It won't be a possibility, so she must be that serious. For this kind of problem, the manager's opinion would be right rather than mine.



    



    



    



    If the distance is close, naturally the training time will increase too. Then wouldn't it be better than now for raising experience? Even if it's tiring to live with unfamiliar kids, I can just go in to sleep...



    



    



    



    The answer is out.



    



    



    



    "I'll move. When should I move?"



    



    



    



    The manager's expression brightened instantly. If I knew she would be this happy, I should have moved earlier. Seeing someone who likes me being happy because of me made me feel good.



    



    



    



    "Can you move tomorrow? Just bring clothes and important things. Daily necessities are all in the dorm."



    



    



    



    "Yes. I'll move tomorrow. I don't have much luggage anyway."



    



    



    



    "Then I'll come pick you up tomorrow. Can you wait with your luggage packed?"



    



    



    



    "Uh... But."



    



    



    



    "I'll take that chance to be late too."



    



    



    



    The manager sent a playful smile with a wink. Being late must mean coming in late. I felt mushy seeing her obvious attempt to make me feel comfortable. It's the first time I've received this kind of consideration. It's really so good. Truly a goddess! Manager Goddess Hyemi!



    



    



    



    "Yes! Then I'll be waiting."



    



    



    



    "Okay. I'll come by 10, so prepare leisurely."



    



    



    



    "Yes!"



    



    



    



    After seeing the manager off, I went inside and immediately opened my bag. Packing wasn't difficult, but I agonized for a while about whether to pack the school uniform. The uniform I never wore, existing only in Yooyeon's past, felt like it was that child itself. After worrying about what to do, I ended up packing it together. To not forget you.



    



    



    



    The next morning, I woke up early and checked my status window as soon as I got up. My singing stat was B. I raised it one grade from B-, but of course it's lacking to call myself the main vocalist. I felt like I needed to hit at least A- for the position to be confirmed with a "You be the main vocalist."



    



    



    



    But I can't be satisfied with just confirming the position. The singing stat needs to be raised to S no matter what. Even better if I raise it to S+.



    



    



    



    The problem is dance... I looked at my dance stat still lingering at C+. Should I invest in dance when I get points? No way. Since dance will also shoot up if I receive coaching, it's right to focus on singing, right?



    



    



    



    I firmly grasped my fickle heart and looked at the clock; it was nearing 10 o'clock. Since my luggage was modest enough to fit in one backpack, I left the house with my bag.



    



    



    



    After waiting a bit, I saw the manager's car. I quickly got in the passenger seat and hugged my bag.



    



    



    



    "Is that all your luggage?"



    



    



    



    "Yes."



    



    



    



    "You only packed winter clothes?"



    



    



    



    "No. I have all four seasons, but two sets of sweats, three shirts, two pants. I'm wearing the outerwear."



    



    



    



    Is there a problem? When I tilted my head, the manager smiled, saying it was nothing. Of course, the uniform and laptop are also packed in here. Praise me for packing well and efficiently.



    



    



    



    Hugging the plump bag that was fluffy, I became very drowsy. It felt like I had turned into sugar, slowly melting in a warm frying pan.



    



    



    



    I left my bag in the manager's car and went to work, devoting myself to vocal practice as always. I was taking a short break after practicing for a while. That was also about to end, and the vocal teacher poked his head in while I was filling water from the water dispenser.



    



    



    



    "Haon, did you rest a bit?"



    



    



    



    "Yes. I can start as soon as I drink water!"



    



    



    



    I drank the lukewarm bottled water in gulps. When recovering stamina, the recovery rate goes up if I eat something. However, it was useless when I felt full or didn't want to eat.



    



    



    



    So it became a routine to wait until I naturally recovered to some extent, then eat and drink water right before practicing to recover stamina.



    



    



    



    "Teacher, I decided to move into the dorm."



    



    



    



    "Already? That's fast. I thought you would move in when you received the debut song. Didn't you say you're shy?"



    



    



    



    "Yes. But the manager convinced me again, saying she was worried about me living in a semi-basement. She said I'll probably have a lot of sasaengs."



    



    



    



    "Oh my, Manager Hyemi did well. I also thought you'd have a lot of sasaengs."



    



    



    



    "Really? How do you know?"



    



    



    



    Sip sip. I emptied the second paper cup.



    



    



    



    "Not knowing your own charm is also worrisome."



    



    



    



    I know very well that my charm stat is high though?



    



    



    



    There's probably no one who knows it as well as me?



    



    



    



    "I know I'm charming too~"



    



    



    



    When I spoke with a joking tone, a clear laughter came back. If it makes the teacher happy, I can do this much anytime.



    



    



    



    "If you know it so well, why do you ask how I know?"



    



    



    



    I shrugged my shoulders, but I was still puzzled. How do I know sasaeng psychology? I don't know why they follow me.



    



    



    



    "You have a tendency to enchant people."



    



    



    



    "Me?"



    



    



    



    "Yeah. If you weren't an idol, your true calling would have been a detective or profiler?"



    



    



    



    "Huh? A detective all of a sudden?"



    



    



    



    "If Haon makes eye contact and says, 'Tell me the truth,' I feel like anyone would blabber and spill. That's what being enchanted means."



    



    



    



    Seeing the playful tone and eye smile, there wasn't even 1% sincerity. When I snickered, the teacher followed and chuckled. I put the empty paper cup in the bin and opened the recording booth door.



    



    



    



    "Resume practice?"



    



    



    



    "Yes!"



    



    



    



    When I answered vigorously, the teacher gave a thumbs up. Just wait for it. Experience!



    



    



    



    While concentrating on practice like that, a visitor came. It was the manager.



    



    



    



    "Your father will be here soon..."



    



    



    



    Just those words made my body freeze stiff. I can't believe this is happening without mental preparation...



    



    



    



    "...Suddenly?"



    



    



    



    "Yeah. Actually, I wanted to tell you this yesterday when I came to see Haon..."



    



    



    



    The manager looked awkward. She forgot to mention it, but it was understandable to forget. After listening, he's coming today because of a suddenly scheduled business trip. He had today free because of that trip. I didn't know she would take care of it this diligently.



    



    



    



    It's a bit perplexing but a good thing. More than that...



    



    



    



    I'm nervous. My mouth instantly dried up, feeling like it was full of grainy desert sand. After wetting my lips with the tip of my tongue, I followed the manager out. The manager gently patted my back. She seemed to have noticed my tension.



    



    



    



    "I'll say everything, so you just stay next to me."



    



    



    



    "Yes."



    



    



    



    Ah, my energy is already draining. Is my remaining stamina okay? It's only 55. It's dropping so fast. Since I can't have an attack here, I'll have to use the skill "Die Hard" if I have to after observing my condition for a bit.



    



    



    



    If it takes an hour to recover, I just need to hole up somewhere for a moment. I'll find an empty vocal room, lock the door, and take a nap.



    



    



    



    I diligently diverted my attention elsewhere, and the speed of my stamina decrease slowed down. It was an unintended stroke of luck. Nice, good.



    



    



    



    "Haon."



    



    



    



    But that was short-lived, and my attention was drawn back there by my father's voice calling me. I'm doomed.



    



    



    



    "Yes."



    



    



    



    I can't not answer when called. I have to prostrate myself flat until he signs the contract.



    



    



    



    "Is this really what you want to do?"



    



    



    



    "Yes. I want to do it."



    



    



    



    But seeing his face, he was an unfamiliar man, so he wasn't as scary as on the phone. However, his voice alone was enough to give me goosebumps. I should never call him in the future.



    



    



    



    "...Okay."



    



    



    



    What? Something's different. It's the first time he's been curious about me. Ah, of course, I don't know if it's truly the first time since he's not my father, but I feel Yooyeon wouldn't have been different either.



    



    



    



    If he was curious about his child, there's no way he wouldn't have called even once after putting them in that house. So it must be right that it's an unfamiliar thing.



    



    



    



    "Call sometimes, at least."



    



    



    



    "...Pardon?"



    



    



    



    I was so surprised that I reflexively asked back. Why are you scared of calling? My stamina is dropping fast. This is absurd. What? Why is he like this?



    



    



    



    "Then I'll get going."



    



    



    



    You're leaving without taking back what you said? If you don't feel like it, don't do it. Shouldn't you say something like that, at least? Of course, I won't call even if he leaves like this. I absolutely won't. My stamina is precious. Stamina is experience.



    



    



    



    "Yes, goodbye."



    



    



    



    I bowed my head to my father leaving the manager's office. The manager stood up in bewilderment. She's giving me eye signals, but I was blank, not knowing the reason. Why?



    



    



    



    "I'll see you out."



    



    



    



    "No, it's alright."



    



    



    



    Now, I was the only one sitting in the manager's office. Whether my father left or not, my attention was solely on the system message.



    



    



    



    
      Because I hit the jackpot.
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    "I'm in the debut lineup, but my dance and singing are both mediocre. That's why I'm a sub-vocalist. I don't know how I passed the debut lineup audition either. Among the 1st-tier trainees, there are many hyungs and dongsaengs who are much better than me."



    



    



    



    Why else would it be? You're cute. Now that I see it, your personality is totally cute and gentle too. If you just fix your rash tendencies, you'll be the perfect idol material. I was just silently nodding since he told me to be quiet, but I couldn't help thinking that. Let him talk first, and I'll speak next.



    



    



    



    "Whenever I lost confidence, the one who cheered me on, led me, and took care of me was Jaehyuk hyung. I'm honestly not confident I can do it alone without hyung. I can't do without hyung..."



    



    



    



    Sounds like he followed him around like an imprinted baby bird following its mother. Since he misunderstood that I pushed that person out and came in, it makes sense he would dislike me. If I only heard his side, he really seemed like a good person.



    



    



    



    "But hyung disappeared overnight. He disappeared because of you. That's why I hate you. It's hard for me to like you. This is my honest feeling. I'm sorry. I'll try."



    



    



    



    I see. Are you done talking? Listening to the story, I became curious so I wanted to say something too.



    



    



    



    "Can I talk now?"



    



    



    



    "Tsk, do you really have no tact?"



    



    



    



    What a disappointing thing to say when my tact is 100. It's just that human relationships are difficult. You'd become the same if you were in my shoes.



    



    



    



    The puppy rubbed his face with both hands repeatedly and then sighed.



    



    



    



    "Ha, seriously. Fine. Go ahead and talk. I talked, so I'll listen to you too."



    



    



    



    "Okay. First, I want to know why you think I kicked out that Jaehyuk hyung person and came in."



    



    



    



    I'm really curious. You wouldn't recklessly misunderstand just because one person left and one person came in. I roughly deduced it, but this needs to be heard from them directly.



    



    



    



    "I heard them say 'We're kicking out Joon Jaehyuk, and there's someone to put in.' I remember it exactly. But that day, as soon as you took the audition, they passed you and introduced you to us as a debut lineup member. That never happened before."



    



    



    



    "Who did you hear it from?"



    



    



    



    "I accidentally overheard the CEO and manager talking when I went to ask about Jaehyuk hyung's situation. With my own ears."



    



    



    



    "Aha."



    



    



    



    My curiosity was resolved. Seems he completely misunderstood. First of all, I wasn't cast as the main vocalist from the beginning. I'm a visual member. 'Kicking out Joon Jaehyuk' and 'there's someone to put in' were probably different contexts.



    



    



    



    So to summarize, it's a happening that occurred from combining 'Let's conclude to kick out Joon Jaehyuk' and 'There's someone new we can put in.' The two people implied it because they knew the situation, and the puppy misunderstood.



    



    



    



    "What kind of reaction is that? Are you admitting it?"



    



    



    



    "If I say it's all a coincidence, will you believe me?"



    



    



    



    "Would you believe it?"



    



    



    



    I knew it would be useless to explain. Even if I elaborately explain, it seems it will only deepen the distrust. He already reached a conclusion, so it's useless to say it's not true.



    



    



    



    "Well, it would be difficult. I get it."



    



    



    



    "You're seriously annoying!"



    



    



    



    Since there were clear reasons for the puppy to misunderstand and hate me based on the circumstances, I decided to just accept it. When the other members' misunderstandings are somewhat resolved, his will probably resolve too then.



    



    



    



    "Got it. Let's go with that."



    



    



    



    "What? Are you joking?"



    



    



    



    "No. I'm serious though."



    



    



    



    Suddenly, the puppy started huffing and getting excited. Did it sound like I was being sarcastic? I think he's misunderstanding something. Don't distort my sincerity.



    



    



    



    "Calm down. I'm not teasing you or joking. I'm saying there's no need to forcibly try to like someone you dislike."



    



    



    



    "...Huh?"



    



    



    



    "You dislike me, right?"



    



    



    



    "Uh, uh-huh."



    



    



    



    "It's hard to get rid of feelings of dislike. So it's okay to keep disliking me. I'm used to this kind of thing anyway, so you don't need to be concerned. Feel free to hate me."



    



    



    



    It will interfere a lot with my main mission, but it can't be helped. Since I have a long way to go, maybe I can put him off to last. Later, when the misunderstanding is resolved, it will probably change to neutral. Meanwhile, I have no choice but to diligently receive training and raise my stats.



    



    



    



    "You're used to it? How can being hated become something you're used to? That's too sa-"



    



    



    



    "Do I have to say that much to someone who hates me?"



    



    



    



    Does he think I'm a pushover? The puppy shut his mouth tight. He pouted his lips and then messed up the back of his own head.



    



    



    



    "No, that's not it. Ah! Come to think of it, why do you keep speaking casually to me?"



    



    



    



    "You did it first."



    



    



    



    "I'm your hyung!"



    



    



    



    My mental age is higher though. Despite how I look, I lived for 27 years and became 18 again.



    



    



    



    "Then should I call you hyung? Do you want to hear me call you hyung?"



    



    



    



    "No!"



    



    



    



    "Then don't make a fuss."



    



    



    



    "No, something's weird. Huh? Wait. Argh. Then you're going to keep calling me 'you'?"



    



    



    



    Ah, how cute. I lived not knowing puppies were cute but this kid is really cute. Like a large dog.



    



    



    



    "You only noticed now?"



    



    



    



    I smiled with the corners of my eyes folded and patted the puppy's shoulder. The puppy's face reddened as he shouted.



    



    



    



    "Call me hyung!"



    



    



    



    "Yes, yes, hyung."



    



    



    



    "Ah...! You're seriously annoying!"



    



    



    



    He's throwing a fit even when I match what he wants.



    



    



    



    "Ah, right. Pu-... No. Wait a moment."



    



    



    



    What was his name? I quickly checked the mission window and saw the name 'Lee Seoho'.



    



    



    



    "Lee Seoho."



    



    



    



    "I said to call me hyung?"



    



    



    



    "Okay. Seoho hyung."



    



    



    



    "What."



    



    



    



    "In my eyes, you're someone who deserves to be in the debut lineup."



    



    



    



    "What are you suddenly saying?"



    



    



    



    He was clearly bewildered, but he didn't seem to dislike it. As expected, no one dislikes compliments. I felt good being complimented too.



    



    



    



    "First, you're cute. Others may be more handsome than you, but I don't think anyone will be cuter than you."



    



    



    



    "Hearing that from you feels really weird..."



    



    



    



    The puppy tilted his head with a face that looked very bitter, as if he bit into an unripe persimmon. Even that reaction was cute, so I instantly understood this is what makes fans fall for idols.



    



    



    



    "Is that all? You're kind. There aren't many people who can sincerely apologize to someone they dislike? At least I've never met one. You're the first."



    



    



    



    "...I was taught to apologize when I did something wrong."



    



    



    



    "Yes. That's why I'm saying you have the qualification to be in the debut lineup. Looks, personality, skills. It's all considered and decided."



    



    



    



    "...Is that so?"



    



    



    



    "Of course. Is the company playing around? So trust yourself. If you can't trust yourself, then trust the manager who chose you. Anyway, what I want to say is..."



    



    



    



    I looked down at the puppy's large hand and said,



    



    



    



    "You have a bad habit with your hands."



    



    



    



    "Wow, did you compliment me to say that?"



    



    



    



    "Yeah. But it's not empty praise, so don't misunderstand. It's best to fix the habit of raising your hand first. Wouldn't you be more upset if it becomes a problem later and harms the group?"



    



    



    



    "That may be true, but I don't want to hear it from you?"



    



    



    



    "I'm done with what I had to say. It's up to you to decide whether to fix it or not. Then I'm going. Thanks for apologizing. It's my first time receiving one, so it feels nice."



    



    



    



    I smiled and waved at the puppy, no, Lee Seoho. I need to get in the habit of calling him since I keep forgetting the name.



    



    



    



    When I opened the vocal room door and left, I heard a voice behind my back saying, "Ah, right! I said to call me hyung!" If you want to be called hyung, act like one. Such a baby, a baby.



    



    



    



    "Oh? Manager."



    



    



    



    The manager was looking this way with a slightly tense face. I wondered why, but it seemed she saw Lee Seoho coming out of the room I was in.



    



    



    



    "Did you talk with Seoho?"



    



    



    



    "Yes. I received an apology."



    



    



    



    The manager let out a thin, long sigh.



    



    



    



    "I see. That's a relief then. I told the kids one more time. That we would have kicked out Jaehyuk whether you joined or not. But they still don't believe it. I don't know why they're so firmly misunderstanding either. But I'll keep persuading them, so please wait."



    



    



    



    The manager doesn't seem to know Lee Seoho overheard the conversation. I was about to mention it but just left it. What would change if I say it? The manager will be more concerned, and Lee Seoho's distrust may only deepen. It's not like they'll explain the reason for kicking him out to the members.



    



    



    



    "The misunderstanding will be resolved soon."



    



    



    



    I answered, shrugging my shoulders. The manager examined me as if trying to understand my intentions. When I smiled brightly, she laughed along with me.



    



    



    



    "Yes. It should be. Strangely, when I see Haon's smile, I feel like everything will work out well."



    



    



    



    "It's because I'm a bit of a lucky charm."



    



    



    



    "Right. It seems so."



    



    



    



    It's not though? I said it as a joke, but I became embarrassed when she agreed. I smiled even harder to fight off the embarrassment.



    



    



    



    "Then what do you want to do now? The contract ended well too, do you want to keep practicing vocals? Or do you want to try dance training too? If you're interested in acting, let me know. I'll assign you a teacher. You need to study foreign languages too... But that can wait a bit."



    



    



    



    When I averted my gaze at the mention of studying, the manager changed the subject while chuckling. I'll study foreign languages after raising all my stats. Since it doesn't hinder success, even if I'm bad at foreign languages, it's at the very bottom of my priorities. It's not because I don't want to.



    



    



    



    "Hahaha... I want to continue vocal practice. Learning singing is so fun."



    



    



    



    "Okay. Yeah. Let's all do dance training together when you get along a bit better with the kids."



    



    



    



    "Yes."



    



    



    



    She was definitely considerate of me a lot. Improving my relationship with the members. The manager wants it, and the mission wants it. Me... Hmm. I'm not sure yet.



    



    



    



    
      Before looking into my heart, there was something I had to decide first. When I said I was going to practice, she smiled and let me go. Before meeting the vocal teacher, I need to go to the bathroom first. I need to raise my stats first.
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    Let's see.



    



    



    



    My current points are 2,340.



    



    



    



    Thanks to the commotion that occurred right after raising it to B yesterday, my current experience is 0. If I invest 2,100 points, it will go up to A-. Originally, I was going to raise it up to A- while learning from the teacher and use the points accumulated during that time to raise it to A all at once.



    



    



    



    Of course, the higher the grade, the slower the experience accumulation speed. If I gain the same 500 experience, it will take much longer at A than at B. That's why I was purposely saving up, but...



    



    



    



    Since the main mission seems far off, it seems better to quickly secure a position. I have a bad feeling for some reason. It feels like I'm missing something but I don't know what it is.



    



    



    



    I don't want to save what I can use and have it turn to shit, so I'm modifying the plan. It's a shame I can't gain the extreme benefit, but... A-grade shouldn't be too inferior, right?



    



    



    



    If S-grade is assumed to be the skill of a solo singer, A- can be considered decent for a growing rookie idol main vocalist. I'll know once I raise it and observe the reactions around me.



    



    



    



    Without thinking more, I invested 2,100 points to raise vocals to A-. Then a problem arose. The weekly mission changed.



    



    



    



    



    



    ─ Receive S-grade on 1 song (0/1)



    



    



    



    ─ Receive B-grade on 1 dance (0/1)



    



    



    



    O 2x points gained if S-grade received while singing and dancing together



    



    



    



    O Gain 10 points upon success



    



    



    



    O Next week's mission cannot proceed upon failure



    



    



    



    Dance... I have to raise dance. S-grade is absolutely impossible with C+. I have 240 points left so I can't even raise dance. I need 400 just to raise it to B-!



    



    



    



    No one said anything about the weekly mission changes! Cancel! Cancel the promotion! Retrieve points! Reallocate!



    



    



    



    I tried calling out in various ways, but seeing the system stay silent, I guess it doesn't work. Ah, it feels like I made a mistake. Ah, it can't be helped. I already invested...



    



    



    



    But I can't give up this week's mission.



    



    



    



    First, let's try and if it doesn't work, let's do them separately and at least get 10 points. I can't ruin it until next week too. Let's see what A- level singing is like. If it's below expectations, the loss is big... It'll be fine, right? I need to quickly go see the vocal teacher.



    



    



    



    "Teacher!"



    



    



    



    "Haon, you're here again?"



    



    



    



    "Yes! But teacher."



    



    



    



    "Yeah?"



    



    



    



    "Is it okay for me to keep taking your time?"



    



    



    



    I asked out of curiosity after hearing the members would all practice together. The teacher sat down and said nonchalantly,



    



    



    



    "I was watching over the debut lineup kids, but we decided to prioritize you for the time being."



    



    



    



    "Aha."



    



    



    



    This makes me look more like a parachute. Come to think of it, I've only been receiving vocal training since I passed. It was a condition where misunderstandings could pile up endlessly. Moreover, to think the teacher was for the debut lineup too.



    



    



    



    I thought the person who judged me during the audition became my teacher. Well... Since I'm also in the debut lineup, I guess that's why.



    



    



    



    To the members, I was a stone that rolled in after forcibly pulling out the stuck stone. On top of that, the person who was taking care of the remaining stones was taken away too, so of course they'll hate it. I understand. If there's a reason, I can accept it too. Now that it's come to this, I should monopolize to my heart's content.



    



    



    



    "Then please take extra care of me!"



    



    



    



    "Yes, yes. Let's hear you sing excitedly."



    



    



    



    "Yes!"



    



    



    



    I swiftly entered the booth, put on the headset, and stood in front of the mic. The teacher gave the signal. The intro of the song I had been practicing flowed out.



    



    



    



    The effect of A- was tremendous. The teacher's eyes grew round. His mouth gaped as wide as his wide-open eyes. Seeing the teacher standing still as if paused made me proud. At this point, it definitely sounded decent to my ears too. Still, the me from my past life sang better.



    



    



    



    I couldn't confirm with numbers so I didn't know, but comparing to the current me, in my past life, wasn't I around A or A+?



    



    



    



    "...Ah, no... No, wait. No, Haon? Did something happen? What's with this all of a sudden? The slight instability when hitting high notes completely disappeared, and it became much smoother! The occasional pitch deviations during vibrato all disappeared too! Haon, you were already amazing at conveying emotions, but it deepened even more in the meantime? It's like entering my heart and striking it, like I'm hypnotized and drawn in? What in the world happened?"



    



    



    



    The teacher's stuttering reaction exploded like a character that had lagged started moving again. I raised my chin, smiled, and confidently said,



    



    



    



    "I did well, right? I think I sang really well this time too!"



    



    



    



    "You did well! Extremely well! Is this even possible? Changing like this overnight? It's unbelievable. If I hadn't heard it with my own ears, I don't think I could ever believe it."



    



    



    



    The teacher's round eyes revealed his emotions without filtering. This absolutely can't happen without stats. This was my unique privilege. I smiled proudly with my shoulders confidently straightened. I'm glad I raised it!



    



    



    



    "Our Haon was a huge talent. The CEO really has a discerning eye. How did he know to cast you?"



    



    



    



    "Hehehe. It feels good to be complimented."



    



    



    



    I like 'our kid' but I also like 'our Haon'. I liked how they put 'our' in front of my name. It felt like I was inside the same fence.



    



    



    



    "But I really can't believe it. How did you change so much in a day?"



    



    



    



    "I'll do even better in the future! I'm aiming for the spot of teacher's best disciple!"



    



    



    



    "I think you already became that?"



    



    



    



    "Hehe."



    



    



    



    I floundered in the fountain of praise the teacher was feeding me while laughing happily.



    



    



    



    "It's really rewarding to teach. If we do a bit more, it will be perfect. I think I've grasped the sense now, want to try a bit more?"



    



    



    



    "Yes!"



    



    



    



    The teacher's passionate coaching began. The compliments were just the driving force for the present. Where would the teacher's 'a bit more' lead to? Maybe S+?



    



    



    



    The compliments I fed Seoho were all things I learned from the vocal teacher. The sharp points that flew along with the compliments hurt a bit, but since this all becomes experience, I need to take it to heart.



    



    



    



    Like that, I was holed up in the vocal room until 10 PM. The manager came to take me, saying it was time for minors to go home.



    



    



    



    The vocal teacher made a fuss, bragging that my skills had improved by leaps and bounds. I magnificently sang a song in front of the manager too. I received compliments and exclamations similar to the teacher's but much more subdued.



    



    



    



    It feels really good. If I were to rate today, it would be 10 out of 10.



    



    



    



    ...I'm revising today's rating to 5 out of 10. It was all because of the dorm. Unfamiliar faces I was seeing for the first time swarmed. In front of the manager, they spouted things like 'Yes, yes.' 'I'll be good to you.' 'Don't worry.' but the moment I was left alone, they transformed into two-faced men.



    



    



    



    The dorm was no different from the notorious hell of the morning commute. It was just packed with men. I also never had a good experience being squished between people, and since even the manager, my only ally, disappeared, I instinctively shrank back.



    



    



    



    When will I fix this pushover personality? Can it even be fixed? It's become such a deeply ingrained defense mechanism. Tsk.



    



    



    



    These guys must have a clear reason to hate me too, right? We're all doing trainee life because we want to debut, but I dropped from the sky. Maybe the influence of that Junhyung or Jihoon guy reached these kids too.



    



    



    



    Usually, the leader type who controls people like that lumps them together and makes them be on his side. There was one among the heads of the guys who actively bullied me. The most vicious one.



    



    



    



    Will I be bullied here too? I'm a bit worried about my health. Everything is fine, but the health system alone is not great. I understand having low base health. Since the growth rate is quadruple in the guise of double. But abnormal conditions are too much.



    



    



    



    I can't blame anyone since I chose it. Even if they wrote it in detail, I would have chosen it thinking 'I still can't resist the growth rate buff!'



    



    



    



    Yeah. Balance is important in everything. If there's something good, there's also something bad. I can only accept it and research ways to overcome it.



    



    



    



    "Hey."



    



    



    



    "Yeah."



    



    



    



    I answered yeah when he called hey, but why is he lighting the fuse? It's said that you reap what you sow. Hasn't he heard the saying that kind words elicit kind replies?



    



    



    



    I'm not even dreaming of him calling me 'Haon' affectionately. Even with the same 'hey', the tone for picking a fight and the tone for just calling are different. His was clearly the former.



    



    



    



    "This guy's got some nerve."



    



    



    



    This time, it seemed like he was talking to himself, so I didn't answer. Instead, I headed to my room, which the manager had told me about. I put down my bag, washed up, changed clothes, and went straight to bed. That's the shortcut to recovering my health. I don't have time to pointlessly argue.



    



    



    



    But before I could even take a few steps, my shoulder was roughly grabbed. The guy who grabbed my shoulder turned my body around. No, why are there so many kids with bad hand habits? At least Seoho is cute. This one is like a thug.



    



    



    



    You, whose name I don't even know, I'll call you thug from now on. It's useless even if you tell me. I can't remember. I was confused about Seoho's name, you think I'll know your name? Honestly, I forgot all the debut lineup members' names except Seoho's.



    



    



    



    "It hurts."



    



    



    



    Pain rose from my tightly grabbed shoulder, and my face crumpled. I grabbed it tightly to try to make him let go, but it didn't budge. Am I too scrawny? But using it for exercise is such a waste of health that drops...



    



    



    



    "It hurts? It huuurts? Fuck, this bastard says it hurts?"



    



    



    



    The thug laughed while looking at the other kids and snickering. I also heard voices roughly agreeing, saying 'Y-yeah. It's funny.' Seeing them flinch and look around, the thug must be the boss.



    



    



    



    "It hurts? You asking if it hurts? Huh?"



    



    



    



    It hurts, so I'm saying it hurts. What's the problem? Well, have I ever met only one or two people who picked fights in the most creative ways? The characteristic of these kids is that they beat you up for disliking you even if you just breathe.



    



    



    



    This is creative instigation. Kids who forcibly create reasons to pick fights even when there are none. No matter what I do or what I say, they hate it. Therefore, I lived saying everything I wanted to say. I might as well say what I want to say if I'm going to get hit anyway.



    



    



    



    
      That thought hasn't changed even now in my second life.
    

  

  
    Chapter 17
  
  
    "Hey, hey. Jinsu. Violence is......"



    



    A man with a gentle appearance that contrasted with his large physique hesitantly cut in. His features resembled a teddy bear.



    



    "Hey, Park Jeong-tae. Are your eyes just for decoration? Does this look like violence to you? I just grabbed him, that's all. If this is violence, then every handhold would be a beating, not a hold."



    



    I don't know about that, but Gomchi (TN: he’s calling him a moray eel). My stamina is draining. Can't you adjust the sensitivity of the stamina system? Why is it draining so quickly like this? Is it because I had physical contact with someone else without consent, so it drops twice as fast?



    



    "That's not what I meant......"



    



    "Shut up."



    



    Gomchi looked at me again. It seems Gomdori(bear-like-man) is backing off as it is. He then looked at me with pitiful eyes. Why is he looking at me like that? I never asked for his help, nor did I expect it.



    



    There is only one thing I want to avoid right now.



    



    It’s a status abnormality erupting. Two days in a row would be troublesome. If that happens, my debut might be ruined. If it happens too often, wouldn't that just make me a bomb? The director might just give up on me. I don't want that.



    



    I just want to avoid physical contact. Even if my stamina still drains, it will drain more slowly. Plus, there's a home buff, so it might end up being a net zero. It recovers relatively quickly at home. At least here is also considered home, so I could hope for that.



    



    "How about we discuss this while letting go?"



    



    I spoke gently. Really gently. But for some reason, Gomchi got even angrier. His grip tightened. Ah, it hurts!



    



    "Should I do what you say? Who the hell are you? How did a cheeky brat like you worm your way into the debut team? Do you even know who Jaehyuk is?"



    



    "I don't know. I was just cast, so it's unfair for you to take it out on me."



    



    "Look at your attitude, you brat! Not a shred of remorse, acting all cocky! It's not me taking it out on you, it's righteous anger, you asshole!"



    



    His language is too vulgar. Why is he cursing like that? Someone trying to become an idol shouldn't talk like that. You'll end up having to write an apology letter if you debut as an idol. There are always cases like that. People who curse without realizing they're on air, and then get scolded just as much as they cursed. Or assault rumors spread.



    



    Ah, my stamina is dropping. This is bad. I have no choice but to kneel down here. First, I need to avoid contact. There's no good in two guys clinging to each other. It's just draining my stamina.



    



    "Alright. I'm sorry. So, could you let go of this?"



    



    Ah, that's good enough. I knelt down extremely well. Come on, let go! Let go! Let go!



    



    "You son of a bitch!"



    



    With a thud, my waist crumpled. Ah, I got punched in the stomach. The intended goal was achieved, I was released, but in exchange, I took a hit to the stomach.



    



    My stamina dropped by 10 at once. The damage is significant. But it didn't hurt as much as the stamina drop indicated. Just a slap. Yeah, I'd rather take one hit than have my stamina drain bit by bit like a damage-over-time debuff.



    



    "Jinsu!"



    



    Gomdori came running. Gomchi glared at me with menacing eyes. But I'm not scared, what can he do? No one who threatens to kill someone actually tries to kill them. Everyone values their own life too much. So, no matter how much he glares, this won't be my grave.



    



    Look at that. Gomchi can't do anything more either. He's pretending to restrain himself from Gomdori who's stopping him. He's just scared of getting kicked out if he goes any further. He can't touch a debut team member who's in the director's good graces. This is enough. Let's call it even between us. Okay?



    



    I staggered up and went back into the room with my bag. It was a simple room with two bunk beds side by side. Do four people share a room, with twelve people in total? No wonder it's so crowded.



    



    They said the empty bottom bunk on the left would be mine. This time, no one grabbed me until I set my bag down. I urgently needed to recover my stamina. If I went out to wash up and got caught up in something again, a status abnormality might erupt. My remaining stamina was a mere 5.



    



    That was too close. I should just sleep.



    



    I'll shower either in the morning or at the company's shower room. I'll recover my stamina after a good night's sleep.



    



    As I lay down and closed my eyes, sleep gradually came over me. Just as I was about to doze off.



    



    "......Is this okay? Shouldn't we stop Jinsu?"



    



    "Jaehyuk really liked Jinsu. He said we should listen to him."



    



    "But honestly, isn't this reason enough to get kicked out? They wouldn't kick someone out for no reason."



    



    "Hey, could you say that in front of Jinsu?"



    



    "......No, I couldn't."



    



    "Then just stay quiet. Keep your mouth shut, we didn't see anything."



    



    "Yeah......"



    



    I could hear a few sprouts whispering amongst themselves after entering the room. This level of noise couldn't disturb my sleep.



    



    Stamina 120!



    



    I smiled contentedly at the fully replenished number. It seemed like the others were all lazy, as it was already 7 AM, but they were still sound asleep. Luckily, when I checked in the shower in the morning, there were no bruises or marks from yesterday's hit. It didn't hurt either.



    



    If a stamina drop of 10 was from that, a proper hit would probably trigger a status abnormality right away. I need to be more careful with my body.



    



    Even though I moved leisurely, not a single person was waking up. When I went down to the first floor of the apartment, I saw a few female students loitering by the common entrance. When our eyes met, their faces flushed red.



    



    "Are you an oppa trainee too?"



    



    She boldly approached and asked me. A completely different boldness from the female student who had cautiously asked me at the cafe. And an assertive attitude, as if it was natural for me to answer.



    



    "Am I an oppa to you?"



    



    "How old are you?"



    



    "Eighteen."



    



    "Oh! Then I'm the noona, I'm nineteen."



    



    "Ahah."



    



    So it seems. I obtained some useless information. After dismissing it from my mind, I headed towards the bus stop. I've heard there's a shuttle for the trainees in the morning, but everyone's being too lazy and sleeping in.



    



    Since I don't know when it departs, it's more comfortable and better for me to go alone. I didn't want to get dragged into posturing fights and lose stamina first thing in the morning.



    



    "Hey, what's your name? I've never seen you before. Is today your first day? Why aren't you answering? Are you being standoffish? Or are you ignoring me?"



    



    No, God. You said there'd be no reason for them to dislike me. But it's no different here. Everyone except the director and the vocal coach is my enemy.



    



    "I'm shy. Sorry, noona."



    



    "Oh? Really? You're shy? Okay then, I can't help it. Will you be uncomfortable if I'm next to you?"



    



    "......A little."



    



    "Alright. Then I'll go, so have a good day. When will you be back?"



    



    "......I don't know."



    



    "Okay, got it! I'll wait for you!"



    



    What does she mean she got it, and why is she waiting for me? The female student waved her arms energetically and went back to her friends.



    



    "Aww! So cute! 'I'm shy, noona.' How adorable, being all awkward like that! I want to pinch those cheeks........."



    



    "So is it true he just arrived? Is he a trainee?"



    



    "I don't know. I couldn't hear."



    



    "Why? Isn't that what you went to ask?"



    



    "But the baby said he's uncomfortable, what can I do? I had to back off."



    



    "......Did you get a crush on him?"



    



    "Yeah. Totally."



    



    Am I the baby? There's only a one-year age difference, but calling me a baby is a bit much. Even though I lived 27 years in my previous life.



    



    It was a quiet morning, but their voices were so loud that I could clearly hear their conversation as I walked silently. That doesn't mean they won't pick a fight. That's better than outright disliking me, I suppose. Let me rephrase. It seems they don't dislike me for no reason.



    



    It only took one bus ride, about 10 minutes, to get from the dorms to the company. The short travel time meant more time for practice, which was nice.



    



    Starting today, I plan to practice dancing for the weekly mission. And in the afternoon, I need to be with the vocal coach until 10 PM. I need to keep focusing on vocals to gain experience points since my main mission is stuck. It's the obvious choice.



    



    Getting an A- slowed the experience point gain to about a third of the rate for B. The point requirement difference was about three times higher, so maybe that's the concept? The balance seems to be well-designed.



    



    I looked around the clustered practice rooms on the 3rd floor. The debut team is assigned practice room 3. It was still empty. I turned on the lights in the dim practice room and selected a song. Thanks to the vocal coach and my stats, I had already achieved an S-rank for singing a while ago. Dancing was still a headache, though.



    



    If it really doesn't work out, I've decided to give up on the double-point bonus and just aim for a B-rank in dancing first. For now, I'm working through famous dance songs one by one, considering that I might appear on variety shows later.



    



    As I was diligently practicing the choreography with my earphones on, I noticed a presence and turned to see the sculpted guy who had been watching videos on his phone that first day we met. What was his name again?



    



    I opened the main mission and checked. Baek Kanghyun. And as I was about to casually close it, I noticed that Lee Seoho's fondness level had changed from 'Strongly Dislikes' to just 'Dislikes'.



    



    When did it change? I had no idea.



    



    It's changing to neutral faster than I expected. No point in getting my hopes up baselessly. I refocused on my dancing practice. Since he's a stranger, there's nothing to say. And he doesn't seem inclined to talk to me either.



    



    As I practiced as usual, my reflection in the mirror looked so unbecoming. At home, there's no mirror, so I could just sigh after finishing, but now I'm documenting my embarrassing moments in real-time. And right next to me was Baek Kanghyun, dancing in a much cooler and more powerful way. The comparison is not flattering.



    



    Ah, that's right. Just like my singing improved through coaching, of course my dancing will too, right? The main dancer I'm standing next to right now is highly skilled. It should be fine to ask him for a few pointers.



    



    "Excuse me. Sir."



    



    Once I made the decision, I acted on it right away and approached him. The sullen Baek Kanghyun glanced at me and narrowed his eyes. Quite prickly.



    



    "Could you give me some advice on my dancing? Just a few comments would be great."



    



    "......Why should I."



    



    "There's no real reason. I just asked since you're so good at it. If you don't want to, that's fine."



    



    
      I'm as quick to give up as I am decisive. If he doesn't want to, then there's nothing I can do. I'm used to being rejected. It's not the first or second time.
    

  

  
    Chapter 18
  
  
    My steely nerves had already been tempered by countless rejections. Come to think of it, I've worked hard to live my life. I diligently approached people here and there, in hopes of getting even one person to open their heart to me. In the end, I retreated to my room and sulked, but I feel like I tried my best.



    



    



    



    I returned to my spot and continued my awkward, exasperated dancing. I need the points. But the main mission is an impassable cliff. I'm stuck between a rock and a hard place.



    



    



    



    Is it time for me to cling to the dance coach? I just hope we can reach a compromise about my stamina issue. It's embarrassing to change my mind so quickly, but I have no choice. Even if it feels like I'm wasting time, I'll have to practice alone until after 9 AM when the director arrives.



    



    



    



    "Is that XL's 'Whistle' song?"



    



    



    



    Huh? Did he change his mind? If he's willing to teach me, I should seize the opportunity and respond quickly.



    



    



    



    "Yes."



    



    



    



    Baek Kanghyun connected his phone to a Bluetooth speaker, making the song play throughout the practice room.



    



    



    



    "Wow!"



    



    



    



    I gazed at him with sparkling eyes.



    



    



    



    "Kanghyun, are you going to help me?"



    



    



    



    I'll call him familiarly. Even if he rejects me, no big deal. Baek Kanghyun's brow furrowed slightly before returning to normal.



    



    



    



    "What was your name again?"



    



    



    



    "It's Haon. Jin Haon."



    



    



    



    "Do you like dancing?"



    



    



    



    "Yes! Why?"



    



    



    



    "Your expression is good."



    



    



    



    "Mine? I thought I looked completely miserable."



    



    



    



    He acted like he would teach me, but why is he just asking questions? Doesn't he dislike me? Usually, people don't inquire about someone they dislike.



    



    



    



    "No, you did look a bit miserable, but it seemed like you didn't dislike dancing, just that you regretted not being able to do it well."



    



    



    



    "Yes, that's right."



    



    



    



    I nodded vigorously in emphatic agreement. It's true that I'm doing this for the weekly mission, but that's just my motivation. Originally, I liked both dancing and singing.



    



    



    



    If I had to pinpoint the happiest moments of my past life, I could definitively say it was on stage. It was the most painful, but also the most enjoyable time. That's why I stubbornly couldn't give it up.



    



    



    



    So just imagine how thrilled I am now. The cute hostility from the members is easy to ignore, as every day is enjoyable. Baek Kanghyun stared at me for a moment before nodding and speaking.



    



    



    



    "Dance. I'll help you."



    



    



    



    "Wow, thank you!"



    



    



    



    Before he could change his mind, I quickly performed the choreography for the current section of the song. Baek Kanghyun gave detailed feedback from start to finish, to the point where it was almost embarrassing to hear "like this." In other words, I needed corrections from start to finish.



    



    



    



    I know. Even I can see it. But it's only effective when someone else points it out, what can I do!



    



    



    



    You can't get drunk on the first drink. With my current dancing stats, there's no way I could get an S-rank. But thanks to Baek Kanghyun's coaching, going from C+ to B- was a surprise. It meant my experience points had increased by a whopping 180 in just a few hours.



    



    



    



    It was similar to the rate of improvement when I trained with the vocal coach. I could guess the reason. The points Baek Kanghyun highlighted were that precise. He was far better than my dance trainer from my past life.



    



    



    



    "You're a quick learner. Good sense of rhythm too. You follow instructions well. Just a bit sloppy and lacking stamina."



    



    



    



    I lay sprawled on the floor, panting. My stamina stat was low, so I was pretending to be more exhausted than I actually was.



    



    



    



    "I don't think I've seen you in the practice rooms before. Why haven't you come until now?"



    



    



    



    "I was practicing vocals. I want to sing well."



    



    



    



    "You said you like dancing?"



    



    



    



    "I like both dancing and singing. Is it greedy to want both?"



    



    



    



    No response. I simply crawled over and grabbed a 500ml water bottle. My throat was parched, so my stamina wasn't recovering.



    



    



    



    "Oh, by the way, bro."



    



    



    



    As I called out to him, Baek Kanghyun tilted his head towards me. He does react when addressed. Even the first time we met, he acknowledged me in his way, by just nodding his head.



    



    



    



    "Why do you dislike me? Do you dislike me because of... the previous leader?"



    



    



    



    Ah, I forgot his name again. What was it? Jae-hoon or Jun-hwan? To avoid calling him the wrong name, I settled for "the previous leader."



    



    



    



    "Why would I dislike you?"



    



    



    



    But the main mission says you dislike me, doesn't it?



    



    



    



    "You don't?"



    



    



    



    "No. I'm indifferent towards you."



    



    



    



    "Ahh."



    



    



    



    So being indifferent counts as disliking? I'd much rather have indifference though. It will be easier for Baek Kanghyun to become neutral. Getting even one person effortlessly is good, right? But come to think of it, isn't neutrality essentially indifference? It's confusing.



    



    



    



    "Why did you think I disliked you?"



    



    



    



    "Everyone seems to dislike me."



    



    



    



    "I don't care about the members. I have no reason to dislike you."



    



    



    



    "I see."



    



    



    



    As my stamina recovered a bit, I stood up again. Dancing and singing seemed like they would consume a lot of stamina, but surprisingly, they didn't. Perhaps because I enjoy them. Stamina faithfully reflects one's state of mind.



    



    



    



    I resumed practicing. Baek Kanghyun, who I thought had lost interest, occasionally provided coaching. I gratefully accepted his guidance and was gaining experience points when the practice room door suddenly burst open. It was Puppy – ah, I forgot his name again. I checked the mission window again. Park Yoochan.



    



    



    



    "Hello."



    



    



    



    After wiping the sweat off my brow, I greeted him. Park Yoochan paused when he saw me, then grinned. A fox, smiling at me despite disliking me. The perfect type to act in front of cameras.



    



    



    



    "Hello. Haon. Practicing your dancing, I see."



    



    



    



    "Yes. I'm planning to do vocal training in the afternoon, so I wanted to practice dancing until lunch. Feel free to speak casually since I'm younger."



    



    



    



    His smile remained, but I could sense a hint of dislike. I may not know other things, but I can sense dislike like a sixth sense. Park Yoochan's gaze briefly shifted to Baek Kanghyun before returning to me.



    



    



    



    "Right, I should since you're the youngest. Were you two alone together?"



    



    



    



    His tone was soft and gentle, but with the nuance that he was only being accommodating because I was a member of the debut team. The type to prioritize logic over emotion. I get a good vibe from this person in many ways. We could maintain a good business relationship.



    



    



    



    "Yes. He was watching my dancing."



    



    



    



    "......Really?"



    



    



    



    This time, he openly turned his head, demanding an answer. Baek Kanghyun let out a small sigh and turned away, an obvious dismissal. Park Yoochan's expression soured, but returned to normal when looking at me. He's quite skilled at maintaining a smiling face too.



    



    



    



    "Isn't it difficult?"



    



    



    



    "No. It's manageable."



    



    



    



    "......I see."



    



    



    



    The conversation died. Park Yoochan set down his bag and began stretching. His flexible body bent smoothly.



    



    



    



    "Can I ask you one thing?"



    



    



    



    "Me?"



    



    



    



    "Yes."



    



    



    



    "Sure, go ahead."



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan hesitated before opening his mouth. After seeming to make up his mind, he tightly shut his eyes, then opened them and looked at me.



    



    



    



    "What did the CEO say when he brought you here?"



    



    



    



    Hmm, it seems he's onto something?



    



    



    



    "He said my appearance is attractive. That it catches people's attention. He told me to try auditioning if I'm interested in being an idol."



    



    



    



    "Where?"



    



    



    



    "Close to the company. At XX Cafe."



    



    



    



    "Is that the truth?"



    



    



    



    "Yes. I frequented that cafe for about 2 weeks. The part-timer noona even saw me get his business card, so if you want, I can have her confirm it."



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan's questions stopped. After a pause, he cautiously asked.



    



    



    



    "......Then did you used to sing?"



    



    



    



    His eyelashes fluttered delicately, as if he expected a certain answer from me. But I had no reason to lie, so I told the truth. Believe it or not.



    



    



    



    "As a hobby. When I was cast, they didn't ask if I could sing or dance well. They just told me not to worry and to be comfortable when auditioning since they would train me."



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan visibly stiffened. His pupils shook within his contorted face. His lips kept opening and closing, quivering. Finally, in a faint voice like exhaling his last breath, he spoke.



    



    



    



    "......Then, really. No, that can't be."



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan staggered. Seeing him sway unsteadily, I reached out my arm, but he flinched away, batting my hand aside. Park Yoochan's eyes widened, as if shocked by his own action. Then, in a tiny voice, he apologized and rushed out.



    



    



    



    "He does that again."



    



    



    



    Baek Kanghyun muttered with a sigh.



    



    



    



    "Again?"



    



    



    



    "Don't mind him. That's what happens when he can't control his emotions. He'll calm down on his own and come back."



    



    



    



    I was already concerned, and that comment only made me more worried. If he really wants me to not mind it, he shouldn't have taken any action at all. This is like begging me to be concerned, not the opposite.



    



    



    



    Not knowing the reason, trying to calm down alone is really difficult. It's like being dragged into an ant hell. Once you sink in, you have to hit rock bottom before you can climb back up. That's how it was for me. I don't know about him, though.



    



    



    



    "Do you know where he went?"



    



    



    



    "Want to go look?"



    



    



    



    "Yes. I feel like it's because of me."



    



    



    



    "It's not something for you to worry about. He's just a Joon Jaehyuk fanatic."



    



    



    



    "Still, please let me know if you find out."



    



    



    



    If he doesn't know, I'll have to search. But first, let me recover my stamina a bit. I picked up the water bottle and gulped down the remaining water.



    



    



    



    "Vocal room 5."



    



    



    



    He's a liar too. He claimed to not care about his teammates, but he knows everything. If he really didn't care, why did he teach me dancing when I asked? Why did he reassure me it wasn't my fault? And now, he's kindly telling me where Park Yoochan went, since I was curious.



    



    



    



    It seems like we could get along well if his fondness level becomes neutral. Even now, it's not bad. Since there's a mission involved, please help us become neutral!



    



    



    



    "Thanks, bro. I learned a lot thanks to you. If you get a chance, please keep an eye on me!"



    



    



    



    "......You want to learn more from me?"



    



    



    



    "Oh, if it's okay with you?"



    



    



    



    Baek Kanghyun gave me a strange look. An expression full of questions. Did I say something odd? I thought I spoke quite clearly.



    



    



    



    "Hmm. You're not coming back today?"



    



    



    



    "I am, but what if you're not here, bro? I should at least say hello."



    



    



    



    "I'll be here."



    



    



    



    Does that mean he'll watch my dancing again if I come back? Taking it that way, I smiled brightly and said cheerfully:



    



    



    



    "Then I'll be back!"



    



    



    



    
      I think I might have heard a nonchalant "Sure" too. I headed straight for Vocal Room 5. Anyway, since their dislike was a given, I didn't need to worry about the aftermath. What does having nothing to lose mean? It means I can act however I want. It means we're the kind of relationship where we can show our worst sides to each other without issue.
    

  

  
    Chapter 19
  
  
    I figured I might as well listen to his laments and outbursts, maybe it would help relieve some stress. He doesn't seem like the type to get physically violent, so my stamina shouldn't drain too much.



    



    



    



    Since knocking would obviously lead to rejection, I simply opened the door. The unlocked door swung open. Park Yoochan seemed startled by the sudden opening, jerking his chin upwards.



    



    



    



    "......I came here first."



    



    



    



    "I know. I followed you."



    



    



    



    "I'm sorry, but if you have something to say, let's discuss it another time."



    



    



    



    His voice sounded drained. Despite his large stature, the way he contorted his body into a hunched position made him look like a wounded animal. Quite pitiful, really. In my eyes, they're all just kids. Even though Park Yoochan is considered the leader, he's only 22.



    



    



    



    A child whose entire life within the confines of the company revolved around singing and dancing. It was obvious he would be emotionally immature for his age. So, it's only natural for him to resent the person who took the place of someone he depended on.



    



    



    



    In fact, it's more surprising that one member was still neutral towards me. Did he dislike the former leader?



    



    



    



    I closed the vocal room door and carefully locked it. Now, even if he shouts, no one outside will hear.



    



    



    



    "Why are you hunched over alone like this? It's really dangerous to wallow by yourself. You might erupt eventually, you know?"



    



    



    



    "It has nothing to do with you."



    



    



    



    "I seem to be the cause, so it does concern me."



    



    



    



    I sat across from him in the same hunched position, hugging my knees. Due to our height difference, I had to look up slightly, but everyone here is bigger than me anyway.



    



    



    



    In my past life, I stopped growing around 175cm. Considering how I was constantly bullied and looked down upon as a child, I take pride in having grown that tall. I don't know how tall I'll be this time around.



    



    



    



    Ah, my mind keeps wandering. Should I start the conversation?



    



    



    



    "Did you depend on him a lot?"



    



    



    



    "......I already told you, let's talk another time. Don't you understand?"



    



    



    



    "Are you scared of being left alone? Or are you upset about feeling abandoned? Or maybe you saw another side of that person?"



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan's eyes turned crimson as he glared fiercely at me. People who wallow alone tend to let their insides fester without realizing it. Being an idol is already difficult enough; what if he bottled everything up and ran away?



    



    



    



    Everything is hard at first, including letting go of stress. I deliberately triggered Park Yoochan so I could serve as an emotional punching bag. Anyone would erupt if the person they dislike suddenly acts overly familiar right in front of them. Especially if it's about something they've been avoiding.



    



    



    



    "I was thinking about why you were so shaken earlier. You realized, regardless of whether I came or not, that he's out, didn't you? That what the director told me is the truth."



    



    



    



    The color drained from his face. Click, it sounded like a taut trigger being pulled. Park Yoochan scraped his lower lip with his top teeth.



    



    



    



    Ah, what if he draws blood? I should nip this habit in the bud. It'll be troublesome if he keeps doing that after debuting.



    



    



    



    When I reached out to touch his lower lip, he flinched violently, straightening his upper body. Park Yoochan's mouth was agape, his lips now reddened. Looking closer, it seems he does this often, given how rough they look.



    



    



    



    Staring at Park Yoochan's lips, I pulled the trigger a bit further.



    



    



    



    "You realized I was cast as a visual member, not a main vocal, didn't you? Maybe they’re still looking for a replacement main vocal for him."



    



    



    



    Lee Seoho believes whatever he wants to believe, like living in a field of flowers, but Park Yoochan seems capable of thinking. It appears he understood the implication of "the new member was cast as a visual."  That's why his mentality broke.



    



    



    



    "Are you deliberately provoking me?"



    



    



    



    "Yes. To help you vent stress. Feel free to say anything to me."



    



    



    



    "......Anything?"



    



    



    



    "Literally anything. Whatever you've been holding back. You can even curse if you want."



    



    



    



    "......You're telling me to vent at you?"



    



    



    



    As expected, he's quite smart. To reassure him that he can be completely open with me, I answered in a light tone, "Yes." Park Yoochan stared at me for a moment before lowering his gaze and sighing softly.



    



    



    



    "It's not your fault......"



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan buried his face in his hands, hanging his head low.



    



    



    



    "I don't understand the reason...... Why did Jaehyuk have to be kicked out? Why was he fired? It's so frustrating that they won't give a clear explanation. Of course, I thought it was because of you at first. That's why I couldn't speak up, because I thought I had to protect you......"



    



    



    



    No. They sacrificed me to protect all of you. To be precise, I know I was sacrificed, but I have no intention of striking back. I recalled the director's guilt-ridden expression when he looked at me. He's a good person.



    



    



    



    "The previous leader must have been a really good person. He gets good reviews everywhere."



    



    



    



    As much as they dislike me now. But so what? It's something I can't help, and it's not like they targeted and harassed me. The timing was just unfortunate for all of us.



    



    



    



    "Yes, he was a true leader who took great care of all of us. Not just the debut team, but he treated the trainees like his younger siblings too. Everyone trusted and followed Jaehyuk......"



    



    



    



    "Maybe the reason is being hidden to protect you all from getting hurt. You know how kind the director is, right? He referred to you as 'our kids'."



    



    



    



    "......I know. I really like and depend on him a lot too."



    



    



    



    "If someone as kind as the director is hiding something, then there must be a good reason for it. It may be hard for you to accept, but still."



    



    



    



    My intention was to provoke an outburst, but the mood has taken an entirely different turn. Is this...comforting? I'm really overstepping my role by trying to comfort someone. I may have volunteered to be a punching bag, but I have no talent for consolation. I think I messed this up.



    



    



    



    "I did consider that possibility too. But the Jaehyuk I knew was truly a good kid......"



    



    



    



    "Joon Jaehyuk is a good person. You like him, Seoho likes him, and even the people at the dorm all seemed to like him too. Someone like that couldn't possibly be a bad person, right?"



    



    



    



    This isn't something I truly believe either. There are plenty of bad people among those who are well-liked. I haven't met a single good person among the social climbers I've seen. Most just act nice because they have ulterior motives.



    



    



    



    That's how the people I've met were. There are truly good people, but only a small minority. I've seen them on the news. Doesn't that imply that newsworthy acts are rare occurrences?



    



    



    



    Still, if believing what he wants to believe helps his mental recovery, then I'll just let him. He must have some doubts himself, which is why he's beating himself up now, so I should stay positive.



    



    



    



    What reason could there possibly be for such a supposedly good person to be suddenly fired? Park Yoochan must have arrived at the same conclusion as me - a personality issue. There's no other explanation, no matter how much you think about it. He can't accept it, so he's reacting this way out of sheer disbelief and confusion.



    



    



    



    Ah, I see now. He disliked me in a different way from Puppy. For Lee Seoho, it was literally 'You chased our hyung away! Boo-hoo!'



    



    



    



    But for Park Yoochan, I was 'evidence.' Evidence to doubt the former leader. As much as he wanted to believe otherwise, whenever he thought of me, a hint of 'what if...' must have crossed his mind.



    



    



    



    Day by day, as time passed and the director continued to persuade him, that glimmer of doubt gradually solidified into certainty. But he still couldn't accept it, so he kept denying it, until finally meeting me today caused him to erupt.



    



    



    



    Since he already had some doubts, my words resonated with him. If it were Puppy, he would have just yelled "Lies!" and thrown a tantrum.



    



    



    



    "Yeah. He was a good person. You're right. But then why was he fired......"



    



    



    



    Oh dear. We're back to square one. He has his own suspicions, so it can't be helped. Park Yoochan rested his forehead on his arm, mouth sealed shut. It didn't seem like he expected an answer to his rhetorical question. So I just sat silently, watching the top of his head.



    



    



    



    After a long while hunched over, Park Yoochan let out a deep, drawn-out sigh. The part of his arm where his forehead had been was flushed red. He must have been pressing down hard.



    



    



    



    "......I made a scene."



    



    



    



    Though the melancholic air still lingered, his expression had returned to a manufactured smile. He seemed to have calmed down enough to manage his expressions. Impressive. Is he really the type who can compose himself alone? I must have overstepped for no reason, since my involvement likely didn't help at all.



    



    



    



    But the stress still hasn't been vented, has it? In the end, he just bottled it up again. Since I've already overstepped, should I overstep a bit more?



    



    



    



    "Don't you have anything else to say?"



    



    



    



    "About what?"



    



    



    



    "Just anything at all. You can say whatever. I don't have any friends, so there's no risk of it spreading."



    



    



    



    "Why don't you have friends? You seem like you'd have many."



    



    



    



    "Really? Thank you for the compliment."



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan tilted his head as he looked at me. Just that simple tilt created a subtle atmosphere, probably because of his handsome looks. It must be nice being good-looking. I wonder if I would have been treated differently if I had a more striking appearance. My plain look probably contributed to the dismissive treatment I received.



    



    



    



    "Did that come across as a compliment? I wasn't complimenting you, I really think that way. Don't you have many friends from school?"



    



    



    



    "I don't go to school. I only go between home and the company."



    



    



    



    "......You live just as bleakly as I do."



    



    



    



    I made my eyes wide as if surprised.



    



    



    



    "You live bleakly, hyung? You seem quite sensitive to me though."



    



    



    



    "What makes you say that?"



    



    



    



    "Just a feeling."



    



    



    



    Though he actually seems mentally fragile, I can't say that outright, so I deflected by calling him sensitive instead. Park Yoochan let out a soft chuckle. For some reason, the atmosphere feels quite alright now? His expression has improved a lot too. It doesn't seem necessary to keep poking and prodding him to "open up."



    



    



    



    "Since you're feeling better now, hyung, I should get going. Kanghyun is waiting for me."



    



    



    



    "Baek Kanghyun?"



    



    



    



    "Yes. He said he'd wait for me. He's a really great hyung."



    



    



    



    "You're something else. He's not the type you can easily get close to. It's difficult to become friends with him. He's still awkward around us. It's all because of Jaehyuk...oh, no, never mind."



    



    



    



    I shrugged and began to unfurl from my hunched position, about to stand up, when Park Yoochan called out to me.



    



    



    



    "Haon."



    



    



    



    "Yes?"



    



    



    



    "I'm sorry."



    



    



    



    "For what?"



    



    



    



    
      He's apologizing here too. This is the second apology I've received already. It's like a "get an apology from each member" challenge. Not an unpleasant feeling, just strange.
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    "Everything. I'm sorry I couldn't stop Seoho when he greeted you on the first day, and I'm also sorry for not paying attention to you even though you joined as our member. I avoided interacting with you because I didn't know how to treat you."



    



    "It's okay. You won't avoid me now, right?"



    



    "......Yeah. As the leader, I'll take responsibility for you."



    



    "Why are you saying such grand things? I'll take responsibility for myself. I won't pass it onto you, hyung."



    



    "You're quite sharp."



    



    Park Yoochan laughed heartily.



    



    "If you're having a hard time too, hyung, don't shut yourself in like this. Talk to the members."



    



    "How can I talk? I'm the leader and the hyung. I have to handle things alone."



    



    What a pathetic thing to say. I narrowed my eyes and shook my head. Park Yoochan smiled faintly and asked, "Why?"



    



    "Do you know why humans are called social animals?"



    



    "What are you suddenly talking about?"



    



    "It means we can't do it alone. The proverb 'strength in numbers' didn't come from nowhere. Just because you're the leader doesn't mean you have to isolate yourself. There are people around to help, so reach out your hand. It's a waste if you don't take the hands offered to you."



    



    Unlike me, you have many close friends, don't you? If you ask the members for help, they'll all help you, so why are you beating yourself up? I don't understand why you're choosing isolation.



    



    Park Yoochan, who had been looking at me blankly, shook his head and remarked softly in amazement.



    



    "You really are eighteen? You talk like someone who has lived an entire life."



    



    I was taken aback. I really had lived one life already and was on my second. The more this happens, the more confident I should be. How would he know I'm living my second life? I nonchalantly maintained my composure and calmly said:



    



    "Want to see my ID?"



    



    "Ahahah. Okay, okay. Thank you."



    



    Park Yoochan let out a delighted laugh I had never heard before. Just as I was about to leave the vocal room, he called out to me again.



    



    "Oh, by the way, Haon."



    



    "Yes?"



    



    "I heard you moved into the OO Apartment dorms?"



    



    "Yes, there."



    



    "What unit?"



    



    "1201."



    



    "......Then, is that where Jinsu lives?"



    



    Who is Jinsu? It's really hard for me to remember people's names. I wish I could share the list of nicknames I made. I gave nicknames that would instantly bring their faces to mind when heard. Wouldn't that be much easier to remember?



    



    "I don't know."



    



    "It seems like that's the place though...... Alright, got it."



    



    "Okay. I'll go ahead."



    



    "Ah, let's go together! I need to practice too."



    



    "Then get up quickly."



    



    I reached my hand out towards Park Yoochan, who was sitting comfortably. He stared at my hand for a moment. Is he not going to take it? It's not dirty.



    



    Just as I was about to withdraw my hand in embarrassment, he belatedly grabbed it tightly. Park Yoochan laughed again.



    



    It's a miracle!



    



    Park Yoochan's fondness level changed to 'Likes'. Not just neutral, but he actually likes me now. It skyrocketed from 'Dislikes' to 'Likes'. No matter how much I think about it, I can't figure out the reason.



    



    All that happened was a misunderstanding being cleared up, there wasn't really a particular catalyst or reason for him to start liking me. Maybe he's just someone who starts liking others easily. That's good though. Thanks to him, I've passed two members, leaving only two remaining.



    



    The two who still dislike me.



    



    Baek Kanghyun might be a bit of a bug. He said he was indifferent, so I don't understand why the status is 'Dislikes'.



    



    After washing up, I came out of the bathroom. But Park Yoochan was waiting for me in the hallway. What is he doing here?



    



    "What are you doing here?"



    



    "I was waiting for you."



    



    "Why?"



    



    "Here, take this."



    



    A smoothly arcing aluminum can flew towards me. Trash? I instinctively caught it - it was heavy. An unopened, fully sealed beverage can.



    



    "Why are you giving this to me?"



    



    "A small gesture of gratitude for comforting me. I feel sorry, but also thankful, and this is the only thing I can give you right now."



    



    He's thanking me for comforting him? So this is a gift of thanks to me? I fiddled with the warm beverage can. It's too precious to drink.



    



    "Uh..... I'll enjoy it."



    



    "Let's go."



    



    Park Yoochan waited for me to walk alongside him before matching my pace. How long did he wait here for me to walk from the practice room?



    



    I grumbled inwardly for no reason. I felt awkward, embarrassed, sheepish, yet also a strange sense of gratification and achievement.



    



    I don't know how to act now. The director and teachers were people who were favorably disposed towards me from the start. This is the first time my relationship has changed with someone who disliked me, so I'm flustered.



    



    "Hyung."



    



    "Yeah?"



    



    "I feel awkward."



    



    "But you were speaking so well earlier?"



    



    "Was I?"



    



    "Yeah."



    



    "I was, huh....."



    



    I'm dying of awkwardness. Isn't this draining my stamina quickly? I checked discreetly, and while it had dropped a bit, the decrease wasn't noticeable. I was certain that one of the criteria for stamina depletion was my psychological state, but now I'm confused.



    



    "Actually, I feel a bit awkward too."



    



    "Of course, we weren't on good terms before."



    



    "We can get along better from now on, if you don't dislike me."



    



    Why would I dislike him? All he did was have a mental breakdown and lash out a bit.



    



    "I don't dislike you."



    



    "If I were you, I might have disliked me. Weren't you resentful?"



    



    "After hearing the explanation, I thought there was room for misunderstanding."



    



    Park Yoochan let out an empty laugh. The way he looked at me stirred some strange, indecipherable emotion within me. I couldn't fathom the meaning behind that look at all. He seemed complicated, what kind of thought provoked him to gaze at me like that?



    



    Park Yoochan's eyes rolled to the side. And when they returned to me, they were neatly composed once more.



    



    "Why didn't you try to clear up the misunderstanding?"



    



    "Would you have believed me if I spoke up? You thought about it alone first, sorted out your thoughts, and then asked me, right hyung? If I had tried to persuade you forcefully, the misunderstanding might have only deepened out of defiance."



    



    "I can't argue with that."



    



    "Right? To be honest, I'm still dazed, it feels like I stumbled into success by chance."



    



    Park Yoochan laughed cheerfully as he ruffled my hair vigorously. It's only been a few minutes since we made up, yet he's already being so physically friendly!



    



    "Isn't it too soon to act so casually? You said you felt sorry towards me, hyung?"



    



    "Do you want me to keep some distance? I'll do as you wish if you're uncomfortable."



    



    Park Yoochan withdrew his hand and moved slightly away. No, that's not what I meant by keeping distance. Since Park Yoochan seems mentally fragile, it would be better for me to keep him close and monitor him. With that thought, I quickly reached out and pulled his arm back towards me.



    



    "I can't help it. Since you're a sensitive person, hyung, I'll look after you. Be at ease."



    



    "Yeah. Thank you."



    



    His smile returned. It was a pleasant feeling. To think I could be close with one of the members - it was something I never dared imagine or hope for. I'll have to take good care of the mentally fragile Park Yoochan.



    



    Come to think of it, what is this person's talent? Should I use my Sneak a Peek skill when my stamina is high? It would be good to help him improve his strengths further.



    



    As we walked side-by-side back to the practice room, Baek Kanghyun looked at us like a scholar making a groundbreaking discovery. He glanced at me, then at Park Yoochan, before muttering to himself:



    



    "......He recovered quickly?"



    



    "Doesn't it usually take longer?"



    



    "About a day or two."



    



    This was an unexpected bombshell. If his mentality collapsed during active promotions, causing him to be completely out of it for a day or two, what would happen to the schedules? It could ruin his condition for performances. And if he had to go on variety shows and laugh and joke around, how would he manage that?



    



    "Kanghyun, how did you know?"



    



    "I can see it. My eyes aren't decorations, you know."



    



    "I thought no one would notice......"



    



    Baek Kanghyun clicked his tongue loudly before speaking.



    



    "Then you should have hidden it better."



    



    "It's okay now. I'll ask Haon to lend a hand."



    



    Park Yoochan pulled me to his side by the shoulder as he spoke. I stared up at him, perplexed. He's bringing me into this at this timing?



    



    "Right?"



    



    He asked me, as if seeking my agreement. Even though he had mentioned the 'lending a hand' would be from the members, not me...... I agreed for now.



    



    "Yeah, sure. Anytime you want."



    



    Baek Kanghyun's face contorted grotesquely. Then he turned his back to us, with a small grumble that sounded like "How cringeworthy." I agree, that's not quite what I meant......



    



    I would have accepted it even if a message like 
  
    Chapter 21
  
  
    "I can't dance well. I just discovered it by chance while trying different things."



    



    



    



    It was only possible because of the efforts of my previous life, but now I can only explain it this way. And if it weren't for the weekly mission, I wouldn't have needed to modify the original choreography. It was a kind of trick to get a higher grade.



    



    



    



    Putting some variation in the details instead of doing the exact same moves tends to result in a better grade. But if the changes are bad, it can drop drastically instead.



    



    



    



    "For group choreography, matching the angles perfectly would look better, but if you think of it as Jin Haon's solo dance, this version definitely suits you more. The relaxed vibe fits you well. It's just a pity your skills are lacking."



    



    



    



    Of course, that would be the case. I don't know who the choreographer is, but it's the choreography for a hit song. It was undoubtedly devised by skilled people putting their heads together. However, there is a difference between group and individual choreography, and the dance that suits me is different too.



    



    



    



    "They don't look that different, is it really so dissimilar?"



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan, who had been watching our exchange, asked this.



    



    



    



    Baek Kanghyun nodded and began explaining what was different and how the vibe changes. Despite his monotonous tone, his sparkling eyes revealed his excitement. I thought this guy was taciturn, but he's quite talkative when the subject is dancing.



    



    



    



    Initially listening intently, Park Yoochan soon scrunched his face and surrendered with "Okay, I get it!" Extracting so much explanation from a single short move is the realm of talent. I could bet the fingernails I trimmed days ago that just listening increased my dancing stat's experience points.



    



    



    



    "Why are you here?"



    



    



    



    Is today the day all the members gather? Seoho has appeared too. He was in his school uniform, carrying a bag. Did he come straight from school?



    



    



    



    Then the last member, the brat...... What was his name again? I checked the main mission once more. Ah, right, Jung Ilhan. Maybe Jung Ilhan will show up too?



    



    



    



    "Did your classes end early?"



    



    



    



    Seoho glared at Park Yoochan before curtly replying.



    



    



    



    "Today was the closing ceremony, so it ended quickly."



    



    



    



    "Ah, right. That's right."



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan sighed and scratched his head. He must be feeling vexed about how to resolve this. He got confused between me and Seoho - no, Ilhan. He probably knows Seoho better.



    



    



    



    "Why are you here?"



    



    



    



    Seoho looked straight at me and asked. I sensed Park Yoochan glancing at me too. It's better for me to just stay quiet.



    



    



    



    If I'm the one who got rid of his favorite hyung, and now his other favorite hyung isn't taking his side either, how heartbroken would this kid feel? Perhaps because he knows Seoho well, Park Yoochan fortunately remained composed.



    



    



    



    "Vocal training isn't until the afternoon, so I came to practice dancing in the morning. If you want to join, do it. We're currently practicing 'Whistle'."



    



    



    



    "Why are you suddenly practicing that song? Kanghyun hyung, does he want to do that one? Why are you all being so friendly?"



    



    



    



    Seoho asked while looking at Baek Kanghyun. It seems Baek Kanghyun holds the authority in this practice room. Even though Park Yoochan is the leader, he naturally asked Kanghyun instead.



    



    



    



    "Are you talking to me?"



    



    



    



    Baek Kanghyun's voice was low. Seoho flinched in surprise. Like a puppy that inadvertently sniffed a tiger's poop while digging around.



    



    



    



    This is a bit troublesome. With this atmosphere, it doesn't seem like we'll be able to practice properly. Hmm, should I slip away for now? It's a bit early, but I should go eat lunch and rest.



    



    



    



    "I'll be going then, so do whatever you want now."



    



    



    



    "I told you I'm the hyung!"



    



    



    



    "Alright, alright. Seoho hyung. Happy now? I'm leaving."



    



    



    



    "Where are you going!"



    



    



    



    He's trying to stop me again. He really needs to break this habit. I looked down at my arm that he had gripped tightly and tapped the back of my other hand against it. It seemed he had grabbed it unconsciously, as he looked surprised himself. The, he quickly let go of the hand that had seized me.



    



    



    



    "I'm just going to eat. I'm hungry."



    



    



    



    "......Do you always exit situations by making people misunderstand like that?"



    



    



    



    "Misunderstand what?"



    



    



    



    "It seems like you're trying to kick me out!"



    



    



    



    Wasn't I trying to get you to let me go? I didn't know that. Seoho's face was all twisted. He seemed frustrated, but also apologetic.



    



    



    



    He doesn't seem to know how to act himself. He's being really apologetic just for provoking one status abnormality. But I already accepted his apology.



    



    



    



    "Oh, then I should eat too."



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan chimed in that he would eat lunch as well. Then, after a moment's hesitation, he asked Baek Kanghyun.



    



    



    



    "Kanghyun, let's eat together."



    



    



    



    "......Me?"



    



    



    



    "Yeah. You too. Don't you want to?"



    



    



    



    Baek Kanghyun looked up at Park Yoochan with his signature inexpressive face. Unseen beads of sweat seemed to roll down Park Yoochan's grinning forehead. Baek Kanghyun's head minutely bobbed up and down as he silently observed.



    



    



    



    "Let's go."



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan's face brightened. He really struggles with this. But whenever he asks for something, he's surprisingly accommodating. How does he know his own members less than I do? Didn't the former leader act as an intermediary and pass this kind of information to them?



    



    



    



    "I'm coming too. To keep an eye on you trying to schmooze our hyungs!"



    



    



    



    Schmooze? I'm not some femme fatale, am I? Or maybe I am? Come to think of it, I have been schmoozing quite a bit. I got dance coaching from Baek Kanghyun, and cleared the misunderstanding with Park Yoochan to raise his fondness level. If Seoho finds out, he'll probably have a meltdown? It must be his berserk button, so I better keep my mouth shut.



    



    



    



    "I'll be eating alone, so don't worry about it."



    



    



    



    "What?"



    



    



    



    "Huh?"



    



    



    



    "Why!"



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan exclaimed in surprise, to which I let out a dumbfounded sound, and Seoho shouted loudly.



    



    



    



    "You're coming with us! I said I'd keep an eye on you! Where are you trying to run off to? Eat with us!"



    



    



    



    Seoho growled. He claims to dislike me, but he's really peculiar.



    



    



    



    "Alright, stop yelling."



    



    



    



    "What? Oh. Okay. As long as you understand."



    



    



    



    The four of us ended up going to the basement cafeteria together. It was 11:40 AM, a bit early, but it was quite crowded. When I chose Korean food, Seoho followed me to "keep an eye on me", and Park Yoochan trailed behind him. After some deliberation, Baek Kanghyun also ended up choosing Korean food.



    



    



    



    Eating together with the members.



    



    



    



    It was something I had wanted to experience in my previous life, but bizarrely, I'm doing it today.



    



    



    



    Up until we gathered together again, it was understandable. But we lacked any common topics of friendly conversation, and our relationships weren't that close either, resulting in an oddly silent mealtime. I was fine, but I wonder if the others felt uncomfortable.



    



    



    



    Seoho seemed determined to play his role as watchdog, aggressively shoveling food into his mouth while glaring at me. He looked quite exhausted. So I deliberately ate slowly and leisurely on purpose. Keep getting more tired. The more you fuss and squirm when provoked, the cuter you seem.



    



    



    



    "Seoho."



    



    



    



    "What?"



    



    



    



    "Jinsu lives in unit 1201, right?"



    



    



    



    "Yeah. Why?"



    



    



    



    That's my dorm room. Why has he been asking about my room since earlier?



    



    



    



    "No reason. I just need to confirm something."



    



    



    



    He ended the conversation despite my curiosity. When Seoho showed interest by asking "What is it?", he brushed it off as "I was just suddenly curious." For a moment, Seoho seemed disappointed, but when our eyes met again, he resumed diligently watching me. A busy little guy.



    



    



    



    Regardless, I focused solely on my plate. And the result was unbelievable. It's strange. I really did eat slowly and leisurely, so why did I finish my meal at the same time as Seoho? Didn't he scarf it down frantically? Park Yoochan had only eaten half his portion. Hiding my bafflement, I set down my spoon.



    



    



    



    "You're already done?"



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan asked, looking at my empty plate with apparent surprise.



    



    



    



    "Yes. I ate a bit slower today......"



    



    



    



    "You call that eating slowly? Are you a human vacuum? Did you swallow a beggar?"



    



    



    



    Seoho seized the opportunity to interject. I gazed at his sparkling clean plate. My intention was to let him know his earlier comment was like spitting in my face. Look at your spotless plate.



    



    



    



    It seems his small mind is equipped with at least some perception, as he seemed to catch my implication.



    



    



    



    "What! I just ate quickly, while you ate slowly!"



    



    



    



    "Are you a kid? Nitpicking over something like this?"



    



    



    



    "I'm a year older than you, you know? If I'm a kid, then you're a toddler!"



    



    



    



    "I'm saying your nitpicking is childish. Study a bit if your comprehension is lacking."



    



    



    



    "Geez, you really. I'm the hyung here!"



    



    



    



    "You keep saying that whenever you're out of comebacks. Hyung hyung. Seoho hyung. Seoho hyung~ Are you satisfied now?"



    



    



    



    "So annoying!"



    



    



    



    He reacted exactly as i expected when provoked, his every reaction rich and delicious. It's entertaining that he immediately loses any battle of wits due to his lack of brains. And it's comfortable for me not having to think up clever words to tease with. Mocking him is fun. I stood up, chuckling merrily.



    



    



    



    "Where are you going again!"



    



    



    



    "I finished eating, so I'm going to sleep. Are you going to watch me sleep too? Or do you want to sleep with me? Are you scared of sleeping alone? Seoho hyung~ Shall I tuck you in?"



    



    



    



    "Get lost!"



    



    



    



    Even if he tells me not to go, I plan to leave. This is a good stopping point. As fun as it is to tease him, it's a waste of time.



    



    



    



    "Enjoy your meals, hyungs. I'll go ahead."



    



    



    



    "Oh, mmm."



    



    



    



    The only response came from Park Yoochan. Seoho grumbled about why he should respond. Upon hearing this, Park Yoochan solemnly suggested to Seoho that they talk after finishing their meal. I just hope he doesn't provoke any rashes.



    



    



    



    Well, he probably has a good grasp of Seoho's personality, so he'll handle it. Park Yoochan seems logical and capable of thinking, so I'll trust him.



    



    



    



    On my way back after clearing my tray, I ran into the vocal coach. Beaming brightly, I greeted him and waved, saying I'd see him a little later. I should hurry back to my nest, take a nap, and prepare to work hard in the afternoon training session!



    



    



    



    I wonder how many times the vocal room will be free today.



    



    



    



    As I was thinking this, the elevator stopped on the 2nd floor, and the doors opened. There stood the brat.



    



    



    



    All the members assembled.



    



    



    



    
      A passing thought had actually materialized.
    

  

  
    Chapter 22
  
  
    

    
















Come to think of it, I saw this brat's name earlier but forgot it again. Let me check one more time. Okay. Jung Ilhan.











"Hello."











At my voice, his downward gaze met my face. Only then did he seem to recognize me, giving a small nod in return greeting. Good that he didn't forget me.











"......Hello."











Jung Ilhan hesitated briefly before stepping into the elevator. A gloomy air wafted off him. Did something unpleasant happen? Hopefully, he's not mentally fragile like the others.











How is it that not a single member seems normal? Out of four members, you'd expect at least one bright and hopeful person by nature. For an idol group, they're all carrying their own baggage. This company really has a knack for gathering problematic trainees.











Would it have been different if Joon Jaehyuk was still here? Did it become like this after he left? Since I don't know the atmosphere before I arrived, I decided not to jump to conclusions.











Come to think of it, the name that had been etched in my mind rolled off my tongue quite naturally, to the point where even I, who can't remember names well, had memorized it. It feels almost like a premonition.











With a ding, we arrived on the 3rd floor. Noticing the floor number, Jung Ilhan seemed flustered. His demeanor implied he was scanning the area. Then, realizing I was staring at him intently, he quickly averted his rolling eyes. A small voice mumbled:











"......Weren’t you getting off?"











The majesty of neutral fondness. It was a pure question out of curiosity. His voice was so low it sounded gruff, but looking at his eyes, I could tell he didn't dislike me. He was just uncomfortable.











"I was going to, but I got curious."











"About what?"











"Where you were headed. Can I tag along?"











Silence ensued. The elevator doors closed again without moving. For some reason, Jung Ilhan didn't press any buttons, as if he wasn't actually going anywhere. By chance, no one else was waiting for the elevator, so it remained stopped.











"I was going to go up to the rooftop......"











What's on the rooftop again? There's a cafeteria and it has a park-like artificial landscaping, I heard. I haven't been there yet, but it's where the vocal coach goes during breaks.











Was he also heading up there for some fresh air?











"......I was just going home."











"Huh? Why?"











Why did his destination suddenly change? Was he put off by me tagging along? That's possible. We are on very awkward terms. It does seem right for me to step aside......











But his brooding, sullen demeanor concerned me. If he wasn't a member of the debut team, I could have easily dismissed it.











"......I left something behind."











A lie, but since I seemed to have made him uncomfortable, I decided to pretend I didn't notice.











"Ahh. So you're going back and then returning?"











"......Yes. I guess I should."











His voice trailed off into a questioning lilt. Is he asking me?











Suddenly, the elevator started moving again. Someone must have called it. The destination was the 5th floor. There stood the CEO and the director. The director greeted us kindly. I was about to return his greeting when I noticed Jung Ilhan's arm trembling violently at the edge of my vision.











"Hello, Haon."











The gentle voice belonged to the CEO. Although I was concerned about Jung Ilhan, I greeted the CEO first, then properly greeted the director as well.











"Were you coming to see me?"











Come to think of it, I heard the 5th floor only has the CEO's office and a VIP lounge. It's unusual for the CEO's office not to be on the top floor, so it stuck in my memory. I had wondered if he preferred being in the middle rather than the top.











"Ah, no. I didn't press the button because I was talking with my friend."











Jung Ilhan bent his arm, grabbing his elbow with his other hand and pressing himself flat against the wall. Why does he look so uneasy? It's not like the CEO and director will eat him, so why is he acting like they're scary? Or is it me he's scared of?











"It seems you two have become friends."











The CEO's question made me turn my attention to him. Since I had no real response to whether we'd become friends, I just smiled.











They must be getting reports about the poor relations between me and the members. Wait, am I missing something important here? A sudden thought pierced my mind.











Now that I think about it, the main mission involving fondness levels that abruptly appeared was quite meaningful. Until now, I hadn't given it much thought, but there is a fundamental factor - relationships.











My previous agency lacked funds, and I was irreplaceable. So, despite me disliking the members and our poor relations, they stuck with me.











But this place is fundamentally different from my previous agency. There's no reason for them to debut a group formed by forcibly binding together members with bad relations, even before their debut. Rumors of infighting are the worst for idols. I had overlooked this reality due to my past experience.











This was the source of the unease I felt last time.......











Since I'm still young, the company wouldn't lose anything by debuting me alongside others. And 4 or 5 years later, they'll put me in as a member of the third debut group......











Even after 5 years, I'll only be 23. It'll be January soon, so adding a year makes me 24 at most. It's a bit late for an idol, but still a viable debut age.











If the main mission is meant to be resolved over time, I can't just leave it alone. If my debut fails with this group, I'll be left with one of two paths.











Either transfer agencies and join a new debut team, or stay here as a permanent trainee licking their boots until they debut me.











But then, what happens to the main mission? The members' names are already firmly etched in my mind. Would it be considered a failure? Or would I never be able to complete it?











Regardless of the outcome, I don't want to find out by experiencing that situation firsthand. Improving relations is a must.











But how? I don't even understand why Park Yoochan's fondness level changed to 'Likes'.











"Have you two eaten?"











The CEO asked as he boarded the elevator. I had eaten, but Jung Ilhan likely hadn't. However, my answer was predetermined.











"Yes, we've both eaten."











What if he invites us to eat together? I then naturally pressed the button for the 1st floor. Since the destination changed from the rooftop to our homes, the 1st floor makes sense. The director pressed the button for B4.











As soon as we arrived on the 1st floor, I pulled Jung Ilhan out with me. After lightly bowing to the two superiors, I sent the elevator on its way.











"Phew."











Although it was just a sigh, it was the first audible sound Jung Ilhan made after meeting the CEO and director. What should I do with him? Should I just say goodbye and part ways? Staying neutral means I don't need to put in effort, and the urgent priorities are the two who dislike me. I can't see a solution for Seoho, but Kanghyun... No, I'm also at a loss for Kanghyun.











While my mind wandered briefly, Jung Ilhan moved further away. After pondering his large retreating back for a moment, I promptly called the elevator. The mission comes first. Before that, recovering my stamina is the priority, and I also need to raise my stats.











Above all, that person seems ready to quit.











The time spent with the vocal coach is usually enjoyable, but not today. I couldn't stop thinking about Jung Ilhan, whom I had simply let go of earlier. Am I normally this meddlesome?











Trying to find mental peace, I checked the experience points I gained today. Before I knew it, I was back at the dorms. The female student from this morning immediately came running over as soon as she saw me. Her friend was nowhere in sight, she was alone.











"Kyaa! You're here!"











Should I greet her? After a brief hesitation, I nodded my head in greeting.











"Hello......"











"Why are you alone? Oh, and it feels a bit weird to keep calling you 'you', could you tell me your name? You're so adorably shy! Do you know you're really prettily made? You must realize it yourself. That's probably why you became a trainee. Aww, just stay this pretty as you grow up, okay? Absolutely no ruining that looks. Got it? But are you in the first or second string right now? Oh, right! Do you know where Jaehyuk oppa went? I haven't seen him around lately."











Her stream of questions and musings left me confused. It didn't seem like she was really expecting me to answer either way. As I tried to hurry away, the female student kept following me and talking. It felt like standing in the middle of an aviary, surrounded by the chirping of birds all shrieking at once.











"You didn't know I was the only loyal one waiting for you, did you? The other girls all went to the parking lot entrance. It's getting close to when the van returns. The oppas sometimes greet us by opening their windows when they're in a good mood. Other than that, we only wait at the entrance when they're leaving or returning, but I stayed here just in case you came walking. I'm not joking around! Right?"











"......Yeah."











"Ah! Here they come. Are you going straight inside? I'm sad to see you go, can't you talk to me a bit more? No, you probably can't. I don't mean to make things difficult, I'm just disappointed I can't see your face more. I hope you debut soon. Seeing you in glimpses morning and night is such a tease. I'm totally infatuated with you, you know. I usually like handsome guys, but you're seriously heaven-sent and perfect for my taste! Hurry up and debut! You know trainees don't get allowances. You need to debut so I can give you an allowance too!"











"Th-Thank you."











"Kyaakya! He's thanking me!"











The female student cupped her flushed cheeks and bounced up and down excitedly. Taking that opportunity, I swiftly bowed my head and entered the apartment building. The glass doors opened and closed. When I turned back, the female student was vigorously waving at me.











This female student is the sasaeng fan the director warned me about. But everything she just said was simply expressing how much she likes me. It's unfamiliar since it's my first experience like this. Still, she doesn't seem like a bad person, I'm just not sure how to respond. I should ask about it later.











Lost in these thoughts, I boarded the elevator heading up to the dorms. As the doors opened, I saw the same faces from yesterday. Naturally, Gomchi(moray eel-face) and Gomdori(teddy bear body) were there too. The rest were those vaguely familiar bean sprouts, nodding at me one by one. If I board, won't we exceed the capacity?
























  

  
    Chapter 23
  
  
    I was about to get off, but subtly boarded the elevator anyway. The elevator remained quiet as the doors closed, silently carrying us up. In that stillness, Gomchi started taunting me.



    



    



    



    "Got beaten up yesterday, huh? Scared enough to sneak around avoiding us?"



    



    



    



    While this morning I didn't want to wait for your lazy selves, it's true that I came alone now to avoid meeting you. I felt I needed to preserve my stamina on the way to the dorms in case of an emergency situation. Since it counts as avoiding, I agreed with him.



    



    



    



    "Yes."



    



    



    



    He should have left me alone then. But Gomchi was a persistent one.



    



    



    



    "Such a total coward, huh?"



    



    



    



    Simultaneously, Gomchi kicked the backs of my thighs with his knees from behind. My legs bent sharply, losing balance. Why do these guys always act the same way?



    



    



    



    As an experienced person, I know there's a great handhold in situations like this. The attacker is bound to be right behind me. I raised my arm and firmly gripped Gomchi's head.



    



    



    



    "Ah, thank you."



    



    



    



    I thanked him for providing the handhold. Gomchi's face flushed a blotchy red.



    



    



    



    "Y-Y-You brat! I won't let this slide!"



    



    



    



    Gomchi, whose head was gripped by me, roared furiously. Even if he accompanied it with blatant theatrics, he likely didn't realize my intentions were sincere, since I had even thanked him politely. And he was the one who initiated this in the first place.



    



    



    



    If he hadn't targeted the backs of my thighs, I wouldn't have had to grab his head. The hand I removed was a bit sticky, as if he hadn't properly washed. The perspiration of others is unpleasant, so I frowned and wiped my hand on his shirt, returning it to the owner.



    



    



    



    "You little bastard, I won't go easy on you today."



    



    



    



    Gomchi snarled as he forcibly grabbed the arm I had used to wipe his shirt. Gomdori was trying to hold me back, not Gomchi.



    



    



    



    Useless advice like "You shouldn't do that," "Why do you keep doing this," "Just apologize," "Jinsu is scary," went in one ear and out the other, so none of it remained in my head.



    



    



    



    As soon as the elevator doors opened, I was dragged away. My arm hurt. My stamina was draining again. I was almost wishing I could return to the basement room I used to live in. I want to go back. You guys don't know how much experience I'm losing by not conserving stamina. Can't you see it stacking up?



    



    



    



    And yet, there is an unavoidable reason for me to return to the dorms. On top of the poor relations with the members, if word spreads that I'm also on bad terms with the dorm mates, I'll become the odd one out. It would paint me as someone with a bad personality who gets kicked out everywhere.



    



    



    



    At least with the members, there is some room for understanding, since the higher-ups know they dislike me due to a misunderstanding. But what about these guys?



    



    



    



    How far the company has grasped the Joon Jaehyuk faction, I have no way of knowing. Even if they are aware, it couldn't influence my actions. Even if I went and snitched, nothing would change.



    



    



    



    "Ugh."



    



    



    



    That Gomchi guy threw me down. He's quite strong too. My elbow collided with the floor, sending a jolt of pain through me. Seeing me in pain, he grinned wickedly. What a sicko.



    



    



    



    "Why's a weakling like you acting so tough?"



    



    



    



    "What did I..."



    



    



    



    Ah, my internal thought slipped out. As I braced myself with my arms to get up, he pushed me back down. Gomchi, straddling me, curved his lips into a twisted smirk. His demeanor of having won something with just this was laughable.



    



    



    



    "If you don't want a worse beating, then quit being a trainee and get out."



    



    



    



    His thick hand patted my cheek tauntingly. It's just an empty threat I've heard countless times before. Does he think he can take my place if I leave?



    



    



    



    "Kim Jinsu. What are you doing right now?"



    



    



    



    Then, a chillingly low voice laced with restrained fury emerged from the shadows. It was Park Yoochan's voice. I didn't know he could speak so sternly.



    



    



    



    Gomchi, who had been grabbing my collar, looked up in surprise upon hearing the voice's owner. Confirming it was Park Yoochan, he grinned mischievously. Seems he's close with Park Yoochan.



    



    



    



    "Ah, it was you, hyung."



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan strode over and gripped Gomchi's shoulder as he straddled me. He must have held it tightly, as Gomchi let out an unpleasant nasal whine, "Ugh! Hey, why are you doing this?"  Disgusting.



    



    



    



    "Get up."



    



    



    



    However, Park Yoochan's face was stiffly resolute. After sizing up the situation, Gomchi reluctantly stood up. Park Yoochan extended his hand towards me, who was glaring defiantly.



    



    



    



    It's probably better to take his hand here. As I stood up, Gomchi took a step back. The dumbfounded "Huh? Huuhh?" he let out showed he didn't understand what was happening. Seeing him retreat at just Park Yoochan's word, he must not have been that big of a deal after all. A head fox of an empty lair without the tiger present, it seems.



    



    



    



    "Haon, are you okay?"



    



    



    



    Ignoring Gomchi, Park Yoochan checked on me instead. His gentle voice inquired if I was hurt anywhere. Is this the effect of his fondness level being 'Likes'? It's a refreshing change.



    



    



    



    "Why are you here, hyung?"



    



    



    



    "Is it important why I'm here?"



    



    



    



    Then what is important? Ah, he did ask if I was okay. I must have missed answering his question, which is why he said that.



    



    



    



    "Ah, yes. I'm fine."



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan sighed as he cupped my face. Then he fixed Gomchi with a piercing gaze, far sharper than the one he had given me. A look so keen it could slice right through him.



    



    



    



    Gomchi also seems to have realized the situation is strange. His previously flushed complexion had drained ghostly pale.



    



    



    



    "Yoo-Yoochan hyung? Why are you acting like this, hyung? Why towards that brat......"



    



    



    



    "How could you be so violent towards a kid, huh. No matter how much you followed Jaehyuk, you can't cross the line. I'll report today's incident to the director."



    



    



    



    "Wait, hyung! You disliked that brat too, didn't you? I admit, I lost my senses. I'll apologize for that. But you felt the same way as me, didn't you? Just turn a blind eye this one time, please?"



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan's blunt words marked the end, as he fully turned his back on Gomchi to address me.



    



    



    



    "Haon, pack your things. You're moving dorms. You'll be sharing a room with me, so let's go."



    



    



    



    "But the director told me to live here."



    



    



    



    "I spoke with him. I came to take you away."



    



    



    



    "Ahh, I see."



    



    



    



    If the conversation is over, I suppose it doesn't matter. Despite the bean sprouts gathered in droves, the dorms were quiet. The soft whirring of the kitchen fridge was distinctly audible, meaning the discussion had concluded.



    



    



    



    "Hey, hey. Yoochan hyung!"



    



    



    



    Gomchi was calling out to Park Yoochan pleadingly from behind. Ignoring the voice, I entered the room. Since I hadn't really unpacked, there was nothing to pack up. I just needed to grab the clothes I had put in the laundry basket this morning......



    



    



    



    Carrying my stuffed bag, I headed to the utility room. The bean sprouts shrank back, clearing a path for me.



    



    



    



    As I rummaged through the laundry, an unpleasant smell wafted out. If it were just my clothes, I would have abandoned them, but since Yooyeon had bought them, I begrudgingly took them with me.



    



    



    



    Now, Gomchi was practically begging, clinging to Park Yoochan's legs.



    



    



    



    "Jinsu, what are you trying to do?"



    



    



    



    To Gomchi pleading with his arms wrapped around his thighs, Park Yoochan spoke with a troubled expression, his tone surprisingly tender. It seems his anger had cooled somewhat.



    



    



    



    Honestly, I don't understand why Park Yoochan got so angry. It's not like he was the one wronged, so why make such a fuss over me just being shoved around once?



    



    



    



    Since it's a situation where I don't stand to lose anything, I decided to keep quiet. Anyway, with Park Yoochan's favorable fondness level, sharing a room with him means I won't need to worry about recovering my stamina.



    



    



    



    "I was wrong, hyung. I really messed up......"



    



    



    



    Gomchi was outright sobbing now. He knelt down, placing both hands on the floor as tears streamed down.



    



    



    



    "It's not Haon's fault. Haon didn't chase Jaehyuk away. He just happened to be cast and auditioned by chance. I know the timing made it seem like a misunderstanding for us, and I misunderstood Haon too because of that."



    



    



    



    "Then why was Jaehyuk hyung kicked out? It must be because they wanted to bring him in, since their main vocal position overlapped!"



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan let out a long sigh before speaking.



    



    



    



    "Could Jaehyuk not sing? Did his visuals fall short? Was there something lacking?"



    



    



    



    "No!"



    



    



    



    "Then why would the CEO kick out the complete Jaehyuk and bring in Haon instead? He must have known we, the debut team members, wouldn't be able to accept it."



    



    



    



    "That's...... that's......"



    



    



    



    Gomchi fell silent, unable to provide an answer. No matter what reasoning he tried to attach, he seemed unable to find a valid justification for replacing Joon Jaehyuk with me. There's no requirement for the members to be exactly five.



    



    



    



    "I don't know the reason either. But I can only think that Jaehyuk must have been the source of the problem. Moreover, Haon was originally cast as a visual member, not a main vocal. If Jaehyuk hadn't done anything wrong, he would have become the sixth member."



    



    



    



    "There's no way hyung did anything wrong. That's the kind of person he is......"



    



    



    



    Isn't this almost cult-like devotion at this point? The faceless Joon Jaehyuk's nickname will be the Cult Leader from now on. I should remember that, in case I forget his name later.



    



    



    



    "I lost my senses too, and thought the same as you. But Haon didn't even complain. He said he understands. That it's understandable we would misunderstand given the situation. Could you say the same?"



    



    



    



    "......"



    



    



    



    "I don't think I could. He's only eighteen years old. I can't even begin to imagine what frame of mind allowed him to say such words. That's how sorry I feel towards Haon, and how much I realized he's a genuinely good kid. So I don't think I can stay quiet about today's incident."



    



    



    



    What frame of mind? I just spoke the plain truth. At this point, I realized Park Yoochan seems to have gravely misunderstood something. Was that the meaning behind that complex gaze from earlier? Could that misunderstanding be why his fondness rose? It dropped due to a misunderstanding, then rose again due to another misunderstanding.



    



    



    



    Gomchi collapsed like a deflated balloon. Park Yoochan pulled me into a one-armed embrace around my shoulders.



    



    



    



    "Let's go. Our dorm is in the next building over."



    



    



    



    Though I felt ambivalent, my stamina is precious, so I complied obediently. Goodbye, bean sprouts. Goodbye, Gomchi and Gomdori.



    



    



    



    "Only Seoho is at the dorms right now. Don't worry, leave it to me."



    



    



    



    "Yeah, I'm not worried."



    



    



    



    
      Park Yoochan smiled approvingly, praising me for being understanding.
    

  

  
    Chapter 24
  
  
    "If it's the next building over, why are we going underground?"



    



    "To avoid the sasaeng fans at the entrance."



    



    "Ah! That's right, hyung."



    



    "Yeah?"



    



    I told him about the female student I had encountered this morning and evening, explaining that I didn't know how to respond to her.



    



    "They say not to associate with sasaeng fans after debuting, but there aren't really set rules for trainees yet. They'll take action if any cross the line again, but the ones gathered now at least seem to respect the minimum boundaries."



    



    "Minimum boundaries?"



    



    Like not throwing trash at me?



    



    "Yeah. The ones who try to follow you inside or touch you. Apparently there was an incident before where they legally dealt with it. After that, I don't know why they regathered, but it became a gray area for filing charges again. They just huddle in groups by the shared entrance."



    



    "I see."



    



    So the 'boundaries' were different from what I imagined. I recalled her just waving at me from outside the glass doors, despite being able to follow me in. That was respecting the boundaries.



    



    "Anyway, it's best to avoid associating with sasaeng fans as much as possible. If you engage in conversation, they might remember you. Then if you accidentally act familiar, even just once, they could perceive it as you being close with that fan. Nothing good can come of it."



    



    "I understand."



    



    Now I know how to respond. This guy is quite helpful.



    



    "Originally you were supposed to share the dorms with us, but you ended up just having a distressing experience for no reason. Haon, there are so many things I feel sorry about towards you."



    



    "It wasn't that distressing."



    



    "You're doing it again......"



    



    Doing what again? Park Yoochan's brow furrowed. He had a rather pained expression, as if deep in thought. With a wistful smile, he spoke.



    



    "Pretending you're okay? Both me and Seoho hurt you, didn't we."



    



    I'm not pretending, I really am okay. Kids as immature as Gomchi often lack patience. If I had ignored him for a few days, he would have just come and gone to sleep, leaving me alone. This world is certainly being quite generous to me.



    



    "You need to have expectations in order to feel distress or disappointment. If there were none to begin with, there's nothing to be hurt by."



    



    Park Yoochan closed his mouth. Did I speak too seriously? I curved my lips and eyes into an exaggerated smile, then nudged him playfully with my elbow.



    



    "Why are you being so serious? Oh, no, that's just how those dorm guys are."



    



    I almost said Gomchi's name. I covered that up quickly, so he probably didn't notice, right?



    



    "To you, I must have been just another person too."



    



    "Of course. What kind of special relationship could there have been from the very start? Everything changes gradually."



    



    "But you're already a special person to me."



    



    "To you, hyung?"



    



    "Yes. You're our maknae, after all."



    



    Is this the majesty of the 'Likes' fondness level? It seems he really is the type to warm up to people easily. If I categorized Park Yoochan's interpersonal relationships by fondness levels, most would probably be 'Likes' and 'Strongly Likes'.



    



    "Then I'll say you're a special person to me too, hyung."



    



    "Just like that, so easily?"



    



    "How heavily do you weigh things, hyung?"



    



    Park Yoochan laughed out loud. He said he'll work hard to earn my trust. But he doesn't need to work hard. Just by regarding me warmly like this is enough. This is what I wanted – a friend.



    



    When we entered the debut team dorms, Seoho was sitting on the living room sofa. As soon as our eyes met, he sprang up, his mouth opening and closing. It seemed he had something he desperately wanted to blurt out, but was struggling to swallow it down, looking agonized.



    



    "......Why. Why did you bring him? Yoochan hyung, I told you I'm not ready yet!"



    



    The words he had been holding back burst forth, igniting a fiery outburst in an instant. Despite his efforts not to hate me, it appears he had been engaged in an intense struggle with himself. But the Cult Leader prevailed.



    



    "I don't understand why Seoho doesn't believe me. I explained the same thing to Jinsu earlier."



    



    It's because he's a dim-witted fanatic. Does that mean Gomchi's head is better than his? Gomchi....... was unexpectedly smarter, it seems.



    



    "He probably doesn't want to believe it, meaning he cared that much."



    



    "Yoochan hyung!"



    



    "Seoho, I told you to stop taking it out on Haon, didn't I? Haon, come over here."



    



    "Where are you trying to take him? To your room? That was Jaehyuk hyung's room! I still object!"



    



    Seoho protested vehemently, his voice rising sharply.



    



    "We all ended up living together thanks to Jaehyuk hyung, right? The hyung persuaded the director that the debut team needs to be close-knit, so he gathered us all in one dorm! But now you're letting the guy who chased Jaehyuk hyung away use his bed? That makes no sense! I can't agree to that!"



    



    When Seoho tried to grab my arm out of his unbroken habit, Park Yoochan firmly stepped between us, his face stern.



    



    "I carefully explained that Haon misunderstood, but why do you keep acting like this? And do you know why Jaehyuk isn't answering our calls? It means he's cut ties with us too, he's not coming back."



    



    "......Hyung is just angry at the company right now! Of course he'd be upset after being unfairly fired! But if we give his spot to someone else, hyung will be hurt when he comes back...... We're supposed to wait for hyung......"



    



    His loud voice gradually trailed off into a choked whisper. So that was the issue. He's still a fanatic waiting for the Cult Leader's resurrection. I could see just how frightening a false cult leader can be – this blind, unshakable devotion impervious to reason and common sense.



    



    They say once you fall into a cult like that, you can never escape. Park Yoochan suddenly seemed admirable. He had fallen deep but managed to crawl out by his own strength. What about Gomchi then? No, that might be overstepping for me.



    



    For Gomchi, was Park Yoochan more like a proxy leader? That's why he kept meekly obeying – understanding the proxy leader's words held more credibility. Since the two of them were originally close friends.



    



    In contrast, for Seoho, all the members were equal, with Joon Jaehyuk alone towering as the sole Cult Leader. That's why Park Yoochan's persuasion doesn't work on him. There's no solution here. What a headache.



    



    For now, I'll just do as he asks of me. If I convey that I have no intention of attacking his Cult Leader, he might shift to neutral.



    



    "Then I'll just sleep in the living room. I can't return to my original dorm anyway."



    



    It was something I got permission for from the director. If I go back there, wouldn't it be rebelling against the notion of 'I don't want to live with the members'? It would be advocating for our poor relations. I need to show that I'm making an effort, so I absolutely can't do that.



    



    "No way. You need to sleep comfortably."



    



    "This sofa looks fine though."



    



    "Then just go back to the dorm you used before!"



    



    "He can't do that."



    



    Park Yoochan responded firmly. Seoho, feeling betrayed by his hyung, let out strange grunting sounds like "Ugh, ugh!"



    



    "I saw Kim Jinsu manhandling Haon, how can I send him back there?"



    



    Seoho's mouth fell open wide. He froze like he had been electrocuted, then seemed quite startled as he haltingly continued speaking, his large eyes rapidly blinking.



    



    "......W-Wait a minute. What? What did you say?"



    



    Park Yoochan explained to Seoho what he had witnessed – Jinsu throwing me down and straddling me to hit me. Processing it slowly, the puppy stared blankly before jolting back to his senses.



    



    "Jinsu hyung did what? Is he crazy? Or why would he do that to a lightweight like you? Hey! Are you hurt anywhere? Let me check."



    



    Why is he reacting like this? Park Yoochan and I exchanged bewildered looks at Seoho. Not noticing our stares, Seoho fumbled as he patted down my arms, waist, and elsewhere.



    



    "Are you hurt? Are you hurt anywhere? Did you get bruised? Why didn't you say anything? Is your mouth injured?"



    



    "......No, it's just your behavior that's baffling."



    



    "What did I do!"



    



    "You're worried about me right now."



    



    "Of course I'm worried! Jinsu hyung is huge! Someone like you would be a single mouthful for him."



    



    He's not understanding. Park Yoochan let out a stifled "Pfft" of laughter. It seems Seoho didn't hear that sound. As the considerate one, I should explain.



    



    "You dislike me the most here, so it's funny that you're worried about me."



    



    "I do dislike you, but that's separate from this! Especially against a scrawny kid......"



    



    "I'm not scrawny. My stamina is just a bit different."



    



    "That's what being scrawny means! Hey, if anyone tries to do anything to you again, call me!"



    



    Seoho, who had been rapidly spewing words, suddenly closed his mouth. Then he cleared his throat with exaggerated "Ahem, ahem, ahem" sounds before speaking.



    



    "B-But I still dislike you, so don't misunderstand?"



    



    I wonder why he's acting like this.



    



    "I won't misunderstand, and I'll handle it myself, so don't worry about it."



    



    No matter how many times I say it, it's not a health issue but rather a status abnormality. Since there's no way for me to explain it, the misunderstanding can't be cleared up either. Seoho snorted derisively before shooting a look at Park Yoochan.



    



    "Yoochan hyung. You'll tell the director, right?"



    



    "Yeah. Of course I'll tell him."



    



    "Tell him right away tomorrow. So he doesn't do it again."



    



    "Yeah. I will."



    



    I interjected between the two of them.



    



    "By the way, Seoho."



    



    "What."



    



    "How long are you going to keep fumbling around?"



    



    "Take off your clothes. I can't tell by just touching, I need to see properly."



    



    "......Are you insane?"



    



    What a creepy guy. With my face scrunched in clear discomfort, I openly expressed my disgust. Yet this rabid puppy kept trying to lift my clothes to check for injuries. We're not that close, are we?



    



    "I need to see where you got hurt!"



    



    "I'm not hurt anywhere. Back off. It's gross."



    



    "You think I want to? I find it gross too!"



    



    "Then back off!"



    



    Unable to take it anymore, I ended up raising my voice. Suddenly, Seoho's eyes lit up, his face brimming with glee as if he had found my weakness. Oh, what now? This guy is really tiring me out.



    



    But strangely, my stamina drain rate didn't change at all. It was similar to when I'm at home. Am I the pervert? Why is it so stable? Doesn't it reflect my psychological state? This stamina system really makes no sense sometimes.



    



    "You're weak against this kind of thing? Does it tickle?"



    



    With a sly grin, Seoho finally began wiggling all ten of his fingers erratically. This guy has really lost it!



    



    "Hey, hah, stop, it tickles! Ahaha!"



    



    I have no immunity against this kind of thing. Help me, Park Yoochan! If you help me, I'll acknowledge you as my hyung! As I reached my hand out towards Park Yoochan, a saving hand was extended.



    



    "You must have been very startled because of Jinsu, so stop playing around now."



    



    "Huh? You're right. Hey, are you okay? Sorry about that. You looked perfectly fine, so I felt relieved."



    



    The lingering effects of the tickle attack still made my body tremble uncontrollably. Seoho, you're like a cultist to be wary of.



    



    
      "It’s not okay!"
    

  

  
    Chapter 25
  
  
    I stood up, holding Park Yoochan's hand, the one who had rescued me. As repayment for saving me, I should diligently address him as "hyung". I wonder when Seoho will be treated by me as a hyung too.



    



    



    



    "Let's go to the room. I didn't bring you here to sleep in the living room. Seoho, you realize you're being unreasonable right now, don't you? Accept it quickly."



    



    



    



    "......I can't. I really can't give up on Jaehyuk hyung."



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan pulled me along. Before we had even taken a few steps, I glanced back at Seoho out of concern. His dejected face resembled a large dog who had just had its treat snatched away. His slumped shoulders seemed to reach all the way to the floor.



    



    



    



    I waved to catch his attention, and when he looked at me, I gave him a bright smile before sticking out my tongue playfully. Then, I quickly turned my head away.



    



    



    



    "You're really annoying!"



    



    



    



    He took the childish bait perfectly. I could hear Seoho's stomping footsteps as he grumbled loudly. A short while later, a loud bang! indicated he had forcefully slammed a door.



    



    



    



    That's the perfect level of tension for him. While I chuckled behind his back, Park Yoochan let out a deflated laugh.



    



    



    



    "Surprisingly, you and Seoho seem to get along well."



    



    



    



    "We seem close?"



    



    



    



    Caught off guard by this unexpected assessment, I reflected on my own behavior. Come to think of it, at some point I had started treating Seoho quite casually. Ever since receiving his apology, his constant fussing hasn't caused any fluctuations in my stamina either.



    



    



    



    "Yeah. It's quite different from what I expected."



    



    



    



    "I do find Seoho rather cute. Both his face and personality are adorably innocent, you know."



    



    



    



    "......If you say that, Seoho might have a fit."



    



    



    



    "But he seemed to like it when I told him."



    



    



    



    I shrugged at the bewildered Park Yoochan, then set my bag down beside the bed. When I picked up the unpleasant laundry that had been bothering me, he reached out and took it from me.



    



    



    



    "Why?"



    



    



    



    "I'll take care of it."



    



    



    



    "Ah, thank you."



    



    



    



    Park Yoochan left the room, carrying both his laundry and mine together. In the meantime, I gathered a change of clothes. When I went to the living room, Park Yoochan, who had left the laundry in the utility room, was knocking on a door.



    



    



    



    "What!"



    



    



    



    Seoho's clearly irritated voice could be heard. Park Yoochan peeked inside.



    



    



    



    "It seems Ilhan won't be back today either. What about Kanghyun?"



    



    



    



    "You'd know if you looked, right? He's probably still in the practice room."



    



    



    



    So the three of them share this space. Come to think of it, this was a two-room unit. Gomchi's group was so lively that their place seemed smaller, but objectively, this unit had a much smaller square footage. As I watched Park Yoochan enter Seoho's room, I opened the bathroom door.



    



    



    



    After showering, I immediately climbed onto the bed. Park Yoochan still seemed to be talking with Seoho. I was concerned about Ilhan, who had looked depressed, but my stamina was precariously low. Managing my own stamina took priority over Ilhan. No status abnormalities were allowed.



    



    



    



    ****



    



    



    



    Team leader Jeon Minsu, in charge of managing the trainees, was staring at Kim Jinsu while repeatedly swallowing dry saliva. His annoyance at having to work on the weekend had long dissipated. This stupid brat...... He wanted to unleash the torrent of curses swirling in his mouth right then and there, but given his position, he could only hold back.



    



    



    



    "Kim Jinsu. I've explained why I called you here, so do you understand?"



    



    



    



    "......Yes."



    



    



    



    "Do you have anything to say to me?"



    



    



    



    Kim Jinsu slowly knelt down on the floor. This whole damned situation was created by Park Yoochan. Director Kim Hyemi was someone who carefully looked after the debut team members and trusted them.



    



    



    



    Of course, she would believe Park Yoochan's word. Insisting it was a lie would only further tarnish his own image. Having anticipated what would happen to him since being called to the director's office, Kim Jinsu bowed his head deeply in resignation.



    



    



    



    "Director......I'm sorry. I was wrong."



    



    



    



    But his true feelings were the opposite.



    



    



    



    It's so unfair. Tremendously unfair. The others there went along with it too, so why am I the only one summoned here? Why am I the only one being punished?



    



    



    



    Kim Jinsu suppressed the rising fury bubbling in his head, and began pleading that he would never do it again. Still, Director Kim Hyemi's hardened face remained unmoved.



    



    



    



    "For taking Jaehyuk hyung's spot, I acted on impulse...... I, I was wrong. I really want to be an idol. It's been my dream since childhood. Please don't kick me out like this. Please, I beg you."



    



    



    



    Director Kim Hyemi's face currently lacked any warmth, to the point where Jin Haon would find her unrecognizable and ask, "Who are you?" Under her chilling gaze, Kim Jinsu's back became damp with sweat.



    



    



    



    It didn't seem like she would easily let this go. This industry is small. Rumors surrounding trainees in particular tend to spread rapidly. Being kicked out like this would make it difficult to transfer to another agency.



    



    



    



    He pleaded incessantly, begging over and over again. Since it's his first offense, surely she would forgive him this once. Acting pitiful and clinging persistently, surely she would forgive him once. But the more he swallowed his pride to beg, the more furious he became.



    



    



    



    "You couldn't make it into the debut team? A new trainee came? I recommended you when I was leaving. Out of all our kids, there's no one as good-looking and talented as you. You're good enough to debut right away, so why not Jinsu? It's strange."



    



    



    



    'You're right, Jaehyuk hyung. It is strange that it's not me.'



    



    



    



    It's all because of that unlucky parachute brat. For someone who got in through dirty means. Since he stole my spot, there's no problem with threatening him to chase him out. No matter how much I think about it, that was a justifiable action.



    



    



    



    "Do you have anything to say to Jin Haon?"



    



    



    



    Kim Jinsu, who had been seething with rage, belatedly heard Director Kim Hyemi's words.



    



    



    



    There were plenty of things he wanted to spew out, but none that he could say right now. What is she telling him to say? It seems like there's something specific she wants to hear.



    



    



    



    Kim Jinsu sought help from Team Leader Jeon Minsu, who usually doted on him. Team Leader Jeon Minsu mouthed the word 'apologize' while giving him a nudge. There's no way Director Kim Hyemi missed that.



    



    



    



    "A-Apologize! I'll apologize! I'll apologize to Jin Haon too! Please forgive me just this once. Being an idol is really my dream. It's the dream I absolutely want to achieve......"



    



    



    



    "Who said you can't? If you want to be an idol, then be one."



    



    



    



    "Th-Then!"



    



    



    



    Kim Jinsu looked at Director Kim Hyemi with a glimmer of hope in his previously sullen face.



    



    



    



    "Go do it at another agency. We have no intention of keeping you here. We don't want to deal with personality issues down the line and have a headache."



    



    



    



    "I-I didn't push him on purpose! The kid was weaker than I thought...... I j-just gave him a light shove......"



    



    



    



    "The discussion is over, so you can leave now. I'll handle terminating your trainee exclusive contract myself."



    



    



    



    Team Leader Jeon Minsu's insides were burning up. That stupid fool squandered his last chance himself. Even accounting for an accident, Kim Jinsu caused such a major incident that he has no room for excuses. It's fortunate that the others at least claim they didn't lay a hand on Haon.



    



    



    



    SR Entertainment's rapid rise to success in such a short period was entirely due to the CEO and Director Kim Hyemi's eye for identifying rough gems. Anyone they unanimously evaluated as "That one will make it" was guaranteed to take off.



    



    



    



    Jin Haon was someone the CEO himself had cast, a trainee Director Kim Hyemi doted on to an unusual degree. He passed the audition on the spot and was immediately introduced to the debut team members.



    



    



    



    This unprecedented situation caused a buzz within the company. But there wasn't a single employee who didn't know that both the CEO and director evaluated Jin Haon as "someone destined for success."



    



    



    



    And yet, they had repeatedly stressed to treat Jin Haon well no matter what.



    



    



    



    "Take him away."



    



    



    



    "Yes. Understood, Director."



    



    



    



    Team Leader Jeon Minsu grabbed Kim Jinsu's arm and pulled him up from his prostrate position. Only then did the anger dissipate from Kim Jinsu's mind, replaced by fear.



    



    



    



    If he gets kicked out like this, he had no idea how he would live going forward. He started as a trainee at 17, and will turn 21 this coming year. He had no future outside of this path. His mind went completely blank.



    



    



    



    "Director, Director! Please, just one more chance! Just one more chance, Director!"



    



    



    



    "Jinsu."



    



    



    



    "Team Leader, please say something. I really, really want to be an idol...... Really......"



    



    



    



    While Team Leader Jeon Minsu wanted to help, his own wellbeing was the bigger priority right now. If he screwed up, he could get fired along with Jinsu. Why did he bother favoring the kid? He should have just treated him insignificantly, then this could have quietly blown over.



    



    



    



    Team Leader Jeon Minsu silently dragged Kim Jinsu out.



    



    



    



    As Kim Hyemi sank into her chair, she reflected.



    



    



    



    Originally, the group Dias that included Joon Jaehyuk was scheduled to debut in January. They had been meticulously preparing since last year, with plenty of private member photos and self-produced video content accumulated.



    



    



    



    But something about Joon Jaehyuk seemed off, so they put everything on hold to observe him closely. His singing, visuals, the leadership to earn the members' trust and become the fandom's center – he was a flawless member, and yet.



    



    



    



    Something about him kept nagging at her. His painted-on smile occasionally revealed a sense of dissonance. A premonition that he shouldn't debut like this. Despite conducting a background check on Joon Jaehyuk, no definitive disqualifying reasons surfaced. Which only made her more uneasy.



    



    



    



    He was well-respected among his high school peers, an honor student who had been the student council president. Currently a rare case, attending a prestigious university while being a trainee and juggling academics. He was a perfect person, lacking nothing.



    



    



    



    And yet that nagging unease persisted...... Until the CEO Park Taemin's nephew, who had happened to encounter Joon Jaehyuk, revealed the reason. But by then, it was already too late.



    



    



    



    "An explanation, you say? You wouldn't believe it...... Joon Jaehyuk's followers are blindly devoted. They would do anything for him. To the point where it seems they lack any sense of self."



    



    



    



    Joon Jaehyuk remembered Park Taesoo.



    



    



    



    "Please convey my apologies. It seems my friends may have bullied him a bit. I only found out later, otherwise I would have stopped them. But I'm upset that your one-sided account led to me being misunderstood...... There's nothing I can do about it, I suppose."



    



    



    



    After finalizing the termination of his trainee exclusive contract, Joon Jaehyuk said as he was leaving:



    



    



    



    "Hmm. By the way, Director. You might find yourself in a bit of a predicament without me. If you need me, contact me anytime. As long as you don't wait too long to reach out, I'll be happy to help."



    



    



    



    The audacious attitude, the certainty that he stood above everyone else. Even the subtle threat that it would be better to contact him before it's too late.



    



    



    



    Joon Jaehyuk spoke those words with a self-assured smile. Director Kim Hyemi could hardly forget that moment when he first revealed his true nature. From that point onwards, Joon Jaehyuk must have already known how the members would turn out.



    



    



    



    
      Neither the CEO nor Kim Hyemi had any intentions of debuting Joon Jaehyuk at SR Entertainment. If they couldn't do it without Joon Jaehyuk, then they would recruit a new member. And for that, some pruning was necessary.
    

  

  
    Chapter 26
  
  
    'But I never imagined even the smart Yoochan would be swayed to this extent.'



    



    Without clear evidence, spreading rumors about a dismissed trainee would only tarnish the company's image. So SR remained silent. Thanks to that, Joon Jaehyuk had an easy time joining a new agency and reportedly joined an idol group confirmed to debut in the first half of this year as the final member.



    



    Whenever they meet the kids again, if he's going to sway them once more, it's better to get rid of him from the start. Forced persuasion would only work that one time. Unless they realize it themselves, it would just repeat.



    



    'But thankfully, I can take Yoochan with me.'



    



    "Director, can Haon move into our dorm? It seems he's with Jinsu, and Jinsu followed Jaehyuk a lot too. I'm worried because Jinsu acts aggressive sometimes. Since Haon will be sharing a room with me, he won't be too involved with the others, and I'll persuade Seoho. We need to keep interacting to become friends, right? Then the others will realize their misunderstanding too. Haon is a good kid."



    



    Park Yoochan's words filled her with joy. This one is a keeper, she thought. Since he said the unfamiliar dorm was uncomfortable, she judged it better for him to room with at least one person he's comfortable with and allowed it.



    



    As Park Yoochan said, constant interaction is needed to become friends, so there was no reason to stop him from taking the initiative.



    



    Kim Jinsu.



    



    Director Kim Hyemi gritted her teeth audibly. Team Leader Jeon Minsu had assured her that as the trainee leader, he could manage the kids well with his approachable personality.



    



    Kim Hyemi directly managed only the debut team, only seeing the other trainees during evaluations, so she didn't know their individual tendencies. She merely read the reports submitted by Team Leader Jeon. If she had known Kim Jinsu followed Joon Jaehyuk, she would never have placed him in those dorms.



    



    'It was my mistake.'



    



    Jin Haon was an innocent victim who got unfairly entangled in this. Despite knowing that, she remained silent for the company's benefit, because she wanted to give those gems another chance instead of outright discarding them.



    



    As Kim Hyemi thought of Jin Haon, she pressed her lips tightly shut. This blameless victim of her greed had never once looked at her with resentment. If it were her, she would have kicked this dirty company to the curb.



    



    Instead......



    



    "I'll do it."



    



    Those eyes that had sunk so deeply when talking in the car clearly understood the implication of her words. And yet, he smiled. He smiled as he answered to heed her request not to leave.



    



    Those affectionate eyes pierced straight through her heart. He should hate me. He should detest me. He should want to run away from a place like this. And yet, the way Jin Haon seemed to like her felt so endearing, leaving her apologetic.



    



    "Arghh! I'm going crazy. Haon, why are you so innocently trusting......!"



    



    Kim Hyemi plunged her hands into her neatly combed hair, thoroughly mussing it up. For Jin Haon's sake, it might be better to form a new debut team. But she felt attached to these kids she had personally scouted and nurtured to this point. Guilt gnawed at her chest. But at the end of the day, this is a company – an entity driven by profit.



    



    "Phew......"



    



    Anyone can be swayed by emotions.



    



    'But I'm making progress. I'll do what I can.'



    



    Kim Hyemi couldn't dote on each member like a mother. She was keenly aware of that limitation. While the company couldn't manufacture bonds between members, they could set the stage. She took a black hair tie from her drawer and used it to tie up her tousled hair.



    



    'Including the observation period, the fastest we could prepare would be April, huh.'



    



    Kim Hyemi gauged the schedule while looking at the calendar. Let's start debut preparations first, and observe. By working together towards the shared goal of debuting, they'll naturally have more time to understand each other.



    



    Then Seoho's view of Haon might change too.



    



    Jin Haon had a talent for making people happy just by being himself. Seeing that pure smile made it feel like everything would work out. Perhaps that's why he naturally made others smile along with him.



    



    Ilhan's self-esteem might recover by interacting with the members too, since none of them were the type to trample on others' feelings. If all goes well, they debut in April. If not, they postpone it.



    



    The CEO had set a deadline of June. If there's no change by June, they'll be dismissed. And then a new member will be recruited for debut. The currently confirmed members were only Park Yoochan, Baek Kanghyun, and Jin Haon – just three.



    



    'Among the current trainees, no one blends with those three as well as Ilhan and Seoho. Whoever you try to add would just get overshadowed. Their visuals, skills – they're all kids too precious to discard......'



    



    With Jin Haon as the last piece, the picture became complete. But it was still soaked. It would be nice if it dried cleanly, but if it gets disfigured, she'd have to switch to a new canvas.



    



    'Hmm. But somehow, I feel it will work out.'



    



    Jin Haon felt like the awaited savior she had long anticipated. An April debut, and possibly a Rookie award too. It felt promising.



    



    Having gone to bed early, I was the first to wake up in the darkness. It had just passed 6 AM. Confirming my stamina was full, I quietly got off the bed, intending to get moving right away.



    



    On the opposite bed, Park Yoochan was sleeping in a proper posture, his blanket pulled up to his shoulders. He was soundly asleep, his breathing so quiet I had to strain my ears to hear it. The ideal roommate.



    



    Before leaving the room, I used the Sneak Peek skill.



    



    
      [Park Yoochan]
      


    

    
       Talent: Qualified to become a Maestro of Composition!
      


    

     Blooming Condition: An unstable mind is poison!



    



    In other words, he has a tofu like mentality and is talented at composing songs. I'd love to listen to any songs he's made. Maybe I'll ask him about it later.



    



    Using the skill drained 50 stamina, so I went to the living room to replenish it. On the small table, there was a cereal box.



    



    Can I help myself? With no one to ask at this hour, I'll just eat it for now. If it belongs to someone, I can replace it later.



    



    After having a light breakfast and resting on the sofa, my stamina recovered by around 30. That should be enough. I immediately left the dorms.



    



    It was the end of the year. Trees adorned with twinkling fairy lights exuded a Christmas atmosphere as they glowed through the night. As I got off the bus, a few snowflakes began to fall.



    



    I wonder if it will snow heavily. If it piles up, the roads could get blocked. I should take the last bus back to the dorms later.



    



    I went straight up to the empty practice room and diligently began practicing dance alone. While taking a short break from steadily accumulating dance experience points, it happened.



    



    "Oh? You're here, hyung?"



    



    "......"



    



    After a momentary pause upon noticing me, Baek Kanghyun came in, closed the door, and asked when I had arrived. Checking the clock on the practice room wall, it was 8:30 AM.



    



    "About an hour and a half ago."



    



    "You came early."



    



    "I have a lot to learn."



    



    After giving that curt reply, I stood up abruptly. My music was still playing through my earphones. I resumed practicing, my movements still quite clumsy at barely keeping the beat. But just from that, Baek Kanghyun recognized the song and connected it to the practice room speakers for me.



    



    "You don't know how to use the speakers? Or are earphones just more comfortable?"



    



    "I can use those too?"



    



    "Of course."



    



    I inadvertently gaped at his unexpected response. So I'm allowed to use them. There really were many differences in treatment compared to my previous life.



    



    "Then I'll use the speakers from now on."



    



    "You seemed oblivious, but you're aware of such things?"



    



    "I'm quite attentive, actually."



    



    Baek Kanghyun scoffed, as if doubting me. But I'm telling the truth. No one is more attentive than me, right?



    



    "But how long are you going to keep practicing just this song? Aren't you getting bored?"



    



    "Until I'm satisfied with it. Seeing myself improve bit by bit is fun, so I don't really get bored."



    



    I can't stop until I clear the mission. If I keep changing songs, I'll have to give up the weekly double mission points. As I diligently moved my body, the observing Baek Kanghyun parted his lips.



    



    "?"



    



    He's not saying anything. What is it?



    



    "What? Do you have something to say?"



    



    "No."



    



    No what? It seems he has plenty to say.



    



    "Feel free to speak up. I won't take any offense."



    



    "......Really?"



    



    "Yes. What is it? Tell me since I'm curious."



    



    "For the part 'hidden in the fog', you should lower your knee angle a bit more when landing. And the transition right after feels awkward, so break down the beat a bit more......"



    



    Is this what he wanted to say? If so, I wholeheartedly welcome it. I diligently corrected my movements based on his instructions, asking "Like this?" until he was satisfied. By repeatedly practicing and fixing my form, time flew by in a blur.



    



    Kanghyun is a good person. In fact, he's an extremely, incredibly good person. That's why I've decided to call him "hyung" too. Because he's the express bus driver who will take my dancing stat all the way to S-rank! He deserves to be treated as a senior.



    



    "Huff, huff."



    



    Panting heavily, I collapsed onto the floor. The cold floor felt refreshing against my heated body. Kanghyun clicked his tongue once before flicking a towel towards me. I gratefully caught the towel that landed on my chest and used it.



    



    "Your stamina is just trash."



    



    "I know. It must be a chronic condition. No matter what I do, it doesn't improve."



    



    I need to clear three more missions to raise my stamina. But the fondness mission has me in a firm stranglehold.



    



    "By the way, hyung."



    



    "Yeah."



    



    "Are you free this weekend?"



    



    "Why."



    



    I'm curious about his schedule. If Kanghyun helps me, I feel I can raise my dancing stat to B this very weekend. To get my dance from B+ to B, I needed assistance.



    



    Going from B to B+ requires 600 points, and I currently have 240 points. Successfully completing this week's mission will bring me to 280 points. The plan is to grind some experience after that and use points to make up the shortfall.



    



    I can't just rely on handouts though. I have my pride.



    



    "I have a request."



    



    "What request."



    



    "If you're not going anywhere, can you spend today and tomorrow with me?"



    



    "Why."



    



    "Why? To keep doing what we've been doing so far."



    



    
      Hyung silently looked me over. But there was no answer. Is he hesitating? If so, I can't help it. I'll postpone my plan for a few days and ask for dance training first thing on Monday instead.
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    Since plans for the weekend fell through, I might as well drink water and recover my stamina. I should learn as much as I can while Kanghyun is around.



    



    As I was getting up, a water bottle came rolling towards me. Kanghyun must have rolled it over. I immediately picked it up and gulped it down.



    



    "Are you okay?"



    



    "Huh? What do you mean? My stamina? I'm fine. I'm taking breaks as I go."



    



    "Not that. Are you okay with me pointing things out to you?"



    



    That's an odd thing to say. It's not pointing out, it's coaching, right? Ah, the nuance is different, but the meaning is the same. Of course, I'm okay with it. I nodded with an inoffensive smile.



    



    "I'm grateful for the advice that becomes my flesh and bones. Thanks to you, hyung, my skills have improved a lot. I'm really thankful, but I feel bad for troubling you."



    



    "......It's not troubling. Come again tomorrow."



    



    Kanghyun's ears had turned slightly red as he said that. I beamed at the good news of the express bus driver extending his free bus service.



    



    "Thank you!"



    



    "......For now, at least."



    



    It was a small voice, almost a murmur. I clearly heard it, but it didn't seem intended for me to hear. So I didn't read too much into it either, just smiling brightly as if I hadn't heard.



    



    We both had a light convenience store lunchbox for lunch. Then we kept on dancing. Thanks to that, I even cleared the weekly mission. When I started singing along live while dancing like a madman, he did give me a strange look, but it didn't matter. The important thing is that my points reached 280.



    



    On Sunday, I changed the song. I got a few disdainful looks, as if to say "Is this the level you were aiming for?" but I shamelessly carried on. In the end, Kanghyun said that for my level, this was fairly good, allowing me to continue.



    



    That's how I spent the whole Sunday practicing next week's mission song. The experience points accumulated rapidly, allowing me to fill up around 95% by 11 PM on Sunday evening.



    



    If I practiced a few more hours, I could raise my dancing stat to B, but since Kanghyun said he was heading back to the dorms, I stopped too. Practicing alone wasn't very efficient. Once you get a taste of the buff, going without feels dull.



    



    My grand plan to fill the remaining experience on Monday was half successful, half failed. That's because Director Kim summoned all of us around 2 PM in the afternoon.



    



    Was it because of Gomchi? But why is she calling the entire debut team? I glanced at Yoochan with some concern. He just patted my shoulder, telling me not to worry.



    



    Seoho had arrived first at the director's office and was waiting. When Yoochan, Kanghyun and I from the practice room joined, it was full. Just one person was still missing.



    



    The last time I saw him, he had seemed utterly depressed. Since I hadn't even seen his shadow after that, I wouldn't be surprised if he had run away.



    



    Director Kim gave us all a once-over before making an internal call. Asking someone to "please call Ilhan over", he must still be in the company. From how no one seemed surprised, it doesn't seem like his first time missing.



    



    "Let's wait a bit more. I'll speak once Ilhan arrives too."



    



    "Yes."



    



    We sat down on the prepared chairs. Shortly after, Ilhan knocked on the director's office door, received permission, and entered. He's quite polite. Quite different from his appearance, which gives the impression he would barge right in with a sullen face.



    



    "Everyone's here."



    



    Seeing Director Kim's bright smile, it didn't seem to be about Gomchi. Director Kim scanned each of us before fixing her gaze on me.



    



    For some reason, maybe......!



    



    My senses tingled in anticipation.



    



    Director Kim played a song without any fanfare. This is the one I sang. It was the song I performed in front of Director Kim after getting upgraded to A-rank. Is she making me the main vocal?



    



    What other reason would there be to gather the debut team and play a song I sang, if not to officially announce my position? Having reasoned it out for myself, I took a rational sip of my sweet barley tea.



    



    The intro starts off mellow, so it could be boring, but the members were focused on the song. It feels like a blind evaluation. I'm really getting tense.



    



    The notes gradually rose in pitch, followed by a long, high vocal part in the latter half. Ah, the pitch wavered a bit there. I could have hit that cleaner...... I'll keep working hard!



    



    "Ah!"



    



    Seoho seemed disappointed that only the first verse was played. Does he know it was me singing? I thought he might not recognize my voice since it changes quite distinctly when I sing.



    



    "Disappointed? Did you want to hear more?"



    



    "Yes! I want to hear more!"



    



    "What about the rest of you?"



    



    Yoochan was the first to speak up.



    



    "His voice has a captivating charm. It's clear and smooth, with nothing jarring about it. The lyrics are about missing an ex-lover, so a bright voice might not seem fitting, but precisely because it's bright, it comes across as more sorrowful instead. A pure sadness."



    



    Is this guy crazy? Why is he analyzing it so elaborately? I don't know where to look. Is he doing this out of concern that someone might say he lacks composing talent?



    



    "What did you think, Kanghyun?"



    



    "It's not really my preferred genre, but it held my attention."



    



    "And Ilhan?"



    



    "It was good. Good enough to want to hear more."



    



    Compared to Yoochan's lengthy response, Ilhan kept it brief, but my heart was pounding madly. My restless heart felt like it might explode, I was so worried.



    



    That's when I belatedly realized all the members' eyes were focused on me. Being the only one who didn't share their thoughts, the attention was naturally on me. Heat rushed to my face.



    



    I turned my head away, using my arm to shield my face. So this is what feeling embarrassed means...... This life is full of surprises in many ways.



    



    Director Kim chuckled amusedly. At the moment the members' attention shifted to her, I subtly turned my head back, making direct eye contact with Yoochan. His eyes had widened in surprise before curving into a soft crescent shape. This guy realized it.



    



    "Wouldn't Haon make a perfect main vocal?"



    



    "W-Wait a minute! Then that was Jin Haon singing?"



    



    Seoho was shocked, while Kanghyun just briefly glanced at me. And for some reason, Ilhan lowered his head. He's not even in a clashing position like main rapper, so why that reaction?



    



    "Yes. That was Haon singing. For your reference, this was from when he first came for the audition."



    



    As Director Kim clicked the mouse, chaos erupted on my end. I sprang up and pleaded with Director Kim while half-lying on her desk.



    



    "No way!"



    



    Our director can really be mischievous sometimes. My unedited audition singing voice blared through the speakers. My face must be like a boiled octopus by now. I buried my head on the desk, unable to show my face. Is this how you publicly expose embarrassing moments?



    



    "......Haon is incredible."



    



    At Yoochan's admiring words, I felt the heat rush to the top of my head. I might have stat-boosted vocals, but why is the embarrassment my burden alone......?



    



    No, wait. My skills in my previous life were better than my current stat-boosted level, so I decided to take it as a genuine compliment. But no matter how I tried to rationalize it, the embarrassment wouldn't subside. I'm so mortified...my face is burning up......



    



    "You can tell how much effort he put in, right? Of course, to improve this rapidly requires talent too, not just effort alone. You all know that, don't you."



    



    "We know."



    



    Unexpectedly, it was Kanghyun who answered this time. Please, just stop now. I'm struggling not to run right out of here due to the overwhelming urge.



    



    "There are plenty of hard workers among our trainees too. Take Jeongtae hyung for example, he sings better than Jinhaon."



    



    Seoho grumbled with pursed lips. I was rather grateful for it, since it finally changed the atmosphere.



    



    "Of course, there are a few who sing better than Haon. But his unique, beautiful vocal tone and his ability to captivate people – I'm sure you all felt that."



    



    At Director Kim's serious tone, I straightened my posture. After a brief pause, Director Kim looked at Seoho with a complicated gaze.



    



    Seoho averted his eyes, turning his head away. There were no further rebuttals. Seeing his implicit agreement, Director Kim met my eyes as she continued.



    



    "From today onwards, Haon is officially the main vocal of DIAS."



    



    DIAS. So the group name was already decided. From the other members' reactions, it seems it was set before I joined. Whatever, I don't mind!



    



    "Yes! I'll work hard."



    



    I answered firmly with resolve. Director Kim silently nodded, and I felt her trust in me. All plans are cancelled. No more points invested in dancing. All points must go into singing. At the very least, I needed to reach my previous life's vocal level as judged by my own ears.



    



    "There's still one more important matter."



    



    After regarding each debut team member, Director Kim spoke.



    



    "I'm thinking of setting your debut for late March or early April. You'll receive a single album with around three songs, including the title track. But since the songs, choreography, and concept haven't been decided yet, the schedule will be tight. Can you keep up?"



    



    "Yes!"



    



    Only three people answered. Ilhan remained silent, and Seoho......



    



    "What about Jaehyuk hyung......"



    



    His voice dripped with an inability to accept the situation, sounding gloomy. His bloodshot eyes stared at Director Kim, brimming with tears that looked about to spill over at any moment. Director Kim sighed.



    



    "Seoho, I told you. We can't have Jaehyuk with us."



    



    "But you didn't give a proper reason, so how can I give up......"



    



    "Would you believe me if I told you?"



    



    "......Yes."



    



    The unconvincing, mumbled "yes" sounded more like "no". As if trying his best to hold back, Seoho's tears ultimately streamed down his cheeks. Is this Cult Leader really that amazing?



    



    
      What did he do, how did he act, to be revered with such blind devotion? It's really something, the talent to so thoroughly captivate people like that.
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    "Jaehyuk joined another agency's debut team. I hope that serves as an answer."



    



    



    



    I inwardly admired the Cult Leader's ability. It hasn't been that long since he left here, yet he's already joined another agency's debut team. I have to give credit where it's due.



    



    



    



    While Director Kim remained tight-lipped about the reason for dismissing the Cult Leader, she made it clear that having him with us is not possible. Seoho's pupils trembled from the shock.



    



    



    



    "He didn't tell me anything. He didn't even answer my calls......"



    



    



    



    His shoulders slumped like a dog abandoned by its owner. His lowered head and back trembled intermittently before sobs slipped out.



    



    



    



    "Seoho......"



    



    



    



    Yoochan embraced Seoho's shoulders with concern. The rest of us could only watch. Even Director Kim just silently observed.



    



    



    



    If he wants to see him so badly, he just needs to find a way. Since there is a way, I opened my mouth, having grown tired of the gloomy puppy act.



    



    



    



    "If you want to meet that person and talk, then just debut."



    



    



    



    "......Huh?"



    



    



    



    Seoho whipped his head around to look at me, a question mark practically visible in his large eyes. A dimwit who needs to be spoon-fed to understand.



    



    



    



    "If your active periods overlap, you'll run into each other on music shows. Even if not at music shows, you could see him on variety shows or radio appearances, right? The spheres of idol activities overlap quite a bit. Even if your active periods don't coincide at all, you'll still see him at the year-end award ceremonies."



    



    



    



    Seoho's eyes blinked rapidly, indicating he was paying attention to my words. Come to think of it, we might even meet sooner than that.



    



    



    



    "No, we won't even need to wait until the award ceremonies. We'll see each other at the 'Idol Chuseok Festival'. Since both our groups will be rookies, we're guaranteed to attend."



    



    



    



    As I said this, I looked towards Director Kim. I had confirmed there is such a program, but attendance might not be mandatory. The belated thought made me check her reaction.



    



    



    



    In my previous life as an idol, the two Idol Shuffling programs during Seollal and Chuseok were mandatory. It was well-known that music show PDs and others would penalize you for not participating. Though in my previous life, I was never given that opportunity.



    



    



    



    Fortunately, Director Kim nodded in affirmation. I suppose scum is the same everywhere, so should I be grateful?



    



    



    



    "See, Director Kim agrees too. You said he's not answering your calls? Then just meet him directly and ask. To do that, you'll have no choice but to debut with me. I have no plans of leaving."



    



    



    



    "Who said I'm not debuting? I'm going to debut too! This is my dream......"



    



    



    



    I shrugged. Right. There must be a reason you keep going on about Joon Jaehyuk, other than just "I'll follow hyung!" More like "I wish hyung would come back!" and such ramblings.



    



    



    



    In the end, Joon Jaehyuk too, and this current situation – you just don't want to let go of anything you've grasped. It's a child's tantrum of wanting to have it all. Seoho noisily pulled out tissues and blew his nose.



    



    



    



    "Director, I'm definitely going to debut. You knew that, right?"



    



    



    



    "Yes. Let's work hard."



    



    



    



    "Yes!"



    



    



    



    The puppy's previously gloomy voice had brightened considerably. I just hope he doesn't end up getting needlessly hurt when they eventually meet. When that time comes, I'll have to find a way for us all to meet together, no matter what. I need to protect my own members. These members all seem so fragile that I can't feel at ease.



    



    



    



    Because I cannot fail. My dream. And Yooyeon. I recalled the crisp school uniform hanging on the old basement one-room's wall. I will succeed!



    



    



    



    "Alright then, let's get the contracts done? Read through them carefully, and let me know if there are any clauses you have questions about or need to discuss."



    



    



    



    Director Kim distributed artist contracts to each of us. I felt a tinge of bitterness at having to meet my father again – something I hadn't anticipated.



    



    



    



    Yoochan was the first to hand over his contract. When asked if he had read it through, he just grinned sheepishly while exuding a carefree, intellectual vibe. So careless. You're supposed to read contracts thoroughly.



    



    



    



    "For Seoho, you can sign it yourself once the new year starts, or have your parents sign and submit it. The contract validity period starts next March anyway."



    



    



    



    "Yes!"



    



    



    



    Seoho beamed as he hugged the contract to his chest. I wouldn't be surprised if his butt was covered in fur.



    



    



    



    I neatly printed my name in the signature section and stared at the sole remaining blank space. Parents...... Hmm, what should I do? I had turned the page without a second thought, but there was a yellow sticky note attached.



    



    



    



    [If it's difficult to meet your parents, I can visit them on your behalf. You have two choices, so choose whichever is more convenient.]



    



    



    



    The moment I saw that, I looked up at Director Kim. Perhaps she had been watching me, because our eyes met, and she smiled at me. When I subtly handed over my contract, she quietly accepted it. I will devote my loyalty to the admirable Director Kim Hyemi!



    



    



    



    Thanks to her, I could comfortably observe how the other members fared. Kanghyun seemed to be scrutinizing the contract at first, but soon furrowed his brow as if annoyed by the densely packed text. He then flipped through it cursorily before scribbling his signature.



    



    



    



    However, one member, Ilhan, didn't even turn the page and kept staring blankly at just the first page.



    



    



    



    The atmosphere felt strange. As if he might blurt out "I can't do this" at any moment. But Ilhan remained silent until the end.



    



    



    



    "Then Yoochan and Haon can stay for a bit, while the others can go take care of their tasks."



    



    



    



    Ah, this time it must really be about Gomchi. I had a hunch. For some reason, Seoho also seemed to catch on, as he pulled the other two out with him.



    



    



    



    It instantly became quiet.



    



    



    



    "First, Haon, I'm really sorry."



    



    



    



    Suddenly, Director Kim stood up and bowed to me. Startled, I let out a strange "Uh, uh!" sound in my flustered state. After blinking in surprise, I barely managed to collect myself and respond.



    



    



    



    "No, why are you apologizing to me, Director......"



    



    



    



    "It was my insistence that got you moved to those dorms."



    



    



    



    Director Kim let out a long sigh. Her feelings towards me were fully laid bare. The back of my neck prickled.



    



    



    



    "I never imagined they would do something like that. I'm really sorry. I have no excuse."



    



    



    



    The kind Director Kim. I should let her know I'm fine.



    



    



    



    "No, I know you were looking out for me. If I went to the debut team dorms, I would have been using the previous leader's bed, right? The meaning is different between you assigning me there versus Yoochan bringing me in. Isn't that right?"



    



    



    



    "Why are you the one comforting me?"



    



    



    



    A wry smile bloomed on Director Kim's face. Ah, was I not supposed to say that? Since I couldn't take back the words I had already spoken, I just grinned sheepishly. Seeing my response, Director Kim seemed unable to hold back her laughter either.



    



    



    



    "In any case, Haon has a talent for putting others at ease."



    



    



    



    Me? An unexpected assessment. I've always been someone who only caused displeasure to others. I fidgeted with my intertwined fingers, feeling flustered.



    



    



    



    "That's right. It seems you don't realize it yourself, though."



    



    



    



    Yoochan patted my shoulder. When I turned towards him, his kind crescent eyes regarded me with a warm gaze that seemed to envelop me in comfort just from looking at it.



    



    



    



    "Let me get to the main point since you two still need to practice. Kim Jinsu showed no remorse, so his trainee-exclusive contract was terminated. The other trainees from the same dorms also received penalty deductions."



    



    



    



    It was a harsher punishment than I expected. Just Director Kim's apology to me was already a significant matter, but...... this was the first case where those who had tormented me faced proper consequences.



    



    



    



    It made me appreciate this generous place even more. Perhaps I might even gain more fans than antis, as the God had said – I could become a beloved idol. Honestly, I'm a bit excited.



    



    



    



    Until the recording of the debut song, I should raise my singing and dancing stats as much as possible. I resolved to maintain only the minimum stamina while devoting all remaining time solely to practice. Since it will be captured for eternity anyway, I obviously need to raise them as high as I can, right?



    



    



    



    Strangely, despite feeling the time was sorely lacking, I didn't feel anxious. For some reason, I had a premonition that something good would happen.



    



    



    



    When I left the director's office, Seoho was waiting for me. Although his lips were pursed in a pout, the atmosphere felt different from usual. The perceptive Yoochan patted my shoulder before stepping aside.



    



    



    



    "Hey."



    



    



    



    "What."



    



    



    



    "Thanks for earlier."



    



    



    



    "For what?"



    



    



    



    "For letting me know I can meet Jaehyuk hyung. I even went to his old one-room, but it was completely empty. I felt so suffocated, having no choice but to just wait here. Thanks to you."



    



    



    



    As Seoho spoke, he kept bumping his lower back against the wall, seeming embarrassed. I knew the Cult Leader had cut off contact unilaterally, but he had even moved out? No wonder this fanatic went even crazier.



    



    



    



    If this was all part of the plan too, then he's truly remarkable. Intending for no one to easily assimilate into his position, he was determined to cling on until time resolved the situation.



    



    



    



    Who knows, maybe around the time this blows over, he'll reach out again to stir things up once more. Driving a wedge between the company and members until one side gives up completely.



    



    



    



    "And......"



    



    



    



    Seoho kept glancing at me furtively. After clearing his throat a few times, he lowered the volume of that booming voice.



    



    



    



    "Honestly, your singing was good. The audition song was bad, but still."



    



    



    



    "......I know."



    



    



    



    Ah, my embarrassing moment. Director Kim really went too far.



    



    



    



    I said I knew about the latter song, but Seoho grumbled that I was being arrogant, saying I needed to learn humility. What is he on about?



    



    



    



    "I said I know I couldn't sing well at the audition. What are you taking me for?"



    



    



    



    "A talentless braggart."



    



    



    



    "Is that a compliment or an insult?"



    



    



    



    "It's both a compliment and an insult at the same time. Shouldn't you be asking that? You were trying to act all clever by yourself, but turns out you're no different from me."



    



    



    



    "Wow. Isn't that going a bit too far? I'm genuinely hurt."



    



    



    



    "......You really are annoying."



    



    



    



    For some reason, laughter bubbled up and escaped before I could stop it. Seeing me laugh, Seoho glared at me with furrowed brows. But then he ended up laughing too.



    



    



    



    "You're really obnoxious, but weirdly not that obnoxious. Just practice hard. I'm going to practice too."



    



    



    



    "Same to you. You're really obnoxious, but cute."



    



    



    



    "I'm the hyung here? Cute, what does that mean? Cute?"



    



    



    



    Despite his petulant tone, there was no hostility at all. He was just an adorable, yapping puppy. An extremely fierce yet innocent countryside puppy, at that.



    



    



    



    "Then don't look so cute."



    



    



    



    "Says the paper doll."



    



    



    



    "I guess I do kind of look like a doll."



    



    



    



    Seoho stared at me in bewilderment before shaking his head.



    



    



    



    "You know what, never mind. I'm leaving."



    



    



    



    
      And at that very moment...
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    Kanghyun asked for instant coffee mix as he went to change clothes. Does he like creamy coffee? It gives the image of someone enjoying espresso in a high-rise building with plenty of sunlight.



    



    



    



    "Haon, is there anything you'd like to eat?"



    



    



    



    "Ah, I don't care about the type. Cereal and milk, plus some shelf stable things would be enough."



    



    



    



    "The company cafeteria won't be open during the holiday, so should I get some side dishes too? You and Kanghyun will have to eat at the dorms."



    



    



    



    "It doesn't seem like we'll be coming back to the dorms to eat. Kanghyun isn't the type to prepare breakfast either. Since I'll be eating alone, there's no need to buy a lot."



    



    



    



    After a brief pause, hyung added some instant rice and disposable soup packets.



    



    



    



    "Eat proper meals instead of just hot dogs."



    



    



    



    "That's too much hassle."



    



    



    



    "Just pour it into a pot to boil and heat up the rice in the microwave."



    



    



    



    But doing the dishes is a hassle. I prefer the convenient way of just eating and tossing the trash. However, since he's looking out for me, I felt warm and just said okay.



    



    



    



    "Sorry. As the leader, I should be taking better care of things like this, but I didn't think about it since I'm on a diet. Jaehyuk used to take care of all this......"



    



    



    



    "Hyung, you're supposed to take care of your own meals yourself. Not being able to do that makes you a fool. No one else is responsible for it. Who says that's part of a leader's duty? You're trying to take on too much responsibility."



    



    



    



    Yoochan let out a deflating laugh, even adding "I guess that makes you a fool then." After patching up his tofu mentality, this is how he treats me. Unbelievable.



    



    



    



    I turned 19. Having experienced it once before, I didn't feel any particular sensation.



    



    



    



    During the holiday period, I gave up on raising my vocal experience points. Practicing alone was too inefficient, so after two days I abandoned it to focus on dancing instead. Kanghyun patiently coached me. As my skills improved, he seemed subtly proud.



    



    



    



    After the holiday ended, the only change was my schedule reverting to dancing in the morning and vocal training in the afternoon. Every day was the same.



    



    



    



    Ah, Seoho's attitude changed slightly. He's still prickly, but not quite the same as before. Since I'm mostly the one winning our bouts, our relationship will likely continue being playfully contentious going forward. This isn't so bad either.



    



    



    



    Time continued to pass, and the notable incident in between was receiving apologies from a few of Gomchi's bean sprouts. They said they were sorry for not helping me because they were scared of Gomchi. They even went out of their way to call me over and apologize despite not recognizing my face when I passed by. That's why it stuck in my memory.



    



    



    



    Most importantly were the changes in my stats. Without using any points, I raised my dancing to B+, and while my vocals were still at A-, the crucial thing was the experience points.



    



    



    



    Vocals: A- (1315/1500)



    



    



    



    I wasn't far from A, and I still had 1,900 points remaining. It was thanks to not using points to raise my dance grade, as well as accumulating all the weekly mission points from the main mission for 3 weeks. Just looking at it felt reassuring.



    



    



    



    The thought of the gacha system crossed my mind from time to time, but I could quickly dismiss it. It would cost 100 out of my 120 stamina. Then I wouldn't be able to practice in the mornings, all for a low 15 point gain if successful, or a loss if not. It made more sense to do it later when I had surplus points.



    



    



    



    I used to get my hopes up even for a 1% chance when gaming, so it was surprising how I could refrain now that it was reality. Of course, I had tasted it once before......



    



    



    



    In any case, I was dancing in the morning to raise my stats when it happened.



    



    



    



    "The director is calling you all to gather."



    



    



    



    Yoochan said as he slightly opened the practice room door. Seoho and Kanghyun left first, then I followed. But Yoochan went in a different direction alone. Is he going to get Ilhan?



    



    



    



    "Hyung, where are you going?"



    



    



    



    "To get Ilhan."



    



    



    



    "His personal studio?"



    



    



    



    "Yeah. It's faster than waiting for him to check his phone and not show up, like last time when only Ilhan was missing."



    



    



    



    Right. That's what happened. Ilhan. The last member.



    



    



    



    "Can I come too?"



    



    



    



    "Um. It's fine, but you'll have to wait outside. He doesn't like showing his studio."



    



    



    



    "Okay, no problem."



    



    



    



    Since it's hard to see him, I might as well confirm his location. To be honest, I thought Ilhan wouldn't sign the contract. The atmosphere really felt that way. Seeing his actions, he didn't seem interested in being an idol either. While his aloof behavior was grating, I had been too preoccupied raising my stats to really notice.



    



    



    



    It's understandable to forget someone you don't see. We don't seek out people we can't see either. If he had dropped out of the debut team, I would have just thought "Well, he was never around anyway."



    



    



    



    By some miracle, the fanatics regained their senses, and a new member was added without any discord. But Ilhan did sign the contract. I had assumed the director persuaded him, but the important thing is the result – that he signed.



    



    



    



    Since he'll be a member staying with us for the next 7 years, I should confirm his habitat. It was inconvenient not knowing his living patterns since I rarely ran into him even at the dorms.



    



    



    



    Ilhan's personal studio was the composition room at the very end of the 2nd floor. After Yoochan knocked a few times, he abruptly opened the door. Peeking my head in through the cracked opening, I glimpsed a small potted plant and a well-used blanket. Does he eat and sleep here? Is that why he doesn't come to the dorms?



    



    



    



    "Ilhan-ah. The director is calling."



    



    



    



    "......Okay."



    



    



    



    Despite his sluggish, gloomy tone, his low voice sounded quite pleasant. By the way, this guy still seems depressed. I don't know if it's due to some new concern, or if he's been like this since the time we met in the elevator. Either way, his pathetic state remains unchanged.



    



    



    



    He doesn't seem to have the personality for an idol.



    



    



    



    Since I had confirmed my ample stamina, I immediately used my skill. If he's someone I rarely see, I should use it when I can.



    



    



    



    [Jung Ilhan]



    



    



    



    Talent: A Rapper Prodigy that comes once in a century! Truly a Rhythmic Genius!



    



    



    



    Blooming Condition: Self-confidence is important!



    



    



    



    A once-in-a-century genius, it says. Since I've never heard Ilhan rap before, I'll have to trust the system on that. I wonder when I'll get to hear him rap.



    



    



    



    Come to think of it, while everyone else seems to have an outstanding forte, Seoho's was ambiguous. It didn't say he was a great actor, just that he had talent. But his overall abilities were above average.



    



    



    



    He danced well, sang well too. While not a main vocal, he could have been the lead vocal if not for Yoochan. His face even has the tofu-puppy visuals that fangirls love.



    



    



    



    So why did he say he couldn't do this or that? He seems above average in most areas. He doesn't even realize his abilities are good enough to be in the debut team.



    



    



    



    Ah, every single one of them is problematic. Not a single proper one. A proper one. Just looking at Ilhan's blooming condition and current state, it seems his self-esteem has utterly plummeted.



    



    



    



    Every time I glanced at Ilhan, his head kept lowering down, down. The signs of him checking my reaction were obvious. We've barely met or conversed, so why is he acting like this? There's no need for such wariness.



    



    



    



    "Ilhan hyung."



    



    



    



    "......Yes."



    



    



    



    "This is my first time visiting your composition studio, but can I stop by again later?"



    



    



    



    "......"



    



    



    



    The stairwell was quiet, leaving only the sound of our footsteps climbing up one floor. I had deliberately phrased it as a question requiring a clear answer, but he remained silent. Since I intended to barge in regardless, I just smiled brightly as if I didn't notice.



    



    



    



    "I'll take your silence as permission? I'll stop by again soon!"



    



    



    



    I purposefully grabbed Ilhan's hand tightly. What kind of person enjoys having their hand held by an unfamiliar member of the same sex? Ilhan's hand trembled violently in mine. But he didn't say anything or pull his hand away. He just stood there, rigidly frozen.



    



    



    



    He really does watch his manners a lot, doesn't he? How did someone like this become a rapper?



    



    



    



    From my biased common sense, rappers seemed to be people with high self-confidence. The kind who enjoy trading diss raps and roasting each other.



    



    



    



    In reality, they may be inwardly affected, but outwardly they can laugh it off with a tough demeanor. Ilhan's first impression fit a rapper perfectly, but his personality is the opposite. If someone attacks him, he'd likely just seal his lips and tremble meekly.



    



    



    



    Well, talent doesn't necessarily follow personality. This could happen. Since he kept feeling uncomfortable, I let go of his hand. I found out what I wanted to know – that he won't refuse me if I force my way in.



    



    



    



    Having cleared the fondness mission, I plan to force my way into Ilhan's life to gauge how to interact with him. Otherwise, who knows when I'll get another chance to meet him?



    



    



    



    When we arrived at the director's office, the three of us froze in place. As Director Kim smiled brightly and said, "Come on in, kids!" Yoochan reacted first. I followed after him, and Ilhan trailed behind me hesitantly. The reason we collectively short-circuited was one thing.



    



    



    



    There was a strange man who looked far fiercer than even the most rugged Ilhan among us.



    



    



    



    If Gomchi's Gomdori reminded one of a teddy bear, this man was a wild bear itself. His professional smile made him seem more like a zoo bear than an actual wild one. But he was undoubtedly real.



    



    



    



    "Hello. I'm Park Jeonggon. I'll be your manager going forward. Please take care of me."



    



    



    



    A manager......you say?



    



    



    



    He was wearing a black suit, but with every breath he took, the jacket flared open wide. As if he tried to force the buttons closed, they looked ready to pop off. His burly, muscular frame exuded an oppressive aura. Director Kim beamed as she proudly introduced him.



    



    



    



    "He's a former special forces member. He's been in this industry for quite a while and has wide connections, so he's a capable person who will take good care of you all."



    



    



    



    At that moment, I felt a sense of kinship with Ilhan. It seemed like only we were psychologically distanced by about 50,000 kilometers. The other members unexpectedly exchanged introductions quite naturally. When it was my turn......



    



    



    



    I must have stiffened up, because Director Kim smiled at me and gestured for me to come closer.



    



    



    



    "Look at Haon's wide eyes. So adorable. He'll protect you all in many ways. You can feel at ease."



    



    



    



    
      Belatedly realizing my rudeness, I bowed politely to the manager as I entered the director's office. No, I was just too surprised. I'm shy, you know.
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    "......Sorry. Hello. I'm Jin Haon."



    



     



    



    "Hahaha. A lot of people seem scared because of my appearance. It's okay. Please take care of me."



    



     



    



    "Y-Yes, please take care of me too."



    



     



    



    Ilhan was the last one. Even shyer and more timid than me, Ilhan mumbled his greeting before quickly averting his eyes. He was like that with me, too; it was my misunderstanding. He must have experienced some losses because of his appearance.



    



     



    



    Seemingly waiting for our introductions to finish, Seoho bombarded him with questions - which unit he was in, what kind of training he received there, how tough it was, if he built those muscles from his military days, and so on. Mostly questions about the military. I don't understand why he's so curious already about something he'll eventually have to do.



    



     



    



    Ah, wait a minute.



    



     



    



    Come to think of it, I still have to go to the military too...... In my previous life, I really went through hell to the point of wishing for death, barely making it out alive. Not getting shot was truly a miracle. I'm already dreading having to go again.



    



     



    



    Thinking about the military is depressing me. To shake off those gloomy feelings, I focused on Seoho's barrage of pointless questions instead.



    



     



    



    The manager kept his professional smile on, transitioning from a wild bear to a zoo bear as he diligently answered each of Seoho's questions, until Yoochan told him it was rude. The manager just laughed it off, saying it was okay.



    



     



    



    He doesn't seem like a scary person.



    



     



    



    Alright then.



    



     



    



    There was one thing I needed to take care of before truly kicking off our activities – observing Ilhan. In his current state, it didn't seem like anything would change even after debuting. While he must possess some 'idol-like' qualities to avoid getting dropped from the debut team, that's about it......



    



     



    



    The Ilhan I've experienced is just a depressed, gloomy, and timid person. Can someone like that even act out the right expressions to match the stage concepts? Even before that, how will he handle concept photo shoots and music video filming?



    



     



    



    And even if he gets through those, being an idol isn't just about singing and dancing well. He needs to be skilled in his main job, communicate with fans, make various media appearances to promote albums.



    



     



    



    If he consistently displays a depressed demeanor, who knows what kind of rumors might spread? It could lead the group down a rocky path toward failure.



    



     



    



    That's something I absolutely want to avoid. So I intended to find out what kind of person Ilhan really is, beyond what I know.



    



     



    



    With my resolve firm, I knocked on Ilhan's studio door. The soundproofing was so good that there was no way to tell if he was inside or not. If he pretends not to be there, then there’s no answer. Does that mean I have to stand guard here until he comes out? How inefficient.



    



     



    



    Since Yoochan had just opened the door last time, should I do the same? I felt the sweet temptation of entering Ilhan's studio uninvited.



    



     



    



    Just then, the door cracked open, and Ilhan peeked his face out. The surprise visit seemed to catch him off guard, and his bewilderment was evident. Did he think I was just kidding about stopping by?



    



     



    



    "I said I'd come to visit, didn't I?"



    



     



    



    I smiled brightly and held up one hand. I had mustered the courage to get him an Americano from a cafe. Since I even brought a gift, he won't kick me out, right? I trust in your timidity.



    



     



    



    "Ah, please come in......"



    



     



    



    Thankfully, although visibly uncomfortable, he reluctantly invited me inside. The interior was quite cozily decorated.



    



     



    



    On the shelf above the monitor were rows of small potted cactus figurines made of ceramic. Several bouquets of flowers hung sparsely along the walls. Last time I had only glimpsed them briefly, but they were all artificial flowers.



    



     



    



    "You like flowers?"



    



     



    



    "......Yes."



    



     



    



    "It's a pity there aren't any potted plants in the dorms."



    



     



    



    "......No, it's okay."



    



     



    



    His words kept trailing off. But he does respond when asked. What's going on here?



    



     



    



    Ilhan grasped the coffee I had given him with both hands, repeatedly scratching the lid with his fingernails. He's extremely uncomfortable. But I'll pretend not to notice.



    



     



    



    "Do you like coffee? I got you an Americano since it's a safe choice."



    



     



    



    "......Yes. I like it. I'll enjoy it."



    



     



    



    "That's a relief."



    



     



    



    Of course I had gotten information from Yoochan in advance, but I acted casual. It was really convenient in many ways to have at least one member who liked me.



    



     



    



    "Actually, sightseeing your studio was just an excuse. I came because I want to become friends with you, hyung."



    



     



    



    "......With me?"



    



     



    



    His disbelieving expression asks 'Why?'. Since we're in the same group, of course we should be friends. My definition of 'becoming friends' just means being able to act friendly in front of cameras, so he should be capable of that much at least.



    



     



    



    "Yes. With you, hyung. We're members together."



    



     



    



    Ilhan's pupils trembled restlessly. His wandering eyes couldn't seem to focus, darting around aimlessly before his head lowered downwards again. If his physical structure allowed it, he might have tried retreating into a shell like a snail.



    



     



    



    Leaving Ilhan be, I curiously examined the unfamiliar equipment around me. It was for composing, I assume. Showing interest in this novel sight, Ilhan haltingly spoke up.



    



     



    



    "......Curious?"



    



     



    



    "Huh? Yes! It's my first time seeing this."



    



     



    



    A smile bloomed on Ilhan's face. Ah, I've seen this before. It was similar to when Yoochan had asked Kanghyun about the subtle differences in a certain dance move.



    



     



    



    As expected......



    



     



    



    A faint blush crept onto Ilhan's cheeks. Then he eagerly launched into an explanation. While it was initially intriguing, it quickly became uninteresting as he leapt from beginner to advanced level in a single breath. In this situation, shouldn't Yoochan be here instead of me?
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    "I got chills. What's the song you're working on now? Can you play that one for me too? I want to hear more of your singing, hyung!"



    



     



    



    "Ah..... I'm sorry...... My recent works are still embarrassingly amateurish......"



    



     



    



    Ah. Did I get too excited? But I really liked it. Still, since he played one song for me despite being reluctant to share...... This much is probably a big concession from Ilhan's perspective.



    



     



    



    "I'm sorry. I got a bit overexcited because I really enjoyed your rapping and the song. But my lack of restraint burdened you, didn't it?"



    



     



    



    Feeling awkward, I averted my eyes while scratching my blushing cheek. Ah, I need to break this habit of getting too excited when I encounter good music.



    



     



    



    "......No, no. It's okay."



    



     



    



    "To be honest, hyung, your voice is really my style. That rich, deep tone is so captivating! I also loved the rasping roughness. I burdened you because I got greedy and wanted to hear more of your other songs."



    



     



    



    I abruptly stopped talking, worried I might get overly excited if I mentioned how good the song was too. There's no point if I make him uncomfortable. Why doesn't he realize how talented he is when he's this incredible? I wanted to let him know. That you're so amazing, you excite others.



    



     



    



    "......Really?"



    



     



    



    Conveying my sincerity, I vigorously nodded as I responded.



    



     



    



    "Yes, really! Seriously!"



    



     



    



    From nodding so emphatically that my head was spinning, a brief bout of dizziness hit me. But I could endure a little dizziness to convey my genuine feelings.



    



     



    



    "Oh, I see. Thank you."



    



     



    



    Ilhan's outstretched hand towards me wavered awkwardly in the air. Taking the hint that he was telling me to stop nodding, I straightened my head. My nape felt a bit sore.



    



     



    



    "Ugh, I'm dizzy......"



    



     



    



    "Are you okay?"



    



     



    



    "Y-Yes. I'm fine, then."



    



     



    



    Ilhan gave me a faint smile. It was very subtle, but the corners of his mouth curled up ever so slightly. It's the first time I've seen him smile. It's quite a rare smile.



    



     



    



    "Umm, so, well."



    



     



    



    After a long hesitation, Ilhan accessed a file from a different folder.



    



     



    



    "I, I completed one last week, but it's just a guide vocal recording level......"



    



     



    



    "I want to hear it!"



    



     



    



    "Then, I'll just......"



    



     



    



    "Yes! Please!"



    



     



    



    Ilhan's Adam's apple bobbed noticeably as he gulped. With a tense expression, he hesitated for a while before squeezing his eyes shut and clicking on the file. A new song began to play, with an entirely different vibe from the previous ones.



    



     



    



    The intro was somber and gloomy. More melancholic jazz than hip-hop, yet it still had an underlying hip-hop bassline that clashed yet blended hauntingly.



    



     



    



    Ilhan's rap in this song felt utterly suffocating, like being trapped deep underground in a confined tunnel. Combined with the grating low tones that seemed to scrape along the floor and unsettling lyrics that touched on the unpleasant things one wants to avoid, it made it hard to breathe.



    



     



    



    The first thought that struck me was - he must have endured something substantial.



    



     



    



    The song clearly showed that the Ilhan of 5 years ago and the Ilhan now are practically different people.



    



     



    



    "I guess it's not that good after all......"



    



     



    



    That's a separate issue. Since I'm not into hip-hop, I rarely listen to this genre so intently. While the vibe is depressing, it's undoubtedly far better crafted than his 5-year-old work. The rapping too, has become more nuanced, with clearer diction.



    



     



    



    "Hyung."



    



     



    



    "Y-Yes?"



    



     



    



    Ilhan tensed up. I firmly grasped his fidgeting, slightly clenched hands. Then, thoroughly excited, I spoke.



    



     



    



    "You're really incredible!"



    



     



    



    "......Huh?"



    



     



    



    "I don't have the vocabulary to express it properly, but you're truly, truly incredible!"



    



     



    



    "Uh, th-this, you liked it?"



    



     



    



    "Liked it? I more than liked it, I loved it! To be able to perfectly capture two completely different vibes like this is awe-inspiring!"



    



     



    



    A light blush crept onto Ilhan's cheeks. With a more distinct smile, he subtly asked me.



    



     



    



    "Then, shall I play some other songs for you too?"



    



     



    



    "Yes! As many as you'd like! Do you have a lot of time today, hyung? I have plenty of time. So, can I stay here today? I want to listen to them all!"



    



     



    



    "O-Okay."



    



     



    



    "And feel free to speak casually with me. I'm the younger one here!"



    



     



    



    Ilhan's head bobbed in a slight nod. Then, unhesitantly and without the earlier hesitation, he selected another song.



    



     



    



    I understood why Ilhan holed up in his studio and rarely returned to the dorms. This was a room of time and focus. At one point, I received a call from the vocal coach and informed him I'd be skipping today's session. That was around 2 PM in the afternoon.



    



     



    



    By the time I regained my senses, it was 11 PM at night. If not for Yoochan's call worrying about me not returning to the dorms, I would have stayed here indefinitely.



    



     



    



    Comfortably sitting and listening to one quality song after another, I lost track of time. Perhaps reflecting my good mood, I still had 15 stamina remaining despite being active so late.



    



     



    



    Seeing that, I felt a slight chill. I had neglected to manage my stamina. If I hadn't leveled up, I might have seen the overly cheerful 'Status Abnormality Triggered!' message. I don't know the actual nuance, but the exclamation point makes me feel that way......



    



     



    



    In any case.



    



     



    



    "Ahh.... I really enjoyed it."



    



     



    



    It was a pure, sincere sentiment. I hadn't intended to spend this much time with Ilhan. I just wanted to chat briefly and observe how to interact with him, but I ended up getting completely carried away.



    



     



    



    "It's such an unusual feeling."



    



     



    



    "What is?"



    



     



    



    "......It's been a long time since I talked about my songs."



    



     



    



    "Eh? Why? You didn't play them for anyone else?"



    



     



    



    "I was too scared of being evaluated......"



    



     



    



    "Ahh, I see."



    



     



    



    That's understandable. It's difficult to objectively assess one's own abilities. Especially for someone like Ilhan with low self-esteem. He would improve so much more if people around him showered him with praise. Why did they just leave him be until now? The praise of those who have known him longer might be more effective than mine.



    



     



    



    For starters, I should send Yoochan his way. He'll surely raise Ilhan's self-esteem with higher quality praise than I can give, since he has a good ear for composition.



    



     



    



    Ilhan looked at me with a faint smile.



    



     



    



    "Will you listen again next time?"



    



     



    



    "Of course! I'd love to listen every day. In fact, I should be the one begging you?"



    



     



    



    "U-Umm. Thank you."



    



     



    



    "Out of all the members, you really didn't play it for anyone? I feel like everyone would have praised you a lot if they heard it."



    



     



    



    Ilhan briefly hesitated before shaking his head.



    



     



    



    "I did play it for Jaehyuk hyung. But, uh......"



    



     



    



    Again with that name.



    



     



    



    "Hyung said that since I'm not like my former self, I need to regain my skills quickly to avoid being a burden. So I kept practicing, but I didn't improve...... Everyone else was doing well, but I was the only one regressing, which made me scared to meet others. Especially the director and the members......"



    



     



    



    Ilhan let out a self-deprecating laugh, saying he still couldn't give up on his idol dream, so he ended up signing the contract.



    



     



    



    I focused on the part about "needing to regain his skills." Perhaps there's a separate reason why Ilhan's self-esteem plummeted so severely? The Cult Leader just further aggravated it. But why?



    



     



    



    Even from my brief interaction, I could tell Ilhan is the type who thrives on praise. The more I complimented him, the more his gloomy air seemed to dissipate. There's no way the Cult Leader, a master manipulator, wouldn't have noticed that. Yet he deliberately undermined Ilhan's confidence.



    



     



    



    With a high likelihood, it was probably out of jealousy and envy.



    



     



    



    The type who needs to be the best, standing above everyone else to maintain dominance. The inner selves of such people are mostly composed of jealousy and envy. With their twisted sense of superiority, they feel compelled to trample anyone who outshines them.



    



     



    



    To the Cult Leader, the meek Ilhan who couldn't encroach on his position - like the tofu-mental Park Yoochan and the innocent Seoho - would have been easy prey to subjugate, which he seemingly succeeded in doing through mental manipulation.



    



     



    



    Conversely, Ilhan may have been suppressed because his abilities were too outstanding. Since he displayed a neutral attitude towards me from the start, perhaps the mental manipulation failed on him.



    



     



    



    As for Kanghyun, he's not the type to be swayed by others. He's a diehard solely obsessed with dancing, and an idol group desperately needs a main dancer for performances. So the Cult Leader might have compromised with him. Or perhaps he had been gradually trying to get his claws in before being dismissed.



    



     



    



    These are all just speculations, with nothing definitive. Right now, the more pressing concern was Ilhan, who despite his incredible skills, is depressed from believing he's a burden. I don't know how much he'll trust me, but I want to tell him it's not true. Don't listen to the Cult Leader. Forget him.



    



     



    



    "Did something difficult happen? Why do you say you're not like your former self? To me, it just seems like the vibe of your songs has changed, but they're far better than before."



    



     



    



    "......Do you really think so?"



    



     



    



    "Yes."



    



     



    



    While his extreme gloominess doesn't suit an idol, objectively speaking in terms of musical quality alone, he has undeniably made tremendous strides. I hope my sincerity reaches him.



    



     



    



    After letting out a long breath, Ilhan looked at me. His long lashes drooped over his downcast eyes. Idly scratching the desk corner with his nails, he exhaled a series of sighs. Then, ever so slowly, he began speaking.



    



     



    



    "Actually, I've been on a broadcast before......"



    



     



    



    
      I focused on Ilhan's story. Revisiting old wounds seemed difficult, as he kept clearing his throat and catching his breath mid-narrative. The story he relayed in that excruciatingly slow tempo allowed me to understand Ilhan better, while also leaving me feeling utterly heartbroken for him.
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    I brought Ilhan back to the dorms. Yoochan, who had been waiting up for us, welcomed Ilhan saying it had been a long time. Ilhan responded with "Yeah, I guess" before entering his own room.



    



    After washing off the day's dust, I lay in bed and searched about the contents Ilhan had shared with me. Usually I would fall asleep right away, but Yoochan found it strange that I couldn't take my eyes off my phone and wondered, though I didn't explain to him.



    



    The root of the problem was a music broadcast featuring the senior group 'Teos' that Ilhan had appeared on. Teos was participating in a local festival when, by chance, an unprecedented blizzard struck.



    



    This caused the filming to be completely derailed. Since Teos wasn't as famous back then 4 years ago, the company quickly brought in a replacement. That replacement was the already accomplished Ilhan.



    



    The broadcast title was 'Genius Rapper! Ilhan's Return!'. He had previously appeared on a child prodigy program at a very young age. However, the extremely tense Ilhan failed to showcase even half of his true abilities on that fateful broadcast.



    



    The broadcasting station used bold editing tricks to cut Ilhan down to size, airing the disappointed looks on the panelists' faces. Since the company had already hastily replaced the cast once before, they had no way to intervene. It was the tragic downfall of a rising star.



    



    Ilhan's appearance amounted to less than 10 minutes out of the 1-hour runtime. Yet people endlessly mocked, tore apart, chewed on, and savored Ilhan. All those blades stabbed into him, robbing him of his confidence. And the final blow was delivered by the Cult Leader himself.



    



    'You'll be a burden to the team.'



    



    That obsession became the catalyst that drove Ilhan into his cave.



    



    The short clips remaining on YourTube from Ilhan's child prodigy show were adorable. His bright, ringing voice declaring, "I'm going to become an idol!" was so confident.



    



    So, he had wanted to be an idol from a young age. The detached demeanor I had misunderstood as a dislike for being an idol was actually him being consumed by the belief that he was a burden. Despite his self-esteem plummeting to rock bottom, he still signed the contract because he wanted to be an idol so badly. Which is why he holed up in his studio even more - a vicious cycle.



    



    It broke my heart. I wish he could smile like he did back then.



    



    I need to shower him with praise to undo that mental conditioning. There's no need to ponder how - Ilhan is a genuinely skilled rapper and composer. I just need to convey my honest impressions.



    



    I had no idea he was talented at composing too, since it only mentioned rapping. If that's just one of his skills, how incredible must Yoochan's songs be? This group's future seems promising.



    



    "Haon-ah, you still haven't slept? It's past your usual bedtime. You're acting strange today."



    



    It seems I had him worried. To be fair, I was about to go to sleep anyway. I found out everything I wanted to know and decided what to do. Ah, come to think of it.



    



    "Hyung, I have something I'm curious about."



    



    "Yeah? What is it?"



    



    "You said Ilhan hyung doesn't like showing his studio."



    



    "Yeah."



    



    "Did he say that directly?"



    



    It doesn't seem like his style to say it outright. I'm sure the Cult Leader was the one who said that, not Ilhan himself.



    



    "No, Jaehyuk told us. We didn't know and kept going there to bother him."



    



    "When did he come here?"



    



    "It must have been around 3 years ago. He joined last among us but instantly became the leader."



    



    "I see."



    



    So he managed to mess things up this badly in just 3 years.



    



    "I went to hyung's studio today."



    



    "Yeah."



    



    "He didn't seem to dislike it. He played me his old songs as well as his recent works. He even explained his composing programs at length and showed me how to use the equipment. It was a bit difficult for me, but hyung."



    



    "......Huh? What?"



    



    "Hyung said you're interested in composing, right? Ask Ilhan hyung about it. I'm sure he'd be delighted. He was so excited explaining it all to me, so he'd be even happier with someone close like you."



    



    "......But Jaehyuk said he disliked it......"



    



    "When did he say that?"



    



    "Uhh. About 2 years ago? Maybe."



    



    So you left him alone all this time? Just believing the Cult Leader's few words? Now I understand where that deep depression came from.



    



    "So you've just left Ilhan hyung by himself all this time?"



    



    "Yeah. Jaehyuk said......"



    



    Yoochan trailed off mid-sentence. Then he abruptly sat up and splashed his face with water using both hands.



    



    "Could it be? No, wait? Was it not like that?"



    



    "It might have been like that back then, but it doesn't seem to be the case now."



    



    "Ah, that's right. Some time has passed......"



    



    Yoochan let out a long breath, as if a weight had been lifted. So this is why the director couldn't reveal the truth – he was so desperate to believe it. It's a relief he realized the cult-like devotion. Otherwise, he might have run off chasing after the Cult Leader. A whole movie could have been made about that premise.



    



    But they were all too precious to simply discard. With the entire team's visuals and skills above average, it's no wonder the director wanted to keep a firm grip on them.



    



    "I've been neglectful towards Ilhan too. I'm the leader now, but I keep forgetting Jaehyuk is gone. It's my responsibility to look after everyone......"



    



    "Take it step-by-step. No one gets everything right from the start."



    



    "Yeah, I suppose so......"



    



    In the brief moment I was preoccupied worrying about Ilhan, Yoochan's tofu mentality wavered again. He deflates so easily with just a poke. Not just regular tofu, but soft tofu.



    



    "Hyung, I'm glad you're the leader."



    



    "Me?"



    



    "Yes. You have a sense of responsibility, don't you? The fact that you feel burdened stems from that responsibility. While lacking skills can be learned, responsibility isn't something you can learn."



    



    "......I suppose so."



    



    "Of course. And for me, just having you around provides stability. So you're a good leader."



    



    "It sounds like you're saying I'm useless except for being present?"



    



    His voice carried a playful tone. I laughed out loud and played along with his jest.



    



    "Ah, is that so?"



    



    "You're too much."



    



    "Heheh."



    



    "Just go to sleep now. It's already late."



    



    "Yes yes. Good night, hyung."



    



    "Yeah. You too."



    



    The next morning, a change occurred. Ilhan emerged from his studio and came to the practice room of his own accord. Through the slightly ajar door, he seemed hesitant about entering, watching us uncertainly.



    



    "Hyung! Come over here!"



    



    After I noticed him first and gestured him over, Yoochan took the baton.



    



    "Ilhan-ah!"



    



    "Hyung, I......"



    



    Yoochan grabbed Ilhan's arm and brought him to the center.



    



    "Welcome. Let's practice together."



    



    "......I can join you?"



    



    "Of course. We're members together."



    



    The moment our eyes met and I smiled happily at him, a faint smile also bloomed on Ilhan's face. For a fleeting instant, the bright-eyed young Ilhan confidently declaring his idol dreams overlapped with his current self.



    



    Wow. He has such a pretty smile.



    



    "Ilhan hyung! You should learn from Kanghyun hyung with me too! It was tough doing it alone......"



    



    Seoho suddenly whined. Kanghyun raised one eyebrow. That brat is just dragging Ilhan in so he doesn't have to suffer the hellish training alone.



    



    "Huh? Really?"



    



    "......Will you teach Ilhan hyung too?"



    



    "U-Umm! Please do!"



    



    "Then come here."



    



    "Okay!"



    



    It feels like watching a tender rabbit willingly approach a ferocious beast to be devoured. If Ilhan gets torn apart, someone will need to carefully gather the pieces and reassemble him. Yoochan will do a good job of that, right? He'll definitely take better care of Ilhan than I could.



    



    "Yoochan hyung."



    



    "Yeah?"



    



    "You should also ask Ilhan hyung to teach you composing. He'll be really happy, you know?"



    



    "Oh, right. Okay. I'll ask him about it later."



    



    "Yes yes!"



    



    Good. Once those two start cheerfully chatting about composing together, the atmosphere will greatly improve. I feel quite proud, as if I've accomplished something major.



    



    Wait. If they start digging too deep together, they might descend endlessly without stopping. We can't have that. Just to be safe, I should keep an eye on them.



    



    But for now.



    



    I scurried over to the most trustworthy Kanghyun. Teach me dancing too! My experience points!



    



    "Director, I'm starting the concept photo shoots for the kids. To accommodate potential member changes, I've set the concept as a refreshing vibe. For the music video easter egg, I've decided on Haon. He suits the concept best and he's definitely someone we'll be keeping."



    



    "Understood. How is the current atmosphere among the debut team members?"



    



    A bright smile bloomed on Kim Hyemi's face, answering the question before she even spoke.



    



    "Ilhan has started joining their practice sessions. Everyone's expressions seem brighter too. Even Seoho doesn't give off a hostile vibe anymore. He and Ilhan bicker sometimes, but according to Manager Park Jeonggon, it's like puppies playing."



    



    The CEO nodded.



    



    "Do you foresee any potential issues arising later?"



    



    "It's a bit hard to predict right now. But I don't think there will be any discord among the members. It seems Haon has become the center that binds them together."



    



    "Hmm."



    



    The CEO stroked his jaw contemplatively with his eyes closed. Kim Hyemi swallowed dryly as she awaited his response. True to his nature, he was unlikely to reverse a decision once made, but she couldn't help feeling tense.



    



    To be honest, it was quite the gamble. An immensely costly one if it failed.



    



    "We can't make any changes after their debut. Let's observe until before the music video filming and make the final judgment then. That would minimize potential losses."



    



    "Understood."



    



    "Director Kim Hyemi."



    



    "Yes."



    



    "I trust you. I'll leave the subsequent judgment calls to you since you're the one closely monitoring the members."



    



    Kim Hyemi smiled self-assuredly, bolstered by the trust from her long-time superior.



    



    "Leave it to me. You won't be disappointed."



    



    "Yes. Let me know if you need my assistance at any point."



    



    
      "Certainly!"
    

  

  
    Chapter 34
  
  
    A few days after Ilhan joined our practice sessions, we were ushered into a van and headed to a studio. The manager informed us that our debut album concept would be a refreshing vibe. It was similar to the route most idol groups take for their debut concepts - neither overly adventurous nor unique, just a plain, safe concept. But refreshing is something you miss out on once you get older, making it precious while you can pull it off.



    



     



    



    I'm not sure why it took so long to decide on this concept though.



    



     



    



    "Let's go for a refreshing concept since it's their debut."



    



     



    



    "The refreshing concept might not work as well once the kids get older or their image becomes overexposed."



    



     



    



    "Alright then."



    



     



    



    "Sounds good. Let's go with a refreshing concept."



    



     



    



    Didn't it basically just conclude like that? It's a presumptuous thought, but the outcome does lend it some credibility, doesn't it?



    



     



    



    So, we stopped by the studio to get our hair and makeup done. After an initial awkward period admiring each other's unfamiliar appearances, we boarded the van again and headed to the photo shoot location.



    



     



    



    "You need to smile and greet them when we arrive, got it?"



    



     



    



    Unexpectedly, the manager had good rapport. He quickly became friendly with Yoochan and Seoho in particular. Only the three shy members, including me, couldn't treat the manager casually. If Yoochan hadn't paved the way by saying "We're all young, so feel free to be casual with us, hyung!" the atmosphere would have been strange.



    



     



    



    Being casual with some while respectful towards others. How odd that would have been.



    



     



    



    Upon arriving at the photo studio, we trailed after the confidently leading manager. Yoochan seemed distracted by the burden of having to take responsibility for us. Ilhan was visibly tense, while Kanghyun appeared nonchalant. Seoho was too excited, constantly looking around curiously.



    



     



    



    Our entrance - more precisely, the manager's entrance - drew everyone's attention. The intense presence and oppressive aura of the wild bear-like manager made people freeze, noticeably swallowing dry gulps.



    



     



    



    Don't worry, despite his appearance, he's human.



    



     



    



    Only two of us could comfortably smile and engage in social niceties here - Yoochan and me. Seoho wasn't being socially active, he was just genuinely enjoying himself.



    



     



    



    This was the winter and spring strategy. After witnessing the manager's ferocious appearance that made one's blood run cold, seeing the brightly smiling members behind him would create a sense of warmth, wouldn't it? It wasn't my intention, but it effectively turned out that way.



    



     



    



    Thanks to the wild bear manager, Ilhan's initially intimidating delinquent vibe was softened, and even Kanghyun's rather aloof first impression was tempered to avoid seeming arrogant.



    



     



    



    "Photographer Jung, it's been a while."



    



     



    



    The manager greeted the photographer in a friendly manner. The photographer beamed, "Oh! Mr. Jeong! You moved to SR Entertainment?" It seems his connections really are extensive. Impressive.



    



     



    



    "With you taking the photos, our kids will look their most beautiful. I'm reassured."



    



     



    



    "Aish, if you put it that way Mr. Jeonggon, it's so much pressure. Did you have to phrase the request for good photos like that?"



    



     



    



    "Hahaha."



    



     



    



    "You sly dog. The kids are quite pretty though. Their characters don't overlap either. And this concept, it definitely suits that one over there. That friend, right?"



    



     



    



    Simultaneously with those words, the photographer's eyes met mine directly. Instinctively curling my lips upwards, I nodded my head slightly. The manager briefly glanced back before replying "Yes, that's right." A question mark formed in my mind. What could it be?



    



     



    



    "Did you hear something?"



    



     



    



    Seoho whispered to me. So I softly murmured into his ear in return.



    



     



    



    "No."



    



     



    



    "Ack! Why are you whispering in my ear?"



    



     



    



    Seoho narrowed his eyes at me while rubbing his ear. I was just trying to reply quietly, but I suppose not. Last time, he relentlessly tickled me, so I assumed he wasn't ticklish.



    



     



    



    "Is that your weakness?"



    



     



    



    I curved the corners of my eyes in a playful smile, causing Seoho to shudder and back away from me. He quickly hid behind Ilhan, whispering "Hyung, protect me......" Of all people, Ilhan who would likely just obediently hand me over if asked.



    



     



    



    "Alright, kids. No time to play around. Hurry up and move. Go change clothes first."



    



     



    



    "Yes."



    



     



    



    The manager drew our attention back. As if waiting, a staff member approached to lead us to the changing rooms. The clothes handed to us were sky blue school uniforms. Refreshing school uniforms are a surefire hit.



    



     



    



    They're shorts.



    



     



    



    Knee-length shorts paired with shirts, jackets, and neckties - the full set.



    



     



    



    Yoochan's classic school uniform look suited his scholarly vibe.



    



     



    



    For Ilhan, no necktie or jacket, with a few buttons undone, causing him to exude a delinquent aura even more. A sexy delinquent, perhaps. Though I'm not sure if that vibe fits the refreshing concept.



    



     



    



    Kanghyun's was similar, but he loosened his necktie and left his jacket unbuttoned, creating a defiant atmosphere. However, his good looks overshadowed that rebellious aura, leaving one simply in awe.



    



     



    



    And Seoho, like me, was put in shorts. With a vest over his shirt, his fresh and adorable charm was further accentuated. I don't know who the coordinator is, but they nailed the individual points well for each member.



    



     



    



    However, instead of a school emblem, each outfit had a different flower embroidered where it would typically go. Mine looked like a daffodil or something slightly different, I couldn't quite tell. Just as I was wondering what flower it was, we were ushered onto the set.



    



     



    



    "Haon-ah, you go first. You have additional studio shots, so you'll need to change makeup later."



    



     



    



    "Ahh, I see."



    



     



    



    "Photographer Jung, could you start with Haon please?"



    



     



    



    "Yes, of course."



    



     



    



    Somehow I ended up going first. Since this is the case, I need to properly show what I can do, unlike the inexperienced other members. Unlike them, I'm an experienced one. I have the know-how accumulated through efforts in my previous life.



    



     



    



    That is, letting go of my own identity.



    



     



    



    Discard any sense of identity and just do as instructed, and the photos will turn out well. In my previous life, the more time was spent because of me, the worse the atmosphere on set became. Whether the director or photographer, they would openly show their annoyance, with subtle bullying from staff members an added bonus. Like a punching bag for stress relief.



    



     



    



    That's why I had to outperform everyone else. If I finished quickly and left, everyone would be more at ease. Of course I practiced expressions and poses whenever alone, but I also diligently scrapbooked photo references - all because of that. With my current self, I was confident I could do even better than before.



    



     



    



    Since it's a refreshing concept, I just need to smile brightly. I am the most lovable person in the world, I fervently suggested to myself as I smiled.



    



     



    



    "Oh my, the camera can't even fully capture you. Haon, you're too pretty. Did you used to be a model? Your expressions and poses are so natural."



    



     



    



    Well, I did do it in my previous life. But of course I couldn't say that, so I just smiled innocently and said "Thank you." The photographer kept marveling with each pose change.



    



     



    



    "They're all keepers, with nothing to discard. The subject is too good."



    



     



    



    This atmosphere and these compliments are too sweet. If I become a fan and try to lick you, Photographer, what will you do?



    



     



    



    "Even your embarrassed reactions are adorable."



    



     



    



    Ah, got me. When I bit my lower lip shyly and acted awkward, she eagerly snapped away, saying even that was great.



    



     



    



    
  
    Chapter 35
  
  
    "Hyung."



    



     



    



    "Uh, yeah."



    



     



    



    "You can just look openly. Why are you being so furtive?"



    



     



    



    I fluttered my swinging false lashes as I smiled. When Ilhan unconsciously tried to scratch his cheek, I quickly grabbed his hand.



    



     



    



    "You can't touch your face after the makeup."



    



     



    



    "Ah, right. Yeah. But I already finished my shoot......"



    



     



    



    "We still need to take the group shots, don't we?"



    



     



    



    "Ah! Got it."



    



     



    



    Ilhan vigorously nodded his head. How cute. I wished I could pat his head, but it was a pity I couldn't since it might ruin his hairstyle. Instead, I offered my face. Go ahead, look your fill. If two people enjoy it, the happiness doubles.



    



     



    



    Leaving Ilhan staring at me, I observed Seoho instead. His personality shone through, creating a rather lively shoot atmosphere. The photographer seemed to find Seoho utterly adorable too. He's truly someone loved wherever he goes. If Seoho had stats, his charm level would definitely be S+ without a doubt.



    



     



    



    Lastly, Kanghyun. He silently waited his turn, then silently did the photoshoot. When told to smile brightly, he forced an awkward grin. Seoho, who had been guffawing moments ago, promptly sealed his lips under Kanghyun's piercing gaze.



    



     



    



    But soon, Kanghyun seemed to realize he couldn't help being himself during the shoot, as he began openly clowning around. Then, at the moment he accidentally fell, the previously stiff Kanghyun burst into laughter. His face looked so refreshingly handsome. The shutter clicked rapidly. It worked out somehow.



    



     



    



    Since Kanghyun finished too, I expected to be called next, but the staff members busily started moving about. The set was being changed.



    



     



    



    First, a rug was laid on the floor, then a black iron bed was placed on top of it. As the rail system on the ceiling moved, sheer white fabric cascaded down. Finally, when a large cushion was arranged, the manager called me over.



    



     



    



    "Haon, come here."



    



     



    



    Since Polaroid photos were needed, the camera setup remained. The photography industry really is deceptive after all. Well then, Polaroid photos probably can't fully transform someone into a doll, so the makeup has its limits, huh?



    



     



    



    "Lie down and close your eyes, stand up and open them. Keep a neutral expression as the base."



    



     



    



    "Okay."



    



     



    



    Following the instruction to lie down, I did so. The sounds of equipment being hurriedly set up came from the foot of the bed. I raised my right arm when told, and even performed a stunt by hanging half off the bed with my upper body upside down.



    



     



    



    At that point, I got confused about whether my eyes should be open or closed. When I opened them halfway, they liked that expression, so I just went with it. As long as they're satisfied.



    



     



    



    After one round of hair and makeup touch-ups, the shoot resumed. This time, a massive fan was newly brought in.



    



     



    



    The wind whipped wildly, but of course one of the long false lashes started poking my eye. It stung so much that tears began streaming down.



    



     



    



    I'd have to redo this part. Just as I was worriedly glancing around, unsure how to proceed:



    



     



    



    "Kyaa! This is perfect! There are lots of boy group fans who love idols' sweat, blood and tears! Haon looks so pretty crying. Can we release this as a behind-the-scenes cut later?"



    



     



    



    In the end, it means these photos are useless, right? During the brief break, I rapidly blinked my eyes. The lash didn't come off, and I couldn't touch my face due to the makeup, leaving me distressed. Please help!



    



     



    



    "Haon-ah, are your eyes hurting?"



    



     



    



    Yoochan closely noticed my situation and asked, quite loudly too.



    



     



    



    "The false lash is poking me......"



    



     



    



    The makeup artist immediately rushed over. After applying eye drops to my eyes and wiping away the streaming tears, she asked:



    



     



    



    "How's that?"



    



     



    



    "I'm okay now. Thank you, noona!"



    



     



    



    "You're welcome."



    



     



    



    I beamed, relieved of the discomfort, causing the noona to blush as she smiled back. After swiftly retouching my makeup, she scrutinized me from various angles before nodding in satisfaction. In between, I lost count of how many times she called me pretty.



    



     



    



    Even after that, my one-man show continued. By my perception, I felt like I took far more shots than the concept photos. First a neutral expression version, then a smiling version too. The sheer white fabric had been gradually lowered, turns out they intended to wrap me in it.



    



     



    



    Towards the very end, the fabric inevitably got tangled up. Staff rushed over amidst my whines, creating a comical finale before the warm-hearted shoot wrapped up.



    



     



    



    "Haon, you did really well. You looked just like a real doll."



    



     



    



    As I was getting my makeup changed, Yoochan came over to praise me.



    



     



    



    "Hyung, saying that makes me embarrassed."



    



     



    



    Ilhan, who knows when he arrived, also chimed in.



    



     



    



    "Haon was so cool...... Amazing......"



    



     



    



    "Why are you like this, Ilhan hyung......"



    



     



    



    If it's a praise shower, I had already received more than enough from the photographer. The continued compliments only made me increasingly flustered. I have no immunity, you see. Feeling the heat rush to my face, I groaned softly.



    



     



    



    The coordinator noo



    



    33na removing my makeup let out a small laugh, saying we looked adorable. I'm glad Ilhan's earnest expression seemed cute to her. I need to divert my thoughts elsewhere. How embarrassing.



    



     



    



    Apparently, the next shoot is outdoors? It's bothersome to change clothes again, but I can't help it. I can't make them move locations just for me, only to return to the studio again.



    



     



    



    Even after the concept photos, our days continued to flow just like usual. If there was any slight change, it was in our practice intensity. I woke up earlier, stayed up later, and diligently accumulated experience points.



    



     



    



    For some reason, the other members gradually started following my pattern too, especially Kanghyun, who seemed to compete with me in terms of early rising. For someone who loves sleeping in, it was quite impressive that he managed to wake up so early.



    



     



    



    While unexpected from everyone, the most surprising shift came from Ilhan. Instead of holing up in his studio, he started trailing after me constantly.



    



     



    



    It felt like he liked me even more than Yoochan now. If I checked the fondness levels right now, it has surely changed to 'Likes', given how closely he stuck to me to the point where I naturally got that impression.



    



     



    



    Sometimes, Ilhan would take me to his composition studio and play the songs he had been working on. The overall vibe was gradually brightening, and I could sense the rougher edges that had previously vanished were subtly resurfacing. Seeing it as a signal of Ilhan's recovering self-esteem, I would happily smile while showering him with enthusiastic praise.



    



     



    



    Kanghyun was still rather aloof, but he seemed satisfied that all the members were gathered for dance practice together. Of course, he didn't hesitate to work the members asking for his guidance into a sweaty mess, myself included.



    



     



    



    The one who suffered the most was Ilhan. He really should have put in more effort regularly. Our team's resident hard worker has been singled out.



    



     



    



    Seoho grumbled about how my diligence needlessly made him have to work hard too. Isn't it good for all of us to practice hard together? Why complain?



    



     



    



    So, I kindly pointed out that he should reflect on his previous laziness instead. For some reason, Seoho threw a fit. I don't understand why; I was just gently highlighting his issue out of consideration.



    



     



    



    The most excited was Yoochan. Having trained for a combined total of 8 years, he had experienced having his debut fall through twice before transferring agencies. Moreover, at 23 years old this year, it would be touch-and-go for him to debut here.



    



     



    



    Perhaps due to that, even after signing the artist contract, he remained just as diligent as before - simply practicing, practicing, and more practicing as usual. I understand that state of mind where reality and dreams blur together.



    



     



    



    But it seems the concept photos made it feel real for him. On top of that, with Ilhan gradually teaching him the composing he had wanted to learn, a vibrant glow emanated from his face.



    



     



    



    To recover my drained stamina, I sat in a corner drinking water, listening to the squeaking sounds of four pairs of shoes rubbing against the floor as they danced. For some reason, it filled me with a sense of pride, marveling that I too, had a place amongst them.



    



     



    



    Thanks to our group practices, I also discovered a new trait. My dancing growth had recently accelerated, and it turned out there was a group choreography bonus in effect. When the alarm for this hardcore mode exclusive trait popped up, I let out a whoop of joy. If I hadn't known about this, I would have almost wasted points!



    



     



    



    Of course, it didn't last 24/7, instead resetting to normal after a certain period depending on the choreography completion level. But such buffs are like honey - totally free benefits.



    



     



    



    I proudly examined the results of my efforts so far. Just looking at them made me spontaneously smile.



    



     



    



    [Grade E Jin Haon (19) - Trainee]



    



     



    



    Stamina: 120



    



     



    



    Charm: S



    



    Vocals: A (1245/2500)



    



     



    



    Dance: A- (654/1500)



    



    Acting: E-



    



    Lyric Writing: F-



    



     



    



    Composing: F



    



     



    



    Remaining Points: 2,020



    



     



    



    I want to raise my vocals to S- before our debut, but the road ahead is long. More than anything, raising it from A+ to S- required a whopping 5,000 points. To achieve my goal, I would need to devote even more time to practice than now.



    



     



    



    With dance practice time already increased, if I also wanted to accumulate vocal experience points, I would have to forgo sleep. But since I only need enough sleep to recover stamina, I can just wake up earlier instead.



    



     



    



    Let's go. I can do this.



    



     



    



    "Hey, Jin Haon. Why are you grinning to yourself like that? Is your stamina still low?"



    



     



    



    In response to Seoho's brazen provocation, I planted my knee on the floor as I stood up.



    



     



    



    "No. I'm about to go hard now."



    



     



    



    "You'll just get more exhausted singing while your stamina is already lacking."



    



     



    



    "I'm going to do live singing practice. I need to prepare in advance. Unless you want to be the only one panting heavily in our live performances while the other members sing cleanly, you should put in more effort too?"



    



     



    



    "My stamina is better than yours!"



    



     



    



    It really isn't though. I'm just resting when the system tells me to rest. It's solely because of the system's limitations. If not for the stamina restrictions, I'd be soaring effortlessly.



    



     



    



    "Haon-ah, wouldn't it be better if you rested a bit more?"



    



     



    



    Ilhan looked at me with a worried expression. But I'm perfectly fine, why is he concerned?



    



     



    



    "I'll do it again. My stamina is fully recovered."



    



     



    



    "But your face is pale......"



    



     



    



    "I'm totally fine. Hyung, you focus on your own practice instead of watching me."



    



     



    



    The group choreography bonus hasn't activated yet today.



    



     



    



    "Kanghyun hyung, let's sync up and do it together!"



    



     



    



    At my call, three of them flinched while Kanghyun broadly smiled.



    



     



    



    
      "I'll start the song from the top."
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    "Finally..."



    



     



    



    "Wow! I want to hear it!"



    



     



    



    "I want to see the choreography first."



    



     



    



    I was the first one to be moved, Seoho was the one bouncing around, and of course, Kanghyun was the one who wanted to see the choreography. Yoochan seemed to be struggling to contain his overwhelming feelings with his mouth wide open, and Jung Ilhan was swallowing hard, extremely tense.



    



     



    



    I gently patted Jung Ilhan's back and whispered,



    



     



    



    "Hyung, don't worry, you're doing well."



    



     



    



    "How did you know I was anxious...?"



    



     



    



    "Because I'm always watching you."



    



     



    



    You're a person of interest. Jung Ilhan's cheeks flushed as he glanced at me with his head down. Seeing his old habit surfacing, he still seems anxious. I held Jung Ilhan's hand tightly and comforted him.



    



     



    



    "Trust me. You're doing well, hyung. Your dancing is a bit clunky, but so what? That can all be fixed with practice."



    



     



    



    I have to be honest for him to accept my praise sincerely. Anyone can see he's clunky, so there's no point in saying he's good. What I said he was good at was rapping, and Jung Ilhan knew what I meant. It's enough if only we know.



    



     



    



    "Okay. I'll work hard."



    



     



    



    "I'll help you."



    



     



    



    "Thanks."



    



     



    



    Of course, Kanghyun will be the one teaching intensely. I'm just here to be with him. I can at least help with mental maintenance. Hiding that fact, I smiled at him, and Jung Ilhan firmly held my hand in return. Seeing him strengthening his resolve, he's truly admirable.



    



     



    



    "What are you two whispering about? Aren't you coming?"



    



     



    



    Seoho nudged my waist with his elbow.



    



     



    



    "Coming."



    



     



    



    I waved my hand as if shooing away an annoying fly and pushed Seoho away. Then I took Jung Ilhan and headed towards the director's office.



    



     



    



    "Hello!"



    



     



    



    "Come on in. You guys have been working hard lately. I guess you're thinking about your debut now?"



    



     



    



    Yoochan smiled, showing a hint of embarrassment.



    



     



    



    "That's true, but Haon has to be passionate. I think we're all influenced by Haon."



    



     



    



    "That's right. I think I'm the same way."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan unexpectedly spoke up first. The director was surprised for a moment, then quickly returned to a poker face disguised as a smile.



    



     



    



    "You guys are going to be really busy now. We spent quite a bit of time selecting the songs. We brought good songs, so we'll apologize for making you wait with the title track."



    



     



    



    The director played the title track. It started with a slow tempo and became brighter and more cheerful as it progressed towards the highlight. The bouncy electronic sounds layered together, giving a refreshing feel. I found myself nodding my head to the beat without realizing it, that's how exciting the song was. I like this song!



    



     



    



    "The hook part is quite high."



    



     



    



    Yoochan spoke with a hint of concern in his voice. Even if I took the highest note, the notes leading up to it were quite high.



    



     



    



    We were a group, and I couldn't handle all the high note parts alone, so it was important to have someone supporting me. In that sense, it was understandable that Yoochan, as the lead vocalist, was worried. We couldn't afford to waver during live performances.



    



     



    



    "Yes. It's a song I chose believing in you and Haon."



    



     



    



    It was as if he was asking, "Can you do it?" But at the same time, the director was speaking with a gaze full of trust. Saying she believes in us. Hyung must have noticed it too, as he clenched his fist and answered, "Yes, I can do it." It was a strong tone that could temporarily upgrade his tofu mentality to a firm tofu mentality.



    



     



    



    "I'm confident too."



    



     



    



    "Good. Our vocalists are not a problem. Do you like the song? I can tell just by looking at Haon's expression. What about the others?"



    



     



    



    "Haha."



    



     



    



    As I laughed awkwardly, Seoho was the first to answer, "I like it!" Jung Ilhan went into a more technical territory, and I let it go in one ear and out the other. Composition terms are difficult.



    



     



    



    As the endless explanation continued, the corners of the director's mouth, who was smiling, began to twitch slightly. That's when Jung Ilhan stopped talking.



    



     



    



    "Yeah, I'm glad Ilhan likes it too. What about Kanghyun?"



    



     



    



    "It's exciting. The melody of the chorus keeps lingering in my head."



    



     



    



    Baek Kanghyun also gave a positive evaluation. If you ask me what the most important thing in a song is, I think it's the hook, the chorus. Of course, the climax needs to stick in your head so that you remember, "Ah, this song!" In that sense, our debut song was very satisfactory.



    



     



    



    "The title of the song is 'Dear Friend.' It tells the story of boys realizing the preciousness of friendship with their friends."



    



     



    



    Friendship. Words that had no connection to me in my past life, but now... I glanced at the members focusing on the director. I think I can sing this well!



    



     



    



    Huh? Wait. But why were the doll Polaroids needed for the music video?



    



     



    



    "Director."



    



     



    



    "Yes. Haon."



    



     



    



    "When we were shooting the concept photos, I dressed up as a doll and took pictures. I heard they would be used in the music video. Can I ask about the content of the music video?"



    



     



    



    The director's lips curled up into a full smile.



    



     



    



    "The details are a secret. Think about it carefully. We'll be filming a video of you guys watching your music video later."



    



     



    



    "Aha."



    



     



    



    "But among you, did anyone happen to see a camera filming behind-the-scenes at the concept photoshoot?"



    



     



    



    We stood there blankly, looking at each other. No one seemed to know. We all shook our heads from side to side, and the director was delighted.



    



     



    



    "You weren't pretending not to know, but you really didn't know. No wonder it looked so natural. I thought you had a talent for acting. It's a relief you were clueless."



    



     



    



    What? I'm the king of reading the room! This is a bit unfair. At the filming site, I was busy taking care of the members. That's why I pushed other things slightly out of my mind.



    



     



    



    If it were the old me, I would have definitely noticed!



    



     



    



    Realizing that I had unconsciously compared myself to my past life, I quickly canceled the thought I had just had. Even if I'm called clueless, the present is much better. If you ask me if I want to go back, I absolutely wouldn't want to, to the point where I would say no.



    



     



    



    "And your schedule is out too. We packed the schedule tightly..."



    



     



    



    Everyone's faces turned gloomy. Only Baek Kanghyun and I were glowing. The director burst out laughing, seeing our faces clearly showing joy and sorrow.



    



     



    



    "It will be less than what you're doing now. Your passion is above our heads."



    



     



    



    This time it was the opposite. Three of them were glowing, while Kanghyun and I showed a hint of disappointment. Can't be helped. I'll have to practice alone after the official practice. Kanghyun will probably join me.



    



     



    



    The director sent us the schedule. There was a music video shooting schedule in the middle, and except for that, the rest was full practice. Very satisfactory.



    



     



    



    "Ilhan, your expression!"



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan was criticized again. It was due to his energy being drained from the continuous practice. Jung Ilhan wiped the sweat off the back of his hand while panting and forcibly moved his facial muscles. When he focused on his expression, this time his dance fell apart.



    



     



    



    "This won't do. Let's take a 5-minute break and continue."



    



     



    



    As soon as the break was declared, I sprawled on the floor and picked up the water bottle rolling towards me. I sent a grateful glance to Kanghyun, who has now made it a habit to roll the water bottle to me.



    



     



    



    "Hyung, water for me too..."



    



     



    



    Seoho, who was wriggling on the floor like a caterpillar, stretched out his arm. Baek Kanghyun lightly kicked a water bottle with the tip of his foot, rolling it to him.



    



     



    



    "You hand it to Jin Haon, but for me, it's with your foot?"



    



     



    



    He grumbles anyway. Even while grumbling, he twists the cap off and pours it into his mouth. Drinking while lying down, water flowed down his cheeks.



    



     



    



    "Hey, Seoho hyung. What if you slip and fall because the floor is wet?"



    



     



    



    As I warned him, Seoho wiped the practice room floor with his clothes.



    



     



    



    "Why are you calling me 'hey'? To your hyung."



    



     



    



    "You need to grow up a bit for me to treat you like a hyung."



    



     



    



    Yoochan took my side, giggling.



    



     



    



    "Haon does seem more like a hyung than Seoho."



    



     



    



    "Yoochan hyung! That's too much!"



    



     



    



    Seoho whined and flailed around. He's overflowing with energy. All that whining about being tired is a lie. He's just doing it for attention.



    



     



    



    I looked for Jung Ilhan. His face, leaning against the mirror, was pale blue. He's not even drinking water.



    



     



    



    I quietly went to his side and offered my water bottle. He looked at me once, then at the water bottle, before taking it. I watched his Adam's apple bobbing up and down for a moment before receiving the water bottle back.



    



     



    



    "Thanks."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan, who has now learned to smile quite well, grinned at me. I thought he would be sullen since he's been getting criticized for days, but there was no such sign. That's a relief.



    



     



    



    I moved to the water dispenser, filled the empty water bottle, and carefully closed the lid. Kanghyun will roll it to me again later, so I have to check it properly. I placed it where we gather the water bottles, and I heard clap, clap, the sound of applause.



    



     



    



    "Alright, guys. Let's get up now."



    



     



    



    The break was over. Exactly 5 minutes had passed, as if he had been staring at the clock the whole time. I'm always surprised by his precision, as if he has a vibration alarm set.



    



     



    



    We lined up in formation and started moving our bodies to the accompaniment. I want to sing along, but they won't let us during the official training time. They say that's the next step. So I focused even more on the choreography and facial expressions.



    



     



    



    After my dance stat rose to A-, the dance teacher was surprised when he first saw me. Asking if I was really the kid who used to be sluggish during the audition. He thought I had only been practicing vocals, but when did I get so good at dancing?



    



     



    



    That's how decent I looked in the mirror. But still, compared to Kanghyun, I was still clunky. I think Kanghyun's dance stat is probably around S+.



    



     



    



    When you focus on practice, time flies by. As the sun began to set, Seoho started getting hungry. I ignored him since he's always hungry, but when the other members agreed, I had no choice but to acknowledge it. It's time to eat.



    



     



    



    "Teacher!"



    



     



    



    Yoochan gave the dance teacher a look. It means let's continue after dinner. The teacher glanced at us and gave a sparkling smile. That's the face I usually see when he's leaving work. Aren't we going to continue after dinner?



    



     



    



    "Okay. Then let's call it a day here. Everyone, enjoy your dinner, and I'll see you tomorrow."



    



     



    



    "Yes!"



    



     



    



    
      Huh? Where are you going, teacher? Judging by the members' reactions, it seems like everyone knew except me.
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    I scanned each of them with a gaze demanding an explanation. Yoochan was grinning, Jung Ilhan slightly avoided my eyes, and Kanghyun was just indifferent. I almost threw up because Seoho winked at me, smirking.



    



     



    



    "Why are you winking! It's disgusting!"



    



     



    



    "What? How precious is my wink that you find it disgusting!"



    



     



    



    "What's so precious? It's at the level of rolling around at my feet."



    



     



    



    "Huh, how absurd are you being again? Hey, you're hopeless. I was going to let it slide, but I really can't."



    



     



    



    Seoho rolled up his sleeves and grumbled. Then he strode towards me. What? What is he trying to do? With the thought that I could do whatever I wanted, I lifted my chin and glared fiercely.



    



     



    



    Seoho, who had come right in front of me, suddenly raised the corners of his mouth and laughed mischievously. At the same time,



    



     



    



    "Gasp! Hey, are you crazy, ahaha! Don't, stop, ugh, help me!"



    



     



    



    My sides were grabbed. Ten fingers crawled all over my sides at random.



    



     



    



    "You need to be tickled. Who do you think you are, being cheeky to your hyung?"



    



     



    



    I pressed down on Seoho's wrists tightly, but he didn't budge at all. With the idea that the best defense is offense, I tickled him back in the same way, but he was somehow unaffected. Didn't he used to be ticklish before? I was the only one struggling, caught by Seoho.



    



     



    



    "Don't, hehe, don't do it! Ah, I surrender! I surrender!"



    



     



    



    "Are you sorry for disrespecting your hyung?"



    



     



    



    "Yes! I'm sorry!"



    



     



    



    "Hoo, do you now know the fear of your hyung?"



    



     



    



    "Ah! Come on!"



    



     



    



    "Not yet?"



    



     



    



    The fingers that were about to stop started moving again. Those wicked hands weren't satisfied with just my sides and started tickling my belly too. My upper body crumpled down.



    



     



    



    "Ugh, help me! Hyungs!"



    



     



    



    I randomly called for help from anyone, lumping them together, but it was quiet. They were all just standing far away, watching us. In the end, I had to declare surrender several times and call Seoho "hyung" before I could be released. How humiliating.



    



     



    



    "Mwahaha! Did you realize that a paper doll can't beat a human?"



    



     



    



    "Gasp, gasp, ah, are you really a savage?"



    



     



    



    "Huh? Did I hear that wrong?"



    



     



    



    Seoho raised his hand again and wriggled his fingers in the air. I retreated slowly, trembling with fear. I've never succumbed to violence in my life, but to lose to mere tickling...



    



     



    



    "Now, now, Seoho. That's enough. Haon is having a hard time."



    



     



    



    You're stopping him now? That's too much.



    



     



    



    "Since practice ended early today, should we eat something delicious?"



    



     



    



    "Chicken! Pizza!"



    



     



    



    Seoho raised his hands and bounced up and down. If Yoochan wants to eat, we should eat. I felt bad for him always eating salads while dieting.



    



     



    



    He was the only one among us who was on a diet. Jung Ilhan, who has a small appetite, was originally on the skinny side, and Kanghyun had a beautifully solid body, probably from dancing for a long time. As for Seoho, whether it's because he's in his growth phase or his constitution, he doesn't gain weight.



    



     



    



    And I, who was skinny enough to be teased as a paper doll by Seoho, was being told to gain some weight. It means that among the members, only Yoochan is the type who gains weight when he eats. He also relieves stress through binge eating, so he gained a lot of weight after the cult incident.



    



     



    



    If Yoochan wants to eat, we should eat.



    



     



    



    "I'm casting one vote for what Yoochan hyung wants to eat."



    



     



    



    After actively supporting hyung, I flopped down on the floor. Opinions were divided on what to eat, but most of it was Seoho's self-conflicting ideas. Chicken, pizza, pig's feet, noodles, cold noodles, pork belly, tteokbokki, and so on. It seemed like he was trying to name all the food in this world.



    



     



    



    "Don't you guys want anything to eat?"



    



     



    



    "No. I'm fine with anything. Haon."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan called me while standing in front of the long bench in the corner of the practice room. He spread out the padding he was holding in his arms and gestured towards me. The padding looked incomparably fluffy compared to the hard floor, like a sleeping bag.



    



     



    



    "Haon, come here. You'll get cold if you let the sweat dry."



    



     



    



    Is that spot for me? I jumped up and ran over, and Jung Ilhan tapped the bench.



    



     



    



    "If you want to lie down, lie here."



    



     



    



    "What about you, hyung?"



    



     



    



    "I'm going to take a shower and come back."



    



     



    



    "Aha."



    



     



    



    I asked while lying down to recover my stamina. The 5-minute breaks were far from enough, so I had to diligently replenish during lunch and dinner times. Since I raised my dance stat to A-, I'm enduring it, otherwise, I would have been in big trouble. Fortunately, the higher the stat grade, the less stamina consumption. Otherwise, how quickly would I have drained?



    



     



    



    "Yeah. I'll be back before Yoochan hyung comes back. We should eat dinner together."



    



     



    



    "Huh? Did he go out to buy it? Not getting delivery?"



    



     



    



    "Didn't you hear? He just left saying he'll go pick it up."



    



     



    



    "Ah, yeah. I see. Okay. I'll call you when hyung comes back."



    



     



    



    "Thanks."



    



     



    



    With even Jung Ilhan gone, I was left alone in the practice room...



    



     



    



    Alone?



    



     



    



    I'm the only one left?



    



     



    



    When did Kanghyun leave? Was he drafted as a pack mule? I don't even know when he disappeared while I was talking to Jung Ilhan.



    



     



    



    Should I take a short nap while waiting?



    



     



    



    Covering my eyes with my arm, I quietly lay there, and my breathing sounded particularly loud. The usual noisiness seemed like a lie.



    



     



    



    I was nodding off and about to fall asleep. Suddenly, the practice room door opened, and a commotion rushed in.



    



     



    



    "Surprise! Happy birthday, Haon!"



    



     



    



    "Haon! Happy birthday!"



    



     



    



    "Happy birthday, Jin Haon~"



    



     



    



    "Congratulations."



    



     



    



    I sat up halfway and looked at the members with a dazed face. Is today my birthday? January 30th. The birthday of Yooyeon and me.



    



     



    



    Led by Yoochan, who was holding a cake, they approached me in a line. The candles on the cake were shining brightly. Jung Ilhan approached me and held out his hand. I took his hand, stood up, and stood in front of the cake.



    



     



    



    At Yoochan's signal, the birthday song began. I let out an empty laugh at the unnecessarily amazing harmony. It was as if they had practiced without me knowing. Well, they must have been together for a long time, so it would be strange if they didn't harmonize well.



    



     



    



    It was the first time I had received a birthday celebration from someone and had an event like this. It felt like soft dandelion seeds were flying in and tickling my heart. So this is how it can be with the members.



    



     



    



    It's amazing and joyful. I was happy and felt good.



    



     



    



    Overwhelming emotions surged in, and my facial muscles moved on their own. I was smiling. Not a forced smile, but a genuine one. The scarlet flickering candlelight created shadows on my face. The hyungs were smiling as brightly as I was.



    



     



    



    "Hey, what are you doing? Aren't you going to blow out the candles? Make a wish and blow them out."



    



     



    



    Seoho poked my side, grinning. After slapping his cheeky hand, I took a deep breath. And I blew out the candles while making a wish.



    



     



    



    'May things continue as they are now.'



    



     



    



    I blew hard, but two candles wavered precariously and came back to life. Thinking my wish wouldn't come true if I didn't blow them out properly, I quickly blew again. It was harder than I thought.



    



     



    



    "We brought food too!"



    



     



    



    Seoho ran over, opened the practice room door with his butt, and bent his waist before standing up again. Seoho's hands were full of food as he straightened his back. He had hidden them in the corridor.



    



     



    



    "Thanks, hyungs. I didn't even remember today was my birthday. How did you know?"



    



     



    



    "We have our ways."



    



     



    



    Yoochan put on airs. He must have asked the director. I knew the obvious answer but pretended not to know.



    



     



    



    "I'm hungry! Let's eat quickly!"



    



     



    



    Seoho, who had plopped down on the floor, started unwrapping the food, rustling the plastic. True to his impatient nature, he was tearing it apart roughly. Chicken, pizza, tteokbokki, pig's feet. They bought a lot. But I know. The five of us can finish all of that.



    



     



    



    "Hyungs, sit down quickly before Seoho eats it all."



    



     



    



    I sat across from Seoho and waved my hand. Yoochan, Jung Ilhan, and Kanghyun sat side by side and tore open the chopsticks. Seoho, who had stuffed his mouth full as if he had been waiting for the hyungs to eat, mumbled something, but I couldn't understand. It doesn't matter even if I don't know. It's probably something like "Hyung!"



    



     



    



    "Haon, there's a lot, so eat slowly."



    



     



    



    "Okay."



    



     



    



    I answered while shoving chicken into my mouth first. I should eat pizza after this.



    



     



    



    Three more weeks had passed since my birthday. I earned 120 more points from the weekly mission and was promoted to A+ in singing. At this point, my skills were similar to my abilities in my previous life. It finally sounded satisfactory to my ears.



    



     



    



    "I can only gasp in admiration... I'm afraid of where our Haon's limit is. I'm afraid, but I'm so happy! You're really growing so well. Haon, were you a beansprout in your previous life? How can you be like this?"



    



     



    



    I was praised by the vocal teacher, and,



    



     



    



    "Haon has improved tremendously! Well done."



    



     



    



    I was also praised by the dance teacher, who is stingy with compliments. It was thanks to my dance stat rising to A. At this point, my dancing was similar to how I danced in my previous life. So my stats in my previous life were singing A+ and dance A.



    



     



    



    Maybe that's why, but the rate of increase in my singing and dancing experience noticeably slowed down. Was it faster until now because it was like retracing a path I had walked before?



    



     



    



    If it slows down after reaching a certain level, the dance should also progress smoothly up to A+, but it wasn't, so it was strange. I don't know what it is.



    



     



    



    There was no answer even when I asked the system. I couldn't submit a 1:1 inquiry to Deus either, so what I have to do now is set. Work hard. If the rate of experience gain is slow, I just need to work that much harder.



    



     



    



    Another change occurred, and the main mission was upgraded by one level. After completing the existing mission, I could attempt double points, just like the weekly mission. Of course, the penalty for failure was also doubled.



    



     



    



    



    



    ─ Sing and dance the debut song together and receive an S+ grade (0/1)



    



    O Earn 1,600 points upon success



    



    O Singing and dance grades drop by 2 levels upon failure



    



    O Time remaining: Until debut showcase



    



     



    



    I accepted it, judging that I could sufficiently do it. It's not a new mission but an upgraded form of the existing mission, so if I refuse, it's immediately completed, and if I accept, the points are doubled. Instead, I can't receive the 800 points, but I can't resist doubling it. Why am I playing in hard mode?



    



     



    



    Is the hard mode difficulty set incorrectly? I don't know what's supposed to be difficult. With that thought, I got into the van. Today's schedule was shooting the music video.



    



     



    



    
      A few hours later, I was bitterly regretting my pre-departure conceit and despairing at my stamina.
    

  

  
    Chapter 38
  
  
    "Haon, try jumping a bit higher. Lightly like a feather! Your landing is too heavy!"



    



    How am I supposed to jump lightly like a feather when I'm not a feather? And on a sandy beach where my feet sink deep!



    



    "Don't frown, be joyful! Smile with a happy face!"



    



    I'm not happy right now. My stamina is barely hanging on. But it's not like I can ask for a break on the filming set because I'm out of energy. We have to film the designated scenes within the designated time.



    



    Honestly, I let my guard down. In my previous life, when I was active as an idol, my role in the music videos was really minuscule. That's why it ended quickly and wasn't tiring. I spent most of my time waiting for the other members' filming.



    



    But for some reason, I was the main character in the music video for this debut song. No wonder I had the most scenes to film among the members...



    



    There's another reason for my carelessness. I had been living a routine of dancing and singing for a while, so my stamina was draining slowly, and at some point, I mistook that. I thought the rate at which my stamina drained was originally this slow. Getting used to something is really scary.



    



    Thanks to that, I properly experienced for the first time in a long while how quickly my stamina drained when my dance grade was F. And that was still considered slow compared to now. I felt a sense of crisis when my stamina dropped below 10.



    



    
  
    Chapter 39
  
  
    Like hell I'm okay. I was not okay at all. In the end, I had to use the 'I'll Die, but FIGHTING! (F)' skill on the second day of music video filming. I felt conflicted due to the abnormal condition. But on the flip side, there was a good thing.



    



     



    



    "What's going on? Haon is totally energetic."



    



     



    



    Yoochan was amazed. I shrugged my shoulders.



    



     



    



    "For some reason, my condition is good."



    



     



    



    My condition was too good. First of all, my concentration improved since I didn't have to worry about stamina. I also confirmed that my stamina doesn't recover even if I rest, so I just pushed myself to the fullest. Since I'm going to get an abnormal condition anyway, I should get my money's worth.



    



     



    



    What I recently realized is that my original stamina is actually very good. It's natural to be out of breath and tired when running a lot. But thanks to the skill, running without limits felt refreshing and good. It was a sense of liberation I hadn't felt in a long time.



    



     



    



    It would have been a luxury I could have enjoyed if I had chosen normal mode. 500 seems enough. But even if I were to choose again, I would still go with hard mode. Otherwise, I would still be at B. Plus, there's the hard mode group dance feature.



    



     



    



    An idol's lifespan is short. There's no time to leisurely raise stats.



    



     



    



    "Let's go for the scene with Haon and Ilhan. Get ready."



    



     



    



    "Yes!"



    



     



    



    I jumped up from the folding chair and hung my outer clothing on the backrest. Then, I headed to the filming location with Jung Ilhan. Whenever the wind blew, the grass growing in the field flinched in unison.



    



     



    



    It was amazing to see it already growing green in late February. That's probably why we came down to the south. If we were coming down to the south anyway, wouldn't it have been better to go to the sea on this side? Of course, there must have been a reason, but it was really cold yesterday.



    



     



    



    With the field scene with Jung Ilhan and the field shooting, all the outdoor scenes were finished. Thanks to starting early in the morning, all filming was completed by 2 pm.



    



     



    



    But there's no time for us to rest. We headed straight for Seoul. It was to finish the indoor filming. Indoor filming was much easier than outdoor. First of all, there was no running around.



    



     



    



    There were five rooms decorated with different concepts for each member. I was a bit surprised at the unexpectedly large scale of the set. It seemed like they poured in a lot of money. Even the flowers scattered on the floor were real.



    



     



    



    Seeing this, it hit me anew that the company is determined to promote us no matter what. Otherwise, they wouldn't invest to this extent.



    



     



    



    Indoor filming had many scenes that required emotional acting, which was difficult. It dragged on for a long time, but I managed to pull it off somehow.



    



     



    



    When all the filming was over, it was 2 am. The only problem left for me now is the abnormal condition. Since it will end in 30 minutes anyway, I'll quietly turn off the skill in the early morning and endure it. And if I go to sleep right away and wake up, my stamina will be full, right?



    



     



    



    I wanted to keep it on like this since there was no time limit. But experience doesn't increase while using the skill. It's a bit unfortunate now, but I can turn it off, and when I raise all my stats, I can keep it on for a long time, right?



    



     



    



    Before I knew it, the van had entered our dorm's parking lot. The manager was slightly surprised to see me awake and woke up the members. One by one, they wriggled and got up.



    



     



    



    "You guys have practice from the afternoon tomorrow, so rest well. Since the schedule was a forced march, take medicine in advance so you don't catch a cold, and I'm talking about getting a vacation before your debut, so let's endure it a bit more."



    



     



    



    "Ye-es, hyung... Ugh, Haon, you'll wake up early in the morning again, right?"



    



     



    



    Seoho said, rubbing his eyes. Tears welled up due to yawning.



    



     



    



    "Probably?"



    



     



    



    "I don't know if you have good stamina or, yawn, if it's bad."



    



     



    



    "Kids, let's go in first. Let's talk tomorrow after going in and sleeping..."



    



     



    



    Tears also gathered in the corners of Yoochan's eyes. Even Kanghyun, who has the best stamina, was busy yawning constantly. Jung Ilhan was dozing off while standing. For now, I returned to the dorm with the members.



    



     



    



    No matter how tired we were, we had to remove our makeup and shower because we were sticky with sweat. While deciding the order to wash up, Yoochan brought vitamins and distributed them.



    



     



    



    I took the vitamins and watched the members dozing off in front of the bathroom. I volunteered to go last due to the reserved abnormal condition after the skill ended. By the time I finished washing up, everyone had fallen asleep.



    



     



    



    After confirming that all the members were asleep, it was the moment I closed the door to my room.



    



     



    



    
  
    Chapter 40
  
  
    The guilt of carefreely watching the kid while he was sick was the first thing that struck Park Yoochan's mind.



    



     



    



    "Uh, uh...?"



    



     



    



    Jin Haon's face was reflected in Park Yoochan's vision. His face was flushed red with fever, and his breathlessness seemed unusual.



    



     



    



    "Hey! Jin Haon! Hey!"



    



     



    



    Seoho ran over in surprise and shook him roughly.



    



     



    



    'I, I need to get a grip. I'm the leader.'



    



     



    



    Suddenly, his mind went blank.



    



     



    



    What comes first? Bringing down the fever? Did we have medicine at home? I'm sure yesterday, some medicine, ah, cold medicine. It was cold medicine. Was there fever reducer in it? Jeonggon hyung told me to take vitamins, so I gave them vitamins. Should I contact Jeonggon hyung? What should I do? I'm the leader. I'm the hyung. I'm supposed to take responsibility for the kids... I...



    



     



    



    "You're trying to take responsibility for every little thing."



    



     



    



    Ah. It was something he had heard before. It was when he apologized to Haon for not being able to take care of his meals.



    



     



    



    "There are many people around to help, so try reaching out."



    



     



    



    This was what he told me in the vocal room. Didn't he say even white paper is better when folded together?



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan and Seoho came into Park Yoochan's view. Jung Ilhan was endlessly calling Jin Haon's name with a pale blue face. Seoho's eyes had already turned red, and he looked like he would burst into tears at any moment. His confused and tangled mind slowly returned.



    



     



    



    "Guys. Everyone, calm down and help me out."



    



     



    



    The two of them looked at Park Yoochan simultaneously. He spoke to Seoho first, who was nodding his head hard.



    



     



    



    "Seoho, you call Jeonggon hyung first."



    



     



    



    "Ah, okay, yeah."



    



     



    



    When Seoho couldn't leave his spot, Park Yoochan urged him. Startled by the words to hurry, he ran to his room. It seemed like he was going to get his cell phone.



    



     



    



    Park Yoochan found his own cell phone and called 119. He was flustered when he couldn't remember the address momentarily when asked. Jung Ilhan, who keenly noticed, called out the address.



    



     



    



    "Yoochan hyung, will Haon be okay?"



    



     



    



    "He'll be fine."



    



     



    



    Park Yoochan placed his hand on Jin Haon's hot forehead. He thought nothing would happen since his condition was good throughout the music video filming. Because he only had a hard time on the first day.



    



     



    



    Maybe he was smiling brightly without saying anything even when he was having a hard time. The image of him smiling innocently while saying his condition was good made his heart ache. He could have said it was hard if it was...



    



     



    



    I told you to rely on me, but what is this? He wanted to reproach him and scold him.



    



     



    



    "Hyung... Is there anything I can do? Do I have to just wait like this?"



    



     



    



    "Let's take him to the first floor. To get him in the ambulance even a little faster."



    



     



    



    "Uh, yeah! That would be best."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan easily picked up Jin Haon and said,



    



     



    



    "I'll take him."



    



     



    



    "Wait, Haon's clothes are too thin."



    



     



    



    "Ah..."



    



     



    



    Park Yoochan hurriedly opened the closet and took out a thick jacket. It was fortunate that the winter clothes weren't put away because they were busy preparing for their debut. Jung Ilhan, who received the jacket, carefully wrapped Jin Haon's body and held him in his arms again.



    



     



    



    "Let's go. I'll open the door."



    



     



    



    "Yeah. Okay!"



    



     



    



    The two of them hurriedly left the room. Baek Kanghyun, who woke up from the commotion, was in the living room, listening to an incoherent explanation with a frown on his face.



    



     



    



    "Where are you going, hyungs!"



    



     



    



    Seoho, who was rambling, grabbed the two of them. Park Yoochan ran to the front door, opened it, and replied,



    



     



    



    "I called an ambulance. We'll go down to the first floor and wait."



    



     



    



    Baek Kanghyun, who quickly grasped the situation, took out his cell phone.



    



     



    



    "Tell them to come to the underground parking lot, not the first floor. There are sasaengs on the first floor."



    



     



    



    "Ah..."



    



     



    



    Seoho put on his shoes in a crumpled manner and dashed out like a bullet. After pressing the elevator button, he nervously bit his fingernails.



    



     



    



    "Why isn't it coming!"



    



     



    



    Seoho stamped his feet and kept pressing the button. It's not like it would arrive faster by doing that, but he was so anxious he felt like he was going crazy.



    



     



    



    If it were someone else, it wouldn't have been this scary, but it had to be Jin Haon. Seoho couldn't forget Jin Haon's face as he suffered, gasping for breath.



    



     



    



    'It looks like he's going to die. Why isn't it coming? Why?'



    



     



    



    The tears that had been welling up finally spilled out. Baek Kanghyun uncharacteristically patted his shoulder and comforted him.



    



     



    



    "Why are you crying? It's just a fever. He'll be fine after getting a shot at the hospital. Don't make a fuss for no reason. You keep making it seem like a big deal when it's not."



    



     



    



    "But hyung, I..."



    



     



    



    "It's okay, so calm down. You're the hyung, aren't you?"



    



     



    



    Seoho roughly wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. The tears that kept flowing no matter how much he wiped them stopped the moment the elevator arrived.



    



     



    



    "That's right. I'm the hyung. I was the hyung."



    



     



    



    Although there was still a tremor in his voice, he had a rather strong look in his eyes. The elevator took the members straight to the underground first floor.



    



     



    



    The time they waited for the ambulance was only a little over 10 minutes, but it felt several times longer to the members. Especially for Jung Ilhan, who was holding Jin Haon, that time was particularly long.



    



     



    



    'Don't be sick...'



    



     



    



    He felt sorry for Jin Haon, who couldn't come to his senses. His panting breaths were hot, and the way he occasionally let out groans and frowned looked painful. If he could, he wanted to be sick instead. Because to Jung Ilhan, Jin Haon was a savior.



    



     



    



    He lost confidence and shut himself in the studio, afraid of being a burden to the members. He was scared to face the CEO and the director. It felt like they would abandon him because he wasn't the same as before. Because he was a half-wit who couldn't write a single proper song unlike before.



    



     



    



    It was lonely and scary, but he couldn't complain. The more he did that, the more embarrassed he was to show his face in front of the members. When he first saw Jin Haon, he envied his confident appearance, and when he met him for the second time, it was strange how he seemed to stay by his side for some reason.



    



     



    



    And the third time he met Jin Haon, he played a song that grabbed his heart. That talent was so dazzling that it felt like it was saying he didn't deserve to sign the contract.



    



     



    



    But the fourth time. Jin Haon came to find him. With a cup of coffee in his hand and eyes that said, "You have no choice but to allow it." Overwhelmed by his momentum, he let someone into his personal space for the first time in a really long time.



    



     



    



    He had nothing to say, so he kept talking about boring things. As he talked, he realized that he was the only one having fun, but he couldn't stop. Because it had been so long since he had a long conversation with someone. He wanted to talk a little more. That's when he realized that he had missed people.



    



     



    



    He wanted to keep holding on, so he played another song. He wanted to keep talking even if he was disappointed. But an unexpected reaction came back.



    



     



    



    Jin Haon happily chattered by his side for a long time. No matter what song he played, he listened seriously and meticulously told him what he liked about it. When he told him what he found lacking, he immediately corrected it, and Jin Haon clapped and was delighted.



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan was happy too. He was so happy and joyful for the first time in a really long time. So he mustered up the courage and came out. The members, who had been the object of his fear, accepted him without any problem. Jin Haon was the sun that pulled him out of the darkness he was trapped in and into the light.



    



     



    



    When the sound of the ambulance siren was heard, Jung Ilhan ran in one breath. He saw Park Yoochan waving his arm towards the driver's seat.



    



     



    



    "Over here!"



    



     



    



    "Over here! Here!"



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan and Seoho shouted loudly. Seoho jumped up and down, crossing his arms widely.



    



     



    



    Eventually, the ambulance stopped, and the back door opened. Jung Ilhan got into the ambulance with Jin Haon in his arms. The other members also tried to get in but were stopped. When Seoho protested, "Why!" Baek Kanghyun pulled him back.



    



     



    



    "They need to treat him in the ambulance. Don't interfere and step aside."



    



     



    



    "Ugh, ugh. Okay..."



    



     



    



    "Ilhan. Watch over Haon well. Jeonggon hyung said he's coming, so contact us when you arrive at the hospital. I'll go with the members."



    



     



    



    "Okay."



    



     



    



    The ambulance door closed. As soon as it left the parking lot, the siren turned on.



    



     



    



    "Since when did he have a fever?"



    



     



    



    "...In the early morning, so around 3 or 4 o'clock? He was fine then. But when I tried to wake him up for lunch today, his fever..."



    



     



    



    Was he sick in the early morning too? Or even before that? Was he hiding that he was sick? A person's fever can't rise this rapidly, right? There must have been symptoms before it got to this point...



    



     



    



    "I'm always watching you, hyung."



    



     



    



    'Haon always looked after me, but...'



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan's head drooped low. He felt like a sinner.



    



     



    



    Suddenly, my ears popped, and a commotion rushed in. It seemed like the abnormal condition had just ended because my whole body was limp, and I had no energy at all. My eyes were sore, and my throat was dry.



    



     



    



    But I really had no strength to lift a finger, so I didn't want to open my eyes. Should I sleep a little more?



    



     



    



    Huh? No, wait a minute.



    



     



    



    Wasn't the duration of the abnormal condition strange? It should have ended in 30 minutes, but it was definitely longer. Even if the symptoms were severe enough to make me lose consciousness because it was my first time experiencing a fever, the time was still strange.



    



     



    



    If the abnormal condition lasted more than 30 minutes, there are two possible reasons. Just as the duration of the abnormal condition that occurs when stamina reaches 0 and the abnormal condition caused by an event are different, the abnormal condition caused by skill termination is also different. Or it could be a penalty for forced termination.



    



     



    



    I need to check which one it is. So I can decide whether to use the skill in the future or how to use it if I do.



    



     



    



    I forcibly lifted my heavy eyelids. The first thing is to check how much time has passed...



    



     



    



    "Haon!"



    



     



    



    "Haon, are you okay?"



    



     



    



    "Hey! Jin Haon! You want to worry us like this?"



    



     



    



    "...Now you've done it."



    



     



    



    No less than four faces were looking down at me. The first thought that came to mind was 'I'm screwed.'



    



     



    



    
      Did I get caught having an abnormal condition again?!
    

  

  
    Chapter 41
  
  
    The IV drip stuck in my arm, the white bed, and the ceiling that didn't look like the dorm no matter how you looked at it. It was a hospital. I was 100% caught. Everyone should have gone to bed early in the morning and started practice in the afternoon, so they should have woken up late...



    



     



    



    Since the skill ended around 4 o'clock yesterday, it means I was in an abnormal condition until at least 10 or 11 o'clock. Is it a minimum of 6-7 hours? I should check what time it is now first.



    



     



    



    "...Now, cough, cough."



    



     



    



    The moment I spoke, my throat felt scratchy, and coughs spilled out. Jung Ilhan held out a glass of water, and when Yoochan pressed a button next to the bed, the head of the bed rose with a small noise. This is convenient and nice. I want to take one home.



    



     



    



    "Ilhan hyung, thank you."



    



     



    



    "It's nothing. I'm glad you came to your senses."



    



     



    



    "Jin Haon."



    



     



    



    The only person who calls me by my full name is Seoho, but it wasn't him this time. Yoochan called me with a serious face.



    



     



    



    "If you're sick, you should say you're sick. What if you suffer alone? Do you know how surprised we were? Are you going to do this again?"



    



     



    



    I'm tired of saying it now, but it's not being sick; it's an abnormal condition...



    



     



    



    Let's give up. Giving up makes things easier. I can't explain it anyway, so it's better to just make excuses.



    



     



    



    "I didn't hide it on purpose. I'm confused too, because I woke up in the hospital. What time is it now?"



    



     



    



    Yoochan let out a deep sigh. He placed one hand on the bed and the other on my forehead. His hand was very cold. It was always warm, so why is it so cold?



    



     



    



    "It's a little past two. You have no memory of being sick for a whole day? It seemed like you opened your eyes for a bit in between."



    



     



    



    I opened my eyes? I have no recollection of that at all. I lost consciousness due to the abnormal condition, and when I opened my eyes, it was now. But the whole day...?



    



     



    



    "Hyung, today is Saturday... right?"



    



     



    



    "It's Sunday."



    



     



    



    "What?"



    



     



    



    My mouth fell open involuntarily. From early Friday morning until Sunday afternoon? An abnormal condition had never lasted this long and this seriously before.



    



     



    



    Considering the system balance, it doesn't seem like this will happen every time I use the skill, so it must be a penalty for forced termination. Then, was the severe fever symptom also a kind of penalty?



    



     



    



    "But it's a relief that your fever has gone down. The doctor said he couldn't find the cause, the medication didn't work, and you couldn't regain consciousness. How do you think we felt?"



    



     



    



    "Uh... worried?"



    



     



    



    "Why are you saying that in a questioning tone? Of course, we were worried. In the future, I hope you tell us first, even if something is slightly off."



    



     



    



    Yoochan's face showed clear signs of exhaustion. The faces of the members surrounding my bed kept entering my vision. Come to think of it, everyone looks haggard compared to usual.



    



     



    



    Could it be that they stayed in the hospital room because of me? It's no different from faking it. It's something that goes away after some time...



    



     



    



    "...Were you all here the whole time?"



    



     



    



    "Of course."



    



     



    



    "Until I woke up?"



    



     



    



    "Then where would we go?"



    



     



    



    I was at a loss for words at the question that implied it was obvious. I'm sorry for worrying you. Thank you for worrying about me. I could have said that, but the words just circled the tip of my tongue as if my throat was blocked.



    



     



    



    "Hey, Jin Haon."



    



     



    



    Seoho called me in a sulky tone. When I rolled my eyes and looked at him, I saw his severely bloodshot eyes.



    



     



    



    "Say, I'm sorry for worrying you. And say, I won't do it again in the future."



    



     



    



    "...You were worried about me too?"



    



     



    



    "Is that even a question? You were wobbling like a piece of paper soaked in water, so of course, I was worried. I thought I was going to die because I was scared you might stop breathing."



    



     



    



    "So you cried again?"



    



     



    



    Seoho's face instantly turned red. It ripened red from his neck like tomato juice being poured into a transparent glass bottle.



    



     



    



    "Aish, he's completely recovered. Recovered!"



    



     



    



    Seoho scratched the back of his head furiously and burst into laughter with a "Ha ha."



    



     



    



    "Hey, I guess I've grown attached to you. Seeing you chatter away puts me at ease."



    



     



    



    "I'm already very attached to you. If Seoho isn't here now, I'd be bored."



    



     



    



    "You really can't let a single thing go."



    



     



    



    Despite his grumbling tone, the corners of his mouth were turned up. I guess he likes that I said I'm attached. I like it too.



    



     



    



    "Do you want to beat your younger brother that much? Hyung?"



    



     



    



    "Ah, you're only a younger brother at times like this! Forget it! Apologize to the hyungs."



    



     



    



    "Ah."



    



     



    



    Right. Of course. I should apologize. But when the stage is set like this, it's a bit, too, embarrassing...



    



     



    



    "Hyungs..."



    



     



    



    As I hesitated, Yoochan suddenly burst into laughter. As if infected by that laughter, Seoho laughed too, and even Kanghyun made a sound like the wind.



    



     



    



    "It's okay, Haon. Your face is red. I'm afraid you might get sick again."



    



     



    



    It was a remark with a teasing tone. But still, hyung touched my forehead. It was cold earlier, but now it was warm.



    



     



    



    "Yeah. No fever. You're definitely embarrassed."



    



     



    



    This hyung is unexpectedly mean.



    



     



    



    "Ah. Do you have to say that? I feel like I'm going to die of shame..."



    



     



    



    "The apology is fine, but make a promise. Promise that you'll definitely tell us if you're not feeling well."



    



     



    



    "Yes, I'll tell you. And... I'm sorry for worrying you..."



    



     



    



    I mumbled the last part very quietly. I didn't do it on purpose, but my voice volume naturally decreased. My whole body is so hot that it's beyond a fever state.



    



     



    



    Thanks to resting comfortably in bed, my stamina was replenished to some extent, and all that was left was being discharged. However, due to the strong opposition from the members, I was tightly tied to the bed.



    



     



    



    As I had no choice but to lie still, the manager hyung thrust his scary face at me.



    



     



    



    "Is Haon conscious?"



    



     



    



    His fiercely raised eyebrows were sharp, as if they would stab me. Without realizing it, the words "I'm sorry" spilled out. If he hits me wrong, he won't even be able to collect my bones!



    



     



    



    "...What do you have to be sorry for? It's all my responsibility."



    



     



    



    The manager hyung spoke glumly, still with eyebrows that looked like they would stab someone. Does that mean his expression right now isn't angry? Then how much scarier would he be when he's angry?



    



     



    



    While having those strange thoughts, I lifted my body from the bed. I couldn't help it because I felt too embarrassed to just lie still and press the button to change the bed angle.



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan quickly grabbed me and propped up the pillow. I don't need this kind of consideration now because I'm completely healthy. But it was so obvious that he was worried about me, so I just accepted it. The atmosphere had lightened up, but only Jung Ilhan remained serious, so I decided not to tease him.



    



     



    



    "I got permission for discharge, but do you want to rest a little more? Or do you want to go back to the dorm? Let's do what Haon wants."



    



     



    



    The manager hyung's calloused hand touched the back of my hand. The bumpy and firm texture was new to me, so it was fascinating. This hand is the hand that protects me.



    



     



    



    "Then I'll go back to the dorm."



    



     



    



    "Okay. Let's go."



    



     



    



    The moment I tried to get up from the bed completely, Jung Ilhan put his arm under my knees and lifted me up. I flailed about and reflexively wrapped my arms around Jung Ilhan's neck to maintain balance.



    



     



    



    "...Ilhan hyung?"



    



     



    



    "You're still a patient."



    



     



    



    "I'm all better now."



    



     



    



    "Still, you can't. I'll take you to the car."



    



     



    



    It was no use trying to stop him.



    



     



    



    "Yoochan hyung..."



    



     



    



    "Listen to Ilhan."



    



     



    



    This side is firm too.



    



     



    



    "Kanghyun hyung?"



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    He avoided my gaze and quietly opened the door to the hospital room. Hyung, you weren't like this before.



    



     



    



    "Seoho?"



    



     



    



    "Behave yourself, you idiot!"



    



     



    



    I'm not weak. I'm a very healthy person. If there were no stamina limitations, I would run around more healthily than you guys. I felt wronged, but on the other hand, being held in someone's arms felt unexpectedly soft and cozy, so I just pouted my lips.



    



     



    



    "I said I'm fine."



    



     



    



    No one listened to me. I just rested my cheek on Jung Ilhan's shoulder and entrusted my body to him. Well, it's not like I'm the one having a hard time.



    



     



    



    "Our kids, getting along so well... Kids, I'll do better... I'll protect all of you, so if anything happens, even the trivial things, tell hyung. Don't hide it when you're sick. Okay? Yeah?"



    



     



    



    The manager hyung seems to be very emotionally sensitive. I thought he wasn't like that at all, but he was different from how he looked. Unlike his fiercely raised eyebrows, his eyelashes were moist with tears.



    



     



    



    Let's reflect on ourselves. I should get rid of the habit of judging people based on their appearance. In my previous life, I boasted quite a high level of accuracy.



    



     



    



    I was too busy reflecting on my prejudiced attitude that I overlooked one fact. No matter where you are, being carried around by someone draws attention. Especially when good-looking kids with great proportions are grouped together, it's easy to attract attention...



    



     



    



    I buried my head in Jung Ilhan's chest and lowered my head deeply, and Yoochan made a fuss.



    



     



    



    "Haon? What's wrong? Are you hurting again?"



    



     



    



    "...Everyone is staring. I'm just embarrassed."



    



     



    



    I quickly clarified before the misunderstanding deepened. Yoochan looked around and chuckled, "Hehe." Then he patted my head. He's treating me like a kid.



    



     



    



    Monday morning.



    



     



    



    I was comfortably sitting on the sofa, munching on an apple that Yoochan had personally given me. Unlike the members who were moving busily, I was the only one at leisure.



    



     



    



    "Is Seoho still not up?"



    



     



    



    Yoochan came out, drying his wet hair with a towel. After confirming that Seoho wasn't in the living room, he went to the opposite room and shouted, "Seoho!"



    



     



    



    In the meantime, Jung Ilhan, who had finished cleaning up after breakfast, came to my side.



    



     



    



    "Haon. You're going to rest well today too, right?"



    



     



    



    "Yes. I will."



    



     



    



    "You must rest."



    



     



    



    "Yes, yes."



    



     



    



    The director ordered me to rest until today. Normally, I would have tried to persuade him somehow, but today I obediently accepted it. The members will probably come back early in the morning, so I was thinking of going to test the skill during that time.



    



     



    



    First, I should go to the studio where I used to live. If the director hasn't informed them of my whereabouts, there's a high probability it's still there. If the room is already taken, I'll have to come back, lock the door, and do it.



    



     



    



    Thanks to that, I was leisurely watching the members leave by myself. Seoho, who was dragged out by the scruff of his neck by Yoochan, had his eyes half-closed.



    



     



    



    "I'm sleepy..."



    



     



    



    That slacker.



    



     



    



    "Ilhan! Can you open the bathroom door?"



    



     



    



    "Okay."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan offered a helping hand. I turned around with my arm half-draped over the back of the sofa. Yoochan put Seoho in the bathroom and closed the door as it was.



    



     



    



    
      Kanghyun and I are the type to wake up early in the morning, get ready alone, and leave. We only move together when our schedules occasionally overlap. So today was the first time I saw what the others look like when they go to the practice room. I don't know the reason, but watching them was fun, so I was puzzled.
    

  

  
    Chapter 42
  
  
    Yoochan plopped down on the sofa. The cheap sofa sank deeply, transmitting the vibration as he sat.



    



    



    



    "It's a war every morning..."



    



    



    



    "Hyung, eat this."



    



    



    



    I held out a piece of apple for hyung, who had a hard time wrestling with the giant Seoho.



    



    



    



    "Thanks. Whew. Seeing Haon heals me."



    



    



    



    "You're the one who cut it for me."



    



    



    



    I tried to eat the remaining piece with my bare hands while holding out the fork, but a sparkling gaze attacked my cheek.



    



    



    



    "...Ilhan hyung, you want some too?"



    



    



    



    "Will you give me some?"



    



    



    



    The last piece is in my hand. My hands are clean, but wouldn't it be icky? As I stared down at the piece of apple in my hand, Jung Ilhan burst into laughter.



    



    



    



    "No. You eat it."



    



    



    



    "Huh? Is it okay?"



    



    



    



    "Yeah. It's fine."



    



    



    



    He's not avoiding it because my hand is dirty, right? No, I admit it. Honestly, isn't it a universal rule that you don't want to eat something someone else touched with their bare hands? Since he said it was okay, I popped the remaining apple into my mouth.



    



    



    



    Crunch crunch.



    



    



    



    "Should I cut more for you?"



    



    



    



    "It's fine."



    



    



    



    My pronunciation was a bit muffled because of the apple. Thanks to eating breakfast and finishing an apple, my stomach was full.



    



    



    



    "Ugh... What time is it now?"



    



    



    



    Seoho, who walked out of the bathroom with a towel around his neck, yawned loudly. Even though he washed his face, he still hadn't woken up from sleep. I should make him wide awake.



    



    



    



    "9 o'clock."



    



    



    



    "What? No! Ilhan hyung! Why didn't you wake me up!"



    



    



    



    Seoho made a fuss belatedly. Stupid. The hyungs have been waking you up for a while, but you didn't get up. Jung Ilhan, sitting next to me, helped me by saying, "I woke you up several times."



    



    



    



    "Aish! Jin Haon! It's still 8:30!"



    



    



    



    "Hahaha!"



    



    



    



    I laughed gleefully after neatly tricking him. But at least you're awake now. Be grateful to this hyung.



    



    



    



    "What should we do about Seoho being so simple-minded? If it's 9 o'clock, would we be sitting here?"



    



    



    



    Yoochan let out an empty laugh. This hyung also speaks so nicely. He's not simple-minded, he's stupid. But that was Seoho's charm.



    



    



    



    I'm so tired I feel like my mind is going to explode. It's hard to even stand up straight, so I leaned my head against the elevator mirror. I was prepared for it to be hard, but the level of fatigue far exceeded my expectations. However, if I wanted to produce as many results as possible within the time limit, there was no other way than to overwork myself.



    



    



    



    Thanks to that, I found out a few things about the 'I'll Die, but FIGHTING! (F)' skill. Still, I'm satisfied that I produced meaningful results.



    



    



    



    I confirmed that the terrible fever was a penalty, and I learned that the duration of the abnormal condition varies depending on the stamina that drops after the skill ends. However, this stamina decrease basically reflects my mental and physical fatigue.



    



    



    



    So even if I kept it on for the same amount of time, if I was more tired, the duration of the abnormal condition increased. There was no need to create conditions and test this. Because repeating the abnormal condition and using the skill was an immense stress.



    



    



    



    The last time I tested it for 1 hour, the abnormal condition lasted for 3 hours. At first, it was 30 minutes after using it for 1 hour. Since the results can't be perfectly predicted after use, it's definitely a dangerous skill that can't be overused.



    



    



    



    It was just luck during the music video filming. Because I was very excited due to the liberation of having no stamina limit. If it hadn't been for that, the skill would have ended midway.



    



    



    



    "Ugh."



    



    



    



    Just imagining it is terrible. This skill really had to be used as an emergency prescription when there was no other choice. It was a skill for when you absolutely don't want to collapse on-site, even if you die. In other words, it's for delaying the abnormal condition.



    



    



    



    After finding out that I can't utilize the 'I'll Die, but FIGHTING!' skill, I encountered another problem. Judging by the rate of stamina depletion, it seemed like something would blow up later even if it didn't happen now.



    



    



    



    There were two things I could consider now. Raising the grade of acting or the 'I'll Die, but FIGHTING!' skill. The higher the stat grade, the lower the stamina consumption. During the music video filming, I struggled because I couldn't act well, and appearing on variety shows is also a form of acting anyway. Pretending to be happy, pretending to have fun.



    



    



    



    If I'm truly happy and having fun, the stamina consumption will be low, and even if not, I have to act it out somehow, so the acting stat seemed helpful in many ways.



    



    



    



    The other option of raising the skill grade was a gamble. Because I don't know what the effect will be when the grade is raised. But it doesn't seem like there will be a dynamic change just because it goes from F to E.



    



    



    



    I want to raise my singing and dancing more...



    



    



    



    [E-grade Jin Haon (19) - Trainee]



    



    



    



    Stamina: 120



    



    



    



    Charm: S (0/10,000)



    



    



    



    Singing: A+ (873/5,000)



    



    



    



    Dance: A (18/2,500)



    



    



    



    Acting: E- (1/2)



    



    



    



    Lyric Writing: F-



    



    



    



    Composing: F



    



    



    



    Remaining Points: 2,140



    



    



    



    The problem is that after achieving A+ in singing and A in dance, the rate of gaining experience has slowed down tremendously. As a result, achieving S- stat by the time of debut seemed far-fetched. And you want me to raise acting on top of that?



    



    



    



    Acting, ugh. Acting. Abnormal condition. Stamina. My head was spinning round and round.



    



    



    



    Ding!



    



    



    



    With a cheerful sound, the elevator door opened. Let's think about it until I clear the main mission. I have to choose where to invest after clearing the main mission.



    



    



    



    But just as I was one step away from the front door, someone suddenly opened the door from inside and came out. The front door that opened with great force gaped wide open. The wind made my bangs flutter. For a moment, a chill ran down my spine. Wow, just one step away. If I had been hit by that, I would have passed out.



    



    



    



    "What are you waiting for! I'm leaving!"



    



    



    



    Was the culprit Seoho? And I got caught for leaving the dorm empty? No. It's only 11 o'clock, why did he come back? He shouldn't be coming in until early morning.



    



    



    



    What should I say? Should I say I went somewhere and came back? While I was frantically racking my brain, Seoho came running out, shouting loudly. Seoho was running out while glaring inside, and I couldn't react nimbly.



    



    



    



    "Ugh!"



    



    



    



    If I had been just one step behind, I could have avoided it. With one step difference, I avoided the front door, but with another step difference, I couldn't avoid colliding with Seoho.



    



    



    



    Due to the recoil, I was pushed back several steps. At least I'm glad I didn't fall over. Imagine if I had fallen on this hard floor. How much would it have hurt? Especially when I'm already lacking stamina.



    



    



    



    "...Jin Haon?"



    



    



    



    "Gorilla? Why did you run out without looking in front of you? You startled me."



    



    



    



    "Hey! Where have you been!"



    



    



    



    Seoho's voice hit the apartment wall. It must have reached the neighbors. The moment I thought I should hurry and put him inside, Yoochan came out.



    



    



    



    "Haon?"



    



    



    



    Hyung, who made eye contact with me, ran over in one breath. Hyung, who came running out barefoot, grabbed both of my shoulders with his hands and examined me by turning me this way and that. Then he soon let out a sigh of relief.



    



    



    



    "Where did you go and come back from? I have a lot to say, but let's go inside first."



    



    



    



    Seoho snickered next to me, "You're in big trouble now." I came relatively early, thinking I always come back at dawn, but it had to be today of all days. I was unlucky.



    



    



    



    But I had no choice either. The last abnormal condition was fainting, and when I came to my senses, 3 hours had passed. After that, I couldn't move because I was recovering my stamina to return to the dorm. Still, I thought 11 o'clock was absolutely safe.



    



    



    



    "Sit here."



    



    



    



    Yoochan led me to the sofa. The atmosphere was a bit stiff, so I wracked my brain hard. Excuses. Excuses... It's frustrating that nothing comes to mind.



    



    



    



    Looking around the living room, Kanghyun was leaning crookedly against the wall with his arms crossed, and Jung Ilhan was nowhere to be seen. Is Jung Ilhan in the studio? Or practicing alone? If he had stayed in the practice room, there's no way Kanghyun would be here.



    



    



    



    "Yoochan hyung, don't go easy on him and scold him properly. That way, he won't do this again next time. I'll call Ilhan hyung."



    



    



    



    That guy! He's pushing me to my death, thinking this is his chance. Let's apologize first. It's my fault for breaking the promise. If I wanted to deceive them, I shouldn't have gotten caught, but since I did, I have to admit my mistake.



    



    



    



    I was about to open my mouth, but Yoochan was faster. I closed my mouth tightly like a clam. My timing is off in many ways today.



    



    



    



    "Haon. You were discharged from the hospital yesterday. We decided to rest today because we were afraid you might get sick again. Then you should have stayed put in the dorm. If you went out because your condition got better, at least answer the calls properly. Do you know how many times we called you?"



    



    



    



    If the phone had rung, there's no way I wouldn't have known. Did they call when I was unconscious?



    



    



    



    "I'm sorry. I didn't know the phone rang."



    



    



    



    "You didn't know? We've been calling since lunchtime."



    



    



    



    What? That can't be.



    



    



    



    "It didn't ring..."



    



    



    



    I took out my cell phone from my pocket and looked at it, and there were indeed numerous missed calls. Once at 12 o'clock, once at 1 o'clock. Once more at 2 o'clock.



    



    



    



    From 3 o'clock until now, when I returned to the dorm, there were over 100 calls. They called a lot, taking turns evenly. Isn't this obsession?



    



    



    



    My phone is working fine, so why didn't it ring? I was thinking hard about the reason and suddenly lifted my head. My gaze naturally turned to Seoho. It's because of that guy!



    



    



    



    "I didn't know because I had turned this on silent..."



    



    



    



    "What? Why?"



    



    



    



    "Because our group chat is noisy..."



    



    



    



    When the members' group chat was created, Seoho started sending messages. Yoochan also diligently replied. As a result, the constant ringing bothered me, so I turned it on silent and completely forgot about it.



    



    



    



    "But why did you put it on silent? You can just turn off the chat room."



    



    



    



    Is that possible? I didn't know. In the first place, it was the first time I was invited to a group chat since high school. Moreover, back then, they invited me with the obvious purpose of harassing me, so I had to receive terror constantly. Even if I left, left, and left, I was constantly dragged back in.



    



    



    



    They were so diligent. So I just turned off my phone completely. This time, I thought about it and turned it on silent, but who knew it would turn out like this?



    



    



    



    "...You didn't know?"



    



    



    



    "Yeah. I'm not familiar with these things."



    



    



    



    I felt embarrassed and just rolled my eyes.



    



    



    



    "Jin Haon is really a fake-smart person. Hey, give it to me. I'll teach you. Try not answering the phone again."



    



    



    



    Seoho intervened and took my cell phone. Then he adjusted his posture so that the phone screen was clearly visible from my side and showed me how to turn it off. It was so easy that I couldn't help but let out an empty laugh.



    



    



    



    "Did you see it well? You turned us all upside down because you didn't know this? You really need to be scolded."



    



    



    



    I just fiddled with the phone I got back, unable to continue speaking.



    



    



    



    "I understand why you didn't answer the calls, so that's fine. Then where did you go? Why did you go out instead of resting?"



    



    



    



    "That... I went to my studio."



    



    



    



    "Studio?"



    



    



    



    "Yes."



    



    



    



    
      So far, it's the truth. However, from now on, I have to lie.
    

  

  
    Chapter 43
  
  
    "I suddenly thought of it when I was alone since it was a place I had lived in for a long time. So I went to my studio. I fell asleep while lying down, and when I woke up, it was late, so I hurried back."



    



     



    



    This much should be plausible. I blurted out whatever came to mind, but I appealed that I rested and that it was unplanned.



    



     



    



    "Sigh. If you had just answered the phone, we wouldn't have been so worried."



    



     



    



    "...Yes."



    



     



    



    Seeing the record of over a hundred missed calls, I had nothing to say. Even Kanghyun had quite a share. Could it be that they came back early today because of me too? Then what time did they come?



    



     



    



    "What time did you come back, hyungs? Did you come back early because of me?"



    



     



    



    "Six o'clock. We called you at lunchtime to see if you were eating well, but you didn't answer. We thought you might be sleeping, so we waited an hour, and waited another hour, but you still didn't answer, so we came back. But you weren't here, and we couldn't reach you."



    



     



    



    Yoochan's beautiful eyebrows furrowed. Did they think I ran away? There's no reason for me to run away now.



    



     



    



    "Where did he go? It would be a relief if he went to meet a friend, but what if he collapsed outside again? Is that why he's not answering? Do you know how worried we were? Ilhan went to search the hospital looking for you. Seoho was about to run out too, unable to wait any longer."



    



     



    



    Wow...



    



     



    



    How can their imagination run so wild? I was energetic right after being discharged, and even this morning, I ate well and finished an apple. Anyone could see that I'm the epitome of health, so why would I collapse?



    



     



    



    "...I'm not that weak."



    



     



    



    Beep beep beep, beep beep beep. Beep beep beep, beep.



    



     



    



    The sound of someone entering the door code was heard. They kept failing because of how fast they were pressing. Eventually, the code was correct, and when the door opened, there was Jung Ilhan, who had turned pale.



    



     



    



    "Haon!"



    



     



    



    He ran over in a hurry and hugged me tightly. The spring-scented wind entered my nose. A sigh of relief tickled my ear. Jung Ilhan lifted his head and made eye contact with me.



    



     



    



    "I was worried... Where did you go...?"



    



     



    



    Ah, my conscience is pricking me. The guilt was mercilessly digging into my heart.



    



     



    



    "He went to his studio and fell asleep. His phone was on silent. Nothing happened that we were worried about."



    



     



    



    Yoochan explained instead of me. Cold hands gently cupped my cheeks.



    



     



    



    "Is that so?"



    



     



    



    I nodded in response to the question, seeking confirmation.



    



     



    



    "Yes."



    



     



    



    "That's a relief. As long as you're safe."



    



     



    



    Why do the gently curved eyebrows look so pitiful? The cold, trembling fingers tapped my cheek as if conveying affection.



    



     



    



    I could tell how worried they were about me. Beads of sweat had formed on Jung Ilhan's forehead, clearly showing that he had rushed back. Yet he was saying it was fortunate without a single reproach.



    



     



    



    I placed my hand over the back of Jung Ilhan's hand. I tightly held his trembling hand, and his honest eyes gazed at me.



    



     



    



    "I'm sorry. For startling you."



    



     



    



    "No. It can happen. I made a fuss for no reason. I was really surprised when you were hospitalized..."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan smiled awkwardly. He's really foolish.



    



     



    



    "No, is that all? Our hyungs are too soft on Jin Haon, it's a big problem. They're all about to roll around on the maknae's palm."



    



     



    



    Another fool clicked his tongue. Yoochan let out an empty laugh, saying, "That's right." There was a creaking sound of a door opening. Kanghyun, who had been quietly watching until now, went into his room. Even that practice-obsessed hyung came back early because of me.



    



     



    



    If you think about it logically, there's no way I could have collapsed somewhere. They abandoned practice and came back because I wasn't answering, even during this important period? And not just one, but all the members?



    



     



    



    I knew they all saw me in a good light. But it seems the extent of it was greater than I expected. I kept fiddling with the phone that no longer rang. The accumulated missed calls were a pile of their worries for me.



    



     



    



    The incident of my running away on Monday completely ended with the director and manager's loving nagging. Our daily life returned to normal. It means we were stuck in the practice room all week long.



    



     



    



    I'm still in the middle of the weekly mission, and the main mission has come up to S, but I haven't achieved S+ yet. Still, I'm not worried. Because I feel like S+ is truly within reach.



    



     



    



    Even the clunky Jung Ilhan now dances quite decently. The more perfect we became, the more S grades we got.



    



     



    



    "Guys! Gather around for a moment~"



    



     



    



    The manager suddenly poked his head in. We, who were dripping with sweat, gathered together while catching our rough breaths. The wild bear group has assembled!



    



     



    



    "Jeonggon hyung, what's up?"



    



     



    



    "Ta-da! Your concept photos are out!"



    



     



    



    "They're out just now?"



    



     



    



    Seoho's eyes sparkled. In the manager's hand were our concept photo cards.



    



     



    



    "Oh! Chani Chani Yoochan hyung~ It has a vibe."



    



     



    



    Seoho poked Yoochan's side. As Yoochan got embarrassed and shy, Seoho added one more thing.



    



     



    



    "High school vibe! That's a relief. An ahjussi wearing a school uniform... Ack, hyung! Hyung! Our hyung , don’t use violence!"



    



     



    



    "You deserve to be hit a little."



    



     



    



    "That's too much!"



    



     



    



    Foolish kids need to be hit to grow up. I shook my head while looking at Seoho from a step behind. Only the manager was grinning from ear to ear. Do we look like we get along well...?



    



     



    



    "Ilhan hyung's photo came out really well."



    



     



    



    I exclaimed while picking out Jung Ilhan's photo from among the pictures. His fierce-looking face was portrayed as a chic visual in the photo. Is it editing skills? No, wait a minute.



    



     



    



    "But weren't we going for a refreshing concept?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah. Refreshing..."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan slightly held out another photo. Jung Ilhan in the photo, who was smiling shyly, was handsome, but somewhat far from being refreshing. Is this really refreshing? It's strange. Isn't it sexy? When he dances and does facial expressions, it does give off a refreshing vibe...



    



     



    



    "Aha."



    



     



    



    I just nodded, having nothing to say. Let's change our perspective. In the first place, his impression itself is fierce, so to this extent, it can be considered refreshing. What does it matter? If it's refreshing, it's refreshing. If anyone disagrees with Jung Ilhan, they'll have to knock me down first.



    



     



    



    I just passed over the photo of Seoho, who is the embodiment of refreshing. He's such a mischievous kid. I couldn't help but chuckle at the cute smile that seemed to capture his personality as it is.



    



     



    



    "Hey, Jin Haon! What's with you? Why are you laughing like that while looking at my photo?"



    



     



    



    "Because you came out cute. They took it well, it looks just  like you."



    



     



    



    "I'm the definition of refreshing."



    



     



    



    "Yeah."



    



     



    



    "Put some soul into it when you say it!"



    



     



    



    I did put my soul into it. You're misunderstanding.



    



     



    



    "I think Haon came out the best."



    



     



    



    Yoochan said while waving my photo. In it was a person who didn't look like me. The cheeks were tinted with a peach color, and the bright smile was just a different person. Of course, the cheeks were makeup, and the smile was a fake one I created. Therefore, that's not me.



    



     



    



    "It feels more pure than refreshing."



    



     



    



    Ilhan hyung said while looking at another photo.



    



     



    



    "What do you mean pure? It's refreshing...?"



    



     



    



    "Haon has delicate features. He's pretty when he dances too."



    



     



    



    Kanghyun also mentioned me. It's embarrassing. I did take good photos back then. I was about to just think that way and move on.



    



     



    



    "Jin Haon's face is turning red. He must be embarrassed. Hehehe."



    



     



    



    "Shut up!"



    



     



    



    "Why, why~ Is Jin Haon embarrassed? Embarrassed? He's unexpectedly shy."



    



     



    



    "...No, I'm not."



    



     



    



    Does the brain also stop functioning when heat rushes to the face? At times like this, I can only resent my stupid brain that can't properly refute.



    



     



    



    "Look. Kanghyun hyung's photo came out well too."



    



     



    



    I chose to change the subject. I grabbed Kanghyun hyung's photo and shoved it right in his face. In the photo, Kanghyun hyung, who seemed like a cold handsome guy but was actually a warm handsome guy, was smiling as if he felt refreshed. This was taken at the moment he was laughing at Seoho, right? I guess it felt quite refreshing.



    



     



    



    "...Move it."



    



     



    



    What's with this reaction? He can't look at the photo straight and avoids eye contact. I brought it closer to his face, and he turned his head in the opposite direction. His neck and ears were flushed red.



    



     



    



    "Could it be... Hyung, are you embarrassed?"



    



     



    



    Seoho's eyes lit up.



    



     



    



    "What! Kanghyun hyung is also shy?"



    



     



    



    "Not everyone in the world is as brazen as you."



    



     



    



    I defended Kanghyun hyung and put away the photo. If he's embarrassed even though it came out well, I should put it away.



    



     



    



    "If you want to give your photos to someone, let me know. I'll bring as many as you need."



    



     



    



    The manager, who was watching us with satisfaction, said. Seoho raised both hands, bounced up and down in place, and exuded his presence.



    



     



    



    "Me! Me! I want to give them to my mom, hyung, and sister!"



    



     



    



    Yoochan also quietly requested 2 types, saying he wanted to give them to his parents. Jung Ilhan also requested 1 type, and Baek Kanghyun 1 type as well. I didn't really have anyone to give them to, so I was going to refuse, but I decided to take them as mementos.



    



     



    



    "I'll take 1 type too."



    



     



    



    "Okay. I'll bring them. You can go home this weekend. I need to give you the photos. Starting next week, you'll have to practice continuously until the showcase, and after your debut, you'll have to do music shows, so it will be hard to meet your families."



    



     



    



    I wonder how many times a week we'll go on music shows. There will also be radio, variety shows, live broadcasts, and YouTube schedules, right? Since we're rookies, it might not be that intense. We need to build recognition for them to call us here and there. I'll have to choose between acting and skills to see which is better while spending this promotion period.



    



     



    



    "Jeonggon hyung."



    



     



    



    "Yes? Yoochan, what is it?"



    



     



    



    "Ilhan is from the countryside, so two days won't be enough. Can you give him an extra day?"



    



     



    



    "Ah! That's right. Then I'll give Ilhan a vacation starting from Friday."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan, who was thinking for a moment, shook his head.



    



     



    



    "No. I'll go on the weekend and come back. My skills are already lacking the most, so I can't take extra vacation. I want to come back as soon as possible and practice."



    



     



    



    "Will it be okay?"



    



     



    



    "You'll give us vacation when the promotion period ends, right? We can meet again then."



    



     



    



    "Yeah, alright. I'll do my best to get you on many good programs as much as you work hard, so look forward to it."



    



     



    



    We nodded with bright smiles. We need to appear on many famous programs to build recognition. Building a fandom is also only possible with recognition.



    



     



    



    
      Jung Ilhan tapped Yoochan's shoulder. Then he whispered something in a small voice. Seeing Yoochan nod with a smile, it seems he said thank you.
    

  

  
    Chapter 44
  
  
    SR Entertainment's new idol group 'DIAS' revealed



    



     



    



    Shows confidence as a "group with unrivaled visuals and skills"



    



    SR Entertainment announced that the countdown has begun for the reveal of 'DIAS', the next-generation male idol group following the trendy idol group THEOS.



    



     



    



    Ambitiously announced, 'DIAS' is a 5-member male idol group with different charms, and no official information other than the members' names has been revealed so far.



    



     



    



    Many recent rookie idol groups make their faces known to the media even before their debut, but DIAS has maintained complete secrecy. Not a single video or photo of the members has been released until now, March 14th, ahead of the concept photo reveal, drawing attention to their unique approach.



    



     



    



    Regarding the now-abandoned secrecy strategy, SR Entertainment's director Kim Hyemi confidently said,



    



     



    



    "These are the kids that CEO Park Taemin and I personally discovered. You can look forward to them."



    



     



    



    SR CEO Park Taemin and director Kim Hyemi's eye for recognizing raw gems to become idols is known to be the best in the industry. This is why numerous industry insiders are paying attention to the rookie group they are presenting after 5 years.



    



     



    



    The members of DIAS are Park Yoochan (23/Leader/Lead Vocal), Jung Ilhan (22/Main Rapper), Baek Kanghyun (21/Main Dancer), Lee Seoho (20/Sub Vocal), and Jin Haon (19/Main Vocal).



    



     



    



    (Reporter Jung Yoo-jin)



    



     



    



    ******



    



     



    



    als*** Yeah, next up is another unknown group~



    



     



    



    moo*** What secrecy strategy lolㅋㅋ Look at that overflowing confidence, they'll realize "Ah, I was wrong" only after failingㅋ



    



     



    



    voi*** Ah, so the one who replaced Jaehyuk oppa is Jin Haon?ㅎㅎ Our oppa is doing well,ㅎㅎ you shouldn't have clung to him pretending to be close,ㅎㅎ



    



     



    



    ┗ asx*** Who's Jaehyuk?



    



     



    



    ┗ voi*** He's Joon Jaehyuk from CLOZ! He's not debuted yet but there are many videos of him! Come check out our oppas! [link]



    



     



    



    ┗ asx*** Another unknown trainee ㅂㅂ



    



     



    



    ┗ voi*** Your comment has been hidden for containing inappropriate language.



    



     



    



    lee*** Will our Duri be there? Our Duri, who disappeared after being street casted...



    



     



    



    .



    



     



    



    .



    



     



    



    .



    



     



    



    sun*** I went to see the concept photos and I 'slap' my knee to the two's eye for talent. Thank you. Thank you. May you receive a million blessings. May you live a long and prosperous life.



    



     



    



    hee*** I went to diss them but I got charmed insteadㅠㅠ The visuals of the five members combined are crazy, they're really crazy...



    



     



    



    bas*** Everyone, go see Haon. He's really so pretty... Can a boy be that pretty?ㅠㅠ I'm feeling a sense of self-loathing, why am I a girl... But the more I look, the more handsome he is... No, he's cute... What is this... He's got it allㅎㅎㅎ



    



     



    



    lee*** Haon is Doori, the pretty boy from the xx cafe at 2pm!



    



     



    



    ┗ cow*** Doori? The Doori that everyone who knows him knows?



    



     



    



    ┗ apt*** The two aboveㅋㅋㅋ It's so obvious you're posting this togetherㅋㅋㅋㅋ But I get why you simped for himㅋㅋㅋㅋ



    



     



    



    asp*** Just because an idol has a good face doesn't mean they'll do well~ Are they going to dance and sing with their faces?ㅋㅋ



    



     



    



    ┗ neo*** Isn't SR focused on skills? THEOS are stage masters. Even their solo singers are all good ㅇㅇ



    



     



    



    ┗ asp*** I acknowledge that THEOS is good, but these kids... I don't know? It's obvious they just gathered visual picks,ㅋㅋ



    



     



    



    ┗ lov*** You also agree that their visuals are top-notch, right?



    



     



    



    "The reactions to your photocards are pretty good."



    



     



    



    The manager opened the practice room door wide with a big smile. We had been given a "No Searching" order, and so far, everyone was faithfully following it. Honestly, I don't mind looking, but Yoochan and the others were keeping a close eye on each other, especially on me.



    



     



    



    In particular, I was under strict control, and just holding my cell phone would put me under surveillance. This is all because of the abnormal condition. They know that if I'm psychologically cornered, it will be a big problem. Most malicious comments can't even scratch my mental state, you know.



    



     



    



    "But Haon."



    



     



    



    "Yes?"



    



     



    



    "You know there are people calling you Doori, right?"



    



     



    



    The manager showed me the comments.



    



     



    



    ─ So Doori’s name was Haon! It's such a perfect fit for his pretty name! Noona will pave a flowery path for you!



    



     



    



    ─ Doori, congratulations on your debut!!!!! Thank you for being born!!!!



    



     



    



    ─ Agreeing with the above comment! Doori! Thank you for becoming my idol,ㅠㅠ



    



     



    



    "...Huh? Who's Doori?"



    



     



    



    "You don't know?"



    



     



    



    I shook my head. Who's Doori? They seem to be mistaking me for someone else. I guess I must look a lot like him. They're thanking me for being born. It would be really happy to hear such words.



    



     



    



    "You often went to the XX cafe before your debut, right? That's where the CEO casted you too."



    



     



    



    "That's right."



    



     



    



    "You always appeared there at 2 pm, right? That's why you became known as the pretty boy of 2 pm through word of mouth. The nickname you got then is Doori. 2 pm. Oh-dul-i. Doori."



    



     



    



    "...Are you saying I'm Doori? Not someone who looks like me?"



    



     



    



    The manager smiled confidently.



    



     



    



    "It's definitely you. There was a post about a sighting of you getting casted by the CEO. There were no photos circulating, but it seems a few people who actually saw you occasionally posted longing posts."



    



     



    



    "Then those words are really directed at me?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah."



    



     



    



    I carefully read the comments under my photo once again. Are these words really meant for me? I was frozen in disbelief, and Yoochan patted my back.



    



     



    



    "Are you happy?"



    



     



    



    "...It's a bit unbelievable."



    



     



    



    I read the same content over and over again with a blissful face as if I had discovered a gold mine. It was amazing. The favorable comments I received for the first time kept tickling me. I was happy.



    



     



    



    "Manager hyung, what about my comments? What did I get?"



    



     



    



    "They say you're so cute they're going to die. That you're completely like a puppy and adorable."



    



     



    



    The manager briefly showed me the comments that received a lot of recommendations. Since there weren't as intense reactions as mine, everyone started teasing me.



    



     



    



    "Haon is the top one~"



    



     



    



    Yoochan said it jokingly, but...



    



     



    



    "Our Haon already had a fandom? That's amazing!"



    



     



    



    The starry-eyed Jung Ilhan is burdensome. Is he serious or joking? It's confusing.



    



     



    



    "Jin Haon's face is turning red again, hehehe!"



    



     



    



    "...Shut up."



    



     



    



    Why can't I hide my face color when I can hide everything else? At times like this, I resent myself for being too honest.



    



     



    



    Time passed really quickly day by day, and it was already the weekend. Except for Yoochan, all the members went home after Friday's practice. Since it was a holiday, I woke up leisurely and found Yoochan preparing breakfast.



    



     



    



    "Hyung? You haven't left yet?"



    



     



    



    "I wanted to take care of your meal before leaving."



    



     



    



    "I can eat by myself..."



    



     



    



    "Hot dogs?"



    



     



    



    "If you eat it in the morning, it's breakfast. What does it matter what kind it is?"



    



     



    



    Yoochan smiled crookedly and shook his head.



    



     



    



    "When I go home, I'll get some side dishes from my mom. And how many times have I told you to wake me up when you get up in the morning? Don't get ready alone and leave swiftly, let's go together."



    



     



    



    "You're tired when I wake up at dawn. You should sleep more."



    



     



    



    "You're the one going out alone at that hour."



    



     



    



    "Ey, you can't even wake up after hearing the alarm, do you think you'll wake up if I wake you?"



    



     



    



    "You think I don't know that you're the one turning off that alarm?"



    



     



    



    What happened to our Yoochan hyung? He wasn't like this before. I had nothing more to say, so I just smiled brightly.



    



     



    



    "At least move together with Kanghyun."



    



     



    



    "These days, Kanghyun hyung is even faster than me. When I wake up, he's usually gone. There are only occasional times when our schedules match."



    



     



    



    "I'll have to tell Kanghyun to take you with him."



    



     



    



    "I'm not a kid, it's fine. There haven't been any problems so far."



    



     



    



    Yoochan put down the spoon and sat me at the dining table. He sits across from me as if to eat together.



    



     



    



    "Just because there haven't been any problems so far doesn't guarantee there won't be any in the future. Once we debut, there will be people who recognize you, so don't go around alone. Especially for you, I think there will be a lot of sasaengs."



    



     



    



    "That's interesting. I've heard that before. Why did you think that?"



    



     



    



    I mumbled while swallowing the rice that filled my mouth.



    



     



    



    "You heard it but still go around alone?"



    



     



    



    "No, well. It's still fine so far."



    



     



    



    "Enough, so eat slowly and a lot."



    



     



    



    "I'm curious about the reason..."



    



     



    



    Why don't you answer when I'm curious! Yoochan prettily put rice on the spoon, slowly chewed it thoroughly, and then spoke.



    



     



    



    "Just a feeling. I think you have a charm that captivates people."



    



     



    



    Ah, it must be the stat effect. I've been pushed around so much since coming here that I just recognized it and lived on. I've never actually heard something like, "You're not my type, but strangely, my heart is drawn to you!"



    



     



    



    "Some of the trainees said they want to be friends with you, so they asked me to put in a good word for them."



    



     



    



    "The girls?"



    



     



    



    "There are no girls among our trainees. Don't you know that the company only selects boys because they think they'll date if boys and girls mix?"



    



     



    



    Ah, right. That's how it was. They only selected male trainees.



    



     



    



    "Why do they want to be friends with me?"



    



     



    



    No one talked to me when I walked around the company, so it's strange.



    



     



    



    "They say you're pretty."



    



     



    



    "Cough, cough, cough."



    



     



    



    Are they crazy? Out of their minds? It gave me chills. Why would they want to be friends for that reason? I gulped down the water Yoochan handed me.



    



     



    



    "They said they're strangely drawn to you. They said they can't even talk to you because they're shy, so they asked me to put in a good word for them."



    



     



    



    Wow, the charm stat. Wow! They can't even talk because they're shy. Does this work on men too? Does it work regardless of gender, even if they're not your type? I'm bewildered. Really. Seriously.



    



     



    



    "Absolutely don't connect me with them..."



    



     



    



    "Of course."



    



     



    



    Yoochan was protecting me in places I didn't know. I'm really glad. Whew. Just thinking about it is creepy.



    



     



    



    "I'm telling you this because I think you'll have a lot of male fans too, so be aware that it can be that much more dangerous. Don't go around alone. Sasaengs are, to be precise, stalkers. Stalkers mean that person's tendencies are not normal, regardless of gender. Got it?"



    



     



    



    "...Yes. I will. I'll wake you up."



    



     



    



    "Okay. You promise?"



    



     



    



    
      I nodded my head vigorously. After eating a few bites, my rice bowl was cleanly emptied. Yoochan's was still full. It's nice to be full.
    

  

  
    Chapter 45
  
  
    "But Haon, where did you hear that from?"



    



    "What?"



    



    "The sasaeng thing."



    



    Yoochan was busy eating and talking. I understood what he meant, so I answered that I had heard it from the director. Hyung seemed to have realized something and muttered, "Ah, so that's why." What is it? Tell me too.



    



    "Why?"



    



    "Jeonggon hyung. When he introduced himself at first, he said he was a former special forces member. It's not something you'd usually say when introducing a manager, so I thought it was strange."



    



    "Yes. And?"



    



    "I guess they purposely hired a former special forces member because you're likely to have a lot of sasaengs."



    



    "Nah, there's no way they did that because of me."



    



    Yoochan narrowed his eyes.



    



    "Why do you think it's not? I think I'm right."



    



    "Hiring a manager who's a former special forces member just because of me, isn't that a bit much?"



    



    "...What are you talking about? You're our maknae. Of course, you're an important person, so we care about you. You sometimes say strange things. Don't underestimate your own value."



    



    I stared at Yoochan blankly, a bit surprised. The reason I'm important is because I'm the maknae? For such a trivial reason? I'd understand if they said it's because I'm the main vocal.



    



    "Is that so?"



    



    "Yeah. You have no idea how much we like you. Don't doubt this. You're an important person. So value yourself. There will be many people who will cry their eyes out if something happens to you."



    



    "You too, hyung?"



    



    "Yeah."



    



    I see.



    



    Yoochan was brazen even while saying embarrassing things. His confident attitude made me feel embarrassed instead. But my mood floated up lightly. It felt like a small butterfly was fluttering its soft wings inside my heart.



    



    We cleaned up after breakfast together. After seeing Yoochan off, I packed my things and left.



    



    After taking a good look around the empty practice room, I put down my bag. Since I'm practicing alone for a change, should I try the weekly mission? Ah, I couldn't do it last week, so there's no mission this week.



    



    Of all times, the week I'm resting has a penalty. It's a shame, but it can't be helped. I'm quick to give up on things I can't solve.



    



    Instead, I focused on the main mission. I continuously got S grades. Unlike when I was with the members, I occasionally got A+ grades too. It seems there's a group dance bonus here as well.



    



    Until 12 o'clock, I didn't receive an S+. There was a time when I was more used to practicing alone, but after being alone for the first time in a while, I felt empty. The sound of my sneakers hitting the practice room floor was the only thing I heard. Seeing myself standing alone in the mirror, dancing became boring for the first time.



    



    Maybe that's why my stamina recovery speed seems slower than usual. I flopped down on the practice room floor, but no water bottle rolled towards me. There was no gentle voice calling, "Haon." No one to take care of me, telling me not to lie on the floor. No one to annoyingly poke me, saying, "Jin Haon, are you tired already?"



    



    I've been alone for 27 years, but after hanging out with people here for a few months, I feel like this. We haven't even been practicing together for that long. It's ridiculous.



    



    Maybe everything up until now has been a dream, and this is reality. I'm still alone.



    



    Suddenly, a gloomy thought popped up, and I jumped to my feet. Should I go to a cafe for the first time in a while and have some brunch and walk around?



    



    When I went out to the streets, it was crowded with people. Songs pouring out from numerous stores were mixed together. Feeling the glances stealing looks at me, I headed to the cafe where I was casted by the CEO for the first time in a long time.



    



    As soon as I opened the glass door and entered, I looked for the noona. She wasn't at the counter. Did she quit? Come to think of it, when I visited the cafe, it was mostly between 2 and 4 pm. She must not be here at this time. I wondered if she still remembers me, but it's a shame.



    



    The brunch set didn't go well with iced chocolate, so I thought about what to eat for a moment and chose a strawberry latte. I ordered with a little ice and received a buzzer.



    



    I was satisfied with the perfect order. I took out my phone and was diligently memorizing the names and faces of other idol members when the buzzer went off. I carefully carried the large tray so it wouldn't shake.



    



    Just as I was about to eat, a message popped up on the screen.



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] (Photo)



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] Hehehehehe!



    



    It was a photo of a table full of side dishes with meat. By the way, this guy is starting again. Seoho had the highest share in the group chat. The culprit who caused the silent incident. I stared blankly at my lunch while watching the hyungs respond to him.



    



    Should I post too?



    



    I rubbed the camera lens of my phone for no reason and took a picture that filled the screen. It's a bit awkward and embarrassing...



    



    After debating whether to post it or not, I uploaded the photo I took.



    



    [DIAS-Jung Ilhan] Haon, are you eating out?^^



    



    [DIAS-Park Yoochan] You're eating well for a change. Good job.



    



    [DIAS-Park Yoochan] (A chubby bunny patting emoticon)



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] Isn't that the cafe in front of the company?



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] You have no friends?



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] (A puppy emoticon wailing in loneliness)



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] Wait



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] You went to practice on your day off?



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] Hardcore



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] (A puppy emoticon shocked with a disgusted face)



    



    [Me] You're the one who's not doing it. Practice hard.



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] I am practicing hard? I'm practicing super hard?



    



    [Me] ㅎㅎ



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] Wow! Are you looking down on me because you're a bit good?



    



    [Me] A bit?



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] (A puppy emoticon stomping feet in anger)



    



    [DIAS-Park Yoochan] Here they go againㅋㅋㅋ



    



    [DIAS-Park Yoochan] Watching you two fight makes it feel like I'm next to youㅋㅋ



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] Hyungs! The maknae is bullying meㅠㅠ



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] (A puppy emoticon crying on the floor)



    



    [DIAS-Jung Ilhan] Haon and Seoho, eat well^^



    



    [DIAS-Baek Kanghyun] (Photo)



    



    [DIAS-Baek Kanghyun] I'm at a restaurant too. Enjoy your meal.



    



    [Me] Hyungs, enjoy your lunch too~



    



    [DIAS-Park Yoochan] Okay. ㅎㅎ



    



    [DIAS-Jung Ilhan] Thanks. You too^^



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] Hyungs? I said he's bullying me?



    



    [Me] You should have been nice usually.



    



    [DIAS-Seoho] (A puppy emoticon breaking a wall)



    



    [DIAS-Park Yoochan] ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ



    



    I chuckled alone while looking at my phone. Realizing that, embarrassment washed over me. Feeling like heat was gathering on my face for no reason, I flipped my phone over. But I was curious about the ongoing conversation, so I couldn't resist picking it up again before long. It felt like having lunch with the members.



    



    I left the cafe and was about to head back to the practice room but hesitated. I didn't want to feel the loneliness of being alone again. I used to be fine by myself.



    



    I walked aimlessly, swept away by the crowd in the bustling streets. I used to hate crowded places, but now I hate being alone. I had changed without realizing it. Feeling strange, I kept walking.



    



    That's when it happened. A familiar melody suddenly caught my ear and pulled me in. It was the intro of Winter Sea. The guitar melody and the first lyrics were heard.



    



    "At the end of a deep winter, the rushing cold waves."



    



    I immediately looked around to see where it was coming from. At the intersection right in front of me, a man with a guitar strapped on was sitting on a tall flower bed.



    



    Kwon Se-hwa!



    



    He exists in this world too! It's before his debut!



    



    Kwon Se-hwa, with a much younger face than I remember, was there. Unable to contain my joy, I ran over and secured a spot in the front row. Winter Sea was a song that charted every winter. As such, many people stopped walking to listen, drawn by the captivating melody.



    



    Praises like "He sings well," "The song is good," "His voice is so sweet," filled the air. I felt proud as if they were complimenting me.



    



    He sang his solo hit songs that I remembered one after another, following Winter Sea. I thought I would never hear them again, but here I am, listening to them. And live too. I couldn't go to his concerts even though I wanted to!



    



    As the saying goes, all good things must come to an end. Before I knew it, it seemed like Kwon Se-hwa had finished the songs he had prepared and greeted the people. I enthusiastically applauded among the crowd.



    



    Ah, that was great. I want to hear more.



    



    Even after people left, I stayed behind alone and watched him clean up.



    



    "Ah!"



    



    I should have recorded a video...



    



    Regret overflowed as the thought came too late. I followed Kwon Se-hwa with my eyes, licking my lips in vain. Then our eyes met. Startled, I flinched, and Kwon Se-hwa smiled at me.



    



    "Was there something you wanted?"



    



    "Pardon?"



    



    "You had that expression. You stood out to me because you were listening to my songs with such a delighted expression from the beginning. You stand out for other reasons too."



    



    Well, that's true. I must have been gaping without managing my expression. I lowered my gaze, feeling embarrassed. But my favorite artist is waiting for my answer. Even putting aside cleaning up. Where else can you find such an honorable moment!



    



    "Ah... The song you sang first, what's the title?"



    



    "It's Winter Sea. It's a song I wrote. Did you like it?"



    



    Even the title is the same. It was the song that comforted me in my previous life. I felt my facial muscles moving on their own. I answered with a big smile on my loosened face.



    



    "Yes! Very much. The melody and the lyrics were great. At first, the calm and cold melody gradually expands as it reaches the climax, giving a feeling of warming the heart. It goes so well with the lyrics, 'The cold winter sea protects me.' It's like a song that reaches out to a person who feels isolated. Especially the part at the end, 'By your side until the end of winter,' feels like it's saying they'll protect you no matter what... Oh."



    



    
      I was passionately conveying my impressions when I suddenly came to my senses. I even hummed the lyrics while talking about them. Kwon Se-hwa raised his eyebrows and urged me with an overwhelmed expression. Please continue. No, I'm sorry. I've just come to my senses. This is a really embarrassing situation.
    

  

  
    Chapter 46
  
  
    "Why? I want to hear more."



    



     



    



    "...I feel so embarrassed I could die right now."



    



     



    



    I turned my head in a completely different direction to avoid his gaze. Let's just run away like this. Yeah. That's a good idea. I was about to dash off, but my arm was grabbed. I couldn't bring myself to shake off my favorite artist, so I hesitated.



    



     



    



    "Ah, I'm sorry. But this is the first time I've met someone who likes my songs this much... Don't run away because you're embarrassed. I'm really embarrassed too, right now."



    



     



    



    "...Okay."



    



     



    



    "You must have really liked it. You remember the lyrics and melody of a song you heard once."



    



     



    



    "Ahaha..."



    



     



    



    I've heard it many times. Hundreds, maybe even thousands of times. Of course, in my previous life. I could only laugh.



    



     



    



    "I want to repay you somehow, but I don't have much. Is there anything you want?"



    



     



    



    "Why do you want to repay me?"



    



     



    



    "As a reward for passionately praising my song. It was the happiest moment since I started music."



    



     



    



    "You'll hear such praises a lot in the future, what are you saying?"



    



     



    



    Kwon Se-hwa tilted his head and asked, "What?" I knew Kwon Se-hwa's future, and I was confident that unless there was a change, he would achieve the same results after listening to Winter Sea. So I said with confidence,



    



     



    



    "You'll definitely succeed. Because your songs will be what people seek when they need comfort."



    



     



    



    "Was it that good? Enough for you to be convinced that I'll succeed?"



    



     



    



    "Yes! Of course!"



    



     



    



    "I see..."



    



     



    



    Kwon Se-hwa stared down at me while plucking the guitar strings with his fingertips. The faint sound was buried under the ambient noise. It didn't seem like a good time to talk, so I kept my mouth shut. Soon, Kwon Se-hwa pressed the guitar strings with his palm and looked at me.



    



     



    



    "Um, if it's not rude, could you take a picture with me?"



    



     



    



    "With me?"



    



     



    



    Kwon Se-hwa nodded. Just that? I gladly agreed and said, "Please send it to me too!" Isn't this the epitome of a successful fan?



    



     



    



    Isn't there a saying in the idol world, "A fan can't debut"? In other words, not many fans like me can debut.



    



     



    



    We stood side by side, shoulder to shoulder, and smiled brightly at the lens. We took a photo with our shoulders just touching, and a slightly awkward photo was born. Even that made me want to bounce on my feet with joy.



    



     



    



    "This is nice. I like it. What about you?"



    



     



    



    "I like it too!"



    



     



    



    "I'll send you the photo. Can you give me your account?"



    



     



    



    "Of course!"



    



     



    



    Wow! I saved the photo preciously in an album with a big smile. Now just one more thing. It would be nice to have the song file.



    



     



    



    "By the way, when are you debuting?"



    



     



    



    "What? Is my debut already confirmed?"



    



     



    



    "Huh? It's not? Don't tell me you're not going to be a singer? Why?"



    



     



    



    Even without seeing my face, I could picture it. I looked at Kwon Se-hwa with a very sad expression. Kwon Se-hwa, who was frozen for a moment like a broken person, soon burst into laughter.



    



     



    



    "Hahaha! I guess I should. I should do it. Okay. I'll be a singer. Actually, I was contemplating it, but I just made up my mind."



    



     



    



    Why was he contemplating it? The important thing is that Winter Sea gets released. Let's push it before he changes his mind.



    



     



    



    "Should I recommend an agency? I know a company that supports solo artists well."



    



     



    



    "Which company are you from?"



    



     



    



    "I'm from SR. Huh? Wait? Did I say that?"



    



     



    



    "No. I just guessed it right from the photo."



    



     



    



    I thought of our CEO and director and said SR is a good place too. But wouldn't it be better to go to a big company if possible? My artist should live proudly. So I explained diligently. It was worth studying while searching for agencies to audition for.



    



     



    



    "Thanks for the detailed explanation. I'll keep that in mind. But your name is 'Jin Haon', right? It showed up on your chat profile."



    



     



    



    "Ah! That's right. I'm Jin Haon."



    



     



    



    "I'm Kwon Se-hwa. Can I chat with you sometimes?"



    



     



    



    "Yes! Of course! I'm still nineteen, so you can speak comfortably! You're older, right?"



    



     



    



    "Should I?"



    



     



    



    "Yes!"



    



     



    



    "Then I will."



    



     



    



    Wow, wow! How can this happen? Cheers escaped from me. It was something I really wanted to do in my previous life but couldn't even dare to try, but I think I can finally do it this time. I clenched my fist and said clearly,



    



     



    



    "I'll definitely go to your concert when you have one."



    



     



    



    "I haven't even debuted yet."



    



     



    



    "You'll have a big one. I'll work hard to get tickets!"



    



     



    



    "Hahaha!"



    



     



    



    I wanted to talk more, but suddenly my phone rang. It's Kanghyun hyung. Why did he call?



    



     



    



    "Just a moment. Hello?"



    



     



    



    - Where are you?



    



     



    



    "Near the company. Why?"



    



     



    



    - I'm in the practice room, but I don't see you.



    



     



    



    "Huh? Why are you here already?"



    



     



    



    - Just because. Are you coming?



    



     



    



    "I'll go! I'm coming! Wait for me!"



    



     



    



    As soon as I hung up, I looked at Se-hwa hyung. It's time to say goodbye.



    



     



    



    "A friend?"



    



     



    



    "Uh. No. It's my hyung."



    



     



    



    "Your brother?"



    



     



    



    "A close hyung. I think I should go since he's waiting. I'll be waiting for the Winter Sea song release! Please debut soon, hyung!"



    



     



    



    "Okay, got it. Take care."



    



     



    



    After a pleasant parting with Se-hwa hyung, I ran to the practice room in one breath. Was the gloomy mood earlier a driving force for this moment? Thanks to going out for a change of pace, I had a happy day filled with good things.



    



     



    



    And that night, the members returned. Everyone gathered except for Jung Ilhan, who had gone to the countryside. Why did they come back so early when they were so happy to go on vacation? Putting others aside, what's up with Seoho?



    



     



    



    "Aish, I came all the way here, but why aren't you alone?"



    



     



    



    He says while kicking me with his foot. Now, he has not only hand habits but also foot habits.



    



     



    



    "Why are you hitting me!"



    



     



    



    "This is patting, not hitting."



    



     



    



    "Ah, really? Then let me pat you too."



    



     



    



    I lifted my leg, and Seoho ran away. I'll catch that guy and make him eat a kick. I chased after the fleeing Seoho, running around the dorm, and got scolded by Yoochan hyung. He said no noise between floors.



    



     



    



    I think my mental age has lowered because of Seoho.



    



     



    



    A little past 10 o'clock, I got a call from Jung Ilhan. When he asked if I was alone, I said everyone except hyung was here, and he laughed, saying that was a relief. We exchanged brief greetings and hung up.



    



     



    



    What's this? They're all really strange.



    



     



    



    I knew but pretended not to. This is too ticklish. My members. My people. People who like me and care for me.



    



     



    



    Even the worst relationship can change like this. It felt like a miracle.



    



     



    



    The debut date was getting closer and closer. I still hadn't completed my main quest, and the weekly mission became even harder to touch, so it was almost neglected. To be honest, in my desire to make our title song more perfect, the weekly mission had long been pushed down in priority.



    



     



    



    All the members gathered and put more effort into practice. We returned to the dorm around 3 am, got a little sleep, and arrived at the practice room again at 6-7 am. As those days continued, I was so tired that I felt like I could fall asleep on the practice room floor.



    



     



    



    Above all, a red flag was raised for my stamina management. The problem was the extreme accumulation of fatigue and the sleep time that had dropped to less than 3 hours. My stamina was precariously fluctuating between 10 and 50. Even though I diligently rested whenever I could, I couldn't maintain the status quo. It's troublesome.



    



     



    



    "Haon."



    



     



    



    "...Yes."



    



     



    



    I raised my head with drowsy eyes. Kanghyun hyung was looking down at me with slightly furrowed brows.



    



     



    



    "I'll take you to the dorm."



    



     



    



    "It's okay. I want to go with the hyungs."



    



     



    



    "They're all passed out over there."



    



     



    



    Kanghyun hyung gestured with his chin towards the back. The members were sprawled on the floor, not moving an inch. They're not dead, right? The three people who seemed to be sleeping without any movement looked like corpses. Do I look like that right now too?



    



     



    



    "Then I want to sleep here too..."



    



     



    



    Yawns came out consecutively. I wiped the tears away, and Kanghyun hyung put his hand under my armpit and lifted me up. This is Jung Ilhan's exclusive move... I was about to settle in and lie down, but I unexpectedly found myself standing upright on my two feet.



    



     



    



    "You go home and sleep. You'll catch a cold."



    



     



    



    "What about the hyungs?"



    



     



    



    "They're all healthy over there."



    



     



    



    "I'm healthy too."



    



     



    



    I'm confident in my health as long as there's no abnormal condition. It's just that my complexion looks bad because my stamina is hitting rock bottom. I'm managing it very well by resting diligently before an abnormal condition occurs.



    



     



    



    "Do you want to go to the hospital again?"



    



     



    



    "No."



    



     



    



    "Then come with me obediently."



    



     



    



    "Still, going alone..."



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    I felt a silent pressure from the quiet Kanghyun hyung. ...Okay. I'm healthy, but I should manage my stamina. Sleeping on a bed is much better for recovery than sleeping on the practice room floor. It's a betrayal for the sake of tomorrow.



    



     



    



    "Then wake everyone up and take them too. Why am I the only one going?"



    



     



    



    "They said they'll sleep for an hour and wake up. I promised to wake them up."



    



     



    



    "Huh? Then you're coming back, hyung?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah."



    



     



    



    I grabbed the arm of Kanghyun hyung, who was walking at the same pace next to me, and stopped him.



    



     



    



    "I'll go alone. You must be tired too, so there's no need to go and come back again."



    



     



    



    The manager hyung isn't even here, so why bother at this hour?



    



     



    



    "Do you know what time it is now?"



    



     



    



    "It's 4 o'clock."



    



     



    



    "That's why I'm taking you. I can't let you go alone. The hyungs will make a fuss."



    



     



    



    "We just need to get our stories straight. I'll say you took me. You need to rest too. You're not made of steel."



    



     



    



    "It's fine. Follow me."



    



     



    



    No matter how much I told him to go back, he wouldn't listen. Ah, gosh. It's good that I've become close with the members, but this is overprotection. I'm very grateful for their care, but I feel bad about things like this.



    



     



    



    "Hyung, I feel bad about it."



    



     



    



    "I'm also anxious about letting you go alone."



    



     



    



    "Then should we stay on the phone? The whole time I go to the dorm?"



    



     



    



    "No."



    



     



    



    "Then I'll take a taxi."



    



     



    



    I said with a big resolve. Since it's a 10-minute ride by bus, if I take a taxi and exaggerate a bit, I'll arrive in front of the dorm in 1 minute. Kanghyun hyung shook his head.



    



     



    



    "Taxis won't stop."



    



     



    



    "Why? It's early morning."



    



     



    



    "The distance is too close."



    



     



    



    "Ah."



    



     



    



    That's the problem. No, then even more so, we can't go together. If we walk, it'll take 30 minutes. For Kanghyun hyung, it's an hour to go and come back.



    



     



    



    "You're tired too, hyung."



    



     



    



    In the meantime, there was a ding sound from the elevator. I turned my back to the door and blocked it with my whole body to prevent Kanghyun hyung from getting on.



    



     



    



    Do you know the struggle of a mayfly? A mayfly that flutters here and there with a single gesture. That was me. I was dragged and put into the elevator.



    



     



    



    "Ah! You're using force?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah."



    



     



    



    "What about my uncomfortable feelings!"



    



     



    



    "It's okay. It's not uncomfortable for me."



    



     



    



    "What?"



    



     



    



    "I'm taking you to make myself feel at ease, so keep your complaints to yourself."



    



     



    



    I pouted my lips and obediently watched the elevator numbers change. It was quick to reach the 1st floor. I got off the elevator and trudged towards the lobby, and Kanghyun hyung, who had passed through the security gate first, turned around.



    



     



    



    "Come quickly."



    



     



    



    
      "Yes, I'm coming."
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    Unable to break his stubbornness, I surrendered. Since it came to this, I had no choice but to walk diligently and send him back quickly. Being overprotected is also a burden.



    



    



    



    It's almost April now, and the air was a bit chilly with humidity. Is it going to rain? Thanks to that, my sleepiness completely disappeared. I walked close to Kanghyun hyung with my shoulders hunched. Honestly, the dim streets were a bit scary. You know, in movies, it's in situations like this that you get hit in the back of the head with a club.



    



    



    



    I heard footsteps behind me and turned my head without realizing it. A worker, either going to work early in the morning or going home now, was walking with his spring coat closed. His tired face was similar to ours.



    



    



    



    "Haon."



    



    



    



    "...Yes?"



    



    



    



    My response was a bit delayed because I was paying attention to the back. Kanghyun hyung's eyes glanced at the back and then turned back to the front.



    



    



    



    "I once lied to you before."



    



    



    



    "You did?"



    



    



    



    "Yeah."



    



    



    



    "I see."



    



    



    



    I felt a bit relieved when the worker crossed the crosswalk. If I had gone alone, it would have been scarier, but it's less scary with hyung by my side. Next time, if he says he'll take me at dawn, I should never refuse and say thank you.



    



    



    



    What would have happened if I had gone alone? I would have walked with a lot of tension and had an abnormal condition triggered on the street. Just thinking about it is terrifying.



    



    



    



    I had been loosely relaxed because I quickly became close with the new people I met and had no issues in crowded places. But it was a moment when I realized that the things I had learned over a long period were still inside me.



    



    



    



    "You're not asking again. Aren't you curious what it was?"



    



    



    



    "About the lie?"



    



    



    



    "Yeah."



    



    



    



    "Not really. How can a person always tell the truth while living? I just think, well, that's how it is."



    



    



    



    "What if it's something serious?"



    



    



    



    I tilted my chin and looked at Kanghyun hyung. Baek Kanghyun, the person I know. He loves dancing and is incredibly good at it. He's blunt but also a considerate person who does everything he's asked. He's not a friendly personality, but I've never seen him get truly angry.



    



    



    



    "No matter what lie you told, at least to me, you're a good person. It's probably nothing anyway, so why are you acting like it's serious?"



    



    



    



    Kanghyun hyung burst into a low laugh. Then he ruffled my hair at the back of my head, making it a complete mess.



    



    



    



    "You might remember that I said I wasn't interested in the members."



    



    



    



    "Ah. Yes. I remember."



    



    



    



    "That was a lie."



    



    



    



    "I knew that."



    



    



    



    "How?"



    



    



    



    Kanghyun hyung's voice rose higher than usual as if it was an unexpected answer.



    



    



    



    "You told me where Yoochan hyung was and when he would get better. If you weren't interested, you wouldn't know that. Do you think I'm an idiot?"



    



    



    



    "Hmm. Did I?"



    



    



    



    "That's what you lied about? It's even less of a big deal than I thought."



    



    



    



    "No, the reason I'm bringing this up is..."



    



    



    



    Kanghyun hyung hesitated for a moment and muttered in a small voice. I couldn't hear what he said, so I asked, "What?" and he clearly replied, "...Thank you."



    



    



    



    "You're thanking me, hyung? I should be the one thanking you. You must have been bored, but you kept watching my dance."



    



    



    



    "Just listen."



    



    



    



    "Ugh. Okay."



    



    



    



    Was I a talkative person? I feel like I had a similar experience before. Kanghyun hyung walked silently for a while and then slowly started talking.



    



    



    



    "I joined a dance crew when I was 14. At first, most of them were similar to you. They approached me saying, 'Teach me how to dance,' 'You dance well,' 'Do you want to do a pair dance with me?' I liked it because I like dancing. But..."



    



    



    



    He let out a long sigh. When thinking about old memories, you can sometimes get caught up in the situation at that time. Emotions get drawn in. It's not something you can control with willpower. He told me to listen without saying anything, so I just quietly held Kanghyun hyung's hand. I'll share my warmth with you. I like this because it's warm.



    



    



    



    "It's warm."



    



    



    



    I made eye contact with hyung and smiled. Kanghyun hyung stared down at our clasped hands and then turned his gaze back to the front. And he continued speaking.



    



    



    



    "I was hated. Some said I hurt them, and some said they didn't like my arrogant attitude. They said I was too young and didn't know my place. I couldn't properly fit into the crew and felt like an outsider. But I couldn't give up because I still wanted to keep dancing. Then I got casted, and although I wasn't interested in being an idol, I agreed to do it because it was a job where I could continue dancing."



    



    



    



    He was quite enthusiastic during the concept photoshoot and the music video filming. So I thought he was sincere about being an idol. Is he the type to work hard on whatever he has to do? That's admirable.



    



    



    



    "I started as a trainee in the 1st group, and as soon as there were talks about forming a debut team, I was immediately selected for the debut team. It had four members. However, I couldn't forget what I experienced in the crew, so I kept my distance. I just disliked people. I felt like everyone would betray me."



    



    



    



    It was a confession that he became a voluntary loner. Ah! So when he said "not interested," his favorability was actually dislike. It also explains why Yoochan hyung said he was a difficult type to get close to. If Yoochan hyung had been the leader from the beginning, he would have melted in quickly if the cult leader hadn't interfered.



    



    



    



    He must have realized that he couldn't be shaken because he was too talented and had a strong mentality. Since he tried to distance himself, they must have used that to their advantage.



    



    



    



    Just like they did to Jung Ilhan, saying he likes being alone, he only likes dancing, so let's leave him be. They must have pushed him away while pretending to be considerate of others.



    



    



    



    "When Jaehyuk hyung left, the entire debut team was shaken. Yoochan hyung was depressed the whole time, and Ilhan hyung hid himself even more. Seoho kept getting angry at the hyungs and the director. And all that venting was directed at you. But you were calm. Rather, you scratched Seoho persistently and even asked me to teach you how to dance."



    



    



    



    Kanghyun hyung said, "You were really strange," and tapped the back of my hand. It tickled, so I shook my arm wildly, and he calmed down.



    



    



    



    "Honestly, at that time, I thought the debut team would fall apart soon. So when you asked me to teach you, I did. But you didn't change. Instead, you drew in the members and made us all gather together. Before I knew it, I found myself included in that."



    



    



    



    Somehow, the conclusion became grandiose. It wasn't my doing that made us all come together now. It was just that everyone was a good person.



    



    



    



    "That's because everyone is a good person. It's not something I did."



    



    



    



    "You were the catalyst."



    



    



    



    I was at a loss for words at his confident rebuttal. I don't know what to say at times like this. I wanted to deny it out of embarrassment, but I was also grateful that he evaluated me positively.



    



    



    



    "I wanted to say thank you at least once. Now I like all the members, including you."



    



    



    



    Kanghyun hyung spoke in a small voice, but clearly enough for my ears to hear, while turning his head away from me.



    



    



    



    "...Uh, yeah. I like you too. All the hyungs."



    



    



    



    "Yeah."



    



    



    



    This is awkward. I tried to slyly pull out my held hand, but he held it tighter. I'm embarrassed. We've never said things like this before. Ah, it's hot. Wasn't the weather chilly?



    



    



    



    "Hyung, I'm really awkward, so can you let go of my hand...?"



    



    



    



    "...Don't you think I am too? It's my first time saying things like this in my life."



    



    



    



    "Then please let go of my hand. I feel like my face is going to explode."



    



    



    



    "I don't want to because it's warm."



    



    



    



    "Ha, really."



    



    



    



    "They say kids have high body temperature, and it's true."



    



    



    



    "I'm nineteen, you know? I'm all grown up. Calling me a kid. That's rude."



    



    



    



    Kanghyun hyung snorted. When there's only a two-year difference between us? Even though my mental age is twenty-seven? The gaze looking down at me was crooked. Is he saying I'm small now?



    



    



    



    "What does it matter if you're nineteen? You're still this small."



    



    



    



    "You're the one who's big, and I'm just not fully grown yet! I'm still growing!"



    



    



    



    "Then you are a kid."



    



    



    



    "Not a kid, a teenager."



    



    



    



    I retorted firmly while trudging along. It was my own struggle to chase away the embarrassment. Even Kanghyun hyung, who would have remained silent usually, kept clicking his tongue, so isn't he just as embarrassed as me? Then can't we keep a bit of distance?



    



    



    



    "Yeah. A minor. A little kid."



    



    



    



    "You're only twenty-one yourself."



    



    



    



    "I can drink alcohol, and you can't."



    



    



    



    That's when it happened. Suddenly, a scream of "Uwaaaah!" was heard. A man's scream in the early morning was enough to give me goosebumps. Without realizing it, I clung to hyung's arm and was on guard towards the direction of the sound. What? Who? What's going on?



    



    



    



    Kanghyun hyung wrapped his arm around my shoulder and naturally pushed me to the opposite side of where the sound came from. A man in a disheveled suit appeared in the dark alley, staggering. His swaying steps were clearly in a state of heavy intoxication.



    



    



    



    "...Ah, that startled me."



    



    



    



    "Come this way."



    



    



    



    Kanghyun hyung pushed me further inside. Since nothing good comes from getting involved with a heavily drunk person, we quietly kept our distance.



    



    



    



    "Huh? Who are you?"



    



    



    



    But we still caught his attention. If you're drunk, just take a taxi and go quietly. Why are you wandering around here and scaring people at this hour?



    



    



    



    "Let's go."



    



    



    



    I agreed with the wise decision and walked quickly. The drunk man shouted from behind, "Hey, where are you going! Are you ignoring me? Huh? Are you ignoring me?!"



    



    



    



    As we gained distance, the surroundings became quiet again. I checked my stamina while calming my pounding heart. It's quite miserable. If I don't rest soon, an abnormal condition will trigger.



    



    



    



    "This is why I said it's dangerous. Next time, if I say I'll take you, just say okay. Don't insist you're fine."



    



    



    



    "Are you okay, hyung?"



    



    



    



    "You're small, and I'm big."



    



    



    



    "Even if you're big, the vital points are the same."



    



    



    



    "When you're big, they don't usually attack."



    



    



    



    That's true. Especially when Kanghyun hyung has a blank expression, his aura is very chilling. If he just rolls his eyes and stares without changing his expression, it's enough to make you shudder a bit.



    



    



    



    Even I would attack someone like me if there was someone like Kanghyun hyung. It's obvious that I look easy to take out. It's an objective fact, but it felt a bit sad.



    



    



    



    "We're almost there. I'll go after seeing you get on the elevator."



    



    



    



    But when it came to going in alone, I felt uneasy. We even encountered a drunk person. Sending me alone at this hour doesn't put my mind at ease at all. A twenty-one-year-old is a kid. Even if his impression is fierce, it won't be very visible at night.



    



    



    



    "Hyung."



    



    



    



    "Yeah."



    



    



    



    "Do I have to be alone in the dorm?"



    



    



    



    "...Yeah."



    



    



    



    "Until morning?"



    



    



    



    "The dorm is safe."



    



    



    



    "...Still."



    



    



    



    I sent a gaze that said, I just encountered a drunk person and I'm very startled. Don't go and stay with me. I shot a beam with starry eyes. Use your overprotective trait! I put in my feelings. It feels like my acting experience is increasing.



    



    



    



    "Let's go up..."



    



    



    



    In the end, Kanghyun hyung gave up. They're all weak to me. Whenever I realize it anew, my whole body feels ticklish. It's not an unpleasant tickle but a pleasant one. I could feel so clearly that the hyungs cherish me.



    



    



    



    "Don't leave in the middle after thinking that I'm sleeping. I think I'll be scared if I wake up alone."



    



    



    



    "Got it."



    



    



    



    "The hyungs and Seoho need to rest too. When I saw it earlier, they all looked like corpses. Since we've been practicing normally, I think they’ll do well even without you. Don't you think so, Kanghyun hyung?"



    



    



    



    "That's right."



    



    



    



    "But I think they’ll groan about your body aching tomorrow from sleeping on something hard."



    



    



    



    
      Kanghyun hyung laughed and agreed, saying, "That's true." Everyone's laughing more now. The same goes for me.
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    "Haon..."



    



     



    



    The manager looked at me with a face like the world was ending. Seeing as I'm no longer afraid to face that rugged expression, I guess I've fully adapted too.



    



     



    



    "What is it?"



    



     



    



    "Your complexion is really bad..."



    



     



    



    Is it? I looked in the mirror, but there wasn't much difference from usual. It's just that I'm pale because I haven't seen sunlight. My stamina recovery is slower, and it's not rising much from 50, but...



    



     



    



    "What about the other kids?"



    



     



    



    "Is Kanghyun hyung not here?"



    



     



    



    "No."



    



     



    



    He said he wouldn't go! He betrayed me! While I was trembling with a sense of betrayal, the manager was anxiously walking around looking for the missing hyungs. I put my emotions aside for a moment and roughly told him what happened yesterday. The manager was shocked and hurriedly grabbed his coat and car keys.



    



     



    



    "I'll bring all the kids back, so don't go anywhere. Okay? You absolutely can't go!"



    



     



    



    "Yes. I won't."



    



     



    



    "I took you all back early yesterday, when did you all go again? I really can't live like this."



    



     



    



    Ahem. I have nothing to say since I'm an accomplice too. I stared blankly at the closed front door and opened the freezer. I'm hungry, so I'll eat some hot dogs. Are the others hungry too?



    



     



    



    I took out the frozen soup from the freezer. I prepared to microwave it while also getting ready to heat up instant rice. The fridge was filled with side dishes that didn't match our dorm. They were things the members brought back from their homes.



    



     



    



    I took out the side dishes and nicely arranged them on a plate. I transferred the defrosted soup to a pot and let it boil, and this time, I put in the instant rice to heat. By the time breakfast preparations were almost done, I felt a familiar commotion.



    



     



    



    "Aaah! I can't hear you, I can't hear you!"



    



     



    



    "...Jeonggon hyung, we were wrong."



    



     



    



    "I kept telling you, didn't I? To rest early. I told you it's important to take care of your health, didn't I? Didn't I? But you spent the night in the practice room? Kanghyun and Haon walked back to the dorm alone at dawn? And then Kanghyun went to the practice room again? What if something happens! Huh?"



    



     



    



    The manager must be really angry. From the kitchen, I peeked out and glanced at the members. My eyes met Seoho's.



    



     



    



    "Hey! Jin Haon, you traitor! How could you blab everything to Jeonggon hyung?!"



    



     



    



    "Eat breakfast."



    



     



    



    "...Breakfast?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah."



    



     



    



    Simple-minded Seoho took the bait. He sniffed and approached like a fisherman entranced by a siren. Seeing him excited saying he was hungry anyway made me feel proud.



    



     



    



    "Did Haon prepare breakfast?"



    



     



    



    Yoochan, with a pale face, deliberately used a lively voice. He's saying it for the manager to hear. I'll save you, hyung.



    



     



    



    "Yes. Hyungs, come quickly and eat breakfast."



    



     



    



    I gestured gently with a smile. In the meantime, Seoho was sitting on a chair, swallowing his saliva. His hand holding the spoon twitched.



    



     



    



    "Why aren't you eating?"



    



     



    



    "How can I eat alone when the hyungs are here too? Ugh, I'm hungry. You sit down too."



    



     



    



    When it was my birthday, he just tore it open? Ah! He didn't eat first then either. I newly realized that our country is a country of eastern courtesy. He really received a solid family education. He's not a bad kid, just immature.



    



     



    



    Thanks to preparing breakfast by rummaging through the fridge, which was unlike me, the manager's nagging bombardment ended earlier than expected. I invited him, saying, "Jeonggon hyung, eat with us," and he slyly joined our table.



    



     



    



    "You guys, today, oh? This is delicious. Absolutely, can't go out."



    



     



    



    I wish he would either eat or talk, not both. I deliberately pushed more side dishes towards the manager. Have a lot.



    



     



    



    A relatively peaceful breakfast ended. Seeing everyone eating well made me feel fulfilled. So this is how you can feel full even without eating. Should I learn to cook? I used to think the time spent eating was the most useless, but that thought changed a bit this morning.



    



     



    



    After the peaceful meal, the manager gathered us again and nagged. He scolded us, saying that our debut showcase is just around the corner, but we can't properly take care of our health. He declared that from now on, he will manage our practice time.



    



     



    



    I feel wronged after going through the trouble of feeding them breakfast. I didn't know there would be a second verse...



    



     



    



    April 4th. Two days before the debut showcase, I finally completed the main mission.
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    When I suddenly jumped up from my seat, Jung Ilhan looked up at me. I winked at him with one eye and took a deep breath. Then I belted out the hook part of our debut song in a loud voice.



    



     



    



    The three of them reacted simultaneously. Even in the midst of their distracted minds, they unconsciously danced our choreography. And precisely, the moves for the part I sang.



    



     



    



    The timing of their stops was slightly different, so it wasn't exactly the same, but no one was wrong. In the midst of it, I wanted to stick a praise sticker on Kanghyun hyung, whose angles were the most on point.



    



     



    



    "...Hey! Why are you messing around when I'm already anxious!"



    



     



    



    Seoho grumbled as he awkwardly lowered his raised arm. With the attention focused on me, I smiled even more confidently and said,



    



     



    



    "We practiced a lot. Enough to accurately react to a song I sang by surprise."



    



     



    



    "Ah."



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung let out an exclamation as if he had a realization. Seoho also agreed, saying, "That's true..." Kanghyun hyung made a deflating sound, "Huh." I guess he didn't even know he was nervous.



    



     



    



    "That's right. We practiced a lot. Enough for the choreography to come out unconsciously. We put in that much effort."



    



     



    



    The end of his mumbling tone was filled with strength, unlike the beginning. A smile returned to Yoochan hyung's face.



    



     



    



    "Wow, I guess I was really nervous. My hands are soaked with sweat."



    



     



    



    Seoho wiped his palms on his pants.



    



     



    



    "Jin Haon. How did you think of this? Thanks to you, I feel like I've gained some enlightenment."



    



     



    



    "Unlike someone, I'm smart."



    



     



    



    "Gosh. I told you not to praise him."



    



     



    



    Seoho's beagle charm was back. His pouting and grumbling just looked cute.



    



     



    



    "Alright. We can do it!"



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung suddenly shouted while clenching his fist. It seems the mind control is over. He's really like soft tofu. Soft, soft tofu.



    



     



    



    The atmosphere in the waiting room changed to a much more comfortable one. The manager came back with lunch boxes. I asked the manager to check if there were any issues with the sound or microphones. He reassured me, saying he was checking thoroughly, so I shouldn't worry.



    



     



    



    Not long after eating the lunch boxes, it was time for the quick rehearsal. The members became nervous again, but it wasn't a collective mental breakdown like before.



    



     



    



    Originally, a quick rehearsal was a session to simply check the stage condition while checking the formations. But as rookies, we performed the intense choreography with full power. As a result, we had to catch our breath for a while after coming down from the stage.



    



     



    



    So far, there doesn't seem to be any problem...



    



     



    



    The unexpected situation from the sub mission wouldn't leave my mind. I was very concerned about it, but Yoochan hyung stretched his shoulders with a big smile.



    



     



    



    "I think we did well. Right?"



    



     



    



    "Yes. Everyone did well."



    



     



    



    When I agreed, Seoho indulged in self-intoxication, saying, "Of course! Who do you think I am~" Who was the one who broke down from nervousness a little while ago?



    



     



    



    "Seoho. Come here for a moment."



    



     



    



    "...Huh? Oh, why?"



    



     



    



    When Kanghyun hyung called, Seoho hesitated. Hyung also summoned Jung Ilhan. Jung Ilhan, who was next to me, looked at me like a cow being dragged to the slaughterhouse. For Jung Ilhan's sake, I pushed his back and sent him to Kanghyun hyung.



    



     



    



    "I'll teach you the lacking moves again in fast mode."



    



     



    



    I knew it would be like this.



    



     



    



    It was an expected outcome for all of us. I quietly stepped back to manage my stamina. Even Yoochan hyung, who was shrugging his shoulders, eventually joined the fast-paced practice, resulting in me being the only one resting. It felt awkward to sit. But I still need to rest...



    



     



    



    The members' practice continued until the time for the actual rehearsal approached and we changed into our stage outfits and did hair and makeup. The members, who received a scolding for sweating so much before getting makeup done, were discouraged. Unintentionally, I was the only one who received praise.



    



     



    



    We successfully finished the actual rehearsal and gathered comfortably in our uncomfortable stage outfits. Throughout the rehearsal, I was on high alert, checking if there were any signs of an accident. For now, nothing happened.



    



     



    



    Since it said the debut showcase would fail if the mission failed, it makes sense that nothing happens during the rehearsal. However, I couldn't rest comfortably because I thought I might be able to notice if there were any signs.



    



     



    



    After touching up our makeup, we gathered in the waiting room until the start of the actual press showcase. It seemed like the tension that had dispersed for a moment was gathering again. Unlike the rehearsal, it was the first stage where we would stand in front of people for the first time.



    



     



    



    Honestly, I was nervous too. A new world. A restarted life. And the members who like me. It was the first stage we were doing under the name of our group DIAS.



    



     



    



    "Haon."



    



     



    



    "Yes?"



    



     



    



    "Let me hug you for a bit."



    



     



    



    "...What? Why all of a sudden?"



    



     



    



    Has that hyung gone crazy? Why does he suddenly want to hug me?



    



     



    



    "I'm nervous, that's why."



    



     



    



    I wanted to refuse because the only thing I lose from physical contact with a man is stamina, but, well. Whatever. Let's use some stamina for Yoochan hyung's sake.



    



     



    



    I can rest while moving after the stage. Just in case, I changed the settings to be able to see my stamina and answered.



    



     



    



    "If it helps."



    



     



    



    I took half a step closer to Yoochan hyung, and he hugged me tightly. He held me tighter than I expected, so it was a bit stuffy, but the warmth was nice. Somehow, I feel like the tension is easing. Is this what it means to rely on someone?



    



     



    



    "Ha, I think I'm less nervous now."



    



     



    



    Deus? I thought you read my mind.



    



     



    



    Huh? Wait. I think my stamina just went up by one? Is it just my feeling? Just in case, I was keeping a close eye on my stamina.



    



     



    



    "Oh? Then me too."



    



     



    



    Suddenly, Jung Ilhan joined. He hugged me and Yoochan hyung from behind at the same time. Seoho, who was alone at the end of the waiting room talking to the camera, saw us and ran over.



    



     



    



    "What! Me too!"



    



     



    



    Seoho put his arms around Yoochan hyung and Jung Ilhan's necks and bent his waist to bring us close together. Everyone gathered except Kanghyun hyung. What are we doing?



    



     



    



    "Kanghyun hyung! Come here too! Quickly!"



    



     



    



    Seoho called the last member. There's no way that hyung will join.



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    Kanghyun hyung didn't answer. My view was completely blocked, so I couldn't see, but wouldn't he be looking at us with disdain? But surprisingly, the only empty spot on my right side was filled.



    



     



    



    Kanghyun hyung stood by our side a bit awkwardly but obediently. Yoochan hyung released his arm that was wrapped around me and pushed Kanghyun hyung inside. Hello. I didn't expect you to come too.



    



     



    



    "Guys. Let's rely on each other like we are now. I feel like I can do it if I have you."



    



     



    



    It was a serious tone without any playfulness. When he says it like that, he seems like a leader.



    



     



    



    "Yeah!"



    



     



    



    Seoho answered cheerfully.



    



     



    



    "Yeah."



    



     



    



    Kanghyun hyung's blunt answer followed, and,



    



     



    



    "Yeah."



    



     



    



    A pleasant, low voice was heard above my head.



    



     



    



    "Okay."



    



     



    



    I was the last one. I had a smile on my face because our appearance was funny. Ah, it's embarrassing but touching. It's ridiculous but reassuring.



    



     



    



    At that moment, my stamina went up again. Ah, this. I guess it's judged as rest when I'm psychologically stable. It means my current condition is that good, right?



    



     



    



    The sound of a cell phone camera was heard. Click click. When we turned our heads to look in the direction of the sound, the manager was diligently taking photos. Yoochan hyung's voice trembled as he called the manager.



    



     



    



    "...Jeonggon hyung?"



    



     



    



    "Huh? Don't mind me. Keep going. Keep going."



    



     



    



    When you set the mood like that, it's too embarrassing to continue. Those who couldn't be shameless like me awkwardly separated.



    



     



    



    "What? It's over already?"



    



     



    



    Seoho clung to Yoochan hyung, disappointed. I was standing still with Jung Ilhan clinging to my back.



    



     



    



    This is absurd. My stamina is rising even now, isn't it?



    



     



    



    Wait. Something is different? I compared the situations where my stamina was draining and rising until now. Then I realized that it doesn't match the current situation, and it occurred to me that there might be hidden conditions I don't know about.



    



     



    



    When I feel a sense of security and comfort. In other words...



    



     



    



    Like now, when I'm being hugged or holding hands. Every time, I always thought it was warm. Is that recognized as rest?



    



     



    



    Ah! That's right.



    



     



    



    There was a time when I slept in the van on the first day of the music video filming to recover my stamina. At that time, Jung Ilhan held my hand the whole time, and when I woke up, my stamina was much higher than usual. I brushed it off as insignificant, thinking the van was comfortable, but I guess that wasn't it. That was also a kind of hint.



    



     



    



    However, my stamina didn't rise when I was practicing with the members as usual. It meant that it's not simply because I feel psychologically stable by being together. I think this is it. Contact.



    



     



    



    "Guys, let's get ready now."



    



     



    



    The manager called us. Now that I've got the hint, let's check it carefully. I should put off the things that can be checked slowly when I have time and solve the sub mission in front of me first.



    



     



    



    "Aah! Wait! What's wrong with your hair! Did you rub against something? Especially Haon!"



    



     



    



    Ah. Oops.



    



     



    



    I didn't think of this. I guess I was more nervous than I thought. We had to be scolded again and fix our hair and makeup.



    



     



    



    After that, I moved behind the stage with the very nervous members. The showcase hadn't started yet. We were frozen stiff, huddled together in a place where we wouldn't disturb the staff.



    



     



    



    I carefully checked my microphone pack just in case. Whether the cord was plugged in properly, whether it would come loose during the performance. After checking mine first, I was going to check Yoochan hyung's, but he was already checking it himself.



    



     



    



    "You guys check it one last time like Haon."



    



     



    



    "Okay."



    



     



    



    "Okay!"



    



     



    



    I was going to check for them, but it's better for them to do it themselves. However, while I could trust the others, I couldn't trust Seoho. I followed his checking with my eyes and confirmed it.



    



     



    



    "...Hey, why are you looking at me like that? You don't trust me?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah. You're clumsy."



    



     



    



    "Argh! It's frustrating that I can't deny it!"



    



     



    



    "Come here. I'll check it one more time for you."



    



     



    



    
      When I said it with a smile, Seoho pouted his lips. Then, as if he was also anxious, he lifted his shirt to show me.
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    After confirming that the microphone pack was securely fixed, I patted his back, which was broader than it looked.



    



     



    



    "It's good."



    



     



    



    "Heh. I can do it when I have to~"



    



     



    



    "Yeah, yeah."



    



     



    



    "Ah! I'm nervous!"



    



     



    



    Seoho, who had puffed up his cheeks, exhaled all at once with a "Phew!" and tapped his chest.



    



     



    



    "Arrrrrrr!"



    



     



    



    He was even making strange noises. I don't know if he's trying to concentrate or distract himself. Kanghyun hyung stretched and took deep breaths, while Yoochan hyung started bouncing on the spot. Jung Ilhan was the most well-behaved, but as expected, he was sticking close to me.



    



     



    



    "Yoochan hyung, if you sweat, your makeup will come off."



    



     



    



    "Huh? Ah! Uh-huh. Phew, I'm nervous. Haon..."



    



     



    



    "Yes?"



    



     



    



    "Can I hug you one more time...?"



    



     



    



    "No."



    



     



    



    "Ugh."



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung's head drooped dejectedly. It won't work this time. We got scolded earlier. Instead, I went to Yoochan hyung's side and held his hand.



    



     



    



    "Endure it with this."



    



     



    



    "...Yeah. This seems to help too."



    



     



    



    A tremor was transmitted through our clasped hands. He must be really nervous. What do I do with our hyung being so fragile? It worries me to death. I have to succeed in the sub mission.



    



     



    



    "Haon, me too..."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan tapped the opposite hand that I didn't give to Yoochan hyung. When I spread my palm and offered it to him, he grabbed it tightly. This side wasn't shaking at all. Are you sure you asked to hold hands because you were nervous?



    



     



    



    Somehow, I ended up holding Yoochan hyung and Jung Ilhan's hands. Warmth doesn't seem to be transmitted one-way but shared to become one. I was receiving as much as I was giving to the two of them.



    



     



    



    Huh? My stamina is filling up again.



    



     



    



    It does fill up even if I just hold hands. There are childish hyungs, and I'm the maknae anyway. I'm even a fresh nineteen-year-old!



    



     



    



    Wouldn't it be okay to go with the image of a maknae who likes holding hands with hyungs from now on? Then there shouldn't be any problem even when I become an adult next year. I can just say it's a habit from when I was young.



    



     



    



    It's not filling up noticeably, but still, it's something. What's important is being able to reduce the number of times I use the 'I'll Die, but FIGHTING!' skill, even if it's just once. It would be troublesome if I keep getting framed as weak.



    



     



    



    "Now, let me introduce the rookie group DIAS!"



    



     



    



    We heard the voice calling us. We made eye contact with each other, shouted "Fighting!" and went up on stage one by one.



    



     



    



    "Ah, I was so nervous..."



    



     



    



    Seoho groaned as he plopped down on the sofa.



    



     



    



    "Guys, what do I do? I don't remember a single thing I said..."



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung's complexion was pale. His trembling lower lip was about to be bitten again. I quickly grabbed hyung's arm and said,



    



     



    



    "Hyung, you spoke well. You didn't make a single mistake. You answered the reporters' questions clearly and coherently."



    



     



    



    "Really?"



    



     



    



    "Yes. Right? Ilhan hyung?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah. Yoochan hyung was amazing. You were leader-like."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan raised his thumb. Kanghyun hyung quietly patted Yoochan hyung's shoulder. Only then did Yoochan hyung also put his hand on his chest and let out a long sigh of relief.



    



     



    



    "But Yoochan hyung really spoke well! When did you practice like that?"



    



     



    



    Seoho made thumbs up with both hands and shook them wildly.



    



     



    



    "I just worked hard."



    



     



    



    Saying that, Yoochan hyung looked at me and smiled. I recalled Yoochan hyung mumbling every night after practice. As much as he had a weak mentality, he was a responsible person, so he memorized and memorized until he felt reassured.



    



     



    



    "Haon helped me a lot."



    



     



    



    "I only occasionally asked questions pretending to be a reporter, that's all. Hyung did everything alone. I can't do that."



    



     



    



    I didn't help at all. I just threw out expected questions occasionally. He had already memorized it perfectly, so no matter what I asked, the answers would spill out. What's there to say?



    



     



    



    "Ah, I'm hungry! Now that I'm less nervous, I'm hungry. Is there anything to eat?"



    



     



    



    Seoho turned into a hungry beast and started rummaging through the waiting room. The ghostly manager brought back some snacks. He kept stuffing us with sweet compliments rather than snacks, saying we did well.



    



     



    



    The articles that were released were mostly positive reactions. In the meantime, the manager even monitored them and showed them to us, and I was amazed by his work ability.



    



     



    



    Hardly anyone would look up these articles anyway, so I lost interest. What's important to me is the outdoor stage showcase. There were no unexpected situations during the press showcase, and the sub mission remains the same. Then, it means that something will blow up at the outdoor showcase, if it does.



    



     



    



    We were transported in a van once again. Thanks to getting plenty of sleep during the break, my stamina was ample. So I casually looked out the window. Since it was outdoors, I thought it would be a typical plaza, but it was completely different from my expectation.



    



     



    



    A huge and tall artificial fountain first caught my eye. An endless stream of water, from who knows where, poured down, creating a spectacular sight.



    



     



    



    While I was engrossed in watching the fountain, the van slowly climbed a wide and gentle slope. It was a curved uphill road that reminded me of a snail's shell.



    



     



    



    The waterfall, which wasn't visible from below, came into view about halfway up. A wooden railing taller than an adult man's height was placed along the roadside, and between the benches placed at intervals, there were giant alloy sculptures.



    



     



    



    Outside the railings, there were only waterfalls and fountains that people couldn't enter. Since we had climbed a considerable height along the slope, it seemed like a cliff beyond the railings.



    



     



    



    "Oh! This place seems cool whenever you come! Yoochan hyung! Take a picture of me later!"



    



     



    



    "I wonder if we'll have time to take pictures after the showcase."



    



     



    



    "We can't? I want to take pictures though..."



    



     



    



    How did they make something like this in the middle of the city? I couldn't help but exclaim at the majestic scenery created artificially. It must be a famous spot in this world. I tried my best to manage my expression so as not to show that it was my first time seeing it.



    



     



    



    There were a lot of people, and there were quite a few foreigners who seemed to be tourists. Because of that, the van's speed slowed down even more. I heard that normally, vehicles are not allowed to enter here, but we got special permission because of the stage.



    



     



    



    The place we arrived at after making our way through the crowd was right next to the stage. It was set up so that we could get out of the van and go straight up on stage. Thanks to that, the stage prepared for us was visible at a glance beyond the van.



    



     



    



    The DIAS logo was embedded on a huge electronic display board, and our concept photos were rolling at 5-second intervals. When individual photos appeared, each person's name was firmly displayed.



    



     



    



    The only thing that had been revealed was the concept photos, but in the meantime, there were people who seemed to be our fans. However, they were a very small minority, and most people just glanced at our electronic display board and passed by. Only occasionally, there were people who stopped and watched.



    



     



    



    "There's usually no stage here, right? Did they make all of that? Is it a set?"



    



     



    



    Seoho opened his mouth wide and stuck to the window. He looked like he was about to fully capture his face, but Yoochan hyung pulled him back by the scruff of his neck.



    



     



    



    "It's a set. This place is also used for events sometimes. I came here before to support my seniors from my previous agency when they had their first event. But to think that I would hold my debut showcase here..."



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung's eyes, while he was tightly holding Seoho, were dreamy. As if testing the lighting, sparkling lights made the stage look ethereal.



    



     



    



    While admiring the scale of the stage set, I also scanned the surroundings, thinking I might have missed something. If there was a place where a problem could occur. There would be limitations to what I could check from inside the van, but I didn't stop observing.



    



     



    



    "I want to stand on stage quickly."



    



     



    



    At Kanghyun hyung's sudden remark, Seoho wiggled his butt and shouted, "Me too, me too!" Yoochan hyung also agreed with eyes full of anticipation. This time, Jung Ilhan said he was excited too.



    



     



    



    They were so nervous during the press showcase earlier, but what's with this gap? Because it's the second time? It's the same debut showcase anyway. Shouldn't they be more nervous since there are more spectators here? The reporters are in a kind of business relationship with the agency, so most of them are friendly, but...



    



     



    



    These people are not. If we don't win their hearts, they can be endlessly cold. We'll be lucky if they don't shout at us for being noisy. My fingertips seemed to tremble slightly, so I clenched my fists tightly.



    



     



    



    "Haon."



    



     



    



    "Yes?"



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan held out his hand to me. Does he want me to hold his hand? I offered my hand as he wanted, and four fingers neatly rested on the back of my hand.



    



     



    



    "Is there something bothering you?"



    



     



    



    "No? Not really."



    



     



    



    "Your face is stiff though."



    



     



    



    I guess I wasn't managing my expression. I consciously brought a smile back to my face.



    



     



    



    "It's okay. I feel reassured when you hold my hand, hyung."



    



     



    



    "...Hmm. Is that so?"



    



     



    



    What? This reaction is a first. Somehow, it seemed like he didn't believe my words. Jung Ilhan's index finger tapped the back of my hand. I couldn't grasp what signal it was. When I was feeling a bit of confusion, Jung Ilhan suddenly smiled.



    



     



    



    "If you say so, then it must be true."



    



     



    



    "...Yeah."



    



     



    



    It's a bit questionable, but let's move on. I looked at my hand clasped with Jung Ilhan's for a moment and then turned my head toward the window. I should keep holding it since it's good for stamina recovery too.



    



     



    



    There was a creaking sound of a seat being pressed. Jung Ilhan was right behind my back. Looking out the window following my gaze, he asked, "What have you been looking for since earlier?" Ah, you startled me.



    



     



    



    "What would I be looking for?"



    



     



    



    "You seemed to be searching for something all day today. Am I wrong?"



    



     



    



    How did he know? Was that the reason he kept sticking close to me? No one else noticed, but only Jung Ilhan realized it.



    



     



    



    "That's right. You've been on edge the whole time. Why?"



    



     



    



    Huh? Even Kanghyun hyung noticed? No way. Well, that hyung is quick-witted, so it's possible, but... It was most surprising that Jung Ilhan noticed. Did I show it that much?



    



     



    



    "Huh? I had no idea. Haon was like that...?"



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung asked cautiously. He must have had the most burden mentally today, but he feels sorry for me in the midst of it. It's clear that I couldn't manage my expression because of the sub mission. I made him unnecessarily worried.



    



     



    



    "Huh? Is Jin Haon looking for something? What is it? Did someone you know say they were coming?"



    



     



    



    Oh! This is it! I eagerly took the bait Seoho threw.



    



     



    



    "Ah, uh-huh. Actually, that's true, but it seemed like they wouldn't come. So I just didn't say anything."



    



     



    



    
      The moment I answered like that, as if making an excuse, a heavy silence lingered among the four of them. What... The atmosphere is a bit weird?
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    I ruminated on what I said and realized the reason. They couldn't have misunderstood that I was waiting for my family, right?



    



     



    



    Perhaps the members have noticed that I don't have a good relationship with my family. Because I was the only one who stayed in the dorm during the vacation period. I've never brought up the topic of family either. Judging by the atmosphere, it seems like even Seoho has caught on?



    



     



    



    Ah, I think I made a mistake. I didn't intend it that way at all. It's ruined. I need to do some damage control.



    



     



    



    "It's nothing significant. I just looked for them because they said they were coming. That's the extent of it."



    



     



    



    The atmosphere grew even heavier. Haon. Jung Ilhan's voice calling me quietly was heartbreaking. Ah! Why! What has happened to my image now? I don't think this is it...



    



     



    



    I feel like I'm going to die because I want to escape from the van, but I can't get out. It seemed like any additional words I say would only deepen the misunderstanding. But it's also weird to say that an accident might happen during our debut showcase, right? That's even weirder. Let's just shut up.



    



     



    



    I smiled wistfully at the members and then looked out the window. After a short silence, Seoho spoke in an exaggerated tone.



    



     



    



    "Now there are only 50 minutes left! There must be people waiting to see us among them, right?"



    



     



    



    "Oh, look over there. There's someone holding a placard."



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung matched Seoho's attempt to lighten the mood and pointed outside the window. I also naturally took those people into my sight again.



    



     



    



    "Wow! My name is there too!"



    



     



    



    I was about to look for Seoho among the placards.



    



     



    



    [Doori♡Haon♡]



    



     



    



    It was a placard that wasn't there a little while ago. The heart attached after my name was so fascinating that it caught my eye. Could it be the people who left comments for me? I guess I really have fans now. There are people who see me in a good light.



    



     



    



    Thump thump.



    



     



    



    Suddenly, my heart started beating wildly. It was different from fear. This was anticipation and excitement. I was confident that I could smile even if I had a huge anti-fan army now.



    



     



    



    What? Don't I have everything I wanted right now? I made friends and I made fans. I have it all. I became the most abundant person in the world.



    



     



    



    "Haon's name is there too."



    



     



    



    "Yes, that's right."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan patted my head. I was startled and raised my arm to protect my head.



    



     



    



    "Ah! Hyung, you can't. We finished the hair styling."



    



     



    



    "Ah, right. I did it unconsciously."



    



     



    



    When I turned around, he raised both hands and smiled sheepishly. He thinks he can get away with everything just by smiling. Ugh. The saying that you can't spit on a smiling face isn't there for nothing.



    



     



    



    "I'll get scolded by the noona later..."



    



     



    



    I tried to restore my slightly messed up hair, but I failed. The more I touched my hair that had a lot of product in it, the weirder it seemed to get.



    



     



    



    "Oh? Then that won't do. I'll tell them I messed it up. I didn't even think about getting scolded..."



    



     



    



    The tips of Jung Ilhan's eyebrows drooped down. I shrugged my shoulders to indicate it was okay.



    



     



    



    "It's alright. Seoho's hair is a mess anyway."



    



     



    



    "Why me when I'm sitting still!"



    



     



    



    "Look at your hair and speak."



    



     



    



    Seoho, who checked his hair in the window reflection, snorted.



    



     



    



    "It just looks cool?"



    



     



    



    I searched for my cell phone in my bag and turned on the camera. When Seoho made a V sign towards me, I twirled my fingers.



    



     



    



    "Look the other way, not at me."



    



     



    



    "Like this?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah."



    



     



    



    He listens so well. Click. I showed him the picture of the back of his head. This is faster than explaining it in words.



    



     



    



    "Gasp! What? Why am I so flat!"



    



     



    



    "You slept leaning on it until you got here."



    



     



    



    "Oh no, it's ruined..."



    



     



    



    Seoho made a sad face and touched the back of his head hesitantly. It doesn't seem to go as he wants, so he asks Yoochan hyung for help. I wonder if the skilled manager will bring the hairstylist noona.



    



     



    



    "Oh, wait a moment. Let me take a look."



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung rolled up his sleeves and stepped up. I was watching without much expectation, but with just a few movements of his hands, the back of the head became voluminous. What? How did he do it?



    



     



    



    "Yoochan hyung!"



    



     



    



    "Yeah?"



    



     



    



    "Me too..."



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung gestured to me with a smile. I leaned my head on the front seat and poked it out slightly.



    



     



    



    "It's not damaged much."



    



     



    



    "Hyung, how are you good at this too? Yoochan hyung, there's nothing you can't do."



    



     



    



    "It just happened. I had to manage it myself because the appearance category was included in the evaluations. Still, I'm not as good as the noonas. They'll probably touch it up more."



    



     



    



    Hyung touched my hair a few times and showed it to me in self-camera mode. Wow! This is perfect! It wasn't damaged due to lack of management, but it had a naturally disheveled look as time passed. It would be difficult to do this on purpose. He's really amazing.



    



     



    



    "Wow. I really like it. To the point where I want to go on stage like this!"



    



     



    



    "It's not to that extent. Don't exaggerate too much."



    



     



    



    Even though he said that, his cheekbones twitched up. What an honest hyung.



    



     



    



    "It's true. Why don't you understand my feelings?"



    



     



    



    I spoke playfully and straightened my posture. Yoochan hyung's laughter that he lets out when he's in a good mood followed me.



    



     



    



    The atmosphere became fluffy and good again. Somehow, I feel like I can do anything. I'll lightly subdue any unexpected situations. No matter what happens, I'll solve it all.



    



     



    



    As 8 pm approached, quite a large crowd gathered in front of the stage. Not only were there people who had already taken their seats, but they were also densely standing in the back.



    



     



    



    Do they know who we are and came here? Or did they gather just because it seemed like something was happening? The latter would be much more, right?



    



     



    



    With so many people, it was hard to predict where and what kind of unexpected situation would occur. As I was continuously keeping an eye on the outside, the van door opened. As I expected, the manager brought the noonas.



    



     



    



    We went through a round of hair, makeup, and styling checks. In the meantime, we received precautions from the manager. There wasn't anything particularly noteworthy.



    



     



    



    This time too, I carefully checked the microphone packs of myself and the members. After slightly adjusting the in-ear microphone position, I looked out the window again.



    



     



    



    Right at that moment, one of the spectators caught my eye. There was a woman holding a large cannon camera on a sculpture slightly taller than an adult's height. The sculpture was in the shape of a huge person kneeling and holding something like a plate above his head. The spectator was right on top of it, and the plate was slightly tilted outward, towards the waterfall.



    



     



    



    Isn't it dangerous if she slips?



    



     



    



    "Yoochan hyung. Isn't it dangerous for that person over there?"



    



     



    



    With an ominous feeling, I tapped the headrest of the front seat and called Yoochan hyung.



    



     



    



    "Who?"



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung, who shifted his gaze following the tip of my finger, laughed lightly.



    



     



    



    "It's okay. Every time there's an event here, one person goes up there. Taking stage videos or photos from there comes out really well, so top seed admins usually secure that spot a lot."



    



     



    



    "...What if they fall off the cliff?"



    



     



    



    "Ah, there's more distance between the waterfall railing and here than it looks, so it's not to the point of falling off."



    



     



    



    Ah, it's a bit concerning. Just because it's been okay so far doesn't guarantee it will be okay in the future. Moreover, the mission has given a prior warning now. I was still worried, so I casually mentioned it to the manager, but his reaction wasn't different from Yoochan hyung's.



    



     



    



    While doing so, he informed me of the sound test results. He also gave a thumbs up, saying there were no problems on that end either. I'm very grateful to the manager. He has no obligation to tell me in the first place, but he's showing me the checklist because I keep worrying.



    



     



    



    I kept looking at the woman on the sculpture with anxious eyes. Yoochan hyung was talking with Seoho, and they seemed to be speculating about the identity of the woman who climbed up the sculpture. It was a heated discussion about whether she was our admin, and if she was our admin, whose admin she was.



    



     



    



    7:55 pm.



    



     



    



    Nothing had happened yet, and it was about time for us to go on stage. The MC who was in charge of today's showcase jumped up on the stage. It was an unfamiliar face to me, but judging by the murmurs of the people, it seemed like he had some level of fame.



    



     



    



    "Everyone! Hello! I'm Hwani, your laughter bell!"



    



     



    



    When the MC's resounding greeting was heard, Yoochan hyung gathered us together.



    



     



    



    "Guys, let's just do it like we always do!"



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung said with a pleasant smile. I think this hyung has a stage persona. He was shaking so much at the press showcase, but his eyes were sparkling.



    



     



    



    "Yeah! Like always!"



    



     



    



    "Don't make mistakes because you're excited."



    



     



    



    "Ah, Kanghyun hyung!"



    



     



    



    The corners of Kanghyun hyung's mouth lifted slightly. His face was also flushed.



    



     



    



    "Phew... I can do it."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan spoke as if hypnotizing himself and took a deep breath. Then, without warning, he opened his eyes wide. Thanks to that, even I, who was glancing at Jung Ilhan, was startled. The moment our eyes met, Jung Ilhan smiled at me, showing his teeth, and shouted in a loud voice.



    



     



    



    "We can do it!"



    



     



    



    "Ooh!"



    



     



    



    Seoho, who has a good reaction, hyped us up again.



    



     



    



    8:00 sharp.



    



     



    



    "They're just oozing with handsomeness even through the screen. I think I might be a little more handsome though?"



    



     



    



    "Boo boo boo boo!"



    



     



    



    The MC licked his lips at the merciless jeers. He snorted and whined that they were going too far. His exaggerated gestures that didn't suit him were funny.



    



     



    



    "Now! Shall we officially begin? The rookie group debuting today, hot and fresh, chewy and stretchy, the newly born rookie group! Visuals! Singing! Performance! They've got it all! Introducing the rookie group DIAS!"



    



     



    



    "Kyaaaaaa!"



    



     



    



    "Boys! I love you!"



    



     



    



    
      Yoochan hyung got out of the van first. Then Jung Ilhan, Kanghyun hyung, Seoho. And lastly, me. As we revealed ourselves, the cheers grew even louder. But that was just the response from some fans who had secured their spots in the front row. The rest of the audience was still indifferent.
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    "Oh, it must be them."



    



     



    



    "Are they starting?"



    



     



    



    "Crazy... Are their faces real? It wasn't just editing?"



    



     



    



    I could hear the conversations of people who were sitting and holding their spots out of simple curiosity. The stage and the audience seats were close, and they didn't bother lowering their voices, so it was blatantly audible. So, without realizing it, I looked in the direction where I heard the conversation.



    



     



    



    Ah. Our eyes met. Was I managing my expression well? For now, I should smile.



    



     



    



    "Gasp."



    



     



    



    "Eek!"



    



     



    



    As our eyes met, the two audience members who were conversing covered their mouths with both hands and blinked at me with wide-open eyes. In situations like this, how long should I maintain eye contact? I kept smiling brightly, and the two of them stared at me intently. It's awkward...



    



     



    



    "Now! Then, DIAS members, please introduce yourselves!"



    



     



    



    Just in time, the MC saved me. I shifted my gaze and looked at Yoochan hyung. Hyung slightly tilted his head and looked at us. Following the signal he sent with his fingers, we bowed in unison and greeted.



    



     



    



    "Hello! We are your DIAS!"



    



     



    



    "Kyaaaaaa!"



    



     



    



    The cheers from our fans right in front of us grew even louder. Even if you count generously, there were less than twenty of them, but their voices were resounding. It was enough to startle the other people nearby.



    



     



    



    Because of that, memories from my past life vividly resurfaced. Wherever we went, our fans were very few. Still, whenever we had a stage, they would move to the front row and shout until their voices went hoarse, saying they would revive the members. Even that wasn't for me, but I still liked the fans.



    



     



    



    If I like them first and actively approach them, maybe the way they look at me will change. In the end, I gave up. Even if I tried, what doesn't work doesn't work. But this time will be different.



    



     



    



    [Doorii♡ Haon♡]



    



     



    



    A placard that was clearly for me was waved below the stage. When I looked in that direction and smiled, the placard that was being waved dropped.



    



     



    



    The fan who was staring at me with her mouth wide open was tapped by a woman next to her who seemed to be her companion, and she shook her head. Then she raised the placard above her head again and started waving it enthusiastically.



    



     



    



    "Haon! Thank you! For becoming! My idol!"



    



     



    



    The loudly shouted voice precisely entered and stuck in my ears. I'm the one who's thankful. For liking me. I'll truly cherish the feelings you give me. Hoping my feelings would be conveyed, I slightly bowed my head.



    



     



    



    "Wow! The reaction is really hot! First! We should hear a song before we start, right? From their 1st single album 'Dear.', here's the track 'Spring Sent to You'!"



    



     



    



    As soon as the MC's words ended, the intro started flowing. The 1st single album had a total of three songs, including the title track. 'Spring Sent to You' is a song with lyrics about confessing to your first love during your school days.



    



     



    



    With a fresh and bright atmosphere, we successfully sang the first song with light free dance. Although I said free dance, it was also a song we had practiced over and over again under the direction of Kanghyun hyung, who had created the choreography for today, while revising the formations countless times.



    



     



    



    The members' expressions brightened significantly as we finished well without any mistakes. The MC praised us enthusiastically and encouraged the audience's response.



    



     



    



    "Now, then, please briefly introduce yourselves one by one! Because after the introductions, various stages of these handsome men will unfold! Everyone, please stay in your seats!"



    



     



    



    Various stages when there are only two songs. That's quite an exaggeration.



    



     



    



    The MC called Yoochan hyung, and hyung started the introductions first. It will take some time for my turn to come. In the meantime, I made eye contact with the people looking at me and glanced at the woman on the sculpture who still concerned me. It's driving me crazy. I want to focus only on the showcase, but I can't, so I felt a bit disappointed.



    



     



    



    "Hello! I'm Lee Seoho! I'm in charge of being the team's cutie! I'm the sub vocalist!"



    



     



    



    "The cutie? But there's a separate maknae?"



    



     



    



    The MC threw a playful jab. Then Seoho suddenly pulled me. Caught off guard by the surprise attack, I was helplessly dragged. Seoho brought his face close to my cheek.



    



     



    



    "Yes! Aren't I cuter?"



    



     



    



    "Aaaaah! They're both cute!"



    



     



    



    "Wahaha!"



    



     



    



    The reactions of fans and non-fans were clearly divided. The leaking pot is leaking outside too...



    



     



    



    "Yes! We should hear the opinions of the members on this, right? Leader hyung? What do you think?"



    



     



    



    "Hmm. Am I the hyung?"



    



     



    



    "Oho! You should just gloss over such trivial matters. So, between self-proclaimed team cutie Seoho and the real maknae Haon, who's cuter?"



    



     



    



    "Hmm."



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung pondered very seriously. His brows were slightly furrowed as he alternated glances between me and Seoho. You don't have to answer that seriously. The silence stretched on. If this were radio, it would be a broadcast accident-level situation.



    



     



    



    "There's no superiority between them, is that it?!"



    



     



    



    The MC interjected appropriately. Yoochan hyung laughed and replied, "Yes, because they're both cute."



    



     



    



    "Then, second oldest hyung! What about our rapper Ilhan?"



    



     



    



    "Ah, for me, it's Seoho. Haon is more on the reliable side."



    



     



    



    "...Reliable?"



    



     



    



    "Yes."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan answered with a bright smile. The MC mumbled "Reliable?" while looking at me. At that reaction, people's laughter erupted. I know well that I'm far from being reliable too...



    



     



    



    "Wait a moment. Ilhan? Come this way."



    



     



    



    The MC grabbed Jung Ilhan's arm and pulled him towards me. Then he placed him right next to me and leaned his waist back as if appreciating a work of art.



    



     



    



    "Is he really reliable?"



    



     



    



    "Yes. He's a dongsaeng I can rely on a lot."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan had an excellent talent for bringing down the atmosphere while smiling brightly. It seems like he's trying to steer it towards comedy, but his answer was too serious.



    



     



    



    "This is the freshness you can see from rookies! Thank you for the honest answer! Then, Ilhan, please go back to your original position! Lastly, we can't miss the introduction of our reliable maknae Haon, right?"



    



     



    



    The MC naturally turned the arrow towards me. In the end, there was no conclusion on who the cutie was, but even I think Seoho is the one in charge of cuteness.



    



     



    



    "Hello. I'm Jin Haon, the main vocalist of DIAS. Uh, I am the maknae, but in terms of mental age, Seoho hyung here is younger. I acknowledge he's the official cutie of DIAS."



    



     



    



    "...Wait. There's something strange in the middle?"



    



     



    



    Seoho perked up his ears and quickly turned his head towards me.



    



     



    



    "Didn't I say hyung is our team's official cutie?"



    



     



    



    "No! That part is correct!"



    



     



    



    "Yes. That's it."



    



     



    



    "...Huh?"



    



     



    



    While Seoho was looking puzzled, the MC laughed heartily, saying, "Indeed! He's definitely the official cutie!"



    



     



    



    "Now! Before we see DIAS's main stage, we should see a preview stage first, right? Right, right! DIAS Sampling!"



    



     



    



    Preview stage? Sampling? What does that mean? It was the first time I heard of it. When I glanced at the members, they all had blank faces as if it was the first time for them too.



    



     



    



    "Hahaha! The DIAS members probably haven't heard about it! No, but. Even surprised faces are handsome for good-looking men? The world is so unfair like this. Everyone!"



    



     



    



    Ah, so there was something planned. It would have been better if they had informed us in advance. Did they keep their mouths shut to see our real reactions? I looked for the manager and saw him brightly smiling while tapping his chest with his fist. It means fighting, right?



    



     



    



    "So! Then who's going first?"



    



     



    



    It feels like they'll make us do a talent show or something. For now, it's better to save Jung Ilhan and Kanghyun hyung, who have the genius title, for last. It would be troublesome if the expectations rise too high. I think it would be better for Yoochan hyung, Seoho, or me to go first...



    



     



    



    "Me!"



    



     



    



    Seoho raised his hand high. Yeah, good job. We walked in a group to the opposite side of where we entered, following the staff's gestures. Seoho, who was under the spotlight, was not afraid at all and looked extremely happy.



    



     



    



    By the way, I still don't see anything that might cause an accident. I looked around from time to time, but there was nothing I could anticipate yet. What concerned me the most was the person who climbed up the sculpture. They're still up there.



    



     



    



    Looking from here, it was unexpectedly close to the stage. If I stood at the very edge of the stage and somehow drew attention, it seemed like a conversation would be possible. The distance between the sculpture and the railing was indeed wide. Even if they accidentally stepped and fell, it didn't seem like they would get seriously injured.



    



     



    



    But it still bothers me, so I should say something after all. At this rate, it feels like I'll ruin the debut stage. I need to find a way...



    



     



    



    People's attention was entirely focused on Seoho. Seoho was dancing while fully expressing his excitement and talent.



    



     



    



    I didn't want to ruin the stage. Is there a way to talk quietly without being noticed? I can't directly talk from the stage because it might cause a commotion. Then, quietly going down and having a conversation...



    



     



    



    With the thought of trying it out, I slowly moved to the edge of the stage. But the moment I was one step away from the stairs, Kanghyun hyung suddenly grabbed my wrist.



    



     



    



    "It's dangerous."



    



     



    



    "Ah, yes."



    



     



    



    The staff below the stage signaled with their palms to go inside. Maybe because it wasn't a large-scale stage, attention was drawn no matter what I did. Then, this method is out. As I was pondering what to do, I realized there was one last method left.



    



     



    



    Seoho's stage ended. Light greetings were exchanged. When he looked at us with a very elated face, the hyungs applauded, saying he did well.



    



     



    



    "Wow~ It was a really refreshing and cute stage! Who's next?"



    



     



    



    
      I raised my hand high. Me. Let me do it, please.
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    The atmosphere might dampen, but Yoochan hyung, Jung Ilhan, and Kanghyun hyung remained after me. They are people capable of exciting performances that can sufficiently build up the atmosphere until the title song stage. I was a bit worried about Jung Ilhan, but since he's not trembling, he'll do well.



    



     



    



    "Our pretty and reliable maknae Haon!"



    



     



    



    As I moved towards the center of the stage, the MC continued the joke.



    



     



    



    "Now! Let's see Haon's individual talent too! Since he's the main vocalist, is it a song as expected?"



    



     



    



    "Yes. I'll sing a song. It's a song called Winter Sea by Kwon Se-hwa."



    



     



    



    "Winter Sea? Uh, is the MR prepared by any chance?"



    



     



    



    The MC asked while looking at the staff. It was obvious they wouldn't find it, so I just answered.



    



     



    



    "No. It's not a song that has been released yet. I happened to hear it while he was busking, and I liked it so much that it became my life's song. I want to let everyone hear it too."



    



     



    



    "Ah! Then without accompaniment? Wow, the difficult acapella! It's a song choice that claims I am the main vocalist of DIAS!"



    



     



    



    "I'll do my best! Since I heard the song only once, I might get the lyrics wrong."



    



     



    



    "Oho! We probably won't know even if you get it wrong anyway! Then let's hear it!"



    



     



    



    When the MC encouraged the response, people's applause poured out. Haon! Do well! It's okay even if you make a mistake! I heard cheers. It was the person holding my placard. After brightly smiling in that direction, I cleared my throat.



    



     



    



    Even though I was alone at the center of the stage, I couldn't feel any expressions of displeasure or jeering gazes at all. Most of them were kind looks and curious interest.



    



     



    



    "Haon! Fighting!"



    



     



    



    At Yoochan hyung's voice, I looked at the members. They were all cheering for me. Even Seoho was bouncing around, telling me to do well.



    



     



    



    Phew.



    



     



    



    As I exhaled the deeply inhaled breath, I started humming. I replaced the accompaniment with humming, and the slightly noisy atmosphere gradually subsided.



    



     



    



    People focused on me. I raised my arms above my head and swayed them side to side to match the beat. It was the first time I received such a response, so a pleasantly uplifting feeling enveloped me.



    



     



    



    I shouldn't forget about modifying the lyrics while being swept away like this. There's a reason I deliberately chose a song that hasn't been released. I checked my plan in my head and sang the first verse.



    



     



    



    The first verse, which compares the loneliness and solitude of the speaker to the cold and pitch-black darkness of the winter sea, is coming to an end. The instrumental break. I hummed again and slowly headed towards the stairs we had come up.



    



     



    



    As I went down the stairs, I saw the manager being startled and flustered, but I had no choice but to ignore him. The fixed camera followed me.



    



     



    



    As I slowly crossed right below the stage, the fans came into closer view. They all seemed to be holding back their urge to scream while bouncing on their feet. Some even half-raised their hips to get a closer look.



    



     



    



    I reached out my hand in sync with the lyrics. The hand that touched the air wasn't grasped by anyone, but as if responding to my song, countless hands from the audience reached out towards me. It was an overwhelming moment.



    



     



    



    Like that, I crossed to the end of the stage and finally arrived in front of the sculpture. I raised my head and made eye contact. The large camera persistently followed me.



    



     



    



    Can I do as I wish? Will they respond to my song? I was worried, but I put emotion into the slightly modified lyrics of Winter Sea.



    



     



    



    "Don't stay alone in a dangerous place."



    



     



    



    I stretched out my arm with the back of my hand facing the ground.



    



     



    



    "Come here. I'll be with you."



    



     



    



    The second verse was lyrics comforting the speaker of the first verse. The original lyrics weren't this, but I changed a few words to match my intention to prevent the unexpected situation. If they catch on to my intention, they'll come down, and if not, it will end in failure with an awkward atmosphere. I smiled, hoping they would come down. The tip of the camera filming me slightly shook.



    



     



    



    "You don't need to endure alone. Because I'm by your side."



    



     



    



    Ignoring the message that my lyric writing grade had increased, I tried again.



    



     



    



    "Come to my side. Lean on me."



    



     



    



    The woman suddenly grabbed my hand. I was a bit surprised because I didn't expect my hand to be held. She stretched her upper body out for me, making it look even more dangerous. In the midst of it, the camera was still filming me, so I managed my expression, hiding my surprised emotion.



    



     



    



    As I sang and circled around the sculpture, it seemed like the woman understood my intention. The backside was like stairs with large steps, making it easy to step on and go up and down.



    



     



    



    However, the base of the sculpture was supported by a single relatively thin metal column. Just by standing up and moving slightly, the sculpture wobbled precariously.



    



     



    



    It won't fall over, right? It looks too dangerous...



    



     



    



    At the moment when I was so tense that cold sweat was seeping out of our clasped hands, the woman completely got down from the sculpture. After confirming her feet touched the ground, I let go of her hand. I heard a gasp and slightly bowed my head. And I quickly moved back to the stage where the members were gathered.



    



     



    



    By the time I stepped up the stairs and reached the center of the stage again, the song had ended. I bowed my waist with a short humming as the finale.



    



     



    



    "Thank you for listening."



    



     



    



    Silence fell. It seemed okay while singing, but it feels like I failed. Was the ending too forced after all? The modified lyrics are cringeworthy too... I really have no talent for creation.



    



     



    



    The silence continued. Oh no. I completely brought down the atmosphere. But at least I got her down, so my mind is at ease. Although the mission complete message didn't appear... It's true that it looked dangerous. Now I should leave the rest to the hyungs. In the meantime, I should observe if there's anything else that might cause a problem.



    



     



    



    "Haon! You did well!"



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung suddenly shouted. The other members were the first to applaud me. I waved at them with a smile.



    



     



    



    "Wow! That was really amazing!"



    



     



    



    "Kyaaaaaaah!"



    



     



    



    As the silence was broken, a fervent cheer rushed in, loud enough to hurt my ears. I thought I had completely failed except for achieving my goal, but I guess not? The cheers pouring solely on me felt surreal.



    



     



    



    "No, Haon! You have every right to be confident in acapella? Your voice is caressing my heart... Can I lean on you too?"



    



     



    



    The MC stood right next to me with a playful smile. I was awkwardly smiling, pondering how to react.



    



     



    



    "Aaaaah! No!"



    



     



    



    When a strong objection was shouted from the audience, the MC dejectedly stepped away from me.



    



     



    



    "Ah, that's too much!"



    



     



    



    And he whined at the audience again. I burst into laughter at his exaggerated gestures.



    



     



    



    "Oh!"



    



     



    



    "Huh? What's wrong, Haon?"



    



     



    



    "Ah."



    



     



    



    Ah, I let out a sound. The person who had briefly come down was trying to climb up the sculpture again. After a moment of contemplation, I decided to be honest and just say it.



    



     



    



    "Actually, I was worried because the person on the sculpture looked like they were in danger..."



    



     



    



    "Ah! The person who was seduced and came down!"



    



     



    



    Se, seduced? While I couldn't hide my surprise at the bold word choice, the MC, who had been looking around with his hand shaped like a blade on his forehead, spoke while looking at the top of the sculpture.



    



     



    



    "Ah! The person climbing up again! Our Haon is worried, can you come down?"



    



     



    



    The person who was hesitantly climbing up lowered their head and made a circle above their head. And then they went back down.



    



     



    



    "There! Is it okay now?"



    



     



    



    "Ah, yes! Thank you!"



    



     



    



    "Everyone! Our Haon is very concerned about your safety! Keep order well! Don't do dangerous things! Can you all promise that?"



    



     



    



    "Yes!"



    



     



    



    "We will!"



    



     



    



    "Haon! I love you!"
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    "Ah, I'm nervous."



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung clenched his fists and swallowed hard. His nervousness was evident, but his expression was bright. Is he going to perform next?



    



     



    



    "Hyung, what are you going to do?"



    



     



    



    "Vocal impersonation."



    



     



    



    "Aha."



    



     



    



    He looks confident, but I've never heard it, so I don't know. If he's good, it's a bonus... If he's not, well. The MC will save him.



    



     



    



    "Haon."



    



     



    



    "Yes?"



    



     



    



    "Let me hug you for a bit."



    



     



    



    It should be fine since we're in the corner and my hair is already messy, right?



    



     



    



    "Sure, sure."



    



     



    



    I willingly offered my back to Yoochan hyung for his sake. His arms came up over my shoulders and hugged me. Ah, it's comfortable. As I was leaning on hyung, Jung Ilhan also slowly approached my side.



    



     



    



    "Me too."



    



     



    



    "Here."



    



     



    



    With my back given to Yoochan hyung and my left arm to Jung Ilhan, I watched Kanghyun hyung properly dancing. This time, the song selection was devoid of playfulness, so he was really flying.



    



     



    



    "Hyungs."



    



     



    



    "Yeah?"



    



     



    



    "Uh-huh."



    



     



    



    "I think the debut showcase is fun."



    



     



    



    The two of them agreed with my words and smiled at me. Kanghyun hyung, who showed a cool performance captivating people like a dance genius, returned. Hyung, wiping away the flowing sweat, looked very proud and happy.



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung, who was next, completely failed at vocal impersonation. Under the MC's guidance, people comforted Yoochan hyung, who was making a sad face. Fortunately, judging by his expression, it seems his tofu mentality didn't shatter. Instead, as soon as he came back, I had to offer myself as a sacrifice again. It's fine since my stamina has recovered too, so it's good for both of us.



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan turned the stage upside down, but he kept looking at me, which was troublesome. No, you should appeal to the audience, why are you looking this way? Later, he even stood diagonally and rapped while looking at me. Thanks to that, I had to be dragged out for the interview too.



    



     



    



    I acknowledge that you're reliable, maknae. That's what I was told.



    



     



    



    And finally, it was time to showcase our title song. At the MC's words that it was the last stage, sighs of disappointment erupted from various places.



    



     



    



    It was surprising that even people who didn't know us kept their spots, and it was even more surprising that the number of people kept increasing.



    



     



    



    "Now, lastly, we'll see DIAS's 'Dear Friend' stage!"



    



     



    



    I slowly scanned the densely gathered people and moved to the center of the stage. I felt a hand tap my shoulder and saw it was Kanghyun hyung. Tap tap. He lightly patted me and passed by.



    



     



    



    Did I look nervous? I tidied up my shallow breaths and knelt on one knee. The members scattered in a semicircle around me. After confirming their positions, they turned their backs to me and bowed their heads.



    



     



    



    As we got into the starting formation, the lights went out. A murmur mixed with excitement and anticipation was heard faintly from here and there. Just before the intro started, a spotlight poured down above my head.



    



     



    



    The familiar intro began. With an excited expression, I quickly scanned my surroundings and made a playful smile. I tapped the backs of Seoho and Kanghyun hyung on my left and right, and the two of them took a few steps back, grabbing the arms of Yoochan hyung and Jung Ilhan next to them.



    



     



    



    All the members looked at me, and I stepped towards the front of the stage as if running away. The members chased after me and caught me, and I was lifted up and returned to my original position.



    



     



    



    We looked at each other, making eye contact, and burst into laughter at the same time. The short performance during the intro ended, and we scattered in all directions.



    



     



    



    The bouncy melody changed to a rigid and heavy one. We stared straight ahead with stiff expressions.



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan's low singing rap kicked off the start. While listening to Jung Ilhan's voice reciting calmly, I was the first to move. I found Seoho, and Seoho also saw me. We bumped our hips together and enjoyed ourselves. Realizing that it's fun when there are two of us, I went to find another friend.



    



     



    



    In the meantime, the melody gradually became brighter and more cheerful, regaining the bouncy feeling of the introduction.



    



     



    



    The five of us quickly became close and ran around the stage together. The excited audience in the front row sent us fervent cheers. The cheers grew even louder each time we took turns doing moves during the dance break.



    



     



    



    My part was a wink, and I was glad everyone liked it a lot. It wasn't a forced facial expression, but a smile naturally came out because the stage was enjoyable and happy.



    



     



    



    The hotter the atmosphere became, it didn't feel tiring, but rather, it seemed like my stamina was filling up. I performed the choreography with even bigger movements. It felt like I literally became one with the members.



    



     



    



    "I'll only share good things~"



    



     



    



    As Yoochan hyung's high note ended, I immediately took over.



    



     



    



    "If you're with me~"



    



     



    



    I let out a refreshing sound. I think I did much better than when I recorded it!



    



     



    



    "That would be great."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan, who came in biting the end of my part, stepped forward and drew attention. The spotlight shifted, and I joined the formation.



    



     



    



    My eyes met Seoho's. His flushed face was clearly showing that he was extremely happy. I smiled following Seoho, and Seoho smiled even more brightly.



    



     



    



    As the title song stage ended, cheers and applause continued endlessly. I had to make a desperate effort not to let my breathing sound too explicit through the microphone.



    



     



    



    Still, all the members had bright expressions. Even the stoic Kanghyun hyung showed a radiant smile. I could be sure that everyone felt a sense of fulfillment that couldn't be felt at the press showcase.



    



     



    



    The MC's fussing continued, and in the meantime, we lined up again in a row. It was when we were about to greet everyone together for the last time.



    



     



    



    Kwaaang!



    



     



    



    A tremendous roar was heard. Startled people screamed. We were no different. I froze in shock, and,



    



     



    



    "Aah!"



    



     



    



    Seoho, who let out a loud scream, was rolling on the floor.



    



     



    



    "Ugh, Kanghyun hyung..."



    



     



    



    "Sorry. I did it unconsciously."



    



     



    



    "...What if you avoided it!"



    



     



    



    Kanghyun hyung held out his hand awkwardly. Seoho grabbed hyung's hand, stood up, rubbed his elbow, and groaned.



    



     



    



    "Are you okay?"



    



     



    



    We have to do music shows starting tomorrow, so I hope he's not seriously hurt. I was worried because he was in so much pain, but the corners of Seoho's lips were pouting.



    



     



    



    "Are you worried about me?"



    



     



    



    "Of course I'm worried."



    



     



    



    "Really? You're worried?"



    



     



    



    The pouting corners of his mouth on both sides pushed up. Then he spun his arms around, showing that he was fine.



    



     



    



    "Do you know who I am? I'm tough!"



    



     



    



    "Then that's a relief."



    



     



    



    It was an act. He's really an attention seeker. After confirming that Seoho was safe, I quickly rolled my eyes to find the source of the roar and found it without much difficulty. People were gathered near the collapsed sculpture, looking down.



    



     



    



    It was the very sculpture where the woman with the cannon camera was on earlier. The plate that was leaning towards the railing was hideously shattered and gone. The roar seemed to be the sound of the plate part falling down. Fortunately, no one seemed to be hurt.



    



     



    



    However, the scene was already in chaos, and everyone's concentration was dispersed. At times like this, I couldn't grasp how to respond. Then the MC spoke in a much higher tone.



    



     



    



    "Wow... That was really startling. You were all very surprised, right? Our DIAS members must have been very surprised too, are you okay?"



    



     



    



    "Yes, we're fine!"



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung quickly pulled himself together and answered. Seoho looked like he was about to say something, so I quickly grabbed his arm. It seemed like continuing the conversation now would do no good. Seoho looked at me once and shut his mouth tight.



    



     



    



    In the meantime, the MC proceeded with the closing remarks again, and we got off the stage after greeting.



    



     



    



    As we returned to the van and sat down, I swallowed a sigh of relief. The sub mission was a kind of warning. If it weren't for the mission, there was a high probability that I wouldn't have actively moved. I would have brushed it off, thinking everyone said it was fine, so it must be fine.



    



     



    



    If I hadn't dissuaded her from coming down earlier, that woman would have surely fallen with the plate. The height was considerable, so if that had happened, she could have been seriously injured or even died in severe cases.



    



     



    



    Then it would have been difficult to casually mention the idol debut showcase. It would be natural since a casualty occurred while trying to film our stage video.



    



     



    



    The group's name would also have had a high probability of being known in a different way than we wanted. Public opinion criticizing the idol fandom culture would have surfaced, and 'showcase accident' would have followed the related search terms for DIAS.



    



     



    



    If the social atmosphere had turned negative, there was a possibility that our debut itself could have been canceled. Or we might have had to give up on this album. Either way, it would have been the worst. It wasn't a simple failure.



    



     



    



    I'm glad I stopped it.



    



     



    



    No one was hurt. It was just one sculpture that collapsed. The aftermath due to lack of management became a problem unrelated to us. It's true that it's actually unrelated.



    



     



    



    "Come to think of it, if it weren't for Jin Haon, something big could have happened."



    



     



    



    Seoho spoke as if he had suddenly realized it while looking at me. The hyungs' gazes all gathered on me.



    



     



    



    "That's right. I was originally going to talk about not providing excessive service to a specific fan, but... In this case, should I praise him?"



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung tilted his head while looking back. But it seems like he said everything he wanted to say. When I just laughed, Yoochan hyung laughed along with me.



    



     



    



    "Since the result turned out like this this time, I might not say anything, but next time, you can't do it. Okay?"



    



     



    



    "Yes. I'll be careful."



    



     



    



    In the end, he drives in the final wedge. I wouldn't have thought of getting off the stage either if it weren't for the mission.



    



     



    



    "But... Should we go to the hospital?"



    



     



    



    The members simultaneously looked at Jung Ilhan at the sudden remark.



    



     



    



    "Why? Are you hurting somewhere?"



    



     



    



    "I'm worried that Haon might have been very startled. What if he gets sick again in the early morning?"



    



     



    



    While saying that, he places his hand on my forehead. I'm perfectly fine. Even my current stamina is not that bad. I could see the bottom slowly, but if I get some sleep on the way back, there won't be any problem.



    



     



    



    "Oh, right. I heard that even just being startled can make a weak person sick! Let's take Jin Haon to the hospital. Yoochan hyung! Tell Jeongon hyung!"



    



     



    



    
      Gosh...
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  Jung Ilhan nodded his head, saying, "I guess that would be better."





"I just lack stamina. I'm healthy. I'm not so surprised that I need to go to the hospital......"





"Hmm. I'll talk to Jeonggon hyung."





"...Yoochan hyung?"





This kind of treatment is troubling. I'm not a piece of glass that shatters and breaks into pieces when dropped. It seems like the aftereffects of the status abnormality penalty are hitting me too hard. How do the members see me?





"Hyungs."





Four pairs of eyes turned to me at the same time. It's a bit burdensome...... But I have to say what I need to say.





"I don't want to be seen as weak. But if I keep going to the hospital, my fans who love me will definitely find out, and they'll worry, just like you hyungs are worrying about me."





Yoochan hyung seems to have caught the meaning of my words. "Ah......" He let out a small sigh. After giving him a wink, I continued speaking.





"I'll tell you if I'm sick."





I placed my hand over Jung Ilhan’s hand, which was firmly gripping my right arm. Overprotectiveness can be inconvenient at times, but it felt good. It's proof that they value me so much.





I know this because my younger brother was often sick when he was young. My mother was always by his side. She would watch him with worried eyes even if he had a slight cough, and she would take him to the hospital right away if he had a slight fever. When his fever went down, she would praise him just for that. She would prepare a lot of his favorite foods.





It was so easy to get praised. Everything was difficult for me. That's why I cherished every word of concern they had for me.





But I had something else that I wanted most.





"I want everyone who likes me to be happy. Rather than worrying and distressing over me, I want them to be able to smile comfortably when they see me."





"I'm happy when I see you."





Jung Ilhan smiled. "Me too," Seoho replied, rubbing his arms with goosebumps. In contrast to Seoho, Jung Ilhan had a very bright and clear smile. It seems like he likes this kind of thing, so I should do it often.





"Ah! The atmosphere is getting cheesy!"





As usual, Seoho makes a sarcastic comment when others are trying to be serious. I intentionally made the atmosphere heavy because I didn't want to argue about the hospital issue. After all, it's obvious that I'll be diagnosed as "healthy" if I go to the hospital.





"I think it's better for him not to go to the hospital, too."





Kanghyun hyung took my side. Yoochan hyung nodded his head.





"Alright. But promise me this. Be honest if you're sick. Not just you, Haon, but all of you. Got it?"





"Hyung! I'm hurt here!"





Seoho thrust his elbow out. It was the spot where he had bumped into me when he fell earlier. I felt embarrassed by Kanghyun hyung's fake cough.





"Oh. Did our Seoho get hurt a lot? Should we go to the hospital?"





Yoochan hyung jokingly responded by rolling up his sleeve. It's so unblemished that I feel embarrassed. Even though he bumped into it quite hard, there wasn't a single bruise.





"Where does it hurt? Here? Here?"





As Yoochan hyung poked him, Seoho laughed loudly, "Hahaha!" That laughter gradually spread, and we were all laughing at the time.





"Kids, I'm sorry. Did you wait long?"





The manager hyung came in, opening the driver's door.





"I was worried, but I'm glad the atmosphere is good. You all worked hard today, and there was a minor accident at the end, but it doesn't seem to be a problem."





"Yes!"





As Jeonggon hyung fastened his seatbelt, he looked back and checked each of us.





"You must have been very surprised. Let's stop by the hospital and get some sedatives prescribed."





For a moment, we made eye contact with each other. Another round of laughter came out. Jeonggon hyung looked at us with a puzzled expression. I don't know why I'm laughing either. What's so funny?





"Hey, kids? Let me laugh too......"





"Hyung, we don't need to go to the hospital. We're all fine."





"...Well, that's a relief."





Even the manager hyung, who had been watching us started chuckling. Why is he laughing? Oh, what do I do? It's getting funnier!





"Haon-ah."





"Heh, yes, yes."





I answered, desperately trying to stifle my laughter.





"Don't give excessive service to a specific fan in the future. And from now on, don't go down from the stage without prior discussion. It's all dangerous behavior. Nothing happened today thanks to you, but you have to be careful."





"Yes, yes, I already heard from Yoochan hyung."





"You did?"





"Yes, yes."





The manager hyung drove the van, saying, "Well, if that's the case." After wiping the tears that had formed at the corners of my eyes with my index finger, I steadied my breath, which had become rough. I laughed so much that my cheeks and stomach hurt.





[Breaking News 1] Sculpture 'Bowl of Dreams' at Entero Plaza Falls During Debut Showcase of Rookie Idol Group





The 'Bowl of Dreams' sculpture, installed in the center of Entero Plaza, fell into the fountain during the debut showcase of a rookie idol group.





[Photo from the scene: The 'Bowl of Dreams' sculpture and a partially damaged railing. It shows the danger of the situation at the time.]





[Photo from the scene: The large fountain at Entero Plaza where the 'Bowl of Dreams' sculpture fell. An official stated, "Since we need to import the materials for the fountain from overseas, it will take a considerable amount of time for repairs."]





voz*** I knew this would happen someday lol





lol*** Isn't that the fixed spot for TOP homies?





zeq*** Whoa, did someone fall?





lov*** It had a grandiose name for a dish





col*** I offer my condolences to the deceased...





┗ has*** No one died;;





[Video] Rookie Idol Group DIAS "Please Come Down, It's Dangerous" Prevented Disaster





rea*** I was surprised that there were no injuries or deaths, but now I know the reason





moo*** Who's the one talking?





┗ yon*** It's Jin Haon! He's 18 years old, the main vocalist, and the maknae!





zqp*** It was their debut showcase? But why do they look like that?





┗ kim*** What's the problem?





┗ zqp*** No, they're really handsome





pas*** Does anyone know the song? It's my taste





┗ yon*** It's a song called "Winter Sea" by Kwon Se-hwa, his self-composed song!





┗ pas*** I can't find any information when I search for it





┗ yon*** Haon heard it when he was busking, and it's his self-composed song I heard it live too





┗ pas*** I see... Do you happen to have the full version of the song?





┗ yon*** Our Haon sang it! [link]





┗ pas*** Thank you!!





Lean on Haon♡ @boy_doll





From now on, photos and GIFs of DIAS Jin Haon





will be uploaded to this account.





Leaving a link to the YouTube channel.





Block if you don't want to see.





∞ 11K ♡ 2,186





┃





Lean on Haon♡ @boy_doll





Reply to @boy_doll





People keep asking why.





(Haon making eye contact while singing♥.gif)





This is why.





∞ 6,819 ♡ 12K





┃





Lean on Haon♡ @boy_doll





Reply to @boy_doll





I've saved all the PDF files of people insulting our baby.





My becoming a dedicated fan isn't a reason for our baby to get insulted, right? You know how to deal with malicious comments, right?





∞ 2,187 ♡ 4,168





[Title] A dedicated fan has become dedicated to Haon... (999+ comments)





They announced they'll be taking photos of a rookie idol group from now on





Their username changed from something like "dedicated fan of boy groups"





Ah... I'm not laughing......





Does this mean we won't get photos of our idols anymore?





[Comments]





─ ?????? What did you say???????????





─ They used to share photo shoots





─ Yeah, they produced a lot of dedicated fans...





─ What? A 5-year dedicated fan became dedicated? Did they find a new bias? Who?





┗ DIAS Jin Haon





┗ Who?





┗ A rookie





─ He's cute... After seeing the eye smile GIF shared by the dedicated fan... ah, it's so reasonable that I can't say anything





┗ 2222





┗ 3333445555





─ Wow, I didn't know I was dedicated to the dedicated fan... As a dedicated fan of many years... I'll become dedicated too... well...





─ I just saw it, but it seems the dedicated fan was the one who climbed onto the sculpture based on the angle;;;





┗ What?





┗ [news link] They were the lifesaver





┗ Oh... this is a valid reason to become dedicated;;





[Title] I'm dedicated to DIAS Haon (45 comments)





First of all, who is Haon?





He's this guy!





(Haon waving and smiling like a fairy.gif)





DIAS' main vocalist!





First of all, his smile is so pretty...





I was completely captivated,





And I was fawning over him.





When Haon sang without accompaniment,





He came down from the stage!





So I was like, "Huff, huff! I'm going crazy! Huff, huff!"





Fairy! Huff, huff! I was breathless!





I was so flustered that I didn't take any pictures





I'm such a mess





Haon kept teasing me





It's not my fault, it's just





Ugh, what is this? What is this?





[Comments]





─ Looks like you had a proper dedicated fan accident





┗ Yeah, they wrote it like a stream of consciousness





─ Did you switch biases?





┗ No... I was a 5-year dedicated fan on a hiatus... But I want to become a real fan, so I bought the album





┗ Lmao





─ Congrats on finding your new ultimate bias





┗ Thanksㅠㅠㅠㅠ I keep staring at the photos and videos ㅠㅠㅠ What if I drown in drool...





[Title] Business Notice) Fans who like the maknae on top, wanna be DIAS fans with me? (325 comments)





I had a major dedicated fan accident after watching DIAS' debut showcase....





Am I the only one who sees the chemistry here?





 
	




 
	Leader Park Yoochan ♥ Maknae Jin Haon














(Park Yoochan_Jin Haon_back hug best spot.gif)





 
	




 
	Rapper Jung Ilhan ♥ Sturdy Maknae Jin Haon.














(Sturdy_maknae and_look at the wrist thickness difference.jpg)





(Ilhan rapping while only looking at Haon.gif)





 
	




 
	Kanghyun protecting the maknae ♥ Haon relying on his hyung














(Hyung steps up in dangerous situations.gif)





(My heart flutters when his wrist is grabbed.jpg)





 
	




 
	Fake maknae puppy Lee Seoho ♥ Real maknae Jin Haon














(Puppies nuzzling faces so cute I'll die.gif)





(The hyung has a low mental age, so he's the official cutie. Seoho, what if you fall over?.avi)





Why not stan?





Let's be DIAS fans together, it'll be fun





[Comments]





─ Ilhan isㅋㅋㅋㅋ being called a sturdy maknae with those twig-like armsㅋㅋㅋㅋ





┗ Rightㅋㅋㅋ I cracked up at that momentㅋㅋㅋ





─ Hwani dragged Ilhan and made him stand next to Haonㅋㅋㅋㅋ He's seriously my laughing buddyㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ





┗ Rightㅋㅋㅋ His expression was so funnyㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ





┗ But Ilhan... Look at us while rapping, don't just look at Haon





┗ 22222





┗ He looks fierce but relies on a maknae half his size, so cute...





─ Why no mention of Yoochan? His aegyo impression was so cute and funny!!!





┗ RGRG I seriouslyㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He was so bad at itㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ





┗ He can't do it but he's so confidentㅋㅋ





┗ I thought he was having a dedicated fan moment when he got embarrassedㅋㅋㅋ





┗ He looks like the top student council president, but gives off a funny vibeㅋㅋㅋ





─ I especially loved Seoho and Haon! When he dissed their low mental age but acknowledged them as the official cuties, their confused look was so cuteㅠㅠㅠ





┗ Pure retriever puppy Seoho ㅠㅠㅠ





┗ I feel like they'll bicker a lotㅋㅋㅋ





┗ I hope soㅋㅋㅋ





┗ Since they're idols, there will definitely be some, right? Please...!





─ My laughing buddy was Kanghyun’'s bunny danceㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He was seriously dancing like a sculpture in the Louvre Museum with a serious face, and I couldn't help but laughㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ





┗ But he was actually good at dancingㅋㅋㅋ





┗ Rightㅋㅋ I just laughed without resistanceㅋㅋ





─ Take a look at Kanghyun's reflexesㅋㅋㅋ (Insane_reflexes.gif)





┗ The retriever puppy rolled over!





┗ His reaction speed is 5G levelㅋㅋㅋㅋ





┗ Wasn't this when the accident happened? Using that for business, are they going viral or are the fans just sharp-eyedㅋㅋㅋ





┗ Why?





┗ The dish sculpture... fell...





┗ You're being too sensitive. No one got hurt anyway





─ But the comments are more deliciousㅋㅋ





┗ Here you go! (photo)(photo)(photo)...(photo)(photo)(photo)





┗ That's enoughㅋㅋㅋㅋ Stop!
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    3:30 AM.



    



    I woke up to the alarm and first checked my stamina. Thanks to getting a good night's sleep yesterday, it was around 80% full. Yoochan hyung, who was sleeping right next to me, showed no signs of waking up despite the loud alarm.



    



    "Hyung."



    



    When I shook Yoochan hyung, his tightly closed eyelids opened halfway. His unfocused gaze wandered around before landing on me.



    



    "It's 3:30."



    



    "Ugh, I'm so tired......"



    



    His voice was still heavy with sleep. After confirming that hyung was sitting up, I gathered clothes to change into. I should wash up first before it gets hectic.



    



    While brushing my teeth, I adjusted the temperature and let the hot water hit me. This feeling of my body loosening up felt so good.



    



    The schedule seems more packed than I thought......



    



    Starting today, we have six music show appearances in a week, radio and YourTube filming scheduled in between the weekday music shows, and even a W Live broadcast squeezed in.



    



    Is this really the schedule a newly debuted rookie group can take on? I didn't know if this was normal or if our agency was just really good at booking schedules.



    



    In my past life, having one music show schedule a week was considered a lot, and variety shows happened about once a month, on unpopular cable channels at that. Radio appearances were maybe once or twice... I did a lot of local events back then.



    



    Will I have enough stamina?



    



    I knew that established idols had packed schedules during their active periods. But I didn't think this would be my reality right after debuting. I thought I'd have time to level up my skills and prepare.



    



    Oh? That's right. I got a new skill yesterday.



    



    I had completely forgotten about it. After lathering up with body wash and scrubbing it all over, I checked the skill.



    



    Salvation (F): A pass necklace given to you for saving someone's life.



    



    It recovers status abnormalities of others.



    



    Using the skill requires stamina, and if you lack stamina, you will suffer a status abnormality.



    



    The required stamina varies depending on the severity of the abnormality you wish to recover.



    



    It recovers others' abnormalities but not my own? It's a heal but not self-heal. Doesn't seem like I'll have much use for it. If it was a skill to recover my own stamina, I would have gratefully embraced it!



    



    With a tinge of disappointment, I also recalled receiving a random box as a sub-mission reward. System! Where's my reward? Tell me!
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    "Kids! We're here!"



    



     



    



    At the manager hyung's voice, I opened my eyes wide. When did I fall asleep? The last thing I remember was thinking it was uncomfortable with Seoho leaning on my shoulder as he dozed off. My shoulder was stiff, and he was still using it as a headrest.



    



     



    



    "Hey, Seoho. Wake up."



    



     



    



    I said as I pushed his heavy head off me.



    



     



    



    "Mmm..... Just a bit more......"



    



     



    



    "I'm Jin Haon. Will you call me 'hyung' from now on?"



    



     



    



    "......Don't know."



    



     



    



    The stirring Seoho suddenly opened his eyes wide.



    



     



    



    "Jin Haon? You said Jin Haon? Did I call you 'hyung'?"



    



     



    



    "Yes. If you're awake, get off. Seoho dongsaeng."



    



     



    



    "Ack! No! That's not it!"



    



     



    



    I watched with my arms crossed as Seoho ruffled his own hair. Yoochan hyung urged us, "Kids, let's hurry and get off~"



    



     



    



    "Hey, cancel that. I was just rambling in my sleep, you know?"



    



     



    



    "I don't know~"



    



     



    



    "Aish! I said cancel it! Cancel! Cancel!"



    



     



    



    "Just hurry and get off."



    



     



    



    Sitting in the last window seat, I couldn't get out because Seoho was blocking me. He finally got up but kept turning back every half step he took while hunching over, persistently saying, "I made a mistake?", "You know it was a mistake, right?", "I'm really your hyung!" Does he really care that much?



    



     



    



    "I get it, so hurry and get off. My back hurts."



    



     



    



    What's he doing in this cramped car?



    



     



    



    "Hey, Jin Haon."



    



     



    



    "What again."



    



     



    



    "Call me 'hyung' again."



    



     



    



    "What?"



    



     



    



    "Yesterday at the showcase, you called me 'Seoho hyung'. Do it naturally like yesterday."



    



     



    



    I stared at Seoho like looking at a rare animal. His flushed cheeks pursed his lips as he asked, "Don't want to?" It didn't seem like his usual demanding attitude. As for me, I had no reason to refuse since I was just teasing him...... If he wants me to.



    



     



    



    "Seoho hyung."



    



     



    



    "Oh!"



    



     



    



    "Are you satisfied?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah! I'm getting off!"



    



     



    



    The fully energized Seoho hopped off. He stretched his shoulders and hurried everyone along in lively strides, "Hyungs! Let's go quickly!" Yoochan hyung exclaimed in bewilderment, "It's because of you that we're late!"



    



     



    



    Is it really that exciting? It's not like I'm his first dongsaeng, right? Among the trainees, there were many who followed him calling him 'hyung'. Seoho was the most popular among our members, followed by Yoochan hyung.



    



     



    



    But why is he so happy about it? I almost felt a bit apologetic for not treating him like a hyung all this time. No matter how childlike he seems, should I call him 'hyung' like I do with Jung Ilhan? But it just doesn't come out.



    



     



    



    Thud. As I followed the members out of the van, Jung Ilhan stopped and waited for me.



    



     



    



    "Haon-ah, aren't you tired?"



    



     



    



    "No, I'm okay. You're the one with serious dark circles, I wonder if makeup can cover that."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan's under-eyes were sunken and dark. They were so hollowed out that it almost looked like something was smeared under his eyes rather than just dark circles. When I gently rubbed them with my thumb, yep, definitely dark circles.



    



     



    



    "Is it that serious?"



    



     



    



    "A bit. Couldn't sleep last night?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah..... I think I slept for about two hours."



    



     



    



    "I see."



    



     



    



    Maybe everyone's the same. At least I slept the longest.



    



     



    



    We stopped by a shop to get a light touch-up of hair and makeup, not too heavy. Even so, it took quite a while. We then took the van to the broadcasting station. Although it wasn't stage makeup and hair, we still couldn't lean back too comfortably to avoid messing it up.



    



     



    



    As we got closer to the broadcasting station, the manager hyung once again went over the precautions. Don't act in a way that would make a specific fan feel special. Move together as a group. React with bright smiles, and so on.



    



     



    



    He added that most people there would likely be fans of senior groups rather than our fans, so we shouldn't be disappointed. Meanwhile, the van entered the broadcasting station, and through the darkly tinted windows, we could see people lining up.



    



     



    



    Some cast curious glances towards our van, while others seemed disappointed upon realizing we weren't the group they were waiting for. The moment I saw those regretful faces, my chest tightened as a memory from the past surfaced.



    



     



    



    "Ah, Jin Haon got captured!"



    



     



    



    That irritated voice still rang clearly in my ears. The members pushing me aside apologetically as they struck poses, the fans screeching in response to the fan service. It was an unforgettable memory.



    



     



    



    "Jin Haon, are you nervous?"



    



     



    



    Seoho's face suddenly popped into my view.



    



     



    



    "Hey, just trust your hyung."



    



     



    



    "Huh? Since when was Seoho a trustworthy hyung?"



    



     



    



    "Ah! Yoochan hyung!"



    



     



    



    "Were you nervous, Haon-ah? Should I hold your hand?"



    



     



    



    "Isn't it Ilhan you want to hold hands with?"



    



     



    



    "......What."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan snorted while scrunching his nose. I guess I really did look nervous. I only just noticed how stiff my expression was. As I relaxed my tense face, I said,



    



     



    



    "I was a bit nervous, but Seoho's foolishness put me at ease."



    



     



    



    "Ah! What did I do again!"



    



     



    



    "You put my nerves at ease, hyung."



    



     



    



    "......Really?"



    



     



    



    "Yes. Thank you."



    



     



    



    "Oh, well, what did I do! This is the bare minimum. It's only natural for a hyung. Ahem ahem."



    



     



    



    Seoho grinned and shrugged his shoulders. He seems happy. Indeed, things are different from before. Here, there are fans who genuinely like me. And more than anything, the current members don't seem like they'll push me aside.



    



     



    



    The sluggishly crawling van finally stopped. The hyungs all got off, and I was the last to rise from my seat. Since I always sat in the last window seat, I was always last.



    



     



    



    After taking a deep breath, I got out of the van.



    



     



    



    "Haon-ah!"



    



     



    



    At the voice that rang out as soon as I stepped out, I instinctively turned my head. Click click click. The rapid sound of shutters firing.



    



     



    



    "Haon-ah is so pretty!"



    



     



    



    "Seoho-ya~ Look here for a bit! Seo! Ho-ya!"



    



     



    



    "Oh! Yes, yes!"



    



     



    



    Seoho waved his hands energetically while flashing a gentle, bright smile. The other hyungs were no different. Among the countless people, only a few were fans looking for us. But among them, there was someone calling my name. They were the ones who made me happy today.



    



     



    



    "Shit, crazy."



    



     



    



    Then, a sudden curse caused my body to freeze up. The surroundings instantly went quiet. It seemed I wasn't the only one who heard it.



    



     



    



    "Ah! They heard me."



    



     



    



    The person who quickly covered their mouth with both hands blinked rapidly. Then our eyes met directly. Feeling like I shouldn't avoid their gaze, I smiled, and they cursed again, "Ah, shit, I'm going crazy!"



    



     



    



    As I flinched, they flailed their hands while rambling,



    



     



    



    "Ah. No, no, I didn't mean to curse! Ah! Your smile is so pretty that I couldn't help it...... I'm so sorry!"



    



     



    



    A few people let out small laughs. Ah. I understand the feeling. They used a curse word instead of an exclamation.



    



     



    



    "It's okay."



    



     



    



    "Ack, ack, ah, ack. Um, what's your name?"



    



     



    



    "I'm Jin Haon of DIAS!"



    



     



    



    "Ha...... No, ah, ahh. My mouth! Ahh!"



    



     



    



    Suddenly, an arm landed on my shoulder. It was Yoochan hyung. Winking, he said softly,



    



     



    



    "Our Haon-ah is pretty, right?"



    



     



    



    "Yes! Amaz-, no, ah, yes, super! Wow. Woah."



    



     



    



    "Haon-ah! Yoochan-ah! Look this way for a bit!"



    



     



    



    We turned our heads towards the voice calling us, and flashes went off again. Waving, I brightly smiled and said,



    



     



    



    "We'll work hard on our stage too! Please support DIAS!"



    



     



    



    "Okay!"



    



     



    



    After naturally promoting us, Yoochan hyung led me inside the broadcasting station. Once inside, he asked in a small voice, "Were you surprised?"



    



     



    



    "Yes, a bit."



    



     



    



    "You seemed frozen when I saw you."



    



     



    



    "Sheesh, Jin Haon. Can't you even distinguish between amazement and real cursing? You should just smile in those situations!"



    



     



    



    This time, Seoho was right, so I nodded. Then he said it felt weird to see me being so obedient and licked his lips.



    



     



    



    Following the manager hyung who had gone to park the van, we arrived at the waiting room. It was a bit cramped, and it seemed we'd be sharing it with a group called 'Deep Color'.



    



     



    



    This was familiar, so it wouldn't be a problem. In fact, it felt luxurious to only share it with one other group. The issue was that I didn't know anything about the group Deep Color.



    



     



    



    "It doesn't seem like the seniors have arrived yet?"



    



     



    



    Since we just debuted, anyone who came would be our senior. Yoochan hyung was staring at the clearly inadequate number of chairs, contemplating what to do.



    



     



    



    I quickly searched for Deep Color. They were a group that had debuted a week before us. With a total of six members, their stage names all incorporated colors. Fortunately for me, our group's real names matched our stage names.



    



     



    



    "Alright, kids. Let's put on our name tags."



    



     



    



    The manager hyung handed out shabby cloth scraps with our names printed on them. I slipped it onto my arm and tightly knotted the dangling string against my lower back to secure it.



    



     



    



    "Hmm. There are five of us and six seniors......"



    



     



    



    The waiting room only had one two-seater sofa and six armless temporary chairs.



    



     



    



    "There's no choice."



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung plopped down on the floor. Then he called me over and patted his thigh.



    



     



    



    "Haon-ah, sit on my lap."



    



     



    



    "......"



    



     



    



    Does that also recover stamina...? Should I try it? As I contemplated it somewhat seriously, the manager hyung said,



    



     



    



    "Ah, I asked for additional chairs. They'll bring some."



    



     



    



    "......Really?"



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung answered awkwardly as he stood up. I was amazed, and amazed again, at the manager hyung's capabilities. So it was possible! We could receive chairs!



    



     



    



    "We arrived a bit early, so we have some free time. Any takers for lunch before the dry rehearsal?"



    



     



    



    "Me."



    



     



    



    "Anyone besides Haon-ah?"



    



     



    



    The manager hyung held out his phone for us to pick the menu. As I scrolled through, Seoho chimed in, "Me too!"



    



     



    



    "Jeong-gon hyung. Can I go to the vending machine?"



    



     



    



    "Kanghyun-ah, lunch?"



    



     



    



    "Coffee is fine."



    



     



    



    "I'll have coffee too."



    



     



    



    "Coffee......"



    



     



    



    
      It seems no one but Seoho and I are eating. Since eating helps recover stamina, I had to eat no matter what. The only reason I consistently eat meals is because of the system. If not for my stamina, I wouldn't eat out of laziness.
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    The manager hyung informed us about what to eat, our schedule until the dry rehearsal, and precautions before leaving. Since he likely had many places to greet people as the manager of a rookie group, I mentally cheered him on.



    



     



    



    It was when Seoho and I were finishing our lunchboxes, and the hyungs were gulping down their coffees like potions. Deep Color entered, and we simultaneously stood up and bowed.



    



     



    



    "Good afternoon, seniors!"



    



     



    



    The people who had entered with weary faces hesitated.



    



     



    



    "Huh? Oh, yes. Hello."



    



     



    



    We stood facing each other, exchanging awkward bows. Then, one person pointed to himself with his index finger and asked,



    



     



    



    "But are we the seniors?"



    



     



    



    Since they didn't have name tags yet, I couldn't match their faces to their names based on the brief glimpse.



    



     



    



    "Yes! It's our first day since our debut."



    



     



    



    In these situations, it was Yoochan hyung who took the lead and answered as the representative. Seoho had been sternly warned due to the risk of misspeaking, so he seemed to be holding back despite wanting to interject.



    



     



    



    "Ah, we're on our 8th day...... Doesn't that make us peers?"



    



     



    



    "You're right. We're peers."



    



     



    



    "Let's be casual. By the way, you guys don't look bad at all. I feel like everyone here could be the visual member. Who's our visual member?"



    



     



    



    "Me!"



    



     



    



    "It's me."



    



     



    



    "Are you guys crazy? I'm the ultimate visual!"



    



     



    



    Deep Color bickered over who was the visual member. With all six of them talking at once, it was sheer chaos. I suddenly realized how quiet my surroundings had been until now. Seoho was the only noisy member in our group.



    



     



    



    "Kids! Be quiet for a bit!"



    



     



    



    "Be quiet~ Let's be quiet~"



    



     



    



    "Lechan hyung! Are you mocking your little dongsaeng?"



    



     



    



    "Ack! Aack! Hyung! My Adam's apple! Ack! That's a vital spot! Ack! I'm sorry! Ack! Aack!"



    



     



    



    Whoa.......



    



     



    



    With his index finger pointed, he mercilessly twisted the person's Adam's apple in a circular motion. It seemed the one telling them to be quiet was the leader. Thanks to the demonstration, we also shut our mouths obediently.



    



     



    



    "Go sit down quietly. Sorry about that. Ah, let me introduce ourselves by our stage names. I'm Blue. This is Green, White, Black Gang, Vermilion, and Red."



    



     



    



    Hands quickly shot up and down each time Blue called a name. It was fascinating, like they were doing a wave. This time, Yoochan hyung introduced us.



    



     



    



    "Well...... At least DIAS only has one member with an unusual name. Everyone else has normal names except me......"



    



     



    



    The weary-looking Leader Blue glanced at his members. Despite the brief moment of silence, they had already become rowdy again. The most surprising thing was how Seoho had naturally blended in with them like an old friend. His sociability is something else.



    



     



    



    Still, it was fortunate that the group we were sharing the waiting room with was friendly. It's better than being uncomfortable with no place to avoid each other in this cramped space.



    



     



    



    "Hey! Jin Haon!"



    



     



    



    "......Why."



    



     



    



    I'm not as sociable as you. Don't call me out in such an awkward situation.



    



     



    



    "Anyway. Look at this. Our maknae is so stiff, while Red is so adorable!"



    



     



    



    "Uwu! That's why! I'm so adorable! But our hyungs don't appreciate their adorable maknae! They bully me all the time!"



    



     



    



    "Aww! Be cute!"



    



     



    



    How old is their maknae? I was introduced earlier but didn't remember. I discreetly took out my phone and searched. 17 years old. An adorable age indeed.



    



     



    



    "So does that mean I don't have to treat you like a hyung?"



    



     



    



    "What? Hey! Those are separate issues!"



    



     



    



    "You said I'm stiff."



    



     



    



    "Then you should act cute too?"



    



     



    



    "......No?"



    



     



    



    What? Did I just get lectured? Isn't this the tactic I usually use? Seoho didn't seem to realize he had won and protested, "Hey! I'm still your hyung!" How absurd. You can just dote on your own maknae.



    



     



    



    I surveyed the waiting room where the two groups had merged. Yoochan hyung had been taken by their leader, and Kanghyun hyung was conversing with their main dancer. Judging by how he was speaking faster and more than usual, it seemed they were discussing dancing.



    



     



    



    The only members left idling were Jung Ilhan and me. The visibly tense Jung Ilhan was sitting alone at the end of the two-seater sofa. Thanks to that, his fierce expression looked even sharper, creating a clean zone around him. I should go over there.



    



     



    



    "Are you the maknae?"



    



     



    



    Just as I was about to head in that direction, someone approached me in a friendly manner. Since I had no connection or prior knowledge of this person, I didn't know how to respond or what to say. It would have been easier if they were hostile towards me like when I first met the members.......



    



     



    



    "Yes. Hello."



    



     



    



    "Why are you being so stiff? I'm the same age as you. Nineteen! My real name is Lee Jeongsu, and my stage name is Black Gang. Are you all using your real names? Or stage names?"



    



     



    



    I should answer his questions one by one, right?



    



     



    



    "We're all using our real names."



    



     



    



    "Ah~ Why are you so stiff with someone the same age~ Just be comfortable. Comfortable. Ah, am I making you uncomfortable by any chance?"



    



     



    



    Very uncomfortable. However, since he was still a one-week senior, I shook my head in pretense of surprise.



    



     



    



    "No! I'm not uncomfortable."



    



     



    



    "Jeongsu~ Did you strike out?"



    



     



    



    A new face appeared, draping an arm over Jeongsu's shoulder. The lanky person teased Jeongsu while swaying.



    



     



    



    "Huh? Did I strike out?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah. You totally struck out. Watch how this hyung does it."



    



     



    



    Jeongsu clicked his tongue with his arms crossed. The man standing next to him cleared his throat, "Ahem," before extending his hand towards me.



    



     



    



    "I'm called Vermilion. My real name is Kim Junho. You can comfortably call me hyung. Nice to meet you, friend."



    



     



    



    "Ahahahaha!"



    



     



    



    "......"



    



     



    



    His tone was as stiff and awkward as reading from a book. Jeongsu doubled over, laughing heartily. Should I greet them like that too?



    



     



    



    "Ah~ This isn't working. This friend has a high laughter barrier! Strike out!"



    



     



    



    "It's your low-quality jokes that are the problem."



    



     



    



    "Jeongsu was the next one laughing~"



    



     



    



    This is difficult. Uncomfortable. I don't know what to do. Suddenly, the two froze as they looked behind me. When I checked why, Jung Ilhan had appeared behind me.



    



     



    



    "Haon-ah."



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan had come to my rescue. The two tensed up and greeted him, "Ah, hello! Hyung!"Their voices boomed so loudly that people's attention converged on us. Jung Ilhan's fingertips were slightly trembling. He was nervous.



    



     



    



    "Sorry. It seemed like hyung had something to say."



    



     



    



    "Oh! Yes! Let's talk again later!"



    



     



    



    "Go, go!"



    



     



    



    The two readily let me go. Phew. They seem like good people, but I feel apologetic for being wary of them. But difficulty is difficulty.



    



     



    



    Since I couldn't tell which words would offend someone, I had to be careful. It's better not to get entangled. I don't want to cause any harm to DIAS because of me.



    



     



    



    As we sat side by side on the two-seater sofa, Jung Ilhan carefully asked,



    



     



    



    "Did I interrupt something?"



    



     



    



    "No. I was just having a hard time since I'm shy."



    



     



    



    "......You're shy?"



    



     



    



    Jung Ilhan looked at me as if he had never heard of such a thing before. His wandering gaze seemed to be trying to recall a memory. Then he tilted his head.



    



     



    



    "But you're good at being sociable......"



    



     



    



    "That's because."



    



     



    



    'I didn't care if I was hated.'



    



     



    



    I abruptly cut off the words that were unconsciously about to spill out. What I used to casually blurt out suddenly got stuck in my throat.



    



     



    



    "That's because......"



    



     



    



    "That's because...... you're all my members."



    



     



    



    It was a vague save, but fortunately, Jung Ilhan seemed satisfied. His bright, smiling face was so beautiful.



    



     



    



    "Haon-ah~"



    



     



    



    Suddenly, the back of the sofa sank down. At the same time, I felt a heavy weight on my shoulders. Yoochan hyung had leaned his weight onto my back like a back hug.



    



     



    



    "You're heavy......"



    



     



    



    "Haon-ah, let me recharge for a bit."



    



     



    



    "Am I a charger?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah."



    



     



    



    His straightforward answer made me chuckle. Yoochan hyung nuzzled his forehead against my back, tickling me.



    



     



    



    "It tickles!"



    



     



    



    As I squirmed, my balance shifted forward. Since Jung Ilhan was right in front of me, he ended up catching me, resulting in me being sandwiched between the two of them.



    



     



    



    "Oh! What! Me too!"



    



     



    



    Seoho came running over. Seeing his sturdy legs kicking up, I instinctively closed my eyes. Aren't I going to get my back broken?



    



     



    



    "Aack! Seoho-ya! Don't run!"



    



     



    



    "Ugh!"



    



     



    



    "Haon-ah, do you need to catch him?"



    



     



    



    Fortunately, there was no impact on my body. It seemed Kanghyun hyung had caught Seoho's waist. Hyung's arm muscles were bulging.



    



     



    



    "Ooh! So nimble! So nimble!"



    



     



    



    The Deep Color members were all applauding together.



    



     



    



    "Huh? Kanghyun  hyung is no joke. He's so fast!"



    



     



    



    "......I was talking to him, but in the blink of an eye, he disappeared."



    



     



    



    From their comments, it seemed Kanghyun hyung was the main hero who saved me. How did he catch him?



    



     



    



    "Ugh, Seoho. Were you trying to break my back?"



    



     



    



    "No! I was just going to gently climb up!"



    



     



    



    Hard to believe. When I sent him a skeptical look, Seoho protested that he had common sense. No, you don't seem to have any common sense in my eyes.



    



     



    



    After one storm had passed, we brought our albums to greet our seniors. As we did so, we bowed to everyone we encountered in the broadcasting station's corridors. Some ignored us and walked past, while others accepted our greetings.



    



     



    



    "This is the last one."



    



     



    



    The name 'Moonlight' was written on the waiting room door. They were a 10-year veteran 3-member vocal group. The manager hyung had also warned us to be careful with this group.



    



     



    



    They were originally a 4-member group, but one member was kicked out due to a drug issue, leaving only three active members. However, the remaining members weren't necessarily clean either, as there were many unsavory rumors about them.



    



     



    



    Although their popularity and large agency prevented the rumors from spreading outside, those in the know were aware of it all. There had already been a few leaks too. It was said they were a time bomb waiting to explode.



    



     



    



    The manager hyung repeatedly stressed that we should only greet them and not interact further. We must absolutely not get involved with them. That's why everyone seemed visibly tense. Yoochan hyung took a deep breath before looking at us.



    



     



    



    Knock knock.



    



     



    



    "Yes."



    



     



    



    An immediate response came back. As we opened the door and entered, two pairs of eyes turned towards us. One person was lying on the sofa with their face covered, so we couldn't tell if they were asleep.



    



     



    



    "Oh~ Rookies? Here to greet us?"



    



     



    



    "Yes!"



    



     



    



    Yoochan hyung signaled, and we simultaneously bowed.



    



     



    



    "Hello! We're DIAS."



    



     



    



    "Ah, yeah yeah. You brought your album, huh. Just put it over there."



    



     



    



    "Ah! Keep it down!"



    



     



    



    The person lying on the sofa sprang up and snapped at us irritably. A gulping sound was heard. Seoho was visibly tense. I stepped forward, shielding Seoho slightly.



    



     



    



    It wasn't just Seoho. Yoochan hyung had also frozen, and Jung Ilhan had his head bowed deeply. Kanghyun hyung seemed unfazed, but he wasn't the type to take the lead in such situations, so I was the only one who could step up and change the atmosphere.



    



     



    



    "Hey, hey. Hoechai-ya. The rookies are here to greet you, so what's the problem?"



    



     



    



    "Ah, let me sleep! Let me sleep for a bit! You can speak softly, can't you!"



    



     



    



    
      A sharp gaze suddenly turned towards us.
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