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  Chapter 1: Cliché






“Did I get everything packed?”

I stared down at the half-heartedly gathered luggage.

“Sigh… If only I’d finished the deadline a bit earlier yesterday…”

To make the most of a rare golden holiday weekend, I’d practically pulled an all-nighter to meet my work deadline.

“Well, at least I don’t have to go on hiatus while I’m away.”

Look at me, staying this professional—kind of cool, honestly.

And hey, I’ve even got friends to go on a trip with during the holidays. Maybe I am doing okay in life?

“Haven’t gone on a trip in so long that all sorts of thoughts are hitting me.”

It’s true. Ever since I started working full-time as a freelancer, I hardly ever had the chance—or the time—to travel properly with friends.

This job should come with a live mode, seriously.

“…Maybe I’ll just lie down for a bit before I go.”

I’d packed most of the important stuff anyway. If I forgot anything, I could just buy it there.

I flopped down onto the bed. The warmth of the electric blanket, still on from earlier, seeped under my clothes.

Electric blankets in the dead of winter… I love you…

Ahhh… this is the life.

This is what happiness feels like.

Let’s see…

I thought about finishing the web novel I’d been reading last night… but I felt too drowsy. Something lighter sounded better.

So I got into the comfiest position in the world and began quietly lurking through the online community I always browsed.

[World’s Biggest Lottery Winner Ever.jpg]

Although the community was mostly focused on idol-related chatter, posts like this would pop up from time to time.

Wherever people gather, gossip naturally follows.

Curious, I began reading the post.

“No way… 1.96 trillion won?!”

It was about a U.S. lottery jackpot that had rolled over again and again, eventually piling up into a prize worth nearly two trillion won—claimed by a single person.

Even more mind-blowing: they claimed it anonymously, and even after two years, no one knew who they were… I couldn’t help but let out a loud exclamation.

“They could live their whole life secretly flexing… Wait, could they even keep it hidden?”

Just think how many albums that could buy… Or merch… No, with that kind of money, you could just create a whole idol group yourself…

I lowered my phone and spaced out, staring blankly at the ceiling. The drowsiness started to hit in full force.

…Just gonna rest my eyes for a bit.

Sleep crept up on me before I even realized it.

Thirty minutes should be fine, I thought, closing my eyes.

And right then—

[Burn to you— my heart’s burning up for you~♪♬]

Yeah, right. My phone’s ringtone blasted through the room.

Still, I was glad I’d set it to a track from the latest release by my favorite idols.

I picked up the call, feeling oddly satisfied.

“Hello?”

[Hey. What are you doing right now?]

A familiar voice—an upperclassman who was supposed to go on the trip with me today.

“Uh, unni, I’m… all packed now. Just gonna rest a bit before heading out.”

[…Oh really? Just a bit, huh?]

Yeah.

I’d only closed my eyes for a moment, but my throat felt dry and scratchy—my voice didn’t come out quite right. 

Was the room that dry?

[Sure. You go ahead and rest forever at home. I’ll have fun without you.]

…What the hell is she saying?

Frowning at the out-of-nowhere sarcasm, my eyes drifted toward the wall clock without much thought.

4:40 PM.

I was supposed to leave at 4:00.

I swore the last time I looked at the clock—before I dozed off—it was 3:30…

My eyes snapped wide open as reality hit me like a truck.

Shit. I really knocked out.

“Unni, I love you. Just wait a little longer—I’m on my way!”

[Love you too. I’ll wait for you on the plane, with all the love I have. But I’m not sure the plane loves you as much as I do.]

Ugh, the sarcasm.

I frantically grabbed my suitcase, dashed out, and jumped into the car. 

Slamming the ignition, I sped off, the vehicle quickly exiting the alley in front of my place and merging onto the highway toward the edge of the city.

While stopped at a red light, I checked the navigation.

Estimated arrival time: 30 minutes.

I’ll get there before 5:30.

Cutting it close in every way possible. But in situations like this, staying calm is key.

I took a quick glance away from the road and started scrolling through my phone for a video I watched yesterday.

“Let’s go with that highlight medley that dropped yesterday~”

With less than a week left until the comeback, every day brought a flood of teasers and spoilers. It was a nonstop stream of happiness.

That’s when—

CRASH!

A thunderous series of impacts echoed up the road, followed by blaring car horns all around me.

“Huh?”

I looked up without thinking.

A dump truck was barreling straight toward the car in front of me.

It was ramming into the line of vehicles, smashing through them one by one.

One car, then another—and then it was my turn.

BANG—!!

The truck slammed into the passenger side at an angle. Before I could even register what was happening, my body was being violently shaken.

“Urgh… cough, cough!”

I barely managed to open my eyes to assess the situation.

The passenger seat was completely crumpled in.

“Ha… hahaha… What the hell…”

Laughter slipped out, laced with disbelief and curses. This wasn’t some damn web novel—getting hit by a truck? Seriously?

At least I was alive. I didn’t fall victim to that goddamn cliché.

And then—

BWAAAAAAANG!!!

No way. No. No, no, no.

Dreading the possibility, I turned my head toward the direction of the sound.

Another dump truck.

Barreling toward me at full speed.

With less than a week left until the comeback, every day was pure joy, full of fresh teaser drops and spoilers. There wasn’t a single dull moment.

Then, suddenly—CRASH! CRASH!

The sound of something shattering echoed from the road ahead, and all the cars around me began honking at once.

“Huh?”

I blinked, shifting my gaze forward without much thought.

That’s when I saw it—a dump truck barreling toward the cars in front of me.

It was plowing through the stopped vehicles one by one, like a bowling ball knocking down pins.

One car.

Then another.

And finally… it was my turn.

BANG—!!

The truck slammed into the passenger side at an angle. My body was tossed around before I could even react.

“Ugh… cough, cough!”

I forced my eyes open, trying to take in what had happened.

The passenger side was mangled beyond recognition.

“Ha… haha… what the actual hell…”

Laughter bubbled out, laced with curses. What was this, some trashy web novel? Getting hit by a truck? Really?

Still—I was alive. I didn’t fall victim to that goddamn cliché.

And then—

BWAAAAAAAAANG—!!!

No.

Please, no.

A sinking feeling hit me as I turned my head toward the sound.

And there it was.

Another dump truck.

Charging straight at me with everything it had.

A system window drifted gently down in front of my face, as if trying to comfort me.

[You must be very shocked right now, Seo Jimin…]

“There was only a week left…”

I thought I heard the soft tapping sound of the system typing something out.

“…Just one week left until the comeback…”

Drip. Drop.

At last, fat tears began to fall—like chicken droppings, as the saying went.

If I had lived for just one more week… just seven more days, I could’ve seen my babies’ comeback.

The albums I preordered… the music video—hell, even the teaser hadn’t been released yet…

“I really wanted to see the showcase…”

It felt empty. So empty and unbearably unfair.

Sure, my career so far, and the friends who might feel responsible for my death, flickered briefly through my mind.

But none of that stung quite like this.

…Guess I won’t be able to say hi at the fanmeeting this time…

I’d followed them to so many offline events since their debut, my face had become familiar.

They probably just assumed I’d be there again this time too.

That thought hit me hard.

The guilt of possibly worrying them made the lump in my throat rise all over again.

Please… let me meet you again someday, somewhere.

You’ll do great, Chanul-ah…

As I lingered in that feeling, I suddenly heard the system window typing again—di-di-di-dik.

[Have you calmed down a bit now?]

“No. I want to be alone, so go away.”

Was it just spite? I didn’t know—maybe I was just sulking. But I glared at the window, floating there unmoving.

Maybe I was just sulking, but I snapped at the system window that hovered silently in place.

“So… are you not going to let me regress or time-loop or whatever?”

I mean, that’s the most common trope, isn’t it?

[Unfortunately, reliving the life of ‘Seo Jimin’ is not supported.]

Tch. Even that tiny sliver of hope I’d clung to crumbled. The bitterness in me swelled even more.

“Then what, do I get isekai’d into a novel I used to read or something?”

[No.]

Ah, come on. Then what is this? Why bring me here at all?

If it was going to be like this, dying without even realizing it might’ve been the better ending.

[Instead, we are offering you a chance to live once more—this time, as someone who died an unfair death in their original timeline.]

So that’s the direction, huh.

I was never a fan of this kind of setup. Something about living someone else’s life… it just felt wrong.

“…Who is it?”

I asked with half a mind to reject it outright—but then a new window opened, and a photo of a young man appeared.

“…Huh?”

To my surprise, he looked familiar.

“Kim Haram?”

Why the hell is he showing up here?

Anyone even remotely into idols would’ve heard that name at least once.

He was the guy who started at the lowest rank on a trainee survival show from some cable channel and shot up the ranks with unstoppable momentum, eventually landing a spot in the final debut lineup.

That show had been insanely popular—no way anyone wouldn’t know him.

Even I, though not super invested, had watched it for fun.

“Wait a sec. Kim Haram died… unfairly?”

That threw me off.

He hadn’t been my bias, but I distinctly remembered him as a cheerful, upbeat type. He had this clean-cut image—never even a hint of controversy.

“What the hell happened to him?”

[Details will be provided after you agree to the contract.]

This time, a much larger window appeared.

[Main Quest: ‘Give the Underdog Idol a Second Chance.’ Accept?]

[Yes / No]

The quest title suddenly jogged my memory—Kim Haram had belonged to a fairly new, small-sized agency.

Maybe that’s why no one remembered much about him after the group’s promotion period ended…

It wasn’t uncommon.

An idol who debuted through a hit survival show might shine for a while, but once the project group disbanded and they returned to their tiny agency, most would fade into obscurity—completely forgotten by the public.

I hesitated, thinking it over, then finally spoke.

“No.”

Bzzzt— The choice window wobbled violently, as if startled by my unexpected answer.

“From the looks of it, you want me to possess Kim Haram and survive as an idol, right? But I can’t do that. Being an idol? That’s not something just anyone can pull off.”

There are always people who think being an idol is easy. Maybe it’s because most of them are young, or maybe it’s because they always seem so happy.

“Don’t you think you’re underestimating it a little?”

All across the country, people who can kinda sing, kinda dance, who think they’re cool or pretty—
they start dreaming of becoming idols.

Some of them make it through auditions and become trainees. A few of those trainees make it to debut.

And out of the dozens of groups that debut each year, only a handful survive long enough to finish their seven-year standard contract.

And you’re telling me to survive in that?

“Not a chance.”

Because I was someone who loved idols more than anyone, I knew better than anyone—

It’s not a role you just fall into. They become someone’s hero. Someone’s reason to keep going. That doesn’t happen for nothing.

The system window panicked, spitting out a message like a last-ditch plea.

[System support is prepared to assist Seo Jimin with smooth idol activities.]

“And what’s the penalty if I still fail?”

Please. I’ve read enough possession novels to know how this plays out. I could see it coming a mile away.

[…In that case, it would result in another ‘death.’]

Exactly. Knew it.

“…Yeah. I don’t want to be the reason someone else dies too.”

I made up my mind and opened my mouth again, this time with finality.

“Let’s just pretend this never happened. It’s a shame, sure—but I guess this is just my fate.”

The system stayed silent for a while, no new windows appearing.

Heh. Bet it’s never met someone like me before. Sorry, but I’m not the protagonist—I’m the author. Sure, not seeing my babies’ comeback will haunt me in the afterlife…

But hey, it’s still better than dying again.

With a bitter smile tugging at my lips, I waited.

And then—pop. The system window reappeared.

Finally. Time to send me to hell…Wait, do they even have idols in hell?

[Time remaining until forced quest initiation: 5…]

Ah, so that cliché was still on the table. Counting down from 5? I’ll admit, that’s a mildly fresh twist.

[4 3 2 1]

[Thank you for your consent. We hope to be of great assistance on Seo Jimin’s new journey.]

Sure. Assistance, my ass. First chance I get, if I end up with powers or something, I’m coming for you first.

And with that final thought—my consciousness slipped away again.

*****

Ungh…

I opened my eyes to a hazy world and a weird, uncomfortable sensation. As I sat up, an unmistakable sense of wrongness washed over me.

This body… was solid. Muscular, even. Definitely not the me who’d never built a single muscle in her life.

“…Are you kidding me right now?”

Throb. A headache started to build behind my eyes. I brought a hand to my temple—and that’s when I noticed the phone I was holding.

Tap, tap.

I lit up the screen and casually checked the date.

“…Huh?”

Why… is it two years ago?

Wasn’t I supposed to possess the body of Kim Haram, the one who died unfairly?

Why… two years ago?

Weren’t they saying I’d be entering the body of Kim Haram—the girl who died unfairly?

What the hell is this?

Throb.

This time, the headache was real. I reached up with my other hand and—

Crinkle.

Something papery brushed against my cheek.

I carefully unfolded it, and bold English text stared back at me:

“Prize Claim Confirmation.”

“…Are you serious right now?”

Throbbb…

The whirlwind of confusion, time travel, and body-swapping chaos finally hit me with a migraine of historic proportions.

The listed prize?


1.5 billion dollars.

In Korean won, that came out to 1 trillion, 960 billion won.


Top Idol. Debut again, baby.





 
  Chapter 2: Top Idol, Kim Haram






I had to spend a good while pressing my temples, desperately trying to push away the headache.

Fifteen billion dollars?
What kind of nonsense is that?

I’d never even touched that kind of money—not in dollars, not even in Korean won.

Suddenly, I remembered something I’d seen on a forum just before heading to the airport.

[Image: The highest lottery winner in history.jpg]

“Shit. I really did hit every flag.”

So that was foreshadowing.

I mean, who would’ve thought my life would ever get foreshadowed?

I sat there stunned, blankly staring into space. Then a thought popped into my head—I needed to check a mirror.

Moving these unfamiliar arms and legs, I twisted my body and got up from the bed.

“Whoa—?”

What the hell? Why’s it taking me so long just to stand?

The sudden height shift made me wobble. How tall was Kim Haram again? I’d been pretty short before…

I shuffled over and stood in front of the mirror. The face staring back at me—familiar, but only as someone else’s.

“Yup. That’s Kim Haram all right…”

Whew. I let out a sigh without thinking.

What the hell am I supposed to do now…

“…And why is this room such a dump?”

As I looked around, I realized—this was not the kind of room you’d expect a popular idol to be living in.

The building itself seemed ancient. The wallpaper was yellowed and peeling, and in some places the damp had made it bubble and crack. My eyes scanned the room until they landed on the window—and before I knew it, I let out an involuntary,

“Huh?”

“What the—? This is a semi-basement?”

I turned on the phone again to check the date.

Confirmed. It was summer—two years in the past from where I originally came from. About a year had passed since Kim Haram’s time in Clover had ended.

“Even if their career lasted less than two years, with popularity like that… this is the treatment he got?”

From the fact that the bed was a bunk bed, it seemed like he had a roommate too.

Tch.

I couldn’t make sense of the situation no matter how hard I tried. But based on my vast experience, in a situation like this… the best thing to rely on was—

“I know you’re watching. Come out.”

Just then—pop!—the familiar system window appeared.

[…To think you sensed my presence. Impressive.]

…Why are you actually responding? This is ridiculous.

[Hello, Seo Jimin-nim. Before we begin the official quest, we thank you once again for agreeing to proceed.]

Watching the system window shamelessly go about its business made me even more speechless.
Honestly, this might not even be a system.

“You’re going to say there’s no point arguing about how I never agreed to any of this, right?”

[Once a contract is in motion, it is difficult to reverse.]

Of course. How very convenient.

No point dragging this out now. It’d just be a waste of time. I sighed and sat back down on the edge of the bed.

“…Okay, then let’s start by sorting out the situation.”

As if waiting for that cue, the system window expanded dramatically.

[Main Quest – A Second Chance for a Washed-Up Idol]

[You have possessed Kim Haram approximately two and a half years prior to the date of his unjust death.]

Yeah, that much I figured.

“Why this specific point in time, though?”

[This point in time has been designated as the quest’s starting point. The starting point corresponds to the moment that set off the chain of events leading to Kim Haram’s death.]

The moment that set things off? Looking at Kim Haram’s life right now, the only major change I could think of…

Naturally, my gaze drifted to the paper still clenched tightly in my left hand.

That’s it. The lottery.

“This? The lottery winnings?”

[…For the sake of fair quest progression, we cannot disclose that information.]

Yeah, right. It’s totally the lottery.

You’re practically spelling it out. Still gripping the paper in my left hand, I slowly uncurled my fingers.

1.5 billion dollars. Maybe because it was in dollars, it just didn’t feel real. I had no actual sense of how massive that kind of money really was.

Wait—hold on. Then where’s the prize money now?

I assumed it’d been deposited safely in a bank or something, but just to be sure, I started carefully examining the claim ticket.

Just in case it mentioned where to collect the prize…

“Hyung, you still asleep? Huh?”

The door suddenly burst open, and someone came into the room.

“Hyung, what are you doing?”

Instinct kicked in—I had to hide the lottery ticket.
Without thinking, I dropped back onto the bed and pretended to be asleep.

God. Embarrassing.
Even if nothing else gave me away, I was definitely caught pretending to sleep right after sitting upright just fine.

This was the perfect timing for another character to make their entrance, and I’d just botched it.
Shame.

Feeling my ears burn slightly, I coughed and awkwardly pushed myself back up from the bed.
He’d called me hyung, right?

“Hm, huh? Oh, nothing… Just chilling.”

I cautiously turned to face the unexpected guest.

And in that moment—I couldn’t help but let out a tiny breath of admiration inside.

He’s cute…

A boy with soft, golden blond hair tinged with a warm yellow glow stood there.
Looked like he was in high school?

Still young enough to have a baby face, but with a look that hinted at great potential.

Though… there was something a little scruffy and neglected about him. Do they not feed kids properly these days?

“Um, do I look weird or something?”

He shifted back slightly, clearly uncomfortable under my gaze.

“Ah. No, not at all. You’re… you look great.”

Ugh, great? Really? Without any info on the kid, I couldn’t come up with anything that sounded natural.

And then—Pop!

A new status window floated up beside the cute blond kid.

[<Character Information>]

Name: Choi Woojin
Age: 17
Position: Sub-vocal
Traits: – I’m the Center (Rare, Active)
           – Maknae on Top (Rare, Inactive)

[View detailed stats and information]

Judging from the traits, this kid was probably the youngest member of the idol group Kim Haram was set to debut with.

Well, I guess now it’s my group.

“Hyung…?”

Choi Woojin waved his hand in front of my face.

Somewhere between zoning out and reading the status window, he’d gotten right up close.
This time, I flinched and leaned back instinctively.

“Hyung, are you not feeling well? Should I tell the others you’re skipping practice today?”

His voice was cautious, but filled with genuine concern.

Wait—practice?

“You’re on your way to practice right now?”

“Yeah. The other hyungs are already at the studio.”

Crap. That’s not good. Even if I followed him over, there’s no way I could just… wing it. I’d never actually danced before—only watched.

That means…

“Yeah, I’m not feeling too great today. Could you let the others know I’m taking the day off?”

Dodging it for now seemed like the smartest move.

Once I figured out more, the system would surely give me some way to overcome this.

I glanced again at the system window still floating by Woojin’s side.

Huh. The text looked slightly… right-aligned?

Was that a hint?

Hey, system—do you maybe have some kind of workaround for this?

Before I could even finish my thought, the text began shifting completely to the right side of the window.

The system is watching my reactions? Seriously…?

“Okay. I’ll let the manager know too.”

Just as I was about to blow up from frustration, Choi Woojin’s calm response reeled me back in.

“Yeah, thanks, Woojin-ah. Do well in practice.”

Woojin turned to leave, then hesitated mid-step and glanced back at me.

“But… what was that thing you tried to hide earlier?”

Knew it. He saw.

“Uh—ah, it’s nothing. Just a lotto ticket I bought last week. I won like… five thousand won. Haha.”

Every fiber of my being screamed one thing: Hide this. No matter what, just hide it—for now.

There had to be a reason why no winner had ever been revealed even two years later.

Woojin’s expression instantly darkened at my words.

“…Hyung, you’re still buying lottery tickets, huh…”

What the heck? All I said was that I bought a lottery ticket—why the intense reaction?

“…I’m sorry. I’ll be going now.”

“…Huh?”

What’s there to be sorry about?

With that strange, heavy note, Woojin left the room.

Something was definitely off there.
There’s a story behind this, no doubt.

Anyway, first things first—time to tackle the most urgent issue.

“System. Show yourself.”

[Yes. I’m here.]

Tsszzk.

I narrowed my eyes and glared at the floating system window.

“You have a way, right? To overcome this—whether it’s dancing or singing?”

The system window, now empty, flickered with text that appeared and disappeared repeatedly.

Ugh. Frustrating.

“If there’s nothing, just say so.”

[This service is currently in preparation.]

Well, at least it’s honest. That’s better.

“Then have it ready by tomorrow. No later.”

I couldn’t keep skipping practice forever using “bad condition” as an excuse. I needed a solution—and fast.

Sure, a day felt like short notice, but come on, if I wanted the final version by the day after tomorrow, the deadline had to be tomorrow.

I knew how this kind of thing worked—been there, done that.

The system window stayed silent for a beat.

“Answer me.”

[Yes. Understood.]

Good.

I let out a deep sigh and collapsed onto the bed.

I’d pushed the system to get moving, but truthfully? I had no idea what I was supposed to do now.
This was the first time I’d ever actually possessed someone, after all.

Out of sheer habit, my hand reached for the smartphone nearby and unlocked it without thinking.
Honestly, I had a feeling that system wasn’t going to be all that useful. Checking the phone might help more at this point.

Tapping around and checking out the installed apps, one caught my eye—a money transfer service.

Well, it’s only human to be curious about this stuff, right?

Even if it was just a project group, Kim Haram had been a top-tier idol for a while. Just how much money did he rack up?

I mean, I have to track down the lottery winnings too. And it’s my money now—who’s gonna complain if I take a little peek?

I opened the banking app and held my fingerprint on the scanner to load the linked account information.

“…Huh? What the hell is this?”

There were three linked accounts.

Total balance: 230,929 won.

What the hell is going on here? An SSS-class idol with only 230,000 won in the bank?

“Maybe… there’s another account somewhere?”

But that theory didn’t hold up—the accounts were neatly labeled: Everyday Use, Savings, Emergency Fund.
They were clearly organized, each with its own nickname.

Sure, maybe he wasn’t the most popular member… but is this really all he got after settlements?

Maybe he’d handed over complete financial control to his parents?

…And judging from the condition of this dorm, that unsettling vibe still wouldn’t go away.

What about the lottery money? Where did that go?

As my thoughts spiraled deeper, my headache threatened to return.

Beep beep beep—beep-doo-doot.

Someone was unlocking the front door from beyond the room.

“Haram, you in there?”

Oh, great. Now who is it.

I barely had time to hide the phone when a man strode confidently into the room.

“There you are. You said you weren’t feeling well—are you okay?”

[<Character Info>]

Name: Woo Taeyoon
Age: 35
Position: Planning Director, General Manager
Traits: -Excellent Planner (Rare, Active)
           -Ambitious (Common, Inactive)

[View detailed stats and information (Open)]

This time—pop!—a status window popped up right next to the man.

Looks like it’s getting a little quicker on the uptake.

Is this the “Director” Choi Woojin mentioned? The name displayed in the status window felt strangely familiar.

Weird. Feels even more familiar than Choi Woojin’s.

“Yes. I’m okay.”

Director Woo Taeyoon scratched the back of his head awkwardly and slowly walked toward me.

“That’s a relief. And, uh, Haram… the CEO wants to see you for a moment…”

“The CEO?”

Who drags out a sick person just to “talk”?

Woo Taeyoon’s face was full of guilt as he spoke.

“Yeah… He heard you were skipping practice today… Are you really okay? If it’s too much, just say so. I can let him know.”

It stank. Kim Haram’s bank balance, the state of this dorm, and now this… 

It all smelled like a major clue.

This kind of fishy event doesn’t just come out of nowhere.

“No, it’s fine. I’ll go. Sounds like it might be important.”

“…Oh? Really?”

Woo Taeyoon looked at me, clearly surprised.

“Well… then get ready and come out front. I’ve already started the car.”

He left the room first, and I followed shortly after.

As I got into the car, Director Woo stepped on the accelerator and chuckled.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d believe you just came from practice.”

“Haha. Do I really look the part?”

I was still wearing the training set I had on earlier—just tossed on a cap before heading out.

Guess that was a bit much, huh? This guy’s got a real eye for nitpicking.

Director Woo shook his head with a small laugh.

“Nah. Actually, it suits you—feels very idol-like.”

A stretch of silence followed as we drove.

Ugh, this is awkward… Say something, will you?

Just as I was thinking that—

“Haram. You’re still buying lottery tickets these days, right?”

I flinched without realizing it at the mention of the lottery.

“Yeah, well… I guess so.”

Director Woo’s expression turned surprisingly serious upon hearing my reply.

What is it with this company? Why does everyone get so serious the second the lottery comes up?

At least it seemed like he didn’t know that Kim Haram had actually won a $1.5 billion jackpot.

Judging by Choi Woojin’s reaction earlier too, it seems he hasn’t told anyone else either.

Director Woo didn’t say anything more after that, and we soon arrived at the company.

The company unexpectedly occupied an entire floor of a nice, respectable building.

Then why is the dorm such a dump, huh?

We stopped in front of the CEO’s office. Director Woo knocked on the door.

“Sir, it’s Woo Taeyoon. I’ve brought Haram with me.”

“Oh, yeah! Come in, come in!”

The door opened—and the moment our eyes met, the uneasy feeling inside me hardened into certainty.

He was dressed in things that were clearly beyond his means—expensive brands and high-end accessories.

He wore a friendly smile, but it didn’t feel real at all.

“So, Haram! Sorry to drag you out while you’re resting!”

And most importantly, what just appeared right in front of my eyes was—Window.

[<Character Info>]

Name: Jo Jungjae
Age: 43
Position: CEO of Herb Entertainment
Traits: – Wage Defaulter (Special, Active)
          – Hypocrite (Rare, Active)
          – Exploitative Boss (Rare, Active)

[View detailed stats and info (Open)]

What the hell? I’ve never even heard of traits this trashy before.

President Jo, who had been staring at me with that infuriatingly smug smile, gestured to Director Woo.

“Ah, Director Woo, would you step outside for a bit? I’d like to have a private word with Haram.”

“…Yes, sir.”

Director Woo looked like he didn’t like the idea, but left the office anyway.

President Jo gestured for me to sit, and I took a seat on the sofa, internally switching to high alert.

No question about it. Whatever’s coming next is gonna be absolute bullshit.

“Haram, you’ve been working really hard. I’ve always felt bad that I haven’t been able to give you proper settlements. You know that, right?”

Right on cue.

The hell you’re sorry. No matter how bad the settlements were, how does it make sense that there’s only 230,000 won in her account?

Back when Kim Haram was active in Clover, they shot dozens of commercials as a group—easily.

“But what can you do? Thanks to your hard work, the company’s still running, and your younger teammates can keep training. Just don’t take it all too negatively, okay? I’m really grateful, Haram.”

Bullshit.

My anger surged instantly, rising like fire to the top of my head.

The other trainees—they were nothing more than hostages.

The moment Kim Haram tries to ask for more—tries to get what she deserves—they’ll all lose their shot at their dreams.

You’re using a bunch of kids and their dreams as leverage?

And I was certain now: not even all the money was going to those trainees.

If the money Haram earned had really gone to support them, then their dorm wouldn’t be in such a miserable state.

Even Choi Woojin, whom I had just briefly run into, didn’t look all that well.

And to think… a scumbag like this could still be running a talent agency in this day and age.

I was so busy trying to suppress my anger that I hadn’t said a word. Maybe the bastard took my silence as agreement, because he kept going.

“But Haram…”

I barely managed to open my mouth in response. How do I bring this asshole down? My mind was racing, trying to find a way—

“When we talked last time about the lottery money… Have you thought about how you want to use it?”

The moment those words left his mouth, I felt a chill run down my spine. My eyes snapped to him.

Greed, plain and unfiltered, was written all over his face.

Those eyes, wrinkled and glistening with hunger.

That mouth, like it reeked of rot.


“…Excuse me?”

Fuck… What the hell did you do, Kim Haram?

A cold sweat trickled down my back.





 
  Chapter 3: Why It Was Left to Me






So… CEO Jo knows that Kim Haram won the lottery.

How?

Even Manager Woo doesn’t know. Not even Choi Woojin, who’s practically glued to me every day. Is he trying to bait me?

It didn’t seem smart to just sit there with a blank look on my face, so I managed to open my mouth.

“Uh… Did I say something like that?”

But CEO Jo’s fake smile didn’t budge an inch.

He grinned wide, baring his teeth in a show of over-the-top friendliness.

“Sure you did. You said you’d come into a huge sum and had no idea what to do with it.”

You’ve got to be kidding me.

He even remembered it word for word. At this point, it was pointless to cling to the hope that he was just fishing for info. It was better to figure out exactly how much he knew.

“Uh… yeah… I’m still talking it over with my parents, actually. It’s not an easy decision.”

For a split second, something suspicious flickered across CEO Jo’s face.

“Parents? Ah, you mean your grandparents in the States?”

…What?

Does Haram not have parents?

I don’t mean that in a weird or rude way, I’m just— Could it be true? Is she actually being raised by her grandparents?

Was that whole “my grandparents in America” line just a cover for something else?

A hundred thoughts whipped through my head in the blink of an eye.

“Ah… yes, that’s right. My grandma’s especially worried. She wants to make sure… that it really helps me.”

I could feel cold sweat beading on my forehead.

Seo Jimin, 31 years old. This might be the biggest crisis of my entire life.

How the hell am I supposed to survive this nightmare?

At that moment—

“Haram.”

CEO Jo suddenly grabbed my hand—no, Kim Haram’s hand—with both of his.

I hated it. Absolutely hated it. God, it was disgusting.

Where the cold sweat had stopped on my back earlier, a chill now ran in the opposite direction, straight up my spine.

“I know, I know. You’re startled. It’s a lot to think about. But you know, better than anyone, that I’ve been your biggest supporter. I’ve always had your back, cheered you on.”

Don’t look at me like that. I almost stabbed you with my fork.

Watching this bastard’s shameless act, knowing full well his true face thanks to the stat window, made me feel physically ill. I could practically smell the rot coming off him.

My expression was probably curdling like spoiled milk, but CEO Jo kept going, oblivious.

“I don’t know exactly how much you won, but it must be quite a fortune. If you let me manage it, I promise I’ll make it benefit both your younger members and you.”

At this point, I didn’t feel like I was smelling something rotten—I actually was. The stench of a greedy, decaying soul was practically pouring out of him.

“I called you in today specifically to talk about this. Let me help. Let me be a bigger support to you.”

Disgust had reached its limit. My brain was screaming to get out of this room as fast as possible.

I barely managed to string a sentence together.

“I’ll… think about it a bit more. My grandmother probably won’t take too long to decide, either.”

That was it. End the conversation here.

Honestly, the right move had been obvious from the very beginning.

With my free hand, I gently wrapped it over CEO Jo’s.

“And, sir…”

I looked him right in the eyes and gave the most innocent, radiant smile I could muster—the kind of smile that could melt glaciers.

Right. With Kim Haram’s face, there’s nothing—even I—can’t pull off.

“I’ll be counting on you from now on as well.”

The corners of CEO Jo’s eyes crinkled even deeper at my words.

There. You got the answer you wanted—now let me go.

“Thanks, Haram.”

Hurryhurryhurryhurry.

After what felt like years compressed into seconds, my hand was finally freed.

“Must’ve been tiring—thanks for coming. Get home safe.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll be heading out now.”

Click.

As I stepped out and shut the office door, Chief Manager Woo was sitting on a nearby sofa, waiting.

“Done talking, Haram?”

I barely managed a nod.

“Alright, let’s go. I’ll drive you. You’re not even feeling well.”

“Manager Woo.”

“Yeah?”

Without realizing it, my face had turned cold as I looked directly at him.

“Before that, I need to use the restroom real quick.”

“Oh, uh… sure.”

He looked a bit flustered, but I didn’t have the mental space to care about his reaction.

I just wanted to wash my hands as soon as humanly possible.

More than anything, though—

I was starting to imagine how Kim Haram might have died, and the thought left me feeling absolutely sick.

*****

Now alone in his office, Jo Jungjae pulled out a cigarette and stuck it between his lips.

“Ha, that damn kid’s a goldmine. Just popping out golden eggs like it’s nothing.”

Chief Manager Woo had picked him up off the street somewhere. I only signed him because he looked decent, and it turned out—he was the real deal.

We tossed him into that survival show with zero expectations, just to get our company’s name out there, and bam—he made it into the debut team and started raking in cash.

He was the first one to join the company, so I sent him out there, but instead of being grateful for the opportunity I gave him, he never even said thanks.

Then we lumped him together with the other kids Woo picked up later and made a group. And now he’s acting like some noble idiot who doesn’t even care about getting paid—just says he wants to take care of the others.

“Damn, it’s so sweet I’m gonna go insane. Lord~”

Managing these kids eats up too much money. But say a single word to that one, and he’d just quietly nod.

Phew—

I exhaled a puff of cigarette smoke, drunk on the sweetness of success, when suddenly my phone rang.

I answered it absentmindedly—and a booming voice came blaring through.

[Ah—hyung-nim! Your son says he won’t be able to make it to this event either—what should we do?!]

It was the manager I’d assigned to my son.

If there was a single bitter taste in this sugar-coated life, it’d be that brat of mine.

He’d gone on and on about wanting to be an idol, so I even handpicked decent kids and built a group around him. But the results? Disappointing.

Tch. If only he were half the guy that Kim Haram was.

If I’d known it’d turn out like this, I should’ve just kept him in the same debut group as Haram.

“Aish—how many times do I have to tell you to call me ‘Director’ in public settings? What is it now?”

[Well, he says the other members are kinda out of it, and now’s not the right time to be doing events…]

Ugh, that same old “we need more practice” nonsense again.

Kim Haram pulled off stages just fine without all that prep crap—and he made money doing it. So what the hell is this kid’s excuse?

“Just sweet-talk him a bit, will you? Even if he throws a tantrum, he’s still just a damn kid.”

The manager was about to say something else when a familiar voice suddenly came through the phone.

[Dad!]

It was his damn son.

“Oh, right, my dear Seha~ What’s wrong this time, huh?”

[…It’s not that something’s wrong. I’ve been telling you since before, haven’t I?]

Tch. He was obviously about to launch into that endless nagging about practice again, so Jo Jungjae quickly cut him off.

“Son! Dad’s super busy, you know~? I don’t have the time to keep worrying about every little thing you’re doing~”

From the other end of the phone came a faint “No… Dad…” as Seha tried to say something, but Jo had no intention of listening.

After all, he had far more important matters on his mind right now.

“I’m gonna hang up now~ Talk it out with Manager Choi, okay? Try to do what Dad asked, yeah~?”

Jo Jungjae hung up just like that.

“Tch. Useless, seriously.”

The group his son was in wasn’t just failing to earn money—they had to pay just to get a slot to perform at events.

And yet the kid didn’t even appreciate how much support his father was pouring into him. It was frustrating.

Sure, it was technically all money Kim Haram had earned, but since Haram’s money was his money, the heartburn was still real.

To soothe his bitter stomach, Director Jo turned his thoughts to Kim Haram’s lottery winnings.

“How can one person be that damn lucky?”

First the survival show—he debuted out of nowhere. And now he hits the jackpot in the lottery? Just when the company’s income was about to dip, this happens.

“Aaah~ What should I buy with that money?”

He’d already bought a car recently.

Grinning with anticipation, Director Jo began to estimate how much the lottery prize might be.

Life in this country was getting so damn hard—even after the price of a single lottery ticket had jumped from 1,000 won to 3,000 won, people still couldn’t stop buying them.

In the past six months alone, the minimum lottery prize had been 10 billion won. The maximum? A staggering 37 billion. Which one had Kim Haram hit?

No matter how many times he thought about it, the fantasy never got old.

“Man~ Borrowing someone else’s talent really is the best.”

He let out a low chuckle—kukukuk—the kind only a B-movie villain would make, paired with a villainous grin.

Director Jo flopped back into his chair, basking in his own amusement.

*****

On the drive back to the dorm in Manager Woo’s car, the storm in Kim Haram’s mind refused to settle.

How the hell do I get rid of that greedy bastard?

If he really wanted to survive as Kim Haram, he’d have to do something about that Jo guy first. He had absolutely no desire to stay tangled up with that man any longer.

Wait a minute. I only need to debut with a mid-tier agency, right? So technically, I don’t have to stay here. If I pay the penalty and move to another company…

For a second, he thought it was actually a brilliant idea.

Pop—

[New sub-quest has been generated.]

[Sub-Quest – Ruin

Objective: Drag Jo Jungjae, CEO of Herb Entertainment, to ruin.
Reward: ???
Failure Penalty: Failure as a mid-tier idol.]

…Huh?

Was this some kind of twisted joke?

There was no time limit, which only made it feel more absurd—like it had been slapped together in a rush. It was so blatant it left him speechless.

[…………….]
[Time Limit: None]

“What’s the point if there’s no time limit?”

[…Sub-quest has been cancelled.]

45%

Wait—what? You can cancel these?

The system’s spineless behavior only added to his frustration. How am I supposed to rely on this thing for anything?

He sighed and stared blankly out the window, when Manager Woo, who had been silently driving, finally spoke up.

“Haram. What did the CEO say to you?”

There was no way he could be honest about that, so he had no choice but to brush it off vaguely.

“Oh… nothing much. Just told me to work hard, that’s all…”

Manager Woo gave a bitter smile. He chewed on his words for a moment, then said something unexpected.

“Haram, what do you think about me starting my own management company? I’ve been kind of wanting to try running one myself.”

Is this a career counseling session now?

“Ah… I think you’d be great at it.”

Well, he did have the “Brilliant Producer” trait or whatever. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea.

“Heh. Thanks for saying that. But… I guess it’d still be tough for me, huh?”

Oof, that self-esteem…

If he remembered right, it was Manager Woo who had scouted Kim Haram in the first place. And considering Haram had managed to debut and find some success even under that trash heap of a CEO…

“Why not? You were the one who cast me, right? And look at me now—I’m doing just fine.”

Well, not exactly “fine,” but you know.

“…Really? You think so?”

Manager Woo’s expression turned oddly serious for a moment—just as the car pulled up to their familiar semi-basement dorm.

“Go on in, Haram. No practice tomorrow, so get some good rest.”

“Thanks, Manager.”

Compared to when we met earlier today, Choi Woojin looked much fresher as he held the door handle and looked at me.

“Uh… aren’t you coming in? Hyung?”

There was a subtle heat radiating from him, like he had just taken a shower.

“His cheeks are a little flushed too… makes him look even cuter.”

Shaking off the unnecessary thought, I quickly stepped inside.

“Mm, no—it’s nothing. But how did you know I was coming?”

“I heard your footsteps. No one else comes down those stairs.”

Seriously?
What is he, a puppy waiting for its owner?

Once inside, I glanced around the living room and saw several unfamiliar guys staring at me.

“Oh, Haram’s back?”

“Hyung, I heard you were sick. Are you okay?”

Pop—
Information windows popped up next to each of the strangers, but… unfortunately, I didn’t have the energy to check them right now.

“Yeah. But I’m still not feeling that great. I’ll rest up first.”

Forget the data, I’ll deal with it tomorrow. Tomorrow.


I walked straight to the room and flopped down on the bed where I had woken up earlier today.

“What do I do now…”

What should I do moving forward? The situation was much bigger than I thought. That perverted CEO knowing about Kim Haram’s lottery win? That alone was shocking.

The only relief was that he didn’t seem to know the exact amount…



 
  Chapter 4: The Reason He Entrusted Me






Choi Woojin, looking much fresher than when we met earlier in the day, stood at the front door, holding the handle and staring at me.

“Uh… aren’t you coming in, hyung?”

There was a faint warmth radiating from Choi Woojin, like he’d just taken a shower.

‘His cheeks are slightly flushed… makes him look even cuter.’

I shook off the distracting thought and quickly stepped inside.

“Mm, no. Just wondering—how’d you know I was coming?”

“I heard your footsteps. No one else comes down that staircase.”

Seriously?

What is he, a puppy waiting for its owner?

I stepped inside and looked around the living room. Several unfamiliar guys turned their gazes toward me.

“Oh, Haram’s here?”

“Hyung, we heard you were sick. Are you okay?”

Pa-pop—next to the unfamiliar faces, information windows popped up.

But… unfortunately, I wasn’t in the mood to check them right now.

“Yeah. But I’m still not feeling great. I’m gonna rest first.”

Screw the info windows—I’ll check them tomorrow. Tomorrow.

I headed straight to the room and collapsed onto the same bed where I had woken up earlier today.

‘What do I do…’

What was I supposed to do now? The scale of this whole thing was way bigger than I’d thought. That perverted CEO actually knew Kim Haram had won the selection… The only silver lining was that he didn’t seem to know the exact amount…

“Haa…”

If only I hadn’t possessed someone.

If that hadn’t happened, I could’ve watched our bias’s upcoming music video and been the happiest person in the world.

I just wanted to see my bias smile.

Chanul-ah… if it were you, what would you do in this situation…?

The truck… Yeah, if it hadn’t been for that damn truck…

“Freaking dump truck son of a b—…”

I muttered the curse without thinking—when I suddenly sensed someone flinch near the door.

“Uh… hyung, can I come in?”

It was Choi Woojin.

Shit. Did he hear that?

“Why? What is it?”

“I just need to grab my lotion…”

He pointed toward the desk in the corner of the room.

So you’re my roommate, huh. Well, I guess that can’t be helped.

“Ah, sorry. Don’t mind me. Go ahead.”

Judging by the way he was clearly more hesitant than before, he must’ve heard my outburst.

‘Ugh… I just killed the mood for the poor guy.’

In the corner, Choi Woojin quietly applied his lotion with a soft squish-squish sound. Then he moved toward the light switch, hovering there awkwardly.

…It was starting to feel a little stifling.

Unable to watch any longer, I finally spoke up.

“You want to turn off the lights?”

“Uh, yeah… It’s just, you usually turn off the lights around this time… but it didn’t seem like you’d washed up yet, so…”

Already trying to sleep?

Well, whatever. Honestly, turning off the lights and staying quiet sounded like a better idea right now anyway.

“Yeah, I’m just gonna rest and crash early tonight. I’m exhausted. Could you turn off the lights?”

“Sure.”

As soon as I said that, Choi Woojin switched off the lights and quickly scurried up to the top bunk.

Once he was up there, I heard a soft tok tok as he turned on a small mood lamp. So he normally sets the room up like this… huh. Kinda nice, actually. Calming.

I lay back on the bed and started retracing everything that had happened today.

A company that was clearly embezzling every cent I earned.

The downright pathetic treatment of their own trainee artists.

And as if that wasn’t enough, a CEO who tried to snatch away even the stroke of luck I gained amidst all the misfortune. If this had been the original Kim Haram, I was sure he would’ve had that miracle completely stolen from him.

Why did Kim Haram want to become an idol so badly, even while putting up with all this shit?

Honestly, I couldn’t understand it. I’d never once dreamed of becoming an idol myself.

Just then—

[1-4-4]

A song briefly started playing from the top bunk, only to be cut off abruptly. There was a pause, like someone holding their breath, and then Choi Woojin’s voice broke the silence.

“Sorry. I was trying to watch a video, but I must’ve hit the wrong thing.”

“It’s fine. No need to apologize.”

Oh, right. This kid.

The one who willingly came here because he wanted to become an idol.

After a brief pause to collect my thoughts, I opened my mouth to speak.

“Woojin-ah.”

“Yes, hyung?”

“Why do you want to become an idol?”

There was a moment of silence before Choi Woojin’s head suddenly popped down from the top bunk.

Jesus—!

That startled me.

“Hyung, you really like asking that question, huh?”

His upside-down face flashed a cheeky grin. Even viewed upside-down, this kid was kind of cute.

“I don’t know. I just suddenly felt like hearing your answer again.”

His head disappeared back onto the bed, and I heard some rustling as he shifted around. Then his voice floated down, like he was speaking while lying face-down.

“When I was in elementary school, I went to see RISE sunbaenim’s concert.”

Three or four years ago, huh? Yeah, RISE was insanely popular back then. Even I got caught up in the hype for a while and went to one of their concerts.

“I fell for them at first sight. They were just so cool.”

Yeah, I get it.

That’s how it is. Idols are always at their most radiant on stage.

“Then, by chance, I happened to look at the friend who’d come with me. You know what I saw?”

From the other side of the bunk, his voice shimmered faintly with excitement.

His friend?

That was a turn I hadn’t expected.

“What did you see?”

“He looked really, really happy.”

Yeah… when you’re watching your favorite idols shine on stage, it’s impossible not to feel happy.

“So then what?”

“And then I looked back at the stage again. But…”

He sounded like he was holding back a surge of emotion, like his breath caught in his throat. Sure enough, Choi Woojin’s voice came next, a little more flushed than before.

“The RISE sunbaenims on stage… they looked even happier than we did watching them.”

Ah.

I understood now. The way they seemed to glow brighter than anyone else up there—those expressions like they held all the happiness in the world in their hands.

“That day, I made up my mind. I have to stand on that stage too. I have to feel that happiness for myself.”

‘If I give happiness to others, I’ll become happy too.’ That was what he meant.

It was the perfect moment to offer some kind of encouraging reply, just a light comment to match his mood—but somehow, I couldn’t say anything.

When I didn’t answer, Woojin awkwardly shifted and continued in a more subdued voice.

“But it’s not easy. I keep practicing, but I’m not sure if I’m improving… I wonder if I’ll ever even get a chance. I mean, our company isn’t exactly big…”

No.

It could have become big.

It could have given you that chance.

I barely managed to swallow the words that had risen to the back of my throat.

“…It’ll come. Your chance.”

“I hope so.”

Hehe.

His soft, cheerful laugh drifted down.

“I just want to get better soon so I stop burdening you, hyung… You’re already popular, but you’re stuck with us.”

No. That’s not it. That’s not the problem at all.

Woojin-ah… It’s something far deeper than that. Something way more fundamental…

Frustrated, I sat up abruptly in bed and sprang to my feet.

Woojin looked flustered as I stared straight at him without saying a word.

“Uh—did I… say something wrong? If I upset you, I’m sor—”

“It’ll come.”

He stopped mid-apology, caught off guard.

“…Huh?”

I pointed right at him with my fingertips.

“Your chance. It will come. I’ll make sure of it.”

“O-Oh… Thank you.”

I turned around without another word and headed for the door. Woojin called out in a panic.

“Where are you going?!”

“To wash up. I need a proper shower before bed after all.”

I opened the door, then paused—half-turning back into the room to speak again.

“And also, stop saying sorry so much. You haven’t done anything wrong.”

“O-Okay…”

Click.

I left the room, walked out the front door of the building.

I needed air. Just… a little breeze.

As I stood in front of the building, the summer wind greeted me. It was lukewarm, but not unpleasant.

Happiness… huh.

Yeah. That’s what being an idol meant to me—someone who gives others joy and happiness…
and turns that joy into their own.

‘Yeah… that’s exactly how it felt.’

I’d felt a similar emotion before.

That twinge of envy watching them up on stage—How happy must they be? I used to wonder.

And then came the admiration.

The only difference was that I’d stopped at admiration—while these kids… they chose to chase it.

‘…They’re admirable.’

They wanted to become idols because making fans happy made them happy?

If someone had said that at a concert, I’m sure some fans would’ve burst into tears on the spot.

…Even Kim Haram must’ve heard all this too.

“…I get it now, Haram.”

Hooo. I let out a deep sigh.

I’d asked without thinking, but now I was genuinely curious.

I wanted to see these kids debut properly—to see them loved by the world.

…And if possible, I wanted to be there with them.

Hoo— I sighed again, and my head naturally dipped down.

“…System. Show yourself.”

The system window popped up from below, lower than usual.

[…Are you crying?]

Excuse me, what?

Did it seriously just ask if I was crying?

I wasn’t crying, okay!?

What the hell is this emotional baiting from below? It’s seriously annoying!

“Cut the nonsense. Just show me what you’ve been trying to pull up this whole time.”

The system window had been twitching and fidgeting next to me the whole time I listened to Woojin’s story. It was so distracting I nearly scolded it.

…Maybe it was a good thing my mind had been slightly distracted just now. Anyway.

[The “overcoming plan” you requested earlier today has been prepared. Please open your personal character profile to review.]

Already? It felt way too fast to trust.

“Well, alright. Let’s see it, then.”

I pulled up Kim Haram’s character profile in front of me.

[Character Information]

Name: Kim Haram (Seo Jimin)
Age: 21
Position: Lead Vocalist, Lead Dancer
Traits:


	Even Otakus Get Lucky (Unique / Active)

	Born to Be an Idol (Special / Active)

	Leadership Potential (Inactive)



[Open for detailed stats and information]

“A unique trait, huh… If this turns out to be another random useless gimmick, I’m rejecting it on the spot.”

I tapped to expand the detailed trait info, not expecting much.

But moments later—

“…What is this?”

I looked at the system window, which was now bobbing up and down.

Was it… gloating?

[Thanks for the compliment. :)]

Excuse me?

When did I compliment you?

Was this… actually good?

Above my head, a string of question marks began spinning in circles and disappearing.

[Trait Information]

Trait Name: Even Otakus Get Lucky
Grade: Unique
Status: Active
Effect:
Fandom is your life. The blood, sweat, and tears you poured into being a fan have finally paid off. Any action related to your fandom will now influence you directly.

Activation Requirement: Must be a fan of someone.

I mean, I never literally bled for it…

Actually, did I? The fan market scene was wild back in middle school…


“Well, whatever… good job, I guess.”

I shifted my eyes away from the still-proudly-wiggling system window.

Traits weren’t everything anyway.

Let’s do this. Idol, here I come.



 
  Chapter 5: Business Proposal






“Now then, shall we reveal the winner of this year’s first Music Center No.1?”

With the MCs sounding more excited than ever, the two finalist songs appeared side by side on the screen.

“Haram hyung…!”

Choi Woojin clutched the mic tightly beside me, eyes glued to the screen as he called out to me.

So tense, honestly.

“First, we have the pre-vote scores.”

“Next up, the broadcast scores.”

Relax already.

“Hyung…!!”

There was a hint of hope in Woojin’s voice now.

Didn’t I tell you not to worry?

As long as we have my trait, no matter what anyone says—
We are the greatest idol group of this generation.

“And finally, combining the live vote scores…
The first Music Center No.1 of the year is—Haram and Friends! Congratulations~!”

“Hyung!! We did it!!”

Woojin started bouncing in place before throwing himself into my arms.

Haha, look at this guy. That happy, huh?

And in that moment—

“Wait. Haram and Friends?”

A strange sense of déjà vu washed over me.

Hold on. Was our group name… always this lame?

Feeling a sudden wave of unfamiliarity, I turned to look at Woojin, who was now sobbing and sniffling with joy.

Choi Woojin was mouthing something passionately, but I couldn’t hear a word.

“What are you saying?! Speak louder!!”

“…I…”

“What?!”

I practically yelled as I leaned in, bringing my ear close to him.

“Wake up.”

…What? Why the sudden informal speech, Woojin?

I stared at his face in disbelief. He was still smiling so innocently.

“I said, wake up, Kim Haram.”

Seriously, what’s with the casual tone?

“Why are you talking down to me all of a sudden?!”

Just as I shouted—

Good morning—

Bba-bba-bba bam~ bba-bba-bbam♪

A much louder, more obnoxious sound roared through the world.

And with that, my eyes snapped open as I was yanked back into reality.

The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes—

“…Ah. Good morning, Director Woo.”

Was a middle-aged man glaring at me with a terrifying expression.

“…Right, Haram.”

He turned off the phone alarm that had been blaring this whole time and continued in a grave tone:

“반발해노 뇌시!”

I gulped under the heavy pressure in his voice.

“Y-yes, of course.”

Please, be my guest.

Paat—

[I tried waking you up multiple times.]

You be quiet.

*****

A little while later, after suffering a brief low blood pressure episode the moment I got up, I finally sat down at the living room table.

‘Ugh… He’s even worse than me.’

Was it fine yesterday because it wasn’t morning? I’d better be more careful waking up next time.

“Here, drink some water, hyung.”

Woojin placed a glass in front of me. Naturally, my gaze shifted to his face.

“…What a waste.”

We actually won first place. But man, we really need to rethink our group name.

“Huh?”

“Mm, nothing.”

Yeah, not the time to talk about that with you.

As Woojin and I continued our silly little exchange—

Ding.

Director Woo, who had quietly waited for me to recover, cleared his throat and finally spoke.

“Looks like you’re feeling better now. Let’s talk.”

“Ah… before that.”

I glanced sideways at Choi Woojin, who was still standing nearby with worried eyes.

This wasn’t a conversation to have in front of the kid.

Sensing my intent, Director Woo shifted his gaze toward Woojin.

“Woojin-ah. Aren’t you going to visit your family?”

Since we had more than two days off for once, it seemed most of the team had gone back home.

“Oh—no, I’m not planning to.”

Director Woo let out a big snort through his nose.

“Nowhere else to go?”

Hey. What’s with the passive-aggressive tone? That’s kinda hurtful.

…Well, not wrong, though.

“Uh… I was going to grab lunch and then head to the practice room…”

Director Woo’s eyes sparkled.

“What were you planning to eat for lunch?”

“Probably… ramyeon. That’s all we have at the dorm.”

“Here.”

Director Woo quickly flicked his hand and pulled out a 10,000 won bill from his wallet.

“Take this and eat a proper meal today. Then go straight to the practice room.”

…Is that really something to be that happy about?

Still, Woojin looked pretty pleased as he held the bill—until his expression suddenly turned a bit awkward.

“Ah, but… Hyunjae-hyung was supposed to eat with me…”

Director Woo’s eyebrow twitched.

“Hyunjae didn’t go home either?”

“No… He’s been at the practice room since early this morning.”

Crossing his arms with a deep sigh, Director Woo made a show of agonizing over it.

After a brief pause, he reached back into his already thin wallet and pulled out a 5,000 won bill.

Wait. Hold on. Five thousand?

“Here… This should be enough for both of you, right?”

“Yes!”

“Yes!”?! What do you mean yes?

Where in the middle of Seoul can two people eat lunch for 7,500 won each and still call it a meal?

[The nearby workers’ diner charges 6,500 won per person. That leaves 1,000 won left over per person…]

Quiet.

As I whispered inwardly, the system window shrank away like it had just been scolded.

…Sometimes I swear this thing feels too human.

Getting kicked out like this…

Not that I dislike workers’ diners or anything. I actually like them…

But before I could linger in that disappointment, Woojin had already finished getting ready and was standing at the front door.

“I’ll be back!”

“Wait a second, Woojin!”

Ugh. I felt like I needed to do just a little more for him to feel at ease.

“Um… around what time do you think you’ll be back?”

“Hmm? I don’t really have a plan yet.”

“Just shoot me a text before you head back, okay?”

Woojin tilted his head, a bit confused by the request.

“Let’s have something good for dinner.”

His face lit up at the unexpected second round of blessings—then suddenly darkened.

“Uh… that sounds really nice, but… Hyunjae-hyung and I…”

“I’ll treat you.”

Let me treat you. Please.

“O-oh, still…”

I pushed the reluctant Woojin out the door.

“Be careful out there. If there’s anything you feel like eating, text me, alright?”

Finally, Woojin smiled again.

“Okay! Thank you!”

Once Woojin was out, only me and Manager Woo were left in the dorm.

I turned to face him again. He looked much more serious now, lost deep in thought.

“Um… Manager Woo?”

He snapped out of it and slowly looked at me.

“Right. Let’s finally talk.”

His expression grew even more grave.

Whoa. Now I’m getting a little scared, sir.

“Why do you want to quit being an idol?”

There it is.

The reason Manager Woo had come looking for me first thing in the morning.

His peaceful day off had been shattered by a single text message.

[Sender: Kim Haram
Hello, Manager Woo. I’m really sorry to contact you like this.
I’ve decided to quit being an idol.
There’s something important I need to talk to you about,
so please let me know when you’re available for a call.]

He’d been lying in bed, casually deciding what to eat for lunch, when he received that thunderbolt of a message.

Kim Haram wants to quit being an idol? Out of nowhere?

Of course, it’s not like there weren’t any warning signs. Just yesterday alone…

“Son of a bitch.”

He leapt out of bed and dialed Haram’s number.

No answer.

“What the hell. He’s the one who said to call him.”

He texted and immediately followed up with a call—so why wasn’t I answering? His stomach churned with anxiety.

He quickly started getting ready to head out. Since most of the kids had probably gone home for the holidays, Haram, whose family lived in the U.S., was always the one who stayed at the dorm. This time too, he was likely alone.

He got into his old sedan and stepped hard on the accelerator.

“Come on… come on…”

The traffic congestion on a holiday afternoon was pushing his patience to the limit.

Kim Haram isn’t the kind of person who would just quit being an idol. He shouldn’t.

Among all the raw talents Woo had discovered while bouncing between agencies, Haram shone the brightest.

He was, quite literally, born to be an idol. Especially the way he radiated on stage—utterly unrivaled.

It was precisely because of that overwhelming talent that he made it to the final debut group in that audition show, even without any backing or preparation.

The car arrived at the dorm much later than expected.

Woo hurried down to the semi-basement floor, punched in the door lock code, and opened the door.

“Oh?! Manager Woo!”

What? Why are you still here? Didn’t you go home?

Choi Woojin had heard the door lock sound and came trotting over to the entrance.

This kid… he just needs a bit more polishing…

“Hey, Woojin. Sorry to drop in like this. Is Haram inside?”

“Yeah, he’s in his room…”

Without another word, he strode toward Haram’s room.

He’d been calling nonstop on the way over, but Haram had stubbornly refused to answer.

That little punk…

He threw open the door.

“Snnn… ssssnnn…”

There was Haram, fast asleep, wearing the most peaceful expression imaginable.

…Sleeping?

After sending me that kind of message? Sleeping?

Woo stepped up to the side of the bed.

“…Get up.”

“Umm…”

Haram didn’t open his eyes.

“I said get up, Kim Haram.”

Haram frowned as if annoyed by the noise.

“Why… manager… sssh…”

This little brat really is asleep, huh?

Boiling with frustration, Woo grabbed Haram’s phone. There was a single alarm set to go off in five minutes.

So you were planning to wake up in five minutes, huh? Sorry, but I’m not in the mood to wait.

He manually played the alarm tone and held it right up to Haram’s ear. That finally got his eyes to open.

“…Oh. Hello, Manager Woo.”

Yeah. Hello, all right.

A short while later, Woo finally managed to get Woojin out of the dorm, and was left alone with Kim Haram.

There had been a slight “cost” to getting Woojin out.

‘I was planning to use that money to cover both lunch and dinner today…’

Damn it. Who can I blame for how broke I am.

Despite having successfully debuted idol groups at multiple mid-sized companies and consistently producing results, Woo had never been treated well.

He’d debut a company’s first idol group—then quit. Debut another group—then quit again.

If he claimed he felt nothing for the trainees he’d gathered, that would be a lie. But still, none of them had ever quite satisfied him.

They were all talented. Undeniably so. But there was always this lingering feeling—there’s someone out there with even more brilliance.

And then he found Haram. Discovered thanks to a school senior’s recommendation, after yet another agency switch.

‘I should’ve never brought him in.’

Thinking back on how Haram was being treated lately, Woo couldn’t help but feel that he never should’ve brought him in to begin with.

Woo knew the truth: the meager salary he received every month came at the cost of Kim Haram’s sacrifices.

This company had no other artist generating income besides Kim Haram.

Even that so-called “son” of the CEO…

Debuting alongside some thugs dragged in from who-knows-where, burning through what little money the company had left.

Not only Haram, but also Choi Woojin and Lee Hyunjae—both of whom Woo had scouted—weren’t being treated properly either.

…I never should’ve brought any of them.

That regret had become the shackle that kept Woo tied to this agency, despite how easily he used to switch companies before.

Whether I debut them or take them with me when I leave, I have to do something…

But the problem was—he had no solid plan.

Just as he was sinking into that familiar inertia, Haram, seated across from him, suddenly opened his mouth.

“Um… Manager Woo?”

Ah—right. Woo snapped back to his senses. Yeah. This wasn’t the time to be spiraling.

“Yeah. Let’s finally talk, shall we?”

This was the priority.

“Why did you say you’re quitting being an idol?”

He’d only just begun asking, when Haram let out a soft chuckle.

Woo frowned.

“You think this is funny?”

He was being dead serious right now.

“No, it’s not that. I was just surprised you showed up at the dorm so fast, Manager Woo.”

“And you thought I’d sit still after reading that message?”

That text was basically a bombshell—an emergency flare saying ‘come immediately.’

“Actually… I’m not really planning to quit being an idol. I just said that so you’d give me feedback faster. Uh… bait?”

“…Huh?”

Bait?

Woo blinked, dumbfounded. The tension drained right out of him.

What the hell?

Haram was usually overly gentle, but he wasn’t the type to pull reckless stunts like this.

Still… that’s better.

He’d been genuinely worried Haram might seriously quit. Even if it was bait, the fact he’d said it at all meant the thought had crossed his mind.

“And actually, Manager Woo…”

That snapped him back to reality. He really needed to come up with a plan soon—either debut them or take them and leave.

“…Could you maybe help me and the others start our own agency and debut through that?”

“…Huh?”

What?

Not just taking them out—but starting a whole company?

What was he even saying? More importantly… had he just read my mind?


Woo stared at Haram with an involuntarily twisted expression.

Startled, Haram flinched. Then…

“Is that a no?”

He gave a sheepish grin.



 
  Chapter 6: Business Proposal






“Could you maybe help me and my kids set up a company and debut?”

“Huh?”

Manager Woo frowned deeply and stayed silent for a while.

Well, this is the kind of situation where you need to give it a bit of dramatic pause. Still…

[‘Trait – Woo Taeyoon’s “Ambitious” trait is beginning to stir!’]

The bait had already been taken.

That’s how ambitious characters are in any novel. All they need is a little push and a trigger.

I would’ve liked a bit more buildup, but unfortunately, I didn’t have the time or luxury to explain every little thing right now.

“I’ll cover all the costs to start the company.”

I grinned and looked at Manager Woo. He was still frowning, but finally opened his mouth.

“Looks like the company settled accounts better than I expected. Hey, Kim Haram. Quitting your agency isn’t exactly something you can just…”

“I didn’t.”

I cut him off before he could finish his sarcastic remark.

Settlement? I had a lot to say about that.

“I’ve never once received a proper settlement from the agency.”

“…What?”

Another wrinkle formed between Manager Woo’s brows.

What is that, a sort of anger meter?

“What do you mean? If you never got a settlement, where the hell did you get all that money?”

“Lottery.”

“…What?”

I looked him straight in the eye, while he kept repeating ‘what’ like a broken record.

“I won the lottery.”

It wasn’t a lie, so my gaze was filled with nothing but confidence.

[Why don’t you mention the amount?]

Shhh. Shut it. Can you please read the room?

I gave the system window a brief glare, and it shrank and vanished awkwardly.

Why is it acting like a person? Now I feel guilty.

Manager Woo was quiet for a while before speaking again.

“So you’re telling me you want me to set up a company with that money?”

“Yes.”

You understood that perfectly.

“…Is it true you never got a single settlement?”

Why would I lie about something like that?

I nodded again.

“Ha…”

Manager Woo suddenly hung his head and rubbed his face hard.

“Ha… Seriously… Damn.”

…What’s with this reaction? It’s like I just dumped him or something.

Suddenly I got a wave of PTSD. Guys who reacted like this never ended up sane.

“CEO… No, even Jo Jungjae—does he know you won the lottery?”

I didn’t tell him. Haram did.

“…Was that why you got called in yesterday?”

Turned out that was the reason.

“…What did he say?”

“…Said if I entrusted it to him, it would help the kids debut…”

“That son of a bitch!”

Bang!!

Manager Woo slammed the table.

Damn, that actually scared me. I didn’t mean to provoke him that much. At this rate, I was starting to worry if some trait other than ‘ambitious’ was awakening.

[‘Trait – Woo Taeyoon’s “Ambitious” trait is starting to evolve in a new direction!’]

…Seriously? As long as it’s not turning violent, I guess it’s okay?

While I was lost in thought, Manager Woo called out to me, frowning hard.

“Hey.”

“Y-Yes?!”

“What the hell were you thinking, telling him that? You said you didn’t even get a settlement.”

…Why are you flipping out at me? Now I was starting to get a little—no, very irritated.

Well… Not that I didn’t understand where he was coming from. I didn’t really get Haram’s thought process either, to be honest. It was frustrating.

[(Awkward)]

…Can you not just pop up like that for no reason? This is a really important scene. Let’s focus, please.

Trying to think from Haram’s perspective, I opened my mouth.

“…I wanted to debut.”

“What?”

“I wanted to debut. With the kids.”

Yeah. That was the reason Haram endured all that senseless exploitation.

“With Woojin, and Hyunjae-hyung.”

Even after hitting rock bottom and making the worst choice, he still decided to entrust me with his life one more time.

“With all the kids. I wanted to debut with them. Here.”

There was probably no other reason. Not for someone like him.

“So, I thought maybe it would help a little, so I told him.”

“…You told him because you wanted to debut with the kids?”

“Yes. You know too, don’t you? The kids—how hard they work.”

This was it. This was the moment to give a bitter, tragic smile.

I lowered my gaze and let out a soft, scoffing breath.

“But… I guess it’s hard, huh? Sorry for asking something like this.”

Even though I was looking down, I could clearly feel Manager Woo staring right at me.

Did I get through?

Just as I started hoping he might finally accept my proposal, Manager Woo opened his mouth again.

“Why did you ask me?”

“Ah.”

Thinking I misheard, Manager Woo added clarification.

“I mean, with all the people you’ve met during your career, why me specifically?”

Unfortunately, I hadn’t misheard. In fact, this was the part I’d been waiting for.

“Nine Music, BIZ.”

“Huh?”

I had plenty to say.

At the seemingly random reply, a puzzled noise came from Manager Woo’s mouth.

“After Record, Decaffein.”

“Page Entertainment, Romancia.”

“Logic Entertainment, V2C.”

All were names of entertainment companies and idol groups.

Even as I paused to catch my breath after listing so many, Manager Woo kept looking unimpressed.

“So what about them?”

Hold on. We’re not done yet.

“And Herb Entertainment—Kim Haram.”

After finishing the final name, I looked up and locked eyes with him.

These were all idol groups Manager Woo had nurtured and helped debut while bouncing around small agencies.

I gave him Kim Haram’s signature bright smile.

“I know you like idols, Manager Woo.”

4:35.

…I could feel a strange twitch in my cheek. Ugh, this stuff is still hard. But not bad. Just a bit more.

“I believe you care about our members too, even if you don’t say it.”

Now for the final line. The closing shot.

“And honestly, you were my favorite person I met while working. Manager Woo.”

The moment I said that, his expression changed.

…His ears turned red. So he’s the type who blushes easily, huh?

[Trait – Woo Taeyoon: ‘Ambitious’ is evolving in a new, opposite direction!]

Wait, what? So earlier you really were about to go full rage-mode? That’s… kinda dangerous.

Having finished playing the role of Kim Haram, I let out a quiet sigh of relief inside.

‘Well, that’s the official reason, anyway.’

Just managing to debut that many idol groups smoothly and helping them settle was already impressive.

But the real reason wasn’t Kim Haram.

It was about Seo Jimin.

MegaHit Music.

Two years later, this company would surpass all the agencies I just named, becoming a supernova in the industry.

And the person at the very center of it all—

‘—was this man right here.’

Manager Woo Taeyoon, two years from now.

There couldn’t be anyone more fitting for the “Ambitious” trait.

Of course, later he ended up becoming co-CEO with some guy who had a beer belly. But that didn’t diminish his accomplishments in any way.

‘No wonder he looked familiar.’

As I kept reviewing his face in my head last night, I suddenly recalled who he was—and it gave me goosebumps.

Why are you here, of all people?

I found myself shaking my head at how such a hidden gem was stuck sucking the life out of someone like Kim Haram, who couldn’t appreciate his worth.

While I was lost in thought—

“Ugh.”

A burst of light hit me from Manager Woo’s direction, and I instinctively squinted.

What the hell. Eye-blinding flash?

I glanced over at him—

[‘Character – Woo Taeyoon’s new unique trait is blooming!!’]

A status window glowing in golden brilliance caught my eye.

…Seriously? So over the top. If I were the author, I would never write it like this.

The system radiated from behind Manager Woo, and at a glance—

‘He’s evolving into Zhuge Liang or something.’

The system’s personality was so unpredictable that I found myself imagining all sorts of things.

“Haram.”

“Ugh—yes?”

Even though I was squinting, Manager Woo spoke to me like he didn’t mind at all.

Sorry, sir. You’re too dazzling to look at. I swear this isn’t flattery—it’s just facts.

“Let’s do it.”

And with those words—

Flash~!

[<Tra. it. Bloo. ming>

Trait Name: Ambitious Seeker of Justice

Grade: Unique

Status: Activated

Effect & Description:

The momentum of this blossomed ambition is unmatched.

– This special ambitious soul will not hesitate in pursuing their sense of justice.

You have been classified as an embodiment of ultimate good to this ambitious person.

– …You better keep an eye on him. (Wink)]

“Ugh.”

Why is that wink so infuriating?

Something good just happened to the protagonist, yet the protagonist was weirdly irritated.

Wait—am I not the protagonist?

[‘You have had a significant impact on Woo Taeyoon’s trait bloom.’]

[Additional rewards will be granted based on your high activity.]

[You’ve obtained a “Random Box (High Grade)”.]

A typical-looking gift box popped up in the system window.

Something told me not to expect too much from it.

‘I’ll open it later.’

As I looked forward again, Manager Woo was staring at me with a greatly uplifted expression.

‘Ah, his frown lines are fading.’

Guess my read on him was spot on.

‘Good. Manager Woo’s on board.’

Now all that’s left…

‘I need to smash that Director Jo’s thick skull already.’

‘Let’s not rush. Step by step.’

Yes, step by step.

“Manager Woo.”

“Yeah.”

Manager Woo replied while maintaining his determined expression.

It was a little intense.

“Since we’ve decided to work together, would you mind coming with me somewhere for a bit?”

*****

T. Hub Entertainment Headquarters – deserted on a holiday

Sitting alone in the CEO’s office, Jo Jungjae was deep in thought.

“Sss… There’s gotta be a way…”

After Kim Haram walked out yesterday, another piece of good news had come.

‘Boss, I looked into it, and there’s only one winning ticket recently that hasn’t been claimed — it’s the 37 billion won one.’

That was what Choi, the guy who had gone to cover for his good-for-nothing son, brought back.

‘Sh*t, so you’re saying Haram’s the one who got the 37 billion?!’

‘Yessir, most likely.’

Jo CEO thought to himself — good call keeping this punk close. When it came to shady work like this, Choi was way better than Manager Woo.

“I wanna get my hands on it fast….”

Kim Haram’s money felt like candy someone else was licking right in front of him.

Even if Haram spent a bit here and there, the thought of him wasting even a single won of his money was unbearable.

‘Haaah— It’s mine.’

The bigger the amount, the more his greed swelled out of control.

Jo CEO repeatedly wiped his clammy face, then his eyes lit up.

‘Should I call him first?’

The more he thought about it, the more agitated he got. Without realizing, Jo started gnawing on his fingernails.

‘Tsk. I can’t take it anymore.’

He finally dialed Haram’s number, which had been sitting on his screen for ages.

♪ No~ No~

That tacky ringtone went on for a while. Usually, Haram never let his calls ring more than three times.

‘What the hell? Why isn’t this punk picking up?’

Just as unease started creeping in, Haram’s voice came through the receiver.

[Hello?]

Haaah— Jo CEO let out a deep sigh of relief in his mind. Yes, that’s more like it.

His tone sounded a bit curt, but he didn’t care too much.

“Hey Haram, nothing serious, just thought we could meet up today or tomorrow. That cool with you?”

Hearing Haram’s voice, Jo CEO couldn’t suppress the grin that burst across his face.

The corners of his eyes crinkled,

and he couldn’t close his mouth—he felt like drool might start dripping.

But who cared? It’s not like Kim Haram could see his face right now.

Churup—


Ah—damn it.

As much as he tried to hold back, Jo CEO couldn’t resist in the end and actually drooled onto the table.

So much for his dignity as a CEO…

[Nope, I don’t want to.]



 
  Chapter 7: The Problem Was Me Part 1






“I said no.”

[Huh?]

Oops. I ended up snapping back without thinking. But seriously, that churup? That was way over the line. Churup?

What the hell kind of pervy thoughts was he having while calling me?

Ugh, I just got chills automatically.

I continued, addressing CEO Jo, who still didn’t seem to fully grasp what had just happened.

“Ah, I’ve been really lacking in practice lately, so unless it’s something urgent, I don’t think I’ll be able to meet for a while.”

Of course, you’ll have something very urgent come up soon. You creepy bastard.

“Anyway, please get in touch again some other time, sir. Thank you.”

[Haram, wai—]

Click.

The moment I heard his voice again, it felt like staring at a cockroach’s hind legs—I hung up without hesitation.

Honestly, it’s kind of impressive how he can evoke such visceral imagery with such ease.

“Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

From the driver’s seat, Manager Woo glanced over with concern in his eyes.

“Yes. The faster you look into the favor I asked, the better I’ll feel.”

So hurry up and get moving as soon as we wrap this up.

“You’re already bossing me around…”

Manager Woo muttered with a sigh as he drove steadily down the road.

“So, why the sudden trip to the bank?”

“You’ll see when we get there.”

Soon, his old, worn-down car came to a stop in front of a building far too upscale for it.

“For parking… where’s the entrance…”

“Hold on a second. If you go around this way—”

Following my directions, Manager Woo turned the car behind the building, then shot me a puzzled look.

“A VIP-only entrance? You’re that kind of person? I had a hunch ever since you asked me to help start a company.”

I shook my head vigorously and gestured beside him with my hand.

Manager Woo’s gaze followed my hand to the side.

“VVIP? Haram, that entrance’s for company chairmen. You’re not the CEO of some major corporation or anything…”

Oh, but I kind of am. I kept shaking my head and hand to the side.

His gaze finally landed on a rather modest, tidy-looking door.

“What’s that plac—”

“Ms. Kim Haram.”

Before Manager Woo could even finish the question mark at the end of his sentence, a well-dressed man approached the car window and spoke.

“Whoa! That startled me.”

“You are Ms. Kim Haram, correct?”

The man looked straight at me.

“Yes. Are you Manager Lee Bokyung?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

After confirming my face, Manager Lee flashed a dependable smile.

“Right this way, please.”

He pointed to the very door Manager Woo had just been looking at.

As he dropped me back off in front of the building, Manager Woo muttered:

“I’ll escort you to the VVVVIP room.”

“Please don’t call me that.”

“No, Chairwoman. I will be calling you that from now on. Chairwoman.”

Ugh. He’s so annoying.

I had just returned from showing Manager Woo the full prize money.

1.5 billion dollars.

Roughly 1.96 trillion won in Korean currency.

Thankfully, the foreign bank had a major branch right here in Korea.

Luckily, since the foreign bank had a significant presence in Korea, it wasn’t too difficult to track them down.

The moment the amount was confirmed, I suddenly recalled Manager Woo’s reaction.

[Woo Taeyoon’s trait, “Ambitious Seeker of Good and Justice,” pledges even greater loyalty!]

…What the heck? Isn’t that a bit materialistic?

“Now that the Chairwoman has so generously prepared the funds, how could I possibly sit back and do nothing?”

“What are you talking about? It’s not like you can use it all at once anyway.”

“I’m not planning to. 50 billion won will do just fine.”

Given the exchange rate—and the fact that moving that much money into the country at once is no easy feat—he had only requested 50 billion won in liquid cash for now. Honestly, even that was no small sum.

“Well then, shouldn’t you hurry off and get to work? You’re going to be a busy man from now on.”

I flashed a cheeky grin, and Manager Woo playfully raised both hands over his head.

“Yes, yes~ I’m off, Chairwoman~”

He cracked a joke as he climbed back into the car.

“I’ll call you as soon as the request is confirmed, so keep your phone close, alright?”

“Of course.”

Just as he was about to start the car, he glanced at me with a worried expression.

What? Why are you looking at me like you’re full of regrets?

“…And if that CEO Cho guy calls again, try not to answer. I’ll let him know you’re hard to reach.”

Oh—it wasn’t regret. It was concern.

And here I was misreading warm concern through a jaded lens… I must’ve gone sour from talking to CEO Cho two days in a row.

Yeah. For the sake of my mental health, I should avoid his calls altogether.

“If I ever need to contact him, I’ll go through you first.”

Hearing that, Manager Woo looked visibly relieved and drove off.

“It’s gotten pretty late.”

Evening had quietly crept up on me.

My Woojin must be just about finished with practice by now.

I stepped back into the dorm, but standing blankly in the living room felt awkward, so I headed into my room.

The moment I opened the door, I was greeted by a musty smell—distinct from the one in the living room.

What is this? Is something else growing in here?

I unconsciously turned my gaze and noticed a small notebook lying open by Woojin’s bedside.

‘Ah, no…….’

An idol trainee’s notebook—open, no less.

…Well, it’s not my fault if it just happens to catch my eye, right?

Right?

My brief inner conflict didn’t stand a chance against the dark pull of curiosity. I gave in and picked it up.

A high schooler using a physical notebook in this day and age… What a kid.

“Things to Fix!”


	My left leg always feels more strained after practice! I think my balance is off when I dance. Pay attention!

	Need to use my left arm better! Still feels awkward when I extend it…



Below that were more notes—on vocals, facial expressions, and other things he wanted to improve.

I couldn’t help but smile at how earnest it all was.

I quietly flipped to the next page.

Don’t cause trouble for Haram hyung. Hyung is always working so hard on his own.

Seriously. How much more precious can this kid get?

There are still young people like this out there? This noona(?) is getting misty-eyed.

‘Maybe just one more page…?’

I couldn’t stop. I needed to know how far the rabbit hole of sincerity went. Was this the curse of curiosity?

I turned another page.

“Aww…”

This time, the content had a different vibe.

It was just a simple list—of food.

Things I want to eat a ton of someday.

Just plain old chicken, pizza, meat… The kinds of stuff any kid his age would love.

Buy both tteokbokki and potato hot dog and dip them in the sauce…

I suddenly recalled how excited he’d looked earlier that day when Manager Woo handed him 15,000 won.

‘I don’t know the full story, but…’

Sigh. ‘This kid really knows how to make people worry.’

The moment I saw that page, what I needed to do became as clear as day.

In this day and age, how could a teenager not be eating properly?

This grandma can’t stand to see that.

*****

“Wh-What’s all this?”

Woojin, back from practice, spoke in a flustered voice.

“Huh? Beats me.”

The guy who came in with him, also just back from practice, echoed the dazed sentiment.

“Woojin, you’re back? I was right around the corner—I guess we missed each other.”

Their eyes both turned toward me as I walked in through the front door.

The guy who practiced with Woojin… had to be—

“Hey, hyung.”

Lee Hyunjae… He was older than Kim Haram, right?

He had slightly wavy brown hair and a gentle, laid-back vibe that left a good impression.

Maybe he just had a naturally friendly face—he tilted his head with a casual smile.

“Yeah. But, Haram, what is all this…?”

“Oh, I told Woojin earlier, before he left for practice, that we’d eat something good tonight.”

I smiled as I watched Choi Woojin, still unable to tear his eyes away from the food.

“Do you like what I picked?”

Woojin turned to me with the biggest grin on his face. Gosh, don’t look at me like that—it’s embarrassing.

“I love it! It’s all my favorite stuff!”

Heh. Don’t think that’s the end of it—I’ve got one more trick up my sleeve.

“Let’s have this too.”

“Woooow…!”

Finally, his gaze drifted to the bag in my hand, and his mouth dropped open wide.

Whoa, Woojin—your mouth’s really big.

“Th-That’s the tteokbokki from the famous market down the street…! And the hot dog set…!”

Of course it is. Only the best for you.

Lee Hyunjae, who’d been standing silently with wide eyes, let out a small “Ooh…” as he looked at me.

His gaze said, ‘How did you even…?’

“I had to sneak around a bit to get it.”

In the end, an employee caught me, and I had to let them take a photo… nearly died of embarrassment. So this is the life of a celebrity, huh.

“I’ve… I’ve really been craving this lately, and—wow, hyung, seriously… huh?”

Woojin suddenly froze, staring at the bag in my hand with a flicker of realization in his eyes.

Tch, he caught on fast.

His gaze moved to the table—fried chicken… pizza… grilled meat…

And then—ah, I figured he’d notice eventually, but not this quickly.

“Hyung… no way…”

The tteokbokki…

“Are those… potato corn dogs?”

Potato corn dogs…

“Yup.”

Woojin’s ears instantly turned bright red.

“…Did you…”


Yes. It’s exactly what you think it is.

Before the flush spreading from his ears could take over his whole face, Woojin covered it with both hands.








 
  Chapter 7: The Problem Was Me Part 2






“…How many pages did you see?”

“Just one. Sorry—I really didn’t mean to peek.”

He seemed slightly relieved at my words, peeking through his fingers to look at me again.

“Really? Just one page…?”

“Yup, just the one.”

I definitely didn’t see the part where you told yourself, ‘Don’t be a burden to Haram-hyung!’ and made that whole decision alone. Nope, not at all.

“Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

Please trust me, Woojin.

I’m totally lying.

“Then that’s fine….”

Woojin shot a sharp glare at the bag in my hand, then snatched it and turned around.

“I’m eating all the corn dogs myself.”

…Ah, this soft-hearted kid. After all that, his big move is declaring corn dog monopolization?

“What is it, what is it? Let me in on it too.”

“You don’t need to know!”

“Hmph.”

Lee Hyunjae, who had been sitting quietly for a while, finally opened his mouth—only to get smacked down immediately.

He’s kind of charismatic, honestly.

“I’ll explain while we eat.”

“Don’t explain anything!”

“I’ll hear it from Haram later, then.”

“Oh? If you’re that curious… it’s really not that big a deal though.”

“Ah, seriously!!”

“…Wh-what is going on right now?”

This time it was me muttering under my breath, a similar feeling to earlier.

“You’re really going at it, huh.”

Woojin flinched, mid-bite with the last piece of chicken in his mouth, and only moved his eyes to look at me.

No joke, I think he ate more than half on his own…

“It’s fine. You’ve got a good appetite—it’s nice to see.”

Next to him, Lee Hyunjae gave a warm smile.

“Thanks for the meal. I feel bad always getting treated like this, even though I’m the older one.”

Gulp.

Choi Woojin swallowed the last of the chicken and placed his hands over his belly.

“Thank you for the food, hyung!”

Then gave a deep, polite bow. Gosh, whose kid is this? Such perfect table manners.

“Ah, wait. Hyung, one sec!”

After bowing, Woojin quickly ran into his room and came back with something.

A pouch of konjac jelly.

“I bought this with the allowance the manager gave me today. You said last time you liked it, right?”

Choked up.

This kid… even fifteen thousand won is barely enough for a meal for two…

[You’ve awarded Choi Woojin 5 Praise Points with administrator privileges for remembering a passing comment!]

Out of nowhere, the usually silent system window popped up next to the jelly with a cheerful pop.

What are those points even for? And why is it so thrilled about this?

Still…

‘I’ll give him that one.’

“Thanks. I’ll enjoy it.”

As the three of us sat there sharing the jelly, my resolve grew even clearer.

They’d eaten well, we even wrapped it up with dessert—now it was time to get to the main topic.

“Hyung. Woojin.”

“Yeah?”

“Huh?”

No more room for hesitation.

“Let’s go to the agency together.”

Flinch.

The two, who had been happily chewing their jelly, froze mid-bite.

They slowly turned their heads to look at me.

The exact same expression I’d seen earlier today—when I’d asked Manager Woo to take me with him.

A moment of silence passed, then Lee Hyunjae spoke first.

“…And what would we do if we went?”

“Debut. Just us.”

Their pupils visibly dilated.

Oh, oh—Woojin, the jelly’s leaking. Swallow first, then speak.

“I really think both of you have what it takes… if you’re just given a chance.”

It’s not like I was just saying that on a whim.

My eyes scanned the floating system windows next to them.

[<Character – Detailed Stats & Info>
Name: Lee Hyunjae
Dance: B–
Vocal: B
Visual: B
Charisma: B
Luck: D

Among trainees, have you ever seen someone with stats this balanced? Unfortunately, fate isn’t on his side, and success doesn’t come easy. If you lack luck, the only answer is to keep trying until it clicks.

What this person needs is opportunity. Opportunity. Only opportunity!

Do good deeds regularly to try and compensate for low ‘Luck’!]

[<Character – Detailed Stats & Info>
Name: Choi Woojin
Dance: C
Vocal: C+
Visual: A
Charm: B+
Luck: B

Yes. Still lacking. And precisely because it’s lacking—perfectly so.

Place them in the center. In the middle. Without a doubt, they will shine even brighter there.

* In certain situations, the trait [I Belong at the Center] will apply a correctional bonus.

Both of them have more than enough potential.

All I can do is give them a chance.

Whatever happens, it’s still better than rotting under that awful CEO.

“I’ll make sure to get them that opportunity.”

“I…”

Just as Woojin was about to open his mouth, I got a call—from the very person I’d asked to look into that opportunity.

“Hold on a sec, Woojin.”

I gave him an apologetic glance and answered the phone.

“Yes, Manager Woo.”

“Wow, you picked up quick this time, huh?”

Geez, always so snarky.

“Of course, depending on who’s calling.”

“If only your mouth was as fast as your feet…”

I threw in a little banter, and Manager Woo let out an exaggerated sigh.

“So I checked what you asked for. The schedule’s tighter than expected. Luckily, they were the ones in need—otherwise we might not’ve even made it into the application round.”

“That’s a relief. The sooner the better.”

The sooner I could get the kids out from under CEO Jo’s clutches, the better.

“So when is it scheduled for?”

“Tomorrow at 4 p.m. In Sangam. Can you make that work?”

“Oh.”

Tomorrow? That’s… sooner than I expected. I glanced down at the battlefield of greasy leftovers on the table and felt a pang of regret.

Shouldn’t have let them eat today… sigh.

“Do either of you have anything scheduled tomorrow afternoon?”

“Uh, no?”

“I don’t either.”

Perfect. Thank god.

I’d need to hurry and contact the trainees who went home, too.

“Yeah, it should work. I’ll double-check everyone’s schedule and get back to you early tomorrow morning.”

“Efficient as always. Got it. And tell those kids to take care of themselves for at least one day.”

Well, they’ve already stuffed themselves full of soda and greasy meat, but… heh.

I hung up and looked ahead.

“What’s going on? Come on, let me in on it this time.”

Lee Hyunjae started pressing me for answers. He always got oddly sheepish when asking for stuff like this—what a peculiar personality trait.

“We’re going to an audition tomorrow afternoon.”

“An audition? Out of nowhere?”

“Where? What audition?”

“Well… who knows?”

“……??!”

Man, watching them get flustered like this is surprisingly entertaining.

As I grinned to myself, I suddenly had a nagging feeling—like I was forgetting something important.

Wait a sec… No, no way. I’m the protagonist.

Trying to shake off the anxiety, I quickly opened a new system window.

And then—

“Uh…”

Ah… This is bad. This isn’t how it’s supposed to go…

“Hey, um… would you two be okay going without me tomorrow?”

“……??!!?”

They both looked way more panicked than before.

But this time, it wasn’t funny at all.

Damn. This kind of sloppy development? Not what I signed up for.

I have to figure something out.


[<Character – Detailed Stats & Info>

Name: Kim Haram (Seo Jimin)
Dance: E
Vocal: F
Visual: A
Charm: A~D
Luck: B+

The Possessor’s Dilemma. All stats except appearance are based on the original Seo Jimin’s abilities. Oh? Seems like you had decent luck.

That’s a relief. May fortune follow you on your path :)]



 
  Chapter 8: The Enemy Is Close






“What’s with this sudden emergency summons?”

Late at night, just after dinner, Ko Jeongeun grumbled as she returned to the dorm at Lee Hyunjae’s request.

“Sorry. It’s something really important.”

“So where’s this person with the ‘really important’ thing to say?”

Her eyes were full of thinly veiled annoyance.

“He said to call him once Ji-won hyung gets here.”

“What, so we’re just supposed to wait around? Where’d he even go?”

“Um…”

“He went to practice.”

“Practice?? At this hour??”

Ko Jeongeun muttered like she’d heard it all now.
“That’s it. I’m going over there right now.”

No! That’s not gonna work. This is hopeless. Completely hopeless!

I glared at my creaky limbs, my eyes filled with despair.

How—how could I be this untalented?

I had checked my stats and rushed straight to the practice room, but no matter what I tried, nothing worked.

“You can’t just give me the face and call it a day!!!”

[We can also adjust your appearance to exactly match your previous life!]

Aaaah! Then what’s the point of being reincarnated?! Don’t push me any further!

No matter how much I fought with this annoying system, nothing changed.

No matter what I did, my vocal cords could only produce F-tier singing, and my limbs moved like E-tier flailing.

I thought maybe dancing was my saving grace since the stat was slightly higher…

Wait—was I always this bad?

I was supposed to be practicing in front of the mirror, but it didn’t even resemble dancing anymore—I was already facing away, unable to bear the shame.

“Why… why won’t my upper and lower body move together?!”

My body was strangely at odds with itself, as if the top and bottom halves were two different governments.

Is this because I come from a divided country? Did my body have a civil war while I wasn’t looking?

How did I ever manage to walk and use my phone at the same time…

As I spaced out and stared blankly at the wall, random thoughts running wild, the system window popped up again.

Go away. I’m not in the mood to talk to you right now.

I waved my hand to shoo it away, but it stubbornly hovered right in front of my eyes.

“I said stop bothering me already!”

When I snapped, the system window refused to back down and expanded right in front of me.

[Would you like to use the ‘Random Box (Advanced)’?!!!]

[Y/N]

Oh, right. That thing.

It was the item I got after helping Manager Woo with his “awakening(?)”.

Come on now, why are you getting mad? Look at this—what kind of system in the world has more punctuation marks than actual words?

“That’s right! I got an item for helping Manager Woo! Let’s try using that!”

As I played it up, the system window instantly shrank down to a normal size, and a red ‘Y/N’ began blinking.

Tch, such a patient little thing.

‘Still, thank goodness.’

Yes, this is how it should be. The protagonist should get buffs like this.

Helping Manager Woo achieve his super evolution—turns out that was all foreshadowing!

Feeling a wave of relief, I kept my gaze on the ‘Y’ for a moment, and a golden box popped out with a pop!

[Opening the Random Box.]

[…]

[…]

“Please… Please…”

Just one broken skill, that’s all I ask.

Icons briefly representing the effects of different skills spun in circles.

Some looked like they’d improve vocals at a glance, others like they’d make you dance better even with one eye shut—those popped up more than once.

Give me that one… please give me that one…

[…]

[Open complete!]

[Skill acquired: ‘Your Tiny Guardian Spirit’!]

Huh? What? Tiny what now?

[Summoning guardian spirit.]

Guardian spirit?

I only had a second to wonder before a glowing orb of light appeared in front of me.

Guardian spirit… There are guardian spirits out there that act almost like constellations and give you tons of buffs just for having them around. So maybe… there’s still hope.

I waited with a shred of optimism.

[Guardian spirit summoning complete.]

[Please take care of it with love! ♡]

And then—

The bundle of light that had been gathering suddenly burst apart like shattered glass.

But… huh? Isn’t there something off with this explanation? I’m supposed to take care of it?

In the place where the light had disappeared—

“…? Me?”

A small, tiny, and precious-looking version of myself—more precisely, a floating mini Kim Haram—was hovering in midair.

Should I call it a fairy? A doll?

Either way, it looked just like me, only cuter, as if I had been turned into a character.

Bow.

It gave a polite greeting.

Smile.

It flashed a bright smile.

…Cute. So, what exactly can you do?

[<Skill Info>


	Skill Name: Your Tiny Guardian Spirit

	Rank: SS

	Effect: Mental and emotional stability



This tiny guardian spirit will always be one step behind you, cheering you on.A presence that always supports me—could this be… family?]

So in other words, it doesn’t do anything. It’s just… cute. What is this, ArtXst? Why did I pull a beautiful piece of trash?

Why is the rank so high?

“Sigh…“

While I was sighing, the little thing—maybe I should just call it my guardian spirit—scurried up to me and waved in a friendly gesture.

[Nice to meet you!]

Ah, so it speaks through the system window.

…Well. Being pretty and cute is a form of value in itself, I guess.

“Whatever. I was a fool to expect anything.”

I mean, it’s not like this beginner-tier system was ever going to give me something amazing.

Isn’t there anything I can do with the abilities I have?

Right now, all I really have is money… yeah, money.

“Should I bribe the judges? No… no, that’s not a fundamental solution… and it’s unethical too…”

It just didn’t sit right with me. I didn’t want to succeed by hurting someone else for no reason.

“Hmm…”

As I sat there thinking, the guardian spirit toddled off to stand in front of the mirror.

What is it planning?

After hopping in place a few times, it started bouncing its tiny arms and legs, dancing.

And then—

“What the heck, why is it so good?”

It started dancing perfectly—the very routine I had been practicing even before the item draw.

After moving around a bit like it was warming up, the guardian spirit glanced over at me.

As soon as I heard Haram’s voice, I couldn’t stop myself from grinning.

The corners of my eyes crinkled up, my mouth wouldn’t close and I thought I might start drooling. But who cares? Kim Haram can’t see my expression right now anyway.

Chu-rup—

Ah… damn it.

As much as I tried to hold back, CEO Jo finally lost control and drooled onto the table.

So much for maintaining his dignity as a CEO…

[ “No, I don’t want to?”]

But, excuse me? That must be a mistake in the guidance. I’m supposed to look after them?

The moment the light disappeared—

“……Huh? Me?”

A tiny, small, precious version of me, no, of Kim Haram—was floating in the air.

Should I say like a fairy? Or a doll?

Anyway, it was like a chibi version of ‘me,’ cutified to the max—

Bow.

It gave a polite little bow.

Smile.

It beamed sweetly.

…Okay, that’s cute. So, what can you do?

[<Skill Info>


	Skill Name: Your Little Support Spirit

	Rank: SS

	Effect: Mental and Emotional Stability



This little support spirit will always cheer for you from one step behind.A presence that always cheers for me… is this… family?]

So basically… it has no real effect. It’s just… cute. What is this, Art×ss? Why is this pretty garbage even a thing?

And why’s the rank so damn high?

“Haa…”

As I let out a sigh, the little thing—can I even call it a support spirit?—came trotting over and made a friendly gesture in front of me.

[I’ll be in your care!]

So it speaks through the system window, huh.

…Well. I guess just being cute and pretty is a value of its own.

“Whatever. I was stupid for expecting anything.”

I mean, I shouldn’t have expected much from a system that’s been screaming ‘newbie’ since the beginning.

Isn’t there anything I can do with my current abilities?

All I have right now is… money. Yeah, money.

“Should I bribe the judges? No… no, that’s not a real solution… and it’s unethical…”

It doesn’t sit right with my values. I didn’t want to succeed at the cost of hurting someone else.

“Hmm…”

As I sunk into deeper thought, the support spirit trotted over to stand in front of the mirror.

What’s it doing?

After a few hops in place, it suddenly started dancing with a flick of its tiny arms and legs. And—

“What the hell, why’s it so good?”

It started dancing perfectly—exactly the choreography I’d been practicing before pulling that gacha.

After a short warm-up, the little thing shot me a glance.

[I will teach you the dance!]

…That’s actually useful? You’re going to teach me?

I let out a surprised chuckle—it didn’t sound like a bad idea.

Perfect timing, too. I had no way of asking Choi Woojin or Lee Hyunjae for help.

“I’ll call you Soram,” I said as I stood up.

The support spirit tilted its head, a question mark floating above it.

“You look just like Kim Haram but smaller. So, small Haram—Soram. Is that okay?”

Calling it “support spirit” all the time felt a bit off, you know?

Soram paused like it was thinking for a moment, then seemed delighted and flew over to hug my cheek.

[I like it! I’ll give you 5 praise points!]

Why are you giving me points?

[Since I’m Soram, that makes you Dae-ram, big Haram!]

Uh… what? That’s lame. I think I’ll stick with just being Haram, thanks.

Well, lame nicknames or not, this was still a much better setup than practicing alone.

“I’m counting on you.”

Yep, time to think positive. Be positive.

I had this strange feeling that things were going to go well. And then—

‘This kind of premonition is usually a death flag.’

My long-dormant reader instincts whispered to me.
Sure enough, not even a second later—another disaster came crashing in.

Bang—!!

Of course. That sounds about right. Or does it?

The door to the practice room suddenly slammed open with a sound like a bomb going off.

“KIM HARAM, WHERE ARE YOU!!!”

The person who caused the explosive sound stormed into the room with rage written all over his face.

Excuse me, who are you? I don’t know a person like you.

Behind the furious man, Lee Hyunjae stumbled in, clearly out of breath.

Oh good, Hyunjae-hyung, you’re here. Please, Mr. Stranger, go talk to him instead.

But my small prayer didn’t even reach the edge of heaven.
The stranger locked eyes with me—and marched over with heavy steps.

“You little punk!”

Before I could react, he closed the distance and grabbed me by the collar.

I mean, I expected hardship, sure—but I didn’t think it would be this aggressive. Wow, first time in my life someone’s grabbed me like this.

“Hey! Go Jung-eun!!”

Lee Hyunjae shouted, his voice booming.

Go Jung-eun…? That name’s kinda pretty for someone with such a shitty personality.

At some point, Soram popped into my field of vision and brought up a system window.

[<Character Information>
Name: Ko Jeongeun
Age: 21
Position: Undecided
Traits:
– Bullies the Weak, Bows to the Strong (Rare / Active)
– Bus Passenger (Common / Active)
– Never in the Wrong (Common / Active)
View Detailed Stats and Info (Open)]

I see it. I can see exactly what kind of person this bastard is.

“Ko Jeongeun, let go of him—right now!”

Lee Hyunjae, who had run over in a panic, pried Ko Jeongeun’s hand off my collar.

“Why the hell are you yelling at me?! The problem is this jerk doing whatever the hell he wants!!”

Ugh, his voice is deafening. It echoes in my skull.

“Hey, Kim Haram!!”

You’re younger than me and still speaking informally? There is nothing I like about this guy.

“…What.”

My cold tone pierced the air. Ko Jeongeun flinched for a moment but quickly regained his bluster.

“You bastard, what’s this bullshit about you leaving the company?!!”

“KO JEONGEUN!!!!!!”

Lee Hyunjae rushed between us and stood firm.

“I told you—listen to what Haram has to say first before going off like this! Are you out of your mind?!”

“Out of my mind?! How could I not be?! If that bastard leaves, we’re all dead! I stayed in this goddamn shithole because of him—him! And now what?!”

Because of the height difference, even with Hyunjae standing in between, Ko Jeongeun’s glare was still locked onto me.

“Say something, damn it!! Say something, you little shit!!”

He shoved Hyunjae’s shoulder roughly, annoyed at being blocked.

“Ugh!”

Hyunjae lost his balance and stumbled toward me.

Go ahead. Try something else. Let’s see what happens next.

“And you! Be honest for once! You only came here banking on Haram to carry you to debut on the damn bus, didn’t you?! Fuck!”

Seriously, what is this guy’s problem? Can’t say a single sentence without dropping an f-bomb?

Even Lee Hyunjae seemed caught off guard by how far this was going and couldn’t get a word out.

Ko Jeongeun kept spewing his rage.

“And now what? You’re leaving the company?! You irresponsible bastard!! Hey! Say something, goddamn it!!”

Just a little more. Yeah, just a little more—keep going.

“What the hell am I supposed to do with my life?! I staked everything on this shitty company because of you!!!”

There it is. That’s enough.

You mortgaged your life to this company. That’s what you’re saying, huh?

“Ko Jeongeun, you really—!”

Lee Hyunjae straightened up again and tried to intervene.

I appreciate the thought, but it’s fine now, hyung.

“Ko Jeongeun.”

He flinched at just hearing his name. You’re already spooked from that? What are you gonna do when it gets worse?

“Yeah?! You bastard! You kept your damn mouth shut for so long—at least say something, fuck!”

Always with the “fuck.” You really are a fucking piece of work.

“You wanna die?”

His pupils trembled wildly.

“Wha… what?! Did you just say what I think you said?!”

“How much did you get paid?”

That’s it. I’m not playing along with your shocked reactions anymore. Not interested in listening to your whiny voice that’s more like a puppy yipping over a missing pink dress.

“W-what are you—! Answer my question, you son of a bitch!!”

“I said—how much have you been paid?”

I gently moved Lee Hyunjae aside and stepped forward.

Sensing something was wrong, Ko Jeongeun instinctively stepped back.

“…Ugh!”


But I simply stepped forward again—twice.

Showing that kind of mercy to a worm like you doesn’t cost me anything.

“How much has CEO Jo been feeding you under the table?”

In this story, the first villain I’m gonna take down…Is you, Ko Jeongeun.



 
  Chapter 9: The Enemy Is Close






From the very beginning, it had been a mystery.

Even if CEO Jo was holding something over the trainees, could Kim Haram really be such an idiot that he couldn’t do anything with all that money?

Come on. Was it really possible he never once thought of just throwing it all away and running?

No way. That couldn’t be.

There must have been something else—something that kept Haram from breaking free.

“Hey. I’m asking you. Say something.”

Like this guy right here—Go Jeongeun.

“How much of the money I earned did you leech off?”

Go Jeongeun’s eyes started trembling like poplar leaves.

He slowly backed away—until he hit the wall. Nowhere left to run.

“…Nothing.”

“Huh?”

“I said I didn’t take anything, damn it! We didn’t even make any money, so what the hell would I take?!”

If you want to claim you didn’t take anything, maybe don’t talk about Haram’s income.

A sigh slipped from my lips—at his foolishness, at his pathetic excuses.

Cowards like him always act the same. Weak to the strong, strong to the weak. They think they’re clever, leeching off anyone they perceive as more powerful than themselves.

So, that means…

“You’re more scared of the CEO than me, aren’t you?”

Foolish bastard.

Kim Haram was never weaker than that piece of trash, Jo Jeongjae. He was just too kind—even to scum like you.

“What did that bastard tell you?”

Not that I expected an answer.

“He told you to keep me in check so I don’t get any ideas, right?”

Because the answer was obvious.

“If I even looked like I might run away…”

I brought my face up close to his.

“…he told you to stop me no matter what, didn’t he?”

The reflection in Go Jeongeun’s eyes was filled with ice.

I bet Haram could make that same expression too… What a foolish kid.

“Say something.”

But Go Jeongeun stayed silent.

Of course he was flustered.

Kim Haram probably never had to yell like this.

‘I trusted you alone when I came here.’

That one line would’ve been enough to shut him up and keep him working, practicing, without another word.

Even now, Go Jeongeun was still bold enough to say it—to claim that Haram came here believing in him.

As time passed, it must’ve become harder and harder to turn back.

For CEO Jo, who ran the company with his own money.

For Lee Hyunjae and Choi Woojin, who trained in silence.

They all probably thought they had to be Haram’s support. But Haram, you were too naive.

If you keep trying to prop up a rotten tree, you’ll just rot with it.

You should’ve cut off the rot long ago—cut off guys like Go Jeongeun, who couldn’t even speak up when it mattered.

“You… you crazy freak, writing some twisted fanfic or something?! You son of a—!!”

Wow, look at that—so loyal in all the wrong places. Still siding with CEO Jo?

Head down, can’t even meet my eyes, and still trying to put up a fight. It was almost… pitiful now.

“Just give me your bank account.”

I stepped back, away from Go Jeongeun. I didn’t want to breathe the same air.

“What?”

Oh wow, look at that. The moment I take a step back, he suddenly finds the courage to glare.

He really doesn’t realize how much I’m kindly offering him a clean exit.

“You’re only doing this crap for money, right?”

I should sit down. My legs are too precious to be wasted standing here.

I pulled up a chair and sat down.

“I’m not doing this just for money…”

“Ten million won.”

Go Jeongeun’s face froze in disbelief.

“I’ll give you ten million. In exchange, you keep your mouth shut for two weeks.”

I looked up at him, eyes narrowed. Not a bad position. Even though I was looking up, it still felt like I was towering over him.

“I don’t know how much the CEO usually gives you. But hey, not bad, right? You get 5 mil a week just for zipping your lips. Sound like a deal?”

There was a long silence before he finally opened his mouth.

“…It’s all because of you…”

“What?”

“This is all your fault!! If you’d just worked a bit harder, if you’d begged to debut—!! Then I, and the others, we’d all be debuting by now, raking in money!!”

Wow. The deflection is insane.

What, is he actually saying Haram refused to debut?

That’s ridiculous.

If that were true, why would Haram pour all his earnings back into the company?

Kim Haram wanted to debut more than anyone. He wanted it—for himself, and for the rest of you too.

And maybe… one of the reasons he couldn’t speak up for himself…

I turned to the newly appeared window floating beside Go Jeongeun.

[<Character – Detailed Stats & Info>

Name: Ko Jeongeun

Dance: D
Vocal: D–
Visual: B–
Charm: D
Luck: C+

Not much talent, and doesn’t seem to have put in any effort either! Definitely someone who’s just been taking hobby dance classes for fun!

Oh—what? You’re saying that’s not true?

Uh… that’s awkward.]

I stood up from my chair again and walked toward him.

“Cut the crap.”

How dare he act like he’s desperate.

“You’re not here because you want to be an idol.”

He’s only ever thinking about leeching off others. And what pissed me off even more—

“And how dare you even bring up Hyunjae-hyung and Woojin.”

Just being mentioned in the same sentence as them is an insult.

“Do you have more talent than others?”

They’ve got talent, at least.

“Then do you work harder than them?”

They put in more effort than you ever have.

“If it’s neither of those,”

Then don’t be a nuisance to others. Sit down and stay quiet.

I stared straight into his eyes. I didn’t need to say it out loud. He’d understand. The contempt in my gaze said it all.

“You get it, right?”

Jeongeun stared back at me, his face drained of all color, and I gave him a thin smile.

“Alright then, we’ll consider it settled at ten million won?”

Jeongeun hung his head low again, saying nothing.

“When someone’s asked a question, they should answer, don’t you think?”

Still no response.

“Jeongeun-ah, answer me?”

He buried his face in his hands and took a deep breath.

Nod—

He gave a small nod.

“Fine.”

You should’ve said that from the start.

Just as the conversation was wrapping up—

“Hyung!!”

Choi Woojin burst into the practice room, dragging along a boy about the same age.

Nice timing.
Is this the last one?

He was clearly out of breath, suggesting he ran straight over as soon as the final member arrived.

“I brought Jiwon-hyung! Is everything okay… hyung?”

Judging by the way he spoke, it seemed Go Jeongeun had been acting suspicious ever since they left the dorm.

Woojin glanced between me and Go Jeongeun, clearly gauging the mood.

Go Jeongeun, still covering his face, hadn’t budged an inch—he seemed weighed down with guilt.

You don’t have to worry, Woojin. This bad guy right here has already been cleanly defeated by your big brother.

“Uh… sorry, Haram-ah. On the way here, I said something unnecessary to Jeongeun…”

Finally, Lee Hyunjae stepped forward, revealing his presence.

“It’s okay. It was something that needed to be said anyway.”

He must’ve yelled at her big time on the way here. I don’t even need to see it to know.

“So… we’re all here now?”

“Yes. This is everyone on our team.”

That was rough… it felt like there was way too much drama just to gather five people. Maybe it’s a blessing that we’re so few.

“Alright then, let’s talk a bit.”

Each person grabbed a chair from the corner of the practice room and sat down.

“So, the reason I suddenly called you all here is…”

Just as I began to speak, my eyes caught on Go Jeongeun, standing alone and blankly staring at the floor.

“Jeongeun. Come sit with us too.”

“What…?”

She looked up at me with swollen eyes.

Did she cry?

“It’s distracting, so come sit down. I was going to talk to you about this anyway.”

Go Jeongeun, who had been spacing out for a moment, slowly shuffled over and sat down on the floor.

Is she sulking or what?

Alright. That’s enough. I’m done wasting energy on you.

I’ve got way too much on my plate to keep worrying about you—

“Okay, now I’ll really explain everything.”

…Way too much.

“Wait… but is that actually possible? Seriously? For real??”

“Uh… it should be…”

“Hah… I mean, that’s insane. Hyung, I didn’t know your power was on that level. That’s no joke. Seriously.”

What is with all this “for real,” “seriously,” and “power” talk?
This guy’s amazing… in a very different way.

And why does his voice sound so good?

“Haa… Haram-hyung… power, seriously… power… wow… the influence… wow…”

Should I just land a power punch right on his mouth?
Then maybe he’ll never say the word ‘power’ again.

Lee Jiwon, the one who came with Woojin, seemed like the kind of guy who made you want to use physical force—but for a completely different reason than Go Jeongeun.

[<Character Info>

Name: Lee Jiwon
Age: 21
Position: TBD
Traits:


	TMT (Passive/Activated)

	Career Search (Passive/Activated)



View detailed stats and info (Expand)]

Lee Jiwon was certainly living up to his traits. Honestly, the fact that he walked into the room, saw the chaos, and still kept quiet was… almost commendable.

“Seriously, hyung, I was shocked. You suddenly told me to come, so I just did. Woojin didn’t explain much, but he looked kind of desperate. Then I show up and Jeongeun’s just staring at the floor, and then you hit us with this wild proposal, and… ah, today is seriously going down in my life as—”

Please… stop…

I need to leave this room… If I keep listening, I’m going to lose my mind.

“Um, Haram-hyung. But, uh—”

Savior.

As Woojin opened his mouth, Jiwon’s finally stopped.

“If we do this… you’re not going to get hurt, right?”

Woojin asked, his eyes full of concern.

“Right? I was wondering the same thing. Will the CEO… really go along with this like you said?”

Lee Hyunjae chimed in from the side, supporting Choi Woojin. Maybe because he had overheard my earlier conversation with Go Jeongeun, he looked hesitant to even mention CEO Jo by name.

‘I’ll probably have to explain things properly later.’

“Yeah. There won’t be any problems. I won’t be taking any kind of damage either.”

Honestly, what mattered more than me was how they felt about it.

“Are you guys okay with this? Woojin, Ji-won?”

Even putting aside the fact that they had to audition tomorrow, it was a decision that could lead to a lot of complications.

If things went wrong, they might have to abandon everything they’d built up until now.

‘I won’t let it come to that, but still…’

What if they say no? How do I convince them…?

While I was lost in those thoughts—

“Yes!”

“Yup.”

Surprisingly firm answers came back.

…Huh, it’s really that fine with them?

‘Really that fine’—what kind of phrase was that? The reaction was so casual that it made me blurt out nonsense.

“Yes. Like you said, hyung… I actually think it’s a great opportunity.”

“Yeah. We’ve had our issues with the company too…”

Lee Hyunjae’s eyes flicked briefly toward Go Jeongeun. He was definitely still worrying about her.

“…There were a lot of things we didn’t like. And like Woojin said, it seems like a good chance.”

If they truly felt that way, then it was a huge relief.

“Hyung. I mean, you’re going this far for us—how could we not follow you? Honestly, if we didn’t, we’d be total idiots. Not just idiots, but ungrateful ones. I mean, where else in the world is someone thinking this much about us…”

Power Punch. I swear, I’ll make sure to learn Power Punch next time we draw skills.

Get ready, So-ram.

So-ram, having read the look in my eyes, nodded enthusiastically. Yeah, you’re on the same page as me.

“Let’s all just do our best tomorrow. We’ve been practicing hard up till now, haven’t we?”

Lee Hyunjae swept his gaze over the younger members as he spoke. Now that’s more like the eldest brother.

And a little later…

“I think it’s better to sleep and wake up early like usual, rather than being a wreck tomorrow from lack of sleep.”

At my suggestion, the group—having come to a quick consensus—began preparing to head back to the dorm.

“Haram, you’re not coming?”

“Oh, no. Since there’s stuff to take care of after tomorrow’s audition… I’m going to stay back and think a bit on my own.”

“Don’t push yourself too hard, hyung.”

And just like that, the noisy, chaotic air inside the practice room began to quiet down.

“Whew, now that there are fewer people, it feels chilly.”

Only the damp, clammy air of the semi-basement practice room remained.

Left alone, I stood in front of the mirror.

“Well then… I sure went on about having no talent earlier…”

At some point, Soram had changed into her practice outfit and walked over to me.


“The real issue with talent is…”

It’s me. I’m the biggest problem.

Haah— Time to practice.





 
  Chapter 10: Be the IDOL






This is bad. What am I going to do…

Completely ignoring my anxiety, the van cruised steadily toward the audition site.

“Ha…”

Manager Woo, who had shown up at the dorm right at noon and was now driving the van, glanced sideways at me.

“Hey, what’s up with that guy? Why does he look like that?”

That guy? Wow. That’s a bit much, Manager Woo.

“Uh… He came in pretty late last night. Maybe he’s just tired.”

Woojin, sitting in the front passenger seat, responded to the manager’s question.

“What? Today? At dawn? Doing what?”

Sigh…

When I didn’t answer and only sighed, Hyunjae, who was sitting beside me, spoke up instead.

“He was practicing. For today’s audition.”

“Practicing??”

This time, Manager Woo turned his whole head to stare at my face.

Could you please keep your eyes on the road, sir? I’ve got a bit of trauma from traffic accidents. Think you could dodge two dump trucks at once?

“What’s the big deal? He just had to do what he always does. Why the drama?”

“Well…”

I felt like I had to say something, so I opened my mouth—but the words wouldn’t come out.

How am I supposed to say, If I do what I always do, I’m screwed?

“…I guess I’ve just been feeling a little stiff lately, so I thought I’d do a quick run-through and… yeah. Haha.”

Woojin twisted his body around in his seat to peek at me through the gap.

“Hyung, seriously… You’re amazing.”

Then he turned back to the front and added, “I really should try harder too,” which made a heavy sense of guilt wash over me.

“No, really… I’m not that amazing…”

“No, hyung, you are. Seriously. You’ve got way more experience than us, and you’re already great at dancing and singing. But you still give it your all every time. I really think that’s incredible. Even as a guy, I can’t help but admire you. I was so shocked this morning—when I woke up, you were just coming back in. It really made me reflect on myself…”

Lee Jiwon… Please stop…

How can someone sound so calm and yet so noisy?

Feeling even more mentally exhausted, I opened the system window for no good reason.

[<Character – Detailed Stats and Info>

Name: Kim Haram (Seo Jimin)
Dance: E+
Vocal: F+
Visual: A
Charm: A~D
Luck: B+

Yo! Looks like your dance and vocal skills have improved quite a bit after meeting a good mentor.
Keep devoting yourself to practice! And don’t forget—the grace of a teacher is as vast as the sky!]

“Improved quite a bit”? Improved QUITE A BIT??

All I got was a tiny little “+” at the end of my ranks, and you’re calling that “quite a bit”?? I still can’t even bend my knees and stretch my arms at the same time, and you’re saying it’s “quuuuite a bit”??

I’m mad. I’m really mad. And on top of that…

‘Soram, is this you writing this?’

Flinch.

Soram, who had been sitting quietly on the seat armrest for some time, finally stirred.

So it was you.

Fine. The grace of a teacher is important.

‘It’s okay.’

She did teach me properly. It’s probably just my own nerves making me irrationally angry. Haha.

Ever since Soram was “born”(?), the system hadn’t been sending me messages separately, which I found odd—but it seems she’s taken over that role now.

‘Maybe… no, never mind.’

It wasn’t something that would change just by mulling over it right now.

What really mattered was the fact that—stats-wise—I was still worse off than Ko Jeongeun……

I’d thought maybe I could make something work with my traits, but…

No obvious breakthrough there either.

[<Trait Info>

Trait Name: Born to Be Idol
Grade: Special
Status: Active
Effect:
You were born to be an idol.
When you are an idol, you shine brighter than anyone else.]

…This one’s vague too.

[<Trait Info>

Trait Name: Even a Fangirl Hits the Jackpot
Grade: Unique
Status: Active
Effect:
Fangirling is your life.
Your blood, sweat, and tears spent in your fandom journey have finally paid off.
All actions related to fandom now influence the user.
Usage Condition: Must be someone’s fan.]

This one too—way too vague and unhelpful.

How am I supposed to plan for the future with such wishy-washy explanations, huh? At the very least, can’t you give me something straightforward, like “Dance stat increases by two levels”?

‘Soram… huh?’

Little So-ram was scribbling something onto an even smaller notepad.

Ah, right. You’re saying you’ll do it that way next time?

“Yeah…”

May your tomorrow always be better than your today.

How am I supposed to pass…

At this rate, the others will all pass and I’ll be the only one to fail.

Is it money, after all? Should I try slipping an envelope to someone and hinting I’d appreciate some help…

Just then, Lee Hyun-jae spoke to me from beside.

“Harama.”

“Hm? Yes, hyung?”

“Are you really worried?”

Well, of course I’m extremely worried about my future. If I’m the only one who fails, that’d look so awkward.

“Yeah. I am a bit worried.”

“…I thought so.”

…Why is he reacting like that? Did he secretly watch me practicing? Has he found out I’m the weakest link in this whole universe?

Hyun-jae seemed to have made up his mind as he continued.

“Don’t worry too much. Everyone’s going to give it their all.”

Huh?

“…What?”

Caught off guard by his unexpected words, my thoughts and voice burst out almost at the same time.

That’s not the problem here.

“The others are all good. As long as they do what they usually do, there shouldn’t be a problem today.”

Choi Woo-jin chimed in right on cue.

“I’m not even worried about Hyun-jae hyung. Honestly, among us, he’s the best after Haram hyung.”

Hyun-jae gave a faint smile at that.

“Who knows how many more chances we’ll get like this in the future. So I’ll really do my best. Don’t worry too much. It’ll be fine.”

His eyes scanned from Woo-jin to me, then to Ji-won, and finally to Go Jeong-eun.

“Let’s go do well. Woo-jin, Ji-won… you too, Jeong-eun.”

Woo-jin and Ji-won responded in unison, cheerful as ever: “Yes!”

But why the hell is Go Jeong-eun included in this? I already cut ties with that jerk the moment we met.

“…What a load of crap.”

Look at that, just look at that. First thing out of his mouth is a curse—how charming.

And yet, Lee Hyunjae just smiled gently and let it slide. He’s a saint, seriously.

…At this point, maybe I should just go along with it too. I really don’t want to see Hyunjae squirm in embarrassment over a giant misunderstanding.

“I’m not worried.”

I gave a bright smile too.

“Let’s do our best out there. All of us.”

Ha… what am I even doing.

Later on, we made a brief stop at a salon to get light makeup done.

‘Is this really okay? We’re going to audition for a different company, you know?’

Woojin asked.

‘Yeah. It’s fine.’

In the end, it’s all coming out of my own pocket anyway. It’s fine. It’s all fine.

The audition venue we arrived at was, surprisingly—

“Whoa, there’s a ton of people here.”

—really packed.

What is this? I thought this show totally flopped? Why is it doing so well?

“Manager Woo?”

“Yeah?”

“There are a lot of people here.”

Didn’t you say they were the ones desperate and happily accepted our application? They don’t look desperate at all.

“Uh… yeah, you’re right.”

“…You didn’t pull any dirty tricks, did you?”

“What the hell are you talking about?! Hey! I hate stuff like that!”

[The trait <Ambition of Justice and Righteousness> of Woo Taeyoon howls!]

Ah, right. He’s that kind of person.

Okay, that checks out. I’ll let that slide.

‘Then what’s going on…?’

A large banner hanging on one side of the hall caught my eye.

[Welcome to Be the IDOL auditions!]

Be the IDOL.

No doubt about it.

The most infamous flop of an idol audition program I know of.

How bad was it?

No, I just wrote this because I was curious too.

Does anyone know what those guys are up to? Where are they, what are they doing?

I asked the question, so please give an answer.

— What’s that supposed to mean?
— How do you even do that?
— LMAO hahahahahahahahaha

It was pretty much like that—just total indifference, their name recognition completely shattered.

They were in that state someone once said is even worse for a celebrity than bad attention.

All I remember is:

— Weren’t they all failed idols without agencies?
— Yeah, that’s right.
— So where did they go?
— What even is that?
— Ah f*ck hahahahahahahaha

Yeah, that’s about it.

It was a program that only gathered people who had no agencies or were about to lose theirs.

Still, it seemed better than ending up at Herb Entertainment, and I thought our kids had potential, so we chose that option.

But with this many participants…

‘What if all our kids get eliminated…?’

“Haram?”

I was staring blankly at the hall when someone approached and spoke to me.

“Yes?”

“You are Haram, right? Long time no see.”

Wh… who are you?

As I hesitated in confusion, Manager Woo spoke first.

“You’re PD Jang Yeonju, right?”

“Oh, hello. Manager Woo? The one who called yesterday?”

“Yes. Haram was really thankful to you back during Idol Training Center.”

That was the name of the survival program where Kim Haram had previously made it into the debut group.

“Oh no, not at all… I’m the one who should be thankful to Haram.”

She gave me a tired smile and nodded in greeting.

“Well, I’m a bit busy right now, so I’ll get going. Haram, good luck!”

“Thank you.”

PD Jang Yeonju was about to walk away quickly, but paused as if something came to mind and turned back to us.

“Thanks for coming.”

Suddenly? I should’ve been the one saying thank you, so hearing that left me completely flustered.

After PD Jang walked off a bit, I looked back at Manager Woo.

“Manager Woo?”

“Yeah?”

I narrowed my eyes at him.

He seemed to catch on and shouted in frustration.

“Oh come on, I told you there’s nothing going on!”

Tch. Yeah, yeah. Got it.

[Woo Taeyoon’s trait <Ambitious Man of Justice> shows signs of change!!!
Ah, sorry. I won’t say anything. What kind of trait even is this…]

A little later, the first round of judging began, and Manager Woo left the room. It was a program made for contestants without agencies, so having a company rep inside would’ve been strange anyway.

I sat on the plastic chair according to the randomly assigned number tag—

I sat down on a plastic chair according to the randomly assigned number tag.

“Hey. It really is Kim Haram.”

“What the hell. Why is she even here?”

“Isn’t this basically seal-clubbing? She’s seriously shameless.”

I can hear everything, guys.

It’s not seal-clubbing… It’s not… I might be the weakest one here, okay?

Feeling a bit bitter, I looked around aimlessly—only to lock eyes with Lee Hyunjae.

With sparkling eyes, Hyunjae gave me his usual gentle smile and a thumbs-up.

But—

Hyunjae, your thumb is shaking like crazy?

You okay? Are you sure you’re allowed to shake that much?

What happened to that confident energy you showed in the car earlier?!

‘What’s the point of having a calm face if the rest of you is falling apart?’

Just as I thought that, Soram popped up a new system window in front of me.

[A new sub-quest has been generated.]
[Sub-Quest – “Stabilize”]

Objective: Help calm Lee Hyunjae’s nerves.
Reward: Random Box (Low-tier)
Failure Penalty: Hyunjae’s “Luck” will decrease.

Now you give me a quest?

When I was begging for any stat-repair quest yesterday, you didn’t lift a finger!

Ugh… I’ve got my own problems—how am I supposed to worry about someone else’s…

But the penalty was too cruel: lowering the luck of someone who already had terrible luck.

I couldn’t just do nothing. I turned to look at Hyunjae again.

Puh. Puh. Puh. Puh.

Hyunjae tilted his head, confused.

Puh. Puh. Puh. Puh.

‘You. Can. Do. This.’

Puh, puh, puh.

‘Figh. Ting.’

Then I clenched my fist tight.

Sorry. This is the best I can do right now.

Hyunjae must have picked up on what I meant, because his smile suddenly looked much more relaxed.

Ding—

[Sub-Quest – “Stabilize” completed.]
[You have obtained ‘Random Box (Low-tier)’.]

That worked? That actually calmed him down? What a ridiculously easy guy…

I let out an awkward smile and turned my head slightly.

‘What the heck.’

A few lines ahead, my eyes locked with Choi Woojin’s. It looked like he had been watching that whole little cheerleading act just now.

But… why is your lower lip jutting out like that? You want one too? Want me to go puh puh at you too?

Unfortunately, there was no time left to cheer Woojin up.

“WHAT THE F**K!!!”

A loud curse echoed through the huge hall, instantly pulling everyone’s attention forward.


“WHAT THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU BASTARDS ARE DOING?!”

It was Ko Jeongeun.

“What did I do wrong compared to the brat before me, huh?!”

She had started causing a scene—again.



 
  Chapter 11: How to Use Me






“Say it! What the hell did that bitch before me do better than I did!!”

Ko Jeongeun’s shouting continued to echo through the hall.

‘No one’s stopping her.’

A few staff members near the stage were keeping an eye on the situation, but none looked inclined to intervene.

‘This is what they want, right? Good TV?’

So obvious. From the production team’s perspective, this was a goldmine of drama.

Someone willingly stepping into the villain role everyone else tries to avoid? Why would they stop her?

“Say something already!!!!”

Ko Jeongeun hurled the microphone in her hand to the floor.

BZZZZT—

A loud screeching feedback echoed throughout the hall as the mic hit the ground.

“Ugh…”

Other waiting contestants were caught on camera visibly wincing or frowning in discomfort.

…Isn’t this a bit too intense, Jeongeun? I knew your personality was a mess, but this is exceeding expectations.

You’re probably gonna have a hard time using public transportation for a while. Better save up—get ready to taxi everywhere.

‘Right. She never sent me her bank details, did she?’

The situation wasn’t exactly captivating enough to hold my full attention, so my mind briefly drifted to that random thought.

Sweet little Jimin gets stressed out by scenes like this. Ugh, poor thing.

“Participant Ko Jeongeun, you seem quite agitated right now. Please try to calm down—”

One of the two judges, an older man, tried to intervene.

“Like hell I will! You calm down, asshole!!”

But Jeongeun, with her eyes practically bulging out in rage, was beyond reason.

Dear Judge, in her worldview, Confucian ethics don’t apply.

She stood there fuming onstage for a moment.

Then, the younger judge—who had remained silent the whole time—finally opened his mouth.

“Ms. Ko Jeongeun.”

Jeongeun turned her seething gaze toward him.

Once he confirmed he had her attention, he continued.

“You believe your performance was better than the previous contestant’s, correct?”

Was she thinking Finally! Someone gets it!?

The moment the peer-aged judge addressed her, Jeongeun leapt at the opportunity and started ranting.

“Exactly! I’m telling you, if the order had been different—yeah, that’s right—if they’d just flipped the order, I would’ve come out on top!!”

The audition format involved choosing a random song from a fixed setlist and performing freely to it.

‘What a load of crap…’

Absolute nonsense.

With your current stats, outperforming anyone isn’t easy.

“Nonsense.”

Before I could even finish that thought, someone else said it out loud.

It was the judge, the one locking eyes with Ko Jeongeun.

“You’re saying strange things, Participant Ko Jeongeun.”

Jeongeun, briefly stunned, had her expression twist instantly into rage.

“What did you just—”

“I have,” the judge cut her off, “seen many people like you, Participant Ko Jeongeun.”

His voice was like a drifting cloud—lofty, slow, detached from everything below.

“There were many reasons. If I listed them all… well, we’d be here forever.”

His gaze drifted off into the distance.

Wait… he’s still talking to Jeongeun, right?

It was like his consciousness was floating somewhere far away.

“Among them, two types appear most frequently—those without talent, and those who don’t try. If I had to add a third… character, maybe?”

His gaze, which had been fixed on some invisible speck of dust in the air, slowly lowered back to Jeongeun.

The look he gave her was no different from the one he’d given that dust.

“And from what I can see, you lack both talent and effort.”

And character, too, though he didn’t say it out loud.

He propped up his chin with one hand, as if suddenly weary.

At this point, he was getting pretty far from what you’d expect of a “judge’s posture.”

“To be blunt, your condition is quite poor. Probably the worst in this entire room.”

He let out a sigh through his nose, still resting his chin on his hand.

“Well… even I sometimes feel a little irritated when I see people who are born with both talent and work ethic.”

Flinch.

Now his gaze turned directly to me.

What? What?! Why’s he suddenly locking eyes like that?

And his eyes were slightly curved…

Was that a friendly look?

Because if so—extremely uncomfortable, thank you very much.

“That said, you still take the prize for being the biggest handful so far. It’ll be hard for you right now, so maybe aim for the Wild Card round and focus a bit more on trying—Oh. Was I not supposed to say that?
Oops, sorry.”

He finally noticed the production crew down by the stage urgently motioning for him to stop.

They’d been signaling for a while now.

The staff hesitated for a moment, awkward.

Thud!

Jeongeun suddenly stomped her foot hard, the whole stage echoing from the impact.

Seriously… is she five or something?

With her head down, she turned on her heel and stormed out of the hall.

‘…This might actually be a problem.’

Even I couldn’t help but feel a little concerned.

The Wild Card round—that’s basically a kind of second chance match, right?

‘…Is that psycho gonna come back?’

If she does, she’s just gonna wreck the mood again. Please don’t. Just let it end here, quietly—

“Hm?”

Right next to me, So-ram was staring up at me with the look one gives to genuinely bad people.

…What? What did I do?

*****

Ko Jeongeun marched away with long strides, putting as much distance as possible between herself and the filming set.

That was the only kind of tantrum she could throw at the moment.

Stomping hard, walking with exaggerated steps—just to show how angry she was.

Once she thought she’d walked far enough, she lifted her head and looked ahead.

In the middle of the street, not a single passerby paid her any attention.

“Shiiit…”

In just one day—just a single day—she’d been told by two different people that she had no talent and didn’t try hard enough.

But she already knew that. She wasn’t exactly the “gifted” type. She was just unusually tall—if she’d been short on top of everything else, she figured it would’ve been game over for her long ago.

I’m not someone who shines.

Tears began to fall.

“Why’s everyone gotta come for meee…?”

Why. Why. Why. Why was the world—

Only ever pissed at her?

It was only when the lanky girl burst into loud sobs in the middle of the street that people finally started glancing her way.

I need to move. I can’t keep standing here like this.

I’m already weak. If I stay here, I’ll just get weaker.

I have to leave. I have to go somewhere.

But where?

…Only one place came to mind.

“Hu… hu… huff… huuuaaaa…”

The fact that that was the only place she could think of—made her feel even more pitiful.

Tears streamed from her eyes, nose, and mouth all at once.

I must look totally pathetic right now.

Leave. Go somewhere else.

Ko Jeongeun turned and began walking toward the dorm.

*****

The judge who had effectively banished Ko Jeongeun to America(?)—Choi Hansol—went on to conduct the rest of the evaluations without incident.

“Uh… you’re good. You pass.”

“Uh… you’re not so good. You fail.”

“Uh… kind of in-between… I’m gonna say… fifty-fifty.”

………………?

Wait, no. Something’s off here.

Was it really Choi Hansol who was “uneventful”…? Or was it just that all the participants after Ko Jeongeun seemed calm in comparison?

Jeongeun had clearly lowered the bar for what counted as “normal.”

They must’ve all thought: unless you plan to go that nuts, better to just stay quiet.

Yeah. That tracks.

As for the participants, that made sense. But the real surprise was how utterly detached Choi Hansol remained the entire time.

I knew he seemed a bit out of it… but this much?

Aside from glancing at a few contestants here and there, he stayed completely indifferent throughout.

Among those few he did pay attention to was Choi Woojin.

“Visuals… even if nothing else, the face has potential. I’ll say pass.”

The only problem was, this happened before Woojin even got to perform.…Well. He passed, so maybe it’s fine?

“What a mess…”

As the line in front of me slowly grew shorter, I could feel the crease between my brows growing deeper.

Watching Ko Jeongeun get eliminated earlier made it painfully clear:

“If you try to compete fair and square with just singing or dancing… you’re screwed.”

My current dance and vocal stats were literally a downgraded version of hers. Not a metaphor—literally worse.

The only glimmer of hope came when Choi Woojin passed purely thanks to his looks.

Alright. Time to bring out everything I’ve got. Kim Haram still has one final, desperate move left to play.

Participant Kim Haram, please wait below the stage.”

Finally. My turn was just around the corner.

Don’t panic, Seo Jimin. You’re a Possessor. And Possessors can do anything.

“Participant Kim Haram, please come on stage.”

As I stepped up onto the stage, the surroundings fell silent for a moment.

I could hear whispers from the crowd.

“Let’s see how good they really are.”

“Honestly, if the judge is Choi Hansol, it’s already over, isn’t it?”

You all think so too, huh?

I really hope you’re right.

The moment I stood in front of the judges’ table, I didn’t hesitate—I pulled out my secret weapon.

“…Hello, Hansol hyung. It’s been a while.”

“It really has, Haram.”

If skill won’t cut it, pull the connections card.

“Is this the first time we’ve met since Clover’s activities ended?”

If you say so, then sure.
Not that I remember any of it.

“Yes. It really has been a while.”

“Well, you never came out much.”

“Haha… Our CEO at the time was very strict about that…”

Though honestly, it was probably less about Haram wanting that and more like CEO Jo keeping him locked up.

“Things were good, huh? Back when we were promoting together~”

The more we talked, the more color returned to Choi Hansol’s face.

“You’re still the same—still sparkling. Really, who but you could be an idol?”

As the conversation continued, the murmurs from below the stage grew louder and louder until they became full-on grumbling.

“What the hell. This is so biased.”

“Why even bother judging? Just invite your buddies and hand them a debut.”

“Look at him helping out someone he used to promote with… Honestly, I’m jealous.”

That’s right. The inescapable connection between Kim Haram and Choi Hansol.

Debuting together through Idol Incubator, sharing the memories of the peak of their fame!

If you’re bitter about it, go debut and come back too! Hahaha.

Alright, this could actually work.

Sorry, my friends. But I have a reason I absolutely cannot be eliminated.

“What’s with all that… I’m still nowhere near your level, hyung.”

“Oho, flattering me now? Looks like you’ve picked up some tricks over the years.”

Friendly laughter flowed between us.

Perfect. This is going perfectly.

At that moment—

“Well then, shall we get started?”

“…Huh?”

The faint smile that had hovered on Choi Hansol’s face began to deepen.

“Let’s hurry up and get the performance going.”

The previously flat expression gradually soaked with amusement, layer by layer.

“I really do love watching you dance, Haram.”

The spreading smile soon turned into a full beam of pure sunshine radiating from Choi Hansol’s face.

“Come on, let’s get to it. If you disappoint me after all this time, you know what’ll happen, right?”

Ah… so he can make that kind of expression too.

Wait, hold on—disappoint? Disappointment is…

“If I don’t like even a little bit of it, you’re out. Immediately.”

Hang on a sec. Looking more closely… his eyes are smiling, but his mouth—his mouth definitely isn’t.

I know the arts world has its fair share of lunatics, but this is just—

“You got that?”

Whoosh—!

The smile that had washed over Choi Hansol’s face left not even a trace of warmth behind.

At some point, the other contestants below the stage had gone completely silent too.

So… you all felt it too, huh? That I’m totally screwed?

Powerless, I was handed the buzzer. I pressed the button, and the roulette on the screen began to spin.

And just like that, the song that would choke the life out of me was chosen.

[4 Leaf – Clover]

“Wow, lucky you. Our debut song shows up just in time. I guess some people really are destined for this, huh?”

And some people… just aren’t. Haha.

Yes, that’s me.

Kim Haram’s handsome face meant nothing to Choi Hansol, who already knew it well. And that precious connection I’d relied on had been blown away by Hansol’s blinding madness.

I’m sorry, Hyunjae, Woojin, Jiwon. Looks like this is the end of the line for me…

Defeated, I took the handheld mic and walked to the center of the stage.

Toward what would soon become the site of my public humiliation.

‘Should I just die…’

As I stepped forward, praying that Ko Jeongeun had paved the road to hell nicely—

The world froze.

[<Trait – Born to Be Idol> has activated!]

…Huh?

[In celebration of your monumental first step as an idol! All your past efforts now dwell within you!]

[<Adjusted Proficiency Estimations>
/ Dance Training: 4 hours
/ Vocal Training: 2 hours
/ Awards: 0
/ Broadcast Appearances: 0

Wait a sec.

[<Trait – Even Otakus Get Their Break> activated!]

Huh?

[Your life of obsessive immersion, etched into your causality, is affecting <Born to Be Idol>!]

[New correction metrics have been added!]

Ah.

Right.

So this is how it’s used.

Time began to move again.

“Contestant Kim Haram?”

The middle-aged judge sitting next to Choi Hansol called out to me.

“Ah, yes.”

“Shall we begin?”

Sure, anytime.

I gave a small nod.


The intro to <4 Leaf> began to play.

I didn’t have any confidence.

[Correction Estimation]
/ <4 Leaf> MV viewed: 3,321 times
/ Dance training: 4 hours
/ Vocal training: 2 hours
……

I wasn’t confident that I couldn’t do it.



 
  Chapter 12: A Bit Too Effective






I didn’t think I was particularly into the group Clover.

Or so I thought…

Wait, did I… actually like Clover?

Honestly, this was the result of a number of coincidences stacking up.

Clover had debuted two years ago as a top-tier idol group after rising to fame through a legendary survival program.

At that time, I just happened to not have a main idol I was into.

And in the middle of all that, my biggest hobby was watching idol videos.

Yeah. Pure coincidence.

But all those coincidences came together—

[Applying stat boosts from !]
[Your understanding of the song is considerable. You unlock a new impression.]

—and created the current situation.

[<Character – Detailed Stats and Info>

Name: Kim Haram (Seo Jimin)
Dance: E+ (A+)
Vocal: F+ (B)
Visual: A (A+)
Charm: A~D (A+)
Luck: B+ (B+)

Trait effects currently applied.]

Countless moments from videos I’d watched over and over flickered through my mind.

The atmosphere of the music video.

The movement patterns and fingertip details in the performance video.

The expressions caught in the face cams.

The emotional progression on stage.

<4 Leaf>
Clover’s first title track, released right after finishing the program.

The message it carried was rather typical.

Gratitude toward those who had stuck with them through the grueling survival show and brought them this far.

A greeting that meeting you had been a stroke of luck.

A promise to turn all your support and efforts into happiness.

Clover’s members delivered all this like boys full of youthful greenery.

I think I get it now.

Behind me, the vivid green forest from the music video bloomed in my mind’s eye.

And through Kim Haram’s body, I began to paint that image.

The smell of earth, grass, and flowers wafted through the air.

“Step in time with your racing heart.”

The fluttering heartbeat of someone taking their very first true step.

“I don’t know why—why I’m not afraid.”

Each step overflowing with confidence and anticipation.

“It’s because you’re here.”

An acknowledgment of the person who made us possible.

“Thank you.”

A boyish, simple, yet radiant confession.

In the green forest at the peak of summer, I smiled toward the person I was grateful to.

I reached out toward the invisible presence and closed my hand around it.

I wanted to grasp the hand of the one who had made me who I am now, and move on to my next chapter together.

A world where you don’t exist—the one who brought me here—is a story I can’t even imagine.

Still holding that invisible hand, I stepped off toward a quieter corner of the stage.

Though I was alone in the small frame of this performance, this song had never belonged to Kim Haram alone. It was time to take a momentary breath.

As a brief stillness settled, the people beyond the performance frame came into view.

Choi Hansol was watching me with a face that screamed pure joy.

What? What’s so great about this? His expression made me want to mess with him just a little.

“Honestly, I can barely remember what we looked like when we fell.”

Spark. A good idea flashed across my mind.

I subtly adjusted my stride and stepped a little more toward center stage.

Yeah, you were originally one of the stars of this stage too.

Throughout the song’s upbeat vibe and bright smiles, there had been one moment—a single line—when a strange, decadent tension crept in.

Eyes always a little unfocused, an oddly lethargic and arrogant expression. A guy who seemed like he’d never beg for anything, uttering just one line:

“I don’t want to grow distant.”

The scene where you shone the brightest in this lush green world.

That moment…

I just stole it.

A strange murmuring stirred just beyond the impression I was projecting.

What’s wrong? Don’t like it?

Too bad. You’re the one who put me here.

A playful grin lingered on my lips for a while.

But the dreamlike vision the song had unfolded was short-lived, and the end came all too soon.

“Let’s meet again tomorrow.”

It was short, but I said everything I needed to say.

“Together, forever.”

Now it’s time to let the green forest fade away.

“Thank you.”

I smiled one last time.

And just like that—

The song came to an end.

*****

Haa… haa… haa… huu…

The sense that I was alone in the world vanished in an instant, leaving only my ragged breathing behind.

I needed a moment to collect my thoughts. The surroundings had gone unnaturally quiet.

Haa… haa… haa…

It was as if everyone was waiting for my breathing to settle…

Wait, hold on—what is this? I know this. This is… the ending fairy moment?

Am I supposed to do that now?

I raised my hand next to my cheek.

“Peu-i.”

The moment I flashed a peace sign toward the camera—

CRASH—BOOM—!

A tremendous noise erupted.

“KIM HARAAMMMMM———!!!!”

Choi Hansol jumped from her seat and charged at me.

Whoa, she’s fast. Wait—she’s mad? Wait!!

Soram popped up in front of me, furiously waving a red system window.

Warning!! Pleaseevacuatethearea!!! Warning!! Warning!! Please evacuate the area!!! Warning!! Warning!! Please evacuate the area!!! Warning!!

Okay, I might have mimicked her role a little, but still!! Does she have no chill?!

What if that fist flying toward me is a power punch?

Please, use that on Lee Jiwon instead!!!

I raised both arms in a defensive stance.

“…?”

But for some reason, the power punch never came.

I cautiously opened one eye and looked ahead again.

“PD Jang! Ambulance! Call an ambulance!!”

And there she was—Choi Hansol sprawled out on the floor.

…D-Did I… take her out?

*****

I did not take her out.

What a shame. I had a chance to fully inherit 4 Leaf’s decadent charm part.

The shoot, which had been halted due to a mysterious fainting spell by one of the judges, couldn’t resume.

“I… I don’t want to see any more stages today….”

That comment from Choi Hansol seemed to have had quite an impact.

…The chills running down my spine—I’ll just chalk it up to my imagination.

Those who hadn’t yet performed would be rescheduled, and the shoot was completely pushed back.

Sorry. Not even Ji-min the possessee saw the complete derailment of the shoot coming.

The only silver lining was that I was scheduled near the end, so there were fewer contestants left to re-record. Most of our group had already completed their performances.

…Most of them.

“Ugh, Haram-hyung, seriously. You should be devastated that you missed your own performance. Do you know how incredible it was? Honestly, trying to explain it with words feels meaningless. I swear, I could see, like, these blue leafy… something… shimmering behind you. I secretly filmed it with my phone—wanna see it? No, actually, you have to see it.”

Lee Ji-won, the only one among us who hadn’t gone up yet, was quietly chattering beside me.

I mean—how can chattering be quiet? But with him, it somehow is. He’s low-key loud, if that makes sense?

Just a little while ago, Lee Hyunjae and Choi Woojin had been singing similar hymns of praise about “Rambior,” but both of them had dozed off, exhausted from the long shoot.

“Ji-won.”

“Seriously, hyung, if you just—huh?”

Wait, when did he pull out his phone?

Put that away. We’re not even supposed to be filming any of this.

“You okay?”

Ji-won tilted his head briefly, then nodded, as if understanding what I meant.

“Yeah. Of course. Just because the shoot’s delayed a day or two doesn’t mean my skills are going to change. If I keep practicing and doing my best like always, I’ll be fine….”

He’s trying. Really trying.

“Really?”

“Uh…”

All I did was ask again, but Ji-won started hesitating a lot more than before.

“To be honest….”

He glanced cautiously at the peacefully sleeping Hyunjae and Woojin before continuing.

“Honestly, I’m really nervous. I kind of wished today would just be over already…”

Yeah. I figured as much.

Ji-won opened his mouth again, much slower than usual.

“Everyone but me passed already… Oh, except Ko Jeongeun. But she’s, well…”

A rare shadow crossed his usually unreadable expression.

“What if I’m the only one who gets cut? Wild card round? Could I even make it through that? The ones left by then are going to be way more cutthroat.”

He brushed the shadows from his face and sighed casually again.

“I’m worried.”

I was the one who asked if he was okay, but in truth, there wasn’t much I could do for him.

What, bribe the producers with my family’s money? Not a chance.

‘By what right…’ 

…could I crush someone else’s dream?

The contestants here today—sure, I didn’t know them personally, but I could tell. There was a truckload of desperate kids here, just like our own team.

As a mere contestant myself, all I could do for him was—

“Let’s go together. When it’s your turn to shoot.”

“Huh?”

Lee Jiwon widened his eyes and looked at me.

“Uh… are you sure it’s okay? They clearly said the people who were judged today didn’t need to come back for additional filming. You probably have work too…”

I don’t… Now that I’m in Kim Haram’s body, I’m completely alone. I didn’t have many friends to begin with.

“Yeah. It’s fine. Honestly, the production crew probably is expecting me to show up, at least a little.”

“But still… what if the other contestants…”

Ah, so you heard too?

To be honest, the whole time we were filming, there were quite a few contestants who looked uncomfortable with my presence.

They probably think it’s unbalanced. And today’s performance only confirmed that for them.

But so what?

“So what?”

I turned my body slightly toward Lee Jiwon, which had been facing forward the entire time.

“If a hyung wants to cheer on his dongsaeng, what’s the big deal?”

“Ah…”

That shut him up.

Lee Jiwon looked dumbfounded, lost for words.

I turned back to sit facing forward again.

“Let’s go together. I’ll cheer for you. Let me know when your schedule’s set.”

I could sense that Lee Jiwon’s gaze, which had been on me, turned forward again.

Neither of us could see the other’s face, but—

“…Yes. Thank you, hyung.”, somehow, it felt like I saw him smile for the first time.

*****

“…Are you two done talking?”

“Huh?”

A voice came from the seat in front of mine, just past Lee Hyunjae.

“What is this… a youth drama or something? Were you two always that close?”

Ah. So Manager Woo was there.

Well, yeah. It’s still a bit early for self-driving cars to be cruising around the inner beltway on their own.

Manager Woo let out a low groan.

“Wow, way to ruin the mood.”

“Mood? What mood? I was too busy staying quiet.”

“…Same here.”

What the— you were awake too?

Lee Hyunjae slowly opened his eyes and sat up.

Don’t tell me Woojin too?

“Szzzt— szzzt—”

…Nope, he’s really out.

And just like that, we’ve made one more memory—one that only Woojin missed out on.

“Okay.”
“I’ll go with you too. I want to cheer for Jiwon as well.”

“Oh come on, Hyunjae. Why are you getting like this now?”

“If this keeps up, how am I supposed to drive?”

Manager Woo’s half-hearted threat made both Hyunjae and me chuckle.

“Huh? What? We’re here?”

At that voice, Choi Woojin opened his eyes.

Lee Jiwon looked around at us with his usual expressionless face, then finally opened his mouth.

“Seriously, having both of you hyungs thinking of me like this… I don’t know what to say. I know there’s not much time left, but I’ll give it everything I’ve got and live up to your expectations. Please trust me. I’ll do my best. So, on that note—anyone up for late-night snacks tonight…?”

Close your mouth. Now. Bring the carrots.

You were just speaking normally a moment ago—what the hell happened?

“What? What is it?? What’s going on???”

“Aaagh—I’m not driving anymore! You guys do it!!”

“Hahahahahaha!”

“Why aren’t you driving, manager?! Huh?? Why not???”

What a mess. What even is this.

So-ram, for whatever reason, was dancing in the air, doing a little bouncy shimmy.

Well… I guess it is kind of fun.

With a chaotic but weirdly warm atmosphere, the car made it safely to the dorm.

And waiting in front of the dorm was—

“Ko Jeongeun?”

Ko Jeongeun was crouched down, her head buried in her arms.

You really don’t have anywhere else to go, huh? After all that drama, and you end up right back at the dorm.

“Jeongeun, get up.”

Lee Hyunjae gently nudged her shoulder, lifting her upper body.

“You’ve been crying?”

Why even ask. Of course she has. Her eyes are so swollen they’re half their size.

“Don’t just sit out here—come inside. Why are you out here like this instead of going in?”

Lee Jiwon, who was slightly bigger than Hyunjae, helped support Jeongeun to her feet.

“Ugh…!”

As she took a step, Ko Jeongeun winced, slightly limping from the pain.

Wait a second—looking closely, this girl’s condition is seriously…

“You didn’t walk here all the way from the filming site, did you?”

Her shoes were caked in dust, and her top was soaked in a mix of sweat, tears, and snot… She looked like a complete mess.

With brisk steps, I walked over and tugged Ko Jeongeun by the arm.

She pressed her lips tightly together, clearly unwilling to answer.

You really are… a spectacle in every possible way.

“Let’s go inside. Wash up first, then we’ll talk.”

There was no point arguing out here in the open.


Also, you probably smell a little right now. I’d really prefer if you took a shower.

Reluctantly, Ko Jeongeun followed after me.

‘You should’ve just done that from the start.’

In more ways than one, it had been an incredibly long day.



 
  Chapter 13: Grasping the Situation






It had been several days since Kim Haram dropped the bombshell.

CEO Jo Jeongjae was growing more and more anxious.

No,Idon’twantto.No, I don’t want to.No,Idon’twantto.

This cocky little bastard.

Did he seriously say that to me?

Jo Jeongjae was furious—frustrated and nervous all at once. And yet, deep inside, he also felt a flutter of excitement.

He didn’t know what had gotten into that brat, but he had no doubt that over 30 billion won would soon end up in his pocket.

“Haah… I want it now…”

The CEO’s emotional state was close to that of a child.

Like a kid who’d been promised a new toy by his parents and couldn’t wait to have it in his hands.

He knew full well it would come to him if he just waited patiently, and yet he couldn’t help but bounce his legs in restless anticipation.

Since that last call, Jo hadn’t contacted Kim Haram again.

He figured there was no need to provoke the kid unnecessarily.

After all, that punk had once gotten so obsessed with training that he literally got rid of his phone.

“That dumbass. Does he think he’s some kind of martial arts master or something?”

A phrase popped into his head from one of the martial arts web novels he constantly read on his office computer, and he muttered it out loud.

The protagonist would always undergo grueling training, become ridiculously strong, and then defeat the villains.

But in Jo Jeongjae’s world, he was always the protagonist. He believed—no, he knew—he would never fail.

♪♬-♬

His phone rang. He quickly looked at the screen, hoping it was Kim Haram.

Tch. Can’t believe a guy has me this desperate.

Unfortunately, the call wasn’t from Haram.

“Yeah, what is it, PD Park?”

Jo Jeongjae answered flatly. Park only ever called when he wanted something—an annoying leech of a guy.

Like asking to get Haram on his show for cheap or something. That kind of thing.

“Oh hey, CEO Jo! How have you been? Is this a good time?“

“Just get to the point. And if this is another cheap Haram request, don’t even think about it.”

“No, no, it’s not that—actually, I called because of KimHaram.”

As expected. PD Park was always transparent with his intentions. How dare he try to carelessly use my little baby bird? Especially now that he’s become about 30 billion won more precious than before.

“No way. Kim Haram can’t appear on any other shows right now. There’s way too much we need to sort out.”

The brat’s acting like he’s hit puberty or something, being all prickly.

At that moment, PD Park’s voice continued on the phone, sounding like he was trying to confirm something.

[“Ah, so you’ve decided to part ways with Kim Haram?”]

What? Is this some kind of joke?

While Jo Jeongjae hesitated for a moment, PD Park went on.

[“No, it’s just that Haram showed up to audition for a program we’re running that only accepts individual participants. There’s a rumor going around that his contract with Herb is over—so I guess it’s true?”]

“What?”

For a moment, Jo Jeongjae’s mind went blank.

What the hell is he talking about?

[“Why’d you let him go? There’s still plenty to milk out of him.”]

Tch. Guess there’s no reason to call this guy again.

A little snide remark came through the receiver, and then the call was cut off.

What the hell… What’s going on?

Kim Haram quit the company? Without even a word to me? That can’t be right.

This must be a misunderstanding—just a twisted rumor.

That punk… and he didn’t even pay me back properly yet…!

Jo Jeongjae hurriedly turned his phone back on and frantically moved his fingers.

He had to find Haram’s contact number, fast—

*****

♪♬ー

His hastily moving fingers instinctively snatched up the incoming call.

[“Uh, Dad?”]

“What the hell?!”

Jo Jeongjae shouted in frustration.

[“Uh, no, I… there’s a show I really want to be on….”]

Right now, Jo Jeongjae had zero patience to indulge his son’s whining.

“Handle that crap yourself! Hang up, you brat!!”

He quickly ended the call and dialed Kim Haram’s number.

*****

♪ノー♪ノー

Kim Haram didn’t answer.

“God dammit!”

He immediately searched for Manager Woo’s number. If that guy didn’t pick up either… Fine. Then I’ll just call Go Jeongeun, that ragged mess of a punk…

[“Yes? What’s going on?”]

Thankfully—or maybe not—Manager Woo picked up right away.

“Hey! What the hell is this weird rumor going around about Kim Haram?! What the hell’s going on?! Aren’t you managing these brats properly?!”

Manager Woo, as always, responded like it had absolutely nothing to do with him.

[“Huh~? Oh, well, I might not know everything, you know. I mean, it’s not like I can know everything, right?”]

“How the hell can you act smug right now, you little—!”

He wasn’t like this at first. But lately, Manager Woo had gotten bolder by the day.

‘This guy… maybe I should just fire him too…’

[“Oh, right. I’ve been meaning to tell you—I’m planning to quit the company soon. I’ll be handing in my resignation shortly.”]

“What?”

Had they all gone mad?

Cho couldn’t even think straight.

[“It’s about time I start my own company. If you need any documents or forms, just contact Chief Yoon and I’ll make sure to get them sent over.”]

“What the hell are you—”

Beep—

The call was cut off.

What the hell is even…

*****

At that moment, in the dorm where everyone was out…

“Are you really okay with this?”

It was a question I’d once asked Manager Woo myself.

“What, if I say I’m quitting, what are you gonna do?”

Manager Woo’s eyes sparkled as he put on a playful grin.

“The faster you handle that thing I asked you for, the better I might feel, you know?”

Ugh, look at him parroting my own lines back to me. What a petty man.

“Got it. It won’t take long.”

Taking advantage of a brief window of free time, we pushed ahead with the plans to establish our own company.

“Are you just going to get busier from here on out? Then we better start preparing.”

Well, not that there was much I personally had to do.

“If you need any funds immediately, just let me know.”

All I really needed to do was provide funding. After that, Woo Manager would handle everything just fine on his own.

“But hey, how are you going to hide your name? According to your plan, it’s only a matter of time before the company starts attracting attention… and if it draws too much attention, that could be a problem…”

It was true. According to the plan, there was no advantage in having Kim Haram’s name out front.

But of course, there’s a solution for everything.

“I’ve already explained everything to Director Lee.”

“Oh wow, our dear investor really is competent.”

“I have my moments.”

I shrugged modestly, and Woo Manager gave me a sleepy-eyed look.

“You’ve gotten weirdly slick lately, haven’t you?”

“Does it bother you?”

Well, I’ve changed inside — what can I do? You’ll just have to adapt, Manager.

“Hmph. You seem better off than before, so whatever, you rascal.”

With most of the conversation wrapped up, Woo Manager stood from his seat. He might’ve looked relaxed, but he was easily the busiest person right now.

“What are you doing next? Need a ride to the practice room?”

“Sure.”

We arrived at the temporary practice studio in Woo Manager’s car.

Since we didn’t know when he might show up, we’d already moved the practice location elsewhere just in case.

*****

“You’re here?”

“Yeah. How’s practice going?”

“Uh… Ji-won hyung isn’t bad.”

Ah… only Ji-won isn’t bad?

So that means the other one…

I turned my eyes away from Lee Ji-won, who was fully immersed in practice with earphones in, and shifted my gaze for a while—until I spotted Ko Jeong-eun.

Why is she practicing all the way in the corner like that?

Honestly, the fact she was practicing at all was surprising. Is she seriously aiming for the wild card slot?

I told her to send me her bank info and she still hasn’t.

In the farthest, most tucked-away part of the studio, Ko Jeong-eun was flailing her limbs around awkwardly.

If anything, she seemed worse than before.

“Jeong-eun… she’s going to have a hard time, isn’t she?”

Lee Hyunjae approached quietly, wiping off his sweat, and asked,

“Well… who knows.”

Honestly, I didn’t care what happened to Ko Jeongeun. She could deal with it herself.

“What about you two?”

“Mm. For us, it’s more about maintaining our condition.”

“Ooh~ Look at that confidence from someone who passed~”

When I joked around, Lee Hyunjae blushed slightly and gave my arm a light punch with his fist.

“It’s not like that.”

What was that… a nyang-nyang… no, more like a doggy-punch?

“Ji-won hyung better do well tomorrow…”

“Well, it’s up to him, really.”

Hearing my words, Choi Woojin puffed out his cheeks.

“Woo~ So cold-hearted.”

What? Did I say anything wrong?

“Ji-won will do fine. We just need to cheer him on.”

When Lee Hyunjae said that, Woojin let the air out of his cheeks and nodded.

What the heck? Why do they sound so united all of a sudden? Am I being left out?

“Well, I’ll go practice now.”

Poor little Jimin will now take his leave. Hmph.

…Just kidding. Honestly, I was still in just as much of a hurry.

4 Leaf was a lucky break, but if I wanted to fully benefit from the [Born to Be Idol] passive, increasing my total practice hours was the top priority.

*****

Just as I was about to head to the private practice room I’d reserved to keep my skills under wraps—

♪ – ♪ ♪ – ♪

My phone rang.

[JJJ.]

It was CEO Jo Jeongjae. No, I didn’t save his name with initials to avoid associating him with an easier word that starts with J…

After a slight pause, I hit the reject call button.

You think you can reach me that easily? Roll around a little more, Jo.

“Who was that?”

Lee Hyunjae, watching me, asked with a concerned look.

Not long ago, I had spoken with him privately. About how Kim Haram had been treated by the company, and why I’d handled Ko Jeongeun the way I did.

‘…Sorry. I should’ve noticed sooner.’

Lee Hyunjae had the same expression on his face as when he first heard that story.

Oh, come on. I told you not to worry.

“The CEO, huh.”

“……”

Hyunjae didn’t react. He probably didn’t want Woojin to worry too.

Trying to change the subject, I stretched with a groan.

“Ugh—well, I’m really off now. Everyone, fighting.”

Even though it was a different practice room, it was right next door, so there was no need to walk far.

I stepped into the hallway and reached for the door handle of the next room—

“Haram!”

Hyunjae came trotting after me and called out.

“Yes, hyung? What’s wrong?”

“Uh…”

He hesitated for a moment, then seemed to make up his mind and opened his mouth.

“If something happens, make sure to tell me right away this time. I…”

…?

“…I’ll help you. We can think it through together… I mean, I…”

I…?

“I’m your hyung, right? Call me when you need me.”

Ah.

Thump.

I shouldn’t laugh, but I couldn’t help it.

Ah, right. You really are my hyung.

My sudden laughter made Hyunjae’s eyes go round. Then he made a slightly hurt expression.

“Why are you laughinggg!”

“No, no. Hehe… I didn’t laugh. Ahahaha.”

Even raising his voice didn’t help. He was just too soft-hearted.

“Ah… seriously, thank you, hyung.”

It was the first time I’d laughed this hard since becoming Kim Haram.

Somehow, I felt a little refreshed.

“I’ll definitely talk to you when something’s wrong. Don’t worry too much.”

Apparently dissatisfied with my reaction, Hyunjae let out a sigh with a quiet ahem and went back into the practice room.

“Ah… that was fun.”

I stepped into the room and replayed the scene from a moment ago in my head.

“Interesting. You’re an interesting one.”

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and checked the notifications.

[2 Missed Calls: J.J.J.]

That explained the vibration I’d felt in my pocket earlier while talking to Lee Hyunjae.

Disgusting. He’s a disgusting person.

No way I was going to let someone like that mess with people as fun as us.

My fingers quickly typed out a message.

[You must’ve been really startled. Please trust me and wait just a little longer. There won’t be any damage. I’ll see you soon.]

No matter what, I refused to call him “CEO.” So the message ended up sounding vague, like something written by a foreigner using a bad translator.

[Send]

No sooner had I sent it than another call came in from Jo Jeongjae.

Does he not understand what “wait” means?

I hit reject again and typed a follow-up.

[Please wait.]

This time, the phone didn’t ring again.

Good. That’s how it should be.

“Alrighty— let’s do this.”

Time for a joyful practice session.

*****

That same night, in the early hours of the morning—after everyone had collapsed into bed, exhausted from a grueling day of practice.

Go Jeongeun quietly opened the dorm door and stepped outside.

The streetlamp in front of the building still glowed dimly orange, casting an eerie light over the alley.

She looked around nervously.

“Hey.”

A voice called out from the darkness at the far end of the alley.
Jeongeun flinched hard at the sound.

“Come over here.”

Tense and on edge, she began walking toward the shadowy figure.

As she got closer, a hand suddenly reached out from the darkness and grabbed her by the hair.

“Ugh…!”

Dragged helplessly into the shadows by her hair, Jeongeun finally saw who the voice belonged to.

“You little shit. Is there anything you can actually do right?”

The man spat out a string of curses and blew cigarette smoke into her face.

“Fucking worthless trash.”


Jeongeun couldn’t say anything in response.

“Heh… this little shit, seriously.”

The man let out a scoff of disbelief.

“Now you’re even ignoring the fucking CEO?”



 
  Chapter 14: A Reason I Really Like






He had always known that one day, the man would come looking for him.

“Oh? Answer me, you son of a bitch.”

Even if he had expected it, some things were just beyond his control.

Go Jeongeun didn’t have the guts to face him.

“You little…”

Smack!

Jo Jeongjae’s right hand struck Go Jeongeun’s left cheek.

His head barely turned a quarter before snapping right back into place.

Smack!

Without hesitation, Jo Jeongjae slapped the same cheek again.

It hurt. It really hurt. It hurt.

The metallic taste of blood quickly filled Go Jeongeun’s mouth.

He suddenly remembered how he used to chew food on one side of his mouth only.

No…

He didn’t want to get hit. He hated getting hit.

Even so, Jo Jeongjae’s hand had struck him again and again—

“I’m sorry!!!”

Go Jeongeun screamed, almost like a shriek.

His trembling hands slowly lifted and clasped together in front of him.

Only then did Jo Jeongjae’s hand freeze midair.

“Now you open that fucking mouth, huh?”

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!!”

Jo Jeongjae let go of his hair and lit a cigarette again.

“Keep it down, you little shit. You want people complaining?”

Hoo— He exhaled a puff of smoke.

Standing still with both hands behind his back, Go Jeongeun silently waited for Jo Jeongjae to finish his smoke.

“Jeongeun.”

After a moment, Jo Jeongjae finally spoke.

“Yes.”

Go Jeongeun replied quickly, prompting Jo Jeongjae to speak again with apparent satisfaction.

“I’ve taken care of you all this time, haven’t I? Huh? Your siblings in Incheon—aren’t they able to go to school because of me?”

“Yes, that’s true.”

At his response, Jo Jeongjae grabbed both of Go Jeongeun’s cheeks with one hand.

Blood seeped from the freshly split skin on the inside of his cheek.

“Then why the fuck did you handle this like a complete idiot?”

“I… I’m sorry…”

Jo Jeongjae sighed, sounding deeply annoyed.

“‘Sorry’ isn’t enough… You knew that fucking Kim Haram was going to be there, didn’t you? So why the fuck didn’t you say anything until now?”

The hand gripping his cheek tightened even more.

“Don’t tell me… Did that bastard Kim Haram offer you some kind of deal or something?”

For a brief second, the ten million won Kim Haram had mentioned flashed through Go Jeongeun’s mind.

“N-No… He didn’t…”

Why couldn’t he say it? He just couldn’t tell the truth.

“Then why the fuck didn’t you say anything!!!”

Still held by the face, Go Jeongeun’s back slammed into the wall.

“Ugh…!”

The pained groan didn’t stir a hint of sympathy from Jo Jeongjae.

“Get your shit together. Unless you really want to fucking die.”

Go Jeongeun couldn’t even speak. He just nodded repeatedly.

Hoo—

Jo Jeongjae finally let go of his head completely.

Still tense, Go Jeongeun sucked in a shallow breath.

“From tomorrow, you better start reporting properly. I’ll be watching.”

With that, Jo Jeongjae vanished. Go Jeongeun leaned against the wall for a long time, swallowed by the darkness.

“Sob… Hhkk… Huff…”

…He wasn’t just standing there.

*****

“Hurry up and get in. We’re gonna be late.”

It was the morning of Lee Jiwon’s second-round audition.

“That bastard Go Jeongeun hasn’t even shown his face… Where’s Jiwon? Tell him to come out already.”

Choi Woojin and Lee Hyunjae were both there, but strangely, Lee Jiwon was nowhere to be seen—

“I-I-I-I-I-I’m here.”

Jesus Christ.

Lee Jiwon suddenly popped up from behind. Nearly gave me a heart attack.

“…Huh?”

What the hell was up with this guy?

“Hyung, are you okay…?”

Choi Woojin asked in a worried tone.

“Y-Yeah, I’m fine.”

“You really don’t look okay. Do you know how many full stops you’re putting in just one sentence right now?”

His complexion was pale, and his lips were nearly purple—if he said he’d been stranded on a snowy mountain, people might believe him.

“Hmm… should I ask for that today? Hangover makeup?”

Is that something you should be saying right now?

“That trend’s ancient history.”

“Why? Nothing brings color back to the face like that stuff.”

Ugh. Ignore him.

I approached Lee Jiwon and spoke.

“Jiwon-ah, are you really nervous?”

“A-A-Ah no. I-I’m the same as usual.”

Suddenly, I realized how serious the situation was.

Jiwon can’t get through even one full sentence without stuttering… This is unprecedented.

Beside me, the anxious Soram suddenly popped up a window.

[A new sub-quest has been generated.]

[Sub-Quest – Calm Down (2)]

Goal: Help Lee Jiwon relax.
Reward: Random Box (Intermediate)
Failure Penalty: Lee Jiwon fails the audition.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that things kept getting dumped on me.

The more dramatic failure penalty stood out even more than the slightly improved reward.

This won’t do. It’s a little early, but…

“Hyunjae-hyung.”

“Hm?”

“Let’s bring that out now.”

“That?”

Hyunjae looked between me and Jiwon, then nodded in understanding and headed toward the car trunk.

“Ah, me too!”

Choi Woojin joined him, and together they pulled out a large rolled-up cloth.

“Jiwon-hyung, look at this!”

Standing at each end, Choi Woojin and Hyunjae stretched out the cloth with a dramatic flourish.

“This is…?”

<A true son of northern Gyeonggi, idol born from Uijeongbu, Gyeong-Gun-Eui-Ah! Lee Jiwon Fighting!!>

…Now that it was fully displayed, I couldn’t help but think—maybe this was a mistake.

It was Woojin’s idea, born from his envy of the many banners hung at the audition venue.

He came up with the slogan too, so don’t blame me.

“We made it after thinking it over with the hyungs!”

…And just like that, he dragged me into it too.

How did a seventeen-year-old even come up with the word “geon-ah”? That choice of vocabulary seriously made me worry about his usual preferences.

‘Let’s see… what’s the effect…?’

“Uh… uh…”

Hesitating, Lee Ji-won finally opened his mouth.

“Th-th-th-thank you s-s-so much, hyungs. W-Woojin, y-you too. R-really, th-thank you.”

The effect was… tremendous! In the worst way possible!

So-ram frantically hopped around and popped up a new system window.

*****

[Sub-Quest has been updated.]

[Sub-Quest – Stabilization (2-1)]

Objective: Please help Lee Ji-won calm down.

Reward: 1 Intermediate Random Box, 1 Basic Random Box

Failure Penalty: Lee Ji-won will definitely fail the evaluation.

Ah… no way!

*****

Still unable to calm Lee Ji-won down, we arrived at the filming location.

“Hoo… hoo…”

Lee Ji-won had been taking deep breaths non-stop for a while now.

‘What’s wrong with him today?’

Feeling frustrated, I pulled up Lee Ji-won’s stat window.

[<Character – Detailed Stats and Info>

Name: Lee Ji-won
Dance: C+ (C-)
Vocal: B (C+)
Visual: B- (C)
Charm: B- (C)
Luck: B-

A charming vocal tone with a distinctive low-mid voice!

His dancing needs some work, but there’s room for improvement!


	 Due to excessive anxiety, all stats have temporarily dropped by 2 levels.]



Overall, his stats were decent—definitely within passing range.

‘Then why…’

Maybe he lacked self-awareness?

As I cautiously reviewed Lee Ji-won’s status screen, something caught my eye.

‘Could it be…?’

I selected one of his traits and brought it up separately.

[<Character – Detailed Stats and Info>

Trait Name: Career Exploration

Grade: Normal

Status: Active

Effect:

“What should I do with my life?” — the universal dilemma of all humanity.


	This trait will evolve into different traits depending on the career path chosen.




	 Currently unstable due to being on the verge of evolution.]



There it is. This was the cause.

No wonder a banner wasn’t going to fix anything.

Why’s he suddenly stressing about this kind of stuff now? I tilted my head in confusion.

[Heh…]

…What? Why are you looking at me like that?

Soram crossed her arms and stared at me like she seriously couldn’t believe I didn’t get it.

Ah.

I remembered what Lee Ji-won said after the last evaluation.

“You should be disappointed you couldn’t watch your own stage, hyung…”

“I secretly filmed it with a phone I snuck in. You can watch it later…”

…Wait a minute.

“Is it because of me?”

I asked with my eyes, and Soram nodded her head enthusiastically.

So basically… Lee Ji-won saw my performance from a few days ago, and that’s when he seriously started wondering if becoming an idol was right for him.

And while he was wrestling with that… everyone else but him passed the evaluation?

Soram nodded even faster.

Holy crap, that’s way too much pressure.

I influenced someone else’s career path. What if he comes up to me someday and says, “If only I’d never met you back then…!” with those bitter, resentful eyes?

Yeah, okay. First, I needed to calm down that egg about to crack—his “Career Exploration” trait.

“Ji-won.”

“Y-yeah?”

“What do you want to do in the future?”

“Me? Well… become an idol…”

“Really?”

“I… I think so?”

Hmm. Is that really true? Your heart’s practically a battlefield of doubts.

“Do you think you’ll be good at it?”

“…I’m not sure.”

“Right? I’m honestly still figuring it out myself.”

“You are… hyung?”

Now I had Ji-won’s full attention. Good. Step one: pull him out of that anxiety spiral—success. Time to steer the mood gently.

“I’m always anxious. About how far I can really go.”

Things were all tangled in various ways, sure, but one fact was undeniable: Kim Haram was a successful idol.

So if even someone like Kim Haram felt insecure—that message would hit hard.

“I became an idol because I admired the people who shined so brightly on stage.”

And from here, it was Seo Jimin’s turn to speak.

“But at some point, I started thinking more about the people below the stage—the ones standing next to me. Their faces, their expressions…”

Lee Jiwon quietly listened to my story.

“This is something I talked about with Woojin before too… They just looked so genuinely happy, those people.”

Yeah. This was an extension of the conversation I had that day — the day I decided I wanted to stay with them.

“But lately, I’ve been thinking… what if, when I step on stage… I can’t give happiness? What if I become someone who gives it only halfway?”

This isn’t an easy thing.

Everything has a threshold, and people’s emotions — even more so.

“I have to keep doing better than before. But… I’m only human. What if I end up doing worse?”

That was the exact anxiety I felt the first time I checked my stats after the possession.

Could I really meet the threshold that Kim Haram had already set?

It was around that time that a thought crossed my mind.

“Wow… this job is really, insanely hard.”

I’d gotten a little too into the moment without realizing it, and a bitter smile crept onto my lips.

“To be honest, I think I’m pretty talented. What about you, Jiwon?”

Lee Jiwon, who had just been silently listening with tightly pressed lips, finally spoke slowly.

“…Of course. I think you’re really talented, hyung.”

“Right? I think so too, actually.”

The status window says as much, doesn’t it? I was lucky enough to inherit Kim Haram’s talent exactly as it was.

“But even I feel anxious. That’s how tough this is. So, Jiwon…”

I finally looked him in the eyes.

Time to wrap things up.

“Rather than deciding right this instant, I think it’s okay to take your time and think it through.”

If even I find this scary and difficult, then he doesn’t need to rush. He can take it slow.

I said a lot, but in the end, that was really all I wanted to say.

Que sera, sera. If he takes his time and keeps going, somehow, it’ll work out.

“…Then what about you, hyung? What do you do when it’s hard and scary like that?”

“Huh?”

Well… that’s… not something Seo Jimin could easily answer.

What had Kim Haram leaned on, day after day, before entrusting everything to me?

“Uh…”

Honestly, my answer wasn’t going to be that different from what I’d been saying this whole time.

“When I think about… the day we’ll stand on stage together… it gives me strength.”

“Stand on stage together…?”

“Yeah. Together.”

Just then, I spotted Lee Hyunjae and Choi Woojin in the distance, returning from their drink run.

Lee Jiwon turned his head to look at the two as well.

“Thinking about standing on stage with them… and giving, and receiving even more happiness — that’s what keeps me going.”

Lee Jiwon quietly gazed at the two who were chatting away as they approached.

“So that’s it… That’s the direction you’ve found, hyung…”

As he finished his sentence, a faint halo of light began to form around his body.

[The Trait is entering a stable phase.]

Good. That means the immediate instability is resolved—

[The Trait is evolving to the next stage.]

Huh? Wait, what? If it’s in a stable phase, shouldn’t it keep exploring? Why’s it evolving?

The halo around Lee Jiwon grew brighter, then disappeared as if absorbed into his body.

[<Trait Evolution>

Trait Name: Life’s Compass – Idol
Rarity: Rare
Status: Activated
Effect & Description:
Having found his dream but still unsure of the direction, he has now obtained a compass.


	This quiet explorer will now have no hesitation in wandering the vast sea to find his path.

	When he fully determines his direction, the trait will undergo one more evolution.]**



“…Huh?”

Ah. So in other words—

He had already decided to become an idol…

But the part he was struggling with was what kind of idol he wanted to be?

Hmm… huh? Wait. This is kinda embarrassing?

So basically, he didn’t decide on his career because of me, right? He was going to do it anyway? Idol?

‘Kim Soram!!’

I glared around, looking for Soram.

You dare spread false information?! You’re not a real system, are you?!

‘Where did you go…!’

“Thank you.”

“Huh?”

Still watching Lee Hyunjae and Choi Woojin, who had gotten much closer now, Jiwon spoke up.

“I think that’s what I’ve been worried about all this time. What kind of idol I want to be. I was scared that if I failed today, I’d lose one of the possible paths I could’ve taken.”

This time, Lee Jiwon turned to look at me.

“After hearing you speak, I realized something. That choosing a direction is something I define. And that it’s natural to move forward even with uncertainty.”

He smiled sheepishly.

“Thank you.”

Oh… seeing you smile like that feels kinda refreshing.

While I was briefly dazed, Lee Hyunjae and Choi Woojin arrived.

“What were you guys talking about?”

“Oh! Jiwon-hyung looks way better now!”

“Right? You looked so pale I went out to get some warm honey water.”

“Yeah. After talking to Haram-hyung, things became a bit clearer.”

[You have cleared ‘Sub Quest – Stabilization (2-1)’.]

[“Random Box (Intermediate)”, “Random Box (Low Grade)” acquired.]

Oh. You’re back. Kim So-ram, you little—where are you. Where’d you go—

“So, really? What did Hyung say to you?”

Ah. Hmm? I’d prefer if you didn’t ask that, Woojin.

“Uh, well, that’s…”

Hm? Jiwon?

For a moment, the corner of Lee Jiwon’s mouth twitched—just barely curving up and then falling again.

“If I were to tell you… honestly, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say it was the most defining part of Haram-hyung. Really, the essence of Haram-hyung… The reason he wants to become an idol, the direction he’s headed…

And the future he envisions with us… His driving force… his power… the light itself… Bit Haram*….”

(*Translator’s note: “빛하람 (Bit Haram)” — a pun combining “빛 (bit/light)” and Haram’s name, also sounding like “shining Haram” or “radiant Haram.”)

So-ram? So-ram!! Get out here and open the boxes! Power Punch! Give me the Power Punch already!


“Hey—!!”

“Ahaha…!”

As I lunged to cover his mouth with an “Uwahhh!”, Jiwon chuckled, as if he’d planned it all.

“Anyway… I’ll do my best.”



 
  Chapter 15: What an Ideal Performance Looks Like (1)






[Opening “Random Box (Intermediate”)!]

“Please… please!!”

Interested.

The holographic box opened, and a stream of items flashed by in a blur.

[Skill ‘Power Punch’ acquired!]

Yes! I finally got it! Power Punch!

The name is kind of cheesy, but as long as I have this…

“I can finally shut Lee Jiwon’s demon mouth!”

Right then, I spotted Lee Jiwon in the distance, chatting away to Choi Woojin.

Judging by the shape of his lips… Haram… misunderstanding… stage… together… That bastard—!!

“I told you…!”

I took a large stride and instantly closed the distance between us.

Now that I had this skill, I was even stronger—high-speed movement like this was nothing.

“I told you not to say it…!”

Jiwon hadn’t even had time to turn and see me yet.

Good. This was going to work.

“Take this!!”

WHAM!

A fist bursting with power.

Nice. Landed it straight in the mouth.

But then—

“Seriously, hyung…”

My explosive punch was caught far too easily by that guy’s hand.

His mouth began to open. No. Not at this range—I couldn’t dodge.

“I told you, hyung. If you really want to shut me up, something like ‘Power Punch’ isn’t going to cut it. Seriously, hyung. Sometimes I really wish you’d listen to me…”

Stop… stop…

As my vision blurred into the distance, I saw Ko Jeongeun behind Jiwon, rhythmically performing a Cossack dance.

Why are you here…?

“Hyung? You’re tuning me out again, aren’t you? It really hurts, you know. It hurts so much. You always pick up on my tiniest worries, so why can’t you understand this part of me…?”

Ahhh… Lee Jiwon…! Lee Jiwooooon………………!!!

…It was a stupid dream.

What the hell? Was my subconscious really that afraid of Lee Ji-won’s mouth?

I slowly raised my right hand, the one that had been blocked by Lee Ji-won.

“…Next time, for sure.”

Hang in there. Me.

“Haram hyung?”

As I stared blankly at my fist, Choi Woojin poked his head down from the upper bunk.

“Are you okay?”

“Mm… I’m fine…”

Just… a little disappointed…….

“…I’m still really upset, too.”

Hm? Didn’t I just say I was fine?

“Ji-won hyung… He’ll definitely make it back, right?”

Ah, so that’s what he meant.

“Yeah. Don’t worry. He’s really gonna be fine.”

In the most recent additional audition, Lee Ji-won was eliminated.

To be honest, I hadn’t expected that… But the only reason I’m not panicking about it now is simple.

‘Damn broadcasters…’

Lee Ji-won’s performance yesterday wasn’t bad.

He chose a vocal-focused song that brought out his strengths, and since he wasn’t nervous, he was able to fully showcase his skill.

“Ji-won’s vibe is good, huh?”

“Yeah, seriously.”

We’d been sitting in the audience holding banners, and as soon as the song started, we let out a huge sigh of relief.

“Thank you, contestant Lee Ji-won. That was a great performance.”

The judges’ comments started off well too.

“You’ve got a naturally pleasant mid-low tone, so I think this song suited you quite well.”

Even the judge who seemed to have been hastily brought in after Choi Hansol failed to return had nothing bad to say.

‘Yes…!’

Thank god. Now we just need to calmly prepare for the next round…!

“But… there were a few disappointing parts.”

“Huh?”

Lee Ji-won, who’d been listening to the feedback with a pleasant smile, blinked in surprise at the sudden comment.

“Well, it’s more like… the song suited you so perfectly that you didn’t get a chance to show off your own individuality…”

“Lee Ji-won’s expression froze in an instant.

‘What’s that supposed to mean, hyung?’

‘Let’s just hear the rest.’

Honestly, Woojin, I still don’t understand what they meant either.

If picking a good song is part of your skill, why is that considered a drawback? So idols who succeed by picking the right songs are only half-baked?

Frustrated, I couldn’t help glaring at the judge.

‘Er… so, while it was good overall, I think it’s just a bit…’

The judge’s gaze briefly flicked toward the production team seated below the stage.

Who’s he looking at?

‘That person…?’

The judge’s eyes landed on PD Jang Yeon-joo, who nodded with an uncomfortable expression.

Maybe she felt my gaze—PD Jang looked in my direction, and our eyes met.

‘Hm…?’

With a bitter smile, PD Jang brought her hands together in front of her, a silent gesture of apology.

At that moment, a system window I hadn’t expected suddenly popped up in front of me.

‘Ah-ha…?’

Just as I was starting to put things together, the judge continued.

‘…So yes, I’m going to give a fail. Though it was unintentionally revealed earlier, we do still have the Wildcard Round, so I hope you’ll keep trying.’

Ah. Now it all made sense.

‘It’s rigged.’

‘Rigged?’

Lee Hyun-jae and Choi Woojin turned to look at me at the same time.

‘Yeah. They’re deliberately dropping him.’

I should’ve caught on the moment they introduced that messy “Wildcard” system.

‘The Wildcard Round. They said it happens after the first main performance round, right?’

‘Yeah, they did.’

‘And the structure is…’

’20 people who failed the first round, 20 who failed the prelims… From those 40, some will move on.’

Woojin chimed in beside me.

Exactly. That format was nonsense from the start.

If the prelims were judged purely on skill, it wouldn’t make sense for someone who failed the prelims to outperform someone who already passed and made it to the main stage.

I mean, unless they somehow improved drastically in one or two weeks—if they could do that, would they have even failed in the first place? And with only a few available slots, it’s a brutally competitive setup.

So how do you make this setup work? The answer’s obvious.

‘You’re saying they’re deliberately eliminating strong contestants so they can make a dramatic story in the Wildcard Round?’

“That’s right.”

Even after the results were announced, Lee Jiwon remained standing on stage.

“…I’m really angry.”

“…Yeah, me too.”

Just to create the ‘storyline’ they want, they made a perfectly fine contestant look like a failure?

If they’re doing things like this… then maybe even Go Jeongeun was unfairly eliminated.

“…Thank you.”

Eventually, Lee Jiwon bowed his head and stepped down from the stage.

So this is how they’re going to play it. Why not just admit the debut lineup was already decided?

He dragged his feet back to the seats and slumped into his chair.

In this audition studio, where all the necessary scenes had already been captured, there were barely any cameras capturing the details—or staff left to control the crowd.

Lee Jiwon covered his eyes with one hand.

“Ah… I’m out.”

“It’s fine. You’re definitely going to be in the wildcard round.”

“And how would you know that…?”

“Name ten people who got eliminated that are better than you.”

“Uh…”

“You can’t, right? You’ll make it. So get ready.”

Lee Jiwon lowered his hand and looked at me.

Maybe, in that moment, I had a more determined look on my face than usual.

Because right then, I had made a massive decision.

It was finally time to draw my sword.

They’re all dead. For real this time.

Snapping out of the memory, I checked the time and began getting ready to head out.

“Are you going somewhere?”

“Yeah. With Manager Woo. Might take a while.”

It could turn into a long conversation.

“Ah, then…”

Choi Woojin stopped mid-sentence, looking awkward. I could pretty much guess what he wanted to say.

“I’ll be back before dinner.”

As soon as I said that, his expression instantly shifted—like spring replacing winter.

“Yes! Let me know when you’re heading out!”

As expected. We’d planned to have dinner together to celebrate the end of the Be the IDOL preliminaries, and it seemed like Choi Woojin had been worried about that.

Cute guy.

“I’ll also check with Jeongeun-hyung to see if he’s free!”

Well, that doesn’t matter too much.

You asked him several times through the door yesterday and didn’t even get a response.

I let out a quiet chuckle at Choi Woojin’s kind heart.

“Alright. Don’t go overboard, okay?”

“Okay!”

A little while later, right on schedule, Manager Woo arrived at the dorm.

As soon as he walked in, he grumbled with a clearly irritated tone.

“Hey. What am I, your personal chauffeur now?”

“Oh come on. What else can we do? The chairman can’t drive himself, and we don’t have a car either.”

“You little—”

“Which reminds me.”

I cut him off before he could finish.

“Should we hire someone? And while we’re at it, maybe get a car too.”

Manager Woo’s expression immediately turned puzzled.

“Then the new car can be yours, Manager Woo. Sound good?”

The tension in his forehead smoothed out in an instant. Like, whoa, was that Botox?

“Let’s go, Chairman.”

His attitude flipped just like that. The power of capital, huh.

“Yes, I’ll be counting on you, Manager.”

Since he started smiling, I couldn’t help but smile too as I got into the passenger seat.

Flex, yeah, flexing is nice.

But the real flex starts now.

Time to have some real fun for once.

Actually, not just “for once”—this is my first time.

Before long, Manager Woo and I brought the car to a stop in a very familiar place.

The site where Lee Jiwon had just tasted the bitterness of elimination.

And then—

“You’re early.”

“Of course. The PD set aside precious time for me, after all.”

This guy.

“Are you doing this because you know I’m not really in a position to refuse you?”

From the very first line, she didn’t make it easy.

“Instead of standing around here, shall we go inside? It seems the contestant has quite a bit to say about the program.”

The main PD of Be the IDOL, Jang Yeonju.

*****

Inside the meeting room of the broadcasting station, following PD Jang.

“Americano okay with you? You’ve heard our station café’s is famous, right?”

I’d never actually had one, but I wasn’t planning to kill the mood.

“Yeah, well…”

“It’s famous. I always wanted to try it whenever I came, but I was too busy. Thanks to you, PD-nim, I finally get to taste it.”

Just as I was about to give a vague reply and move on, Chief Woo—seated beside me—intercepted with a comment.

“…?”

I’d been wondering why he insisted on coming in with me, and now he was acting a little… unusually eager?

“Ahem…”

As both PD Jang and I turned to glance at him at the same time, Chief Woo awkwardly cleared his throat.

Hmm… fine. Let’s table this for now.

Maybe she had the same thought, because PD Jang’s gaze soon turned back to me.

“So, you came all the way here to ask me to let a fellow agency member pass the auditions?”

“As if.”

My Ji-won doesn’t need to resort to something like that—she’ll push through and make it on her own.

“I just had a few things I’ve been meaning to ask and confirm with you, PD Jang.”

The first was—

The day of the initial shoot.

“What exactly did you mean when you thanked me that day?”

And then yesterday.

“What were you apologizing for then?”

Finally—

[ SideQuest–TheIdealCompetition

Objective: Save PD Jang Yeonju from all the scheming and manipulation
Reward: Increased chance of success in Be the IDOL
Failure Penalty: Complete failure in Be the IDOL]

“And what kind of hardship you’re facing as the one running this program.”

Hearing that last part, PD Jang’s eyes widened in surprise.

“That… how did you…?”

Her eyes were asking how much I knew. Unfortunately, I was only planning to start figuring that out now. I just shrugged with a casual grin.

“I can tell just by looking into your eyes.”

“Heh, haha… ha.”

Had she really been showing that much? She muttered to herself and glanced around the room for a moment. She still looked a bit conflicted.

Just one more push.

“I’ll save you.”

“…? Excuse me?”

Her gaze returned to me.

“I’ll save you. I don’t know what kind of trouble you’re in, but still.”

“Save me…?”

PD Jang lowered her gaze and let out a long sigh, then looked up with a strange smile.

“That’s the first time someone’s ever said that to me. Haram, you’ve grown up. When we first met, you were just a baby.”

Well, Haram has grown up a lot over the past few days. Haha.

While I stood there with an awkward smile, PD Jang spoke again.

“You’re here because CEO Cho was harassing you and you wanted to leave the company, right?”

…What?

“How did you know…?”

This time, she was the one to shrug and joke.

“I can tell just by looking into your eyes.”

“Haha, ha…!”

“You didn’t even finish your contract properly, really…”

She knows that much too?

As expected, she’s not someone to take lightly.

“Well… in that sense, maybe you and I will get along just fine.”

PD Jang let out a self-deprecating chuckle.

“I really hate the big shots at our company too.”

Then, as if making a decision, she looked me in the eye and asked,

“So, did you come up with a way to save me?”

“Oh, well…”

It’s nothing special, really.

“I just happen to have a lot of money.”

A deep wrinkle instantly formed between PD Jang’s brows. Yikes. Why the scary face? You’re acting like my manager.


The more her brows furrowed, the brighter I smiled.

“A lot. Like, really a lot.”

Enough to chew up and spit out whatever underhanded schemes they try.

“Not bad, right?”



 
  Chapter 16: What an Ideal Competition Looks Like






“Well…”

Producer Jang finally opened her mouth, a sour look painted across her face.

“There’s probably a lot of money. Haram was doing really well, after all. But still…”

“Ehhh.”

I cut her off, deliberately making a cheeky face.
Then I raised my index finger toward her, locking eyes with her.
This is all the ammo I’ve got.

“…Ten billion won?”

“Eeeeh.”

She continued calmly, as if she’d expected that wasn’t all.

“A hundred billion?”

“Eeeeh~ii.”

Two deep lines formed between her brows in an instant.

“A trillion? Did you really make that much? That’s impossible…”

“Eeeee~ii.”

“What is this? Say it properly!”

Producer Jang snapped at me with a slight crack in her voice. Oops, maybe I pushed the joke too far. It had worked like a charm with Manager Woo, though.

I quickly waved both hands to calm her down.

“Just once. Just raise it one more time.”

One more time? Her face twisted with half annoyance, half curiosity.

“…One trillion won?”

At last, I smiled and gave a slow, steady nod.

“Rounded down.”

Producer Jang’s eyes shifted to Manager Woo sitting beside her. Seriously? She asked with her eyes, and Manager Woo nodded nonchalantly.

Bzzz—

A notification buzzed on the phone sitting on the desk.

“Ah.”

I checked the new alert, then carefully held up two fingers this time.

“It just went up again.”

The exchange rate had jumped again. How far is this U.S. interest rate going to climb?

Looking back and forth between me and Manager Woo, Producer Jang pressed both palms over her eyes.

“Ah… What even is this…”

No one believes it right away. Well, if I were her, I wouldn’t either…

“Feel free to think whatever makes you comfortable, Producer Jang.”

She parted her fingers just enough to peek at me.

“You know what really matters here, don’t you?”

Producer Jang stared for a moment, then let her eyes disappear back behind her hands. She leaned all the way back and let out a long sigh.

“Haa… Fine. So the point is, Haram, you have that much power, right? Regardless of whether the money’s there or not.”

As expected, quick to understand the situation.

“…Alright. I’ve made up my mind.”

She pulled her hands away from her face and gently rested them on the table.

“I’ve decided—I’m going to use you for all you’re worth, Haram. Forget the money talk. I won’t be able to treat you casually if I keep thinking about that.”

Well, as long as she remembers I’ve got some clout, that’s good enough. Producer Jang muttered as if reciting a spell to herself.

A new approach to dealing with a chaebol, huh?

Well, it wasn’t actually a bad thing. There wouldn’t be much to gain even if I ended up in the stronger position in this relationship.

“You don’t want anything from me?”

“Oh, if that’s what you mean.”

There is something I clearly want.

PD Jang watched my reaction and snorted, as if she’d expected it.

“What, you want me to debut you along with your precious agency friends or something?”

My face immediately twisted into a grimace. Excuse me? What?

“… Why are you looking at me like that?”

How could a person even think something so nasty… I’m truly disappointed in you, PD Jang.

“… What.”

I let go of the contemptuous expression I’d been making and shook my head.

“I think I said something similar when we were talking about Ji-won earlier, but no thanks. Are our dreams somehow less valid?”

Yeah. If I’d planned to ask for something like that, I would’ve gone to you the moment I possessed this body. The contestants I saw on set were, contrary to my concerns, pretty serious about being idols.
And now you want me to destroy their futures? I couldn’t do that.

“… Ahem. Then what do you want?”

“I want you to do it properly.”

When I deliberately left out the subject, a question mark visibly floated over her head.

“Do what you want to do, PD Jang. Properly.”

And then, the question mark floating over her head turned into an exclamation point.

“… Huh. So you weren’t just picking that up from my eyes, huh.”

The sigh she let out filled the small meeting room.

“Manager Woo.”

“Yes?”

Manager Woo, who had been silent for a while, responded in surprise when PD Jang called out to him.

“Could you step out for a moment? I’d like to speak to Haram alone.”

“Oh, but…”

“Manager Woo.”

I shot Manager Woo a firm telepathic laser beam with my eyes to stop him from hesitating.

“Just wait outside for a bit.”

“Ah…”

Manager Woo looked noticeably disappointed. Sorry. This part’s just for the grown-ups now… Trudge, trudge. Manager Woo left the meeting room. It didn’t feel like he was just sulking about being kicked out… but anyway.

“Now then.”

PD Jang leaned forward and took a posture that showed she was about to give me her full attention.

“Let’s have a proper talk.”

*****

“‘<Be the IDOL>’ already has a predetermined debut lineup.”

“… What?”

That came out of nowhere?

“And you’re one of them, Haram.”

No, seriously—what?

She’d been quiet for a while like she was deep in thought after saying we should talk properly, and this was what she came out with?

Suddenly being turned into some kind of accomplice I never asked to be didn’t feel great.

“Well. Until you applied, someone else was already selected.”

“Eh? Did that person get eliminated?”

Wait a second, that’s not the important part here. I got sidetracked without realizing it.

“No idea. And I don’t care either. They were absolutely terrible, so I’d assume they didn’t make it.”

“Ah… well, that’s a relief.”

PD Jang’s tone had oddly relaxed, probably because Manager Woo wasn’t in the room anymore.

“Then who decided on the debut members…”

“Who do you think? The higher-ups with fat envelopes stuffed with bribe money.”

Why ask when you clearly already know? Jang Yeonju said with a sarcastic smirk.

“When I first submitted the proposal, there wasn’t even a hint of that kind of thing…”

Jang Yeonju, who had once produced a top-tier project group through Idol Training Center, was now rumored to be planning a new survival program. The rumors spread throughout the company in no time.

It was around that time that he started getting called in by the higher-ups.

“Ohhh, our dear PD Jang! You look more feminine than usual today! What? I’m not supposed to say things like that? Pffft, come on!!”

Along with remarks so outdated they were practically fossilized.

“There’s a company called Behind Entertainment — they have a few trainees applying. The tallest kid among them. Keep an eye on that one, will you?”

The subtle pressure began to mount.

At first, he didn’t think much of it. That level of lobbying had happened fairly often during Idol Training Center too.

But then—

“They eventually just brought a few kids over to introduce them and told me to move them up.”

“Move them up…?”

“Up in the rankings.”

It was basically an order to debut them.

The situation was more serious than he expected, and his expression hardened. He hadn’t realized things were this rotten.

He could barely hold back the string of curses rising up inside him.

“This is seriously fucked up.”

“Don’t insult dogs like that… Wait, you can curse, Haram?”

Of course. There were far too many people in this world who deserved to be cursed out.

‘Then that guy back then too…’

He recalled the first time he sensed something was off.

On the first day of prelims — even before Ko Jeongeun had tasted the bitterness of elimination.

‘Contestant Kim Jumin, you’re eliminated.’

He wasn’t particularly bad, nor particularly good. Just a plain contestant who got eliminated plainly.

Except for one thing.

“Huh?”

He put on a strangely stiff face for a moment, and then as he turned away from the stage, he began grinning to himself.

This was before Choi Hansol had even accidentally mentioned the wildcard round.

Back then, he’d just thought, Must be someone who entered without any real ambition… Guess that kind of guy shows up too… and dismissed it.

“When Hansol suddenly brought up the wildcard round, I honestly felt relieved.”

Of course.

“So someone already knew about it.”

“The whole wildcard thing wasn’t even my idea.”

It was simply a show — a device to craft a more compelling narrative for their chosen candidates.

“… Fuck.”

Because of that, Lee Jiwon…

“Still not used to hearing you swear, Haram. Anyway, that’s how things are right now.”

So then, Be the IDOL before I possessed Kim Haram…

It must have proceeded just like this, unable to overcome the corruption.

‘Honestly, it’s a good thing it flopped.’

No. Not just a good thing it flopped — it was a program that should never have aired in the first place.

“Wasn’t there a way to just not proceed with the program at all?”

“How could I have done that?”

Before he could stop himself from blurting out meaningless questions, Jang Yeonju cut in sharply.

…Well, fair. In the end, she was just another employee. Just someone being pushed around by the suits up top.

“…You’re right. Sorry—”

“A whole truckload of kids already applied without knowing anything. What was I supposed to do?”

“Oh.”

Honestly, it was a reason he hadn’t expected from her.

“You might not know since I suddenly started looking out for you, but we were accepting applications in Seoul and Busan starting six months ago.”

From small academies to large and small entertainment agencies across the country.

Some of those kids had probably even left their current agencies just to take this shot.

“I just got sentimental because I hated that project groups had to end, and thought it’d be nice if the kids had more opportunities… That was me being nosy. I created this program, and now those kids are going to have their careers ruined before they even get a proper chance.”

Jang Yeonju spoke continuously, as if finally letting out all the frustration she’d held in. Her eyes began to glisten.

“But how could I be the one to stop it first?”

Jang Yeonju’s gaze dropped sharply downward.

Drip—drop. Tiny droplets began to stain the table.

“F*ck… those bastards… no wonder they dragged their feet bringing me in…”

For a while, only the sound of droplets tapping against the table and faint sniffling filled the air.

Um… what should I do at a time like this…

“Enough!!”

Just as I was hesitating, Jang Yeonju suddenly lifted her head and looked straight at me. Her glasses were clouded with moisture, so she probably couldn’t see me very clearly.

“To be honest, even you saying you’ve got money now—coming to find me, saying you’ll help me—it all seems shady as hell, and I really don’t trust you, you know?”

Uh, right… yeah.

“But!! I’ve decided to give you a chance! Because I’ve got nowhere left to run!!”

Jang Yeonju suddenly shot up from her seat and leaned across the table toward me, hands planted firmly down. Behind the dirty lenses, her eyes shone with fierce determination.

“Haha, hahahaha! Oh man… hahaha!”

I couldn’t help but burst out laughing.

It made me genuinely happy—

That this person hadn’t lost her fighting spirit.

That someone so rational and methodical, someone who clearly prided herself on composure, was pouring her heart out like this—because she hadn’t given up on us yet.

“You’re laughing?!”

Having unloaded her emotions, Jang Yeonju straightened up and spoke again.

As she took off her glasses and shook them out, droplets scattered in every direction.

“No—sorry. I’m not laughing at you… I’m really sorry.”

I managed to suppress the rest of my laughter and continued.

“All right. Please believe me. Everything I’ve said today—there’s not a shred of a lie in it.”

“If you betray me—”

“You don’t have to worry.”

Luckily for both of us, our interests seem to align well.

Including the fact that we both hate those at the top. And that we’re rooting for the same people.


“So,”

Once Jang Yeonju had calmed down a bit more, I finally got to the point.

“What’s the biggest problem right now?”

If she was willing to go this far with her passion, then I had no choice but to give it my all, too.



 
  Episode 17. A Slave? Know Your Place






“Then, from here on, all future planning is entirely in PD Jang’s hands… Oh, Manager Woo.”

Just as we finished our conversation and were leaving the broadcast station building together, we ran into Manager Woo on the first floor.

“You could’ve told me if you were done talking.”

“I was going to call after seeing PD Jang off.”

“Was that really necessary?”

Manager Woo approached us at a half-jog, his expression noticeably flushed with excitement. But… why can’t he seem to keep his limbs still? Why are you this thrilled…?

“Sorry to keep you waiting. Our talk went on a bit long.”

The moment Jang Yeonju offered an apology, Manager Woo waved it off.

“Oh no, not at all! If it was important, of course it should take time.”

But then, his eyes landed on Jang Yeonju’s swollen, teary eyes.

“Huh?”

He leaned in slightly, peering more closely through her glasses.

“…”

Then his gaze shifted to me—now tinged with clear disapproval.

Huh? Why is he glaring at me like that?

“…Did you make her cry?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say I made her cry, it was more like… she just ended up crying…”

“So you did make her cry.”

[Woo Taeyoon’s trait, ‘Ambitious Seeker of Justice and Virtue,’ has been slightly shaken!]

Of all the times for the system window to pop up again… 

Seriously, it’s been so inconsistent lately.

It didn’t seem like dragging this topic out would help, so I changed the subject.

“Since you two will probably be seeing each other a lot from now on, might as well formally introduce yourselves again.”

“You made her cry and now you’re—wait, what?”

Manager Woo had been mid-reprimand when he stopped short and looked back at Jang Yeonju in surprise.

“That’s right. Haram said I should rely on you a lot going forward, Manager Woo. So I’m counting on you.”

“Oh, yes! Absolutely, of course! I’ll help however I can!”

He has no idea what he’s supposed to help with, yet he’s already flustered and backing off a step.

As expected.

As soon as we arrived at the broadcasting station, Manager Woo had been excited… and now, watching him again…

At that moment—pop!—Soram appeared for the first time in a while.

[I sincerely support the love between you two!]

So you did notice, huh, you little rascal. Though it still seems like Manager Woo has a much higher affection score…

‘Well. It’s cute to watch.’

I smiled faintly as I watched the two of them wrap up their conversation.

“Yes, yes. I’ll get the full explanation from Haram later. Thank you! See you again!”

Manager Woo, buzzing with excitement, nodded furiously as he exchanged farewells with Jang Yeonju.

On the way to the parking lot, he walked briskly and silently. 

And then, in the parking lot—

Thunk—!

The moment we both sat down in the car—

“So, uh. Haram, what exactly do I need to do?”

Quick to ask, aren’t you.

*****

Around the same time, while Haram was finishing up his conversation with PD Jang Yeonju, Lee Jiwon was lying in the dorm room, blankly staring at the ceiling.

‘So I really did fail, huh…’

Watching Choi Woojin and Lee Hyunjae pass the audition had made her think, ‘Maybe I can make it too.’

Sure, Kim Haram and Ko Jeongeun were in a league of their own in completely different ways, but she hadn’t thought there was a huge gap between herself and the other two.

‘And yet…’

“Yes, so with that in mind, I’m afraid I’ll have to pass on you.”

The judge’s words kept echoing in her head.

It wasn’t so much a feeling of shock as it was—

‘Ah… so I’m not meant to be a protagonist.’

A person with no scent, no color, no flavor—completely plain. Lee Jiwon started to wonder if that was the real difference between herself and Woojin or Hyunjae.

After all, those two had a very clear sense of who they were.

‘Haram hyung, though…’

Speaking of protagonists, to her, Kim Haram was the obvious lead.

When she had first started as a trainee, simply because she liked dancing and singing, she’d been genuinely shocked.

‘So that’s what it means when someone “shines,” huh?’

Saying someone “had presence” wasn’t even close to enough. It was like he was absorbing all the spotlights in the world.

Hard to explain in words.

In some ways, she felt envious. In others, she just… really wanted to be close to him.

‘It’s been a while since I felt this way… wanting to get closer to someone.’

Maybe that’s why, whenever he talked to Kim Haram, he always ended up saying more than he meant to.

‘Could this be… love?’

He let out a soft chuckle at the ridiculous thought.

His mind wandered.

Someone like Haram—who felt like a protagonist—had gone out of his way to care for him and even mentored him. Honestly, he’d thought things would go well for him too.

I mean, come on. When the protagonist puts this much energy into supporting a teammate, it shouldn’t end in a bad ending.

‘Maybe… I really suck at singing…?’

Even though Kim Haram had insisted, “It’s because the broadcasting station bastards deliberately dropped you,” he couldn’t help but spiral into doubt.

No, that couldn’t be. He was pretty good.

His vocal coach always praised his singing.

‘This is hard…’

Suddenly, he recalled something Kim Haram had said yesterday:

It’s a tough path. So, Jiwon, rather than rushing to decide what to do right now, I think it’d be good to take your time and think it through.

He chuckled again.

The memory of Haram noticing how drained he looked before starting that talk, and how uncomfortable Haram had looked, came to mind. Haram had always been expressive, but these past few days, it had been more noticeable. Not in a bad way.

‘Take it slow, huh…’

Yeah. He could go slowly.

He wasn’t the protagonist. So he’d use what talent he had and take his time—while figuring out what he wanted to do.

Bzzz—

His phone buzzed. He checked the screen. It was those broadcasting station bastards.

[Hello. This is the production team of Be the IDOL.
Participant Lee Jiwon has been selected to join the 1.5th round of Be the IDOL, the [Wildcard Match].
Further details are as follows…]

It was real.

Just like Kim Haram said it would be.

As expected—someone acknowledged by the protagonist was different.

“Alright—!”

Now that he had a goal, it was time to act.

…And maybe deal with that guy who’d been on his mind lately.

He stepped out of the room he shared with Lee Hyunjae, passed the room Kim Haram and Choi Woojin shared, and stopped in front of the door at the farthest end of the hall.

There were five people staying in this dorm. He’d just passed four of their rooms.

That meant only one person was left.

The only one in the dorm with a room to themselves.

Knock knock.

“Hey. Go Jeongeun, open up.”

Go Jeongeun had locked himself in his room since yesterday and hadn’t budged.

He didn’t seem to be eating properly either… Was being eliminated that much of a shock for him? That guy?

Knock knock. He knocked on the door again.

“Hey. I said come out, didn’t I?”

There was no sign of movement from beyond the door. Giving up on waiting, Lee Jiwon grabbed the doorknob and turned it.

“What the— It’s not even locked?”

He had assumed it would be locked. Just goes to show how misleading assumptions can be. The door opened effortlessly, and he stepped into the room.

The room was filled with the musty smell typical of a semi-basement.

The lights were off, so Go Jeongeun wasn’t immediately visible. He was probably on the bed.

“You in there?”

As expected, Go Jeongeun was curled up tightly on the bed.

“Hey, wake up. You got the Wild Card Round notice too, right?”

“……”

Go Jeongeun didn’t respond, so Jiwon reached toward the phone lying by his pillow.

Tap tap.

He tapped the phone screen. It lit up, showing a preview of the most recent message received.

[Hello. This is the <Be the IDOL> production team.
Participant Go Jeongeun has been selected for the <Be the IDOL> 1.5th round, [Wild Card Round]…]

“Come on, look at this message.”

Jiwon sat on the edge of the bed and shook Go Jeongeun back and forth, but he didn’t react.

“Ugh, seriously… such a hassle.”

Was he really sleeping that soundly? In that case, Jiwon decided to blind him awake.

“I said wake up~!”

He turned on the flashlight on his phone and flipped Go Jeongeun’s body over to shine it in his face.

“…What the.”

But something felt off.

“…What’s with your face?”

Go Jeongeun quickly turned back over.

Not to be outdone, Jiwon grabbed and pulled him over again.

“Did someone hit you or something?”

This time, Jeongeun didn’t resist being turned over again.

His left cheek was swollen badly, and his eye looked half-closed from crying for a long time.

“…What the hell…”

Looking closer, it was even worse than he thought. You could feel the malice behind whoever had done it.

“What the hell. How’d you end up like this?”

Go Jeongeun still didn’t respond.

It was frustrating. Sure, the guy had a crap personality, but he wasn’t the type to go around picking fights or getting into them.

Jiwon checked the back of Jeongeun’s right hand. It was far too clean to suggest he’d punched anyone.

Honestly, it didn’t take much thinking to figure it out. Given the current situation, it was pretty clear who had done this to him.

“Did you tell Haram-hyung about this?”

Only then did Jeongeun finally open his mouth.

“…What the hell would I even say to that bastard.”

The problem was, the moment he spoke, the answer just made Jiwon even more annoyed.

“Yeah, true… if Haram-hyung knew about this, no way he’d just let it slide.”

From what he knew of Haram, he was the type who’d take a hit in Jeongeun’s place if it came to that.

“…Doesn’t it hurt?”

Jiwon was frustrated, but what good would it do to yell at someone whose face looked like a bloody mess? Jeongeun just snorted dismissively through his nose. Jiwon stood up and headed for the door.

“…I’m telling the others. We’re not letting this go.”

In that instant, Go Jeongeun—who hadn’t moved an inch till now—suddenly sprang up from the bed.

“You tell anyone and you’re dead. Especially that bastard Kim Haram.”

“You’re in that state and that’s what you say?”

What the hell was wrong with this guy? Couldn’t he tell right from wrong? Or did he just want to live his whole life as someone’s punching bag?

Jiwon barely held back the curses rising in his throat.

“Say what you want. I’m not changing my mind. Just lie back down and stay there.”

“You son of a b—”

Jeongeun finally got up and grabbed Jiwon by the collar.

“I said shut up, you crazy bastard.”

What was with this guy? His hostility was beyond just being irritable.

And then—

Beep beep beep beep—beep—click!

The door lock gave a cheerful chime as it unlocked.

Jiwon assumed it must be Haram returning.

“Haram-hyung! You’re back! Listen, Jeongeun is—!”

But before he could finish, Jeongeun—looking past him toward the entryway—turned pale as a sheet.

“Well well~ Our little Jeongeun~ acting like a damn gangster when he’s back at the dorm, huh?”

A nasty voice rang out.

._. Fuck.

Lee Ji-won couldn’t help but curse internally in the end.

Yeah, he should’ve realized earlier that it was strange this guy hadn’t shown up until now. Of all times, when Haram-hyung wasn’t even home…

“I even dropped by once and told you nicely to behave, didn’t I?”

So it really was you. That horribly twisted expression and his casual tone were terrifyingly out of sync.

“Fuck, and after that, our dear Jeongeun didn’t contact me even once, huh?”

Go Jeongeun’s hand, which had been gripping Lee Ji-won’s collar, was already halfway loosened—and the man snatched it away in an instant.

“So in the end, I heard about Haram from someone else’s damn mouth again.”

“Ggh…”

As his wrist was twisted, Go Jeongeun let out a faint groan. CEO Jo Jeong-jae brought his face in close.

“This won’t do. You’re coming with me tonight, you piece of shit.”

Go Jeongeun’s face was instantly drenched in cold sweat.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing!!!”

When they turned around, Lee Hyun-jae and Choi Woo-jin had rushed out of their rooms at the noise.

“Heh. What’s everyone doing here, gathering like this? Is this supposed to be a fun show or something?”

“Get back inside, all of you.” Jo Jeong-jae waved his hand dismissively, dragging Go Jeongeun toward the front door.

Completely overpowered by Jo Jeong-jae’s larger build, Jeongeun was helplessly dragged away.

“? What are you doing, Woo-jin?”

Just as they were about to step through the doorway, Choi Woo-jin grabbed Jo Jeong-jae’s forearm with both hands.

His hands trembled faintly.

“P-please, don’t take Jeongeun-hyung with you!”

“…Heh, Woo-jin. If your arms are that thin, how are you gonna carry anything properly, huh?”

With a light flick of Jo Jeong-jae’s arm, Woo-jin’s hands were easily shaken off.

“Don’t worry about this little shit. Just focus on your own stuff, yeah? You guys are supposed to be entering some competition or whatever, right?”

Jo Jeong-jae sneered with a crooked grin.

“Make sure to properly tell Haram what happened. That I dropped by.”

Tell him to give me a call next time. Jo Jeong-jae’s voice rang out thinly through the gap of the closing door.


THUD—

Beep-beep.

The sound of the door lock echoed once again.





 
  Chapter 18: That Bastard’s Circumstances






Inside the car on the way back to the dorm, Manager Woo, still looking visibly excited, asked,

“So basically, I just have to do whatever PD Jang Yeonju asks me to do, right?”

“Mm… to put it simply, yes.”

Okay, maybe that was a little too simple.

“Then what about running our company?”

“Oh, that’s easy.”

I lifted my right hand and made a circle with my fingers.

“I’ll take care of that too.” 

“Okay, then there’s no problem!”

Hmm-hmm-hmm~ Manager Woo began humming cheerfully, clearly in a great mood. At this point, it was kind of ridiculous—but honestly, he looked so happy it was kind of nice to see.

‘Right, Soram?’

Soram, who’d been flitting around nearby with a cheerful smile on her face, nodded.

“Manager Woo.”

“Hm? What is it?”

“PD Jang Yeonju seems like a good person. I think you should go for it.”

“……?!!!”

Screech—!

The car came to a sudden halt.

“Agh… geez…”

That scared me for real.

“Y-you, when did you—”

Despite his flustered state, Manager Woo had enough sense left to check the rearview mirror and turn on the hazard lights as he stumbled over his words.

Whew, thank god we were the only ones on this road.

The sudden stop was a bit stressful, sure, but the look on his panicked face was just too perfect for teasing. I couldn’t help but grin.

“Since the Ayangso thing?”

Manager Woo’s face turned red again—starting from the ears, no less. First time in a while seeing that.

Oh? Was I right?

“I… was it that obvious…?”

“Yes.”

Honestly, I haven’t even known you for a whole month yet, Manager Woo, but it was still clear as day.

“Then… d-do you think PD Jang knows too…?”

I haven’t even known Manager Woo for a full month yet, but I still figured it out.

“Th–then… do you think PD Jang knows too…?”

Hmm…

“Yes!”

I barely stopped myself from saying, If she doesn’t, she’s a fool!

Because what if—just maybe—she’s only a fool when it comes to things like this?

“Really??? It’s that obvious?”

No, seriously, if she doesn’t know, she’s an idiot. Do you need to hear me say it directly?

“Just drive already. We’ve basically rented this whole road to ourselves right now.”

Still flushed, Manager Woo scrambled to get the car moving again.

“She knows… so she really does know…”

His face kept getting redder by the second. How high can this man’s R value even go?

“Haram-ah…”

I glanced over at him with an impish grin, thoroughly enjoying the scene even more than I expected.

“I think I’m gonna resign…”
“…What?”

Wow. It’s been a while since I said ‘What?’ out loud like that.
That old habit from my Seo Jimin days was definitely starting to seep into this body too.

“Why? Because you’re embarrassed??”
“I don’t know… I just… I want to quit…”

What kind of nonsense is that? I’m not about to let my grand plan be derailed by something as trivial as failed romance, of all things.

For the rest of the ride to the dorm, the conversation was nothing but him repeating “I’m gonna quit…” and me countering with “No. I won’t let you. Go back.”

“You’re not some high school senior taking entrance exams, what are you even doing?”

The car eventually stopped in front of the dorm, and I got out while scolding Manager Woo.

“Whoa!!!!!”

And the moment I stepped out, someone let out a scream that sounded more like an excited shriek than anything else.

“It’s Kim Haram!!!!!”

Huh? Startled by the sudden shout, I instinctively turned my head toward the source of the noise.

“KIM HARAM!!!!!!”

A young girl—probably in first or second grade—was running straight at me, her little feet pattering against the pavement.

“Ah, don’t run. You’ll fall.”

I didn’t say it aloud, but honestly, I’d gotten used to this sort of thing. It happened pretty often whenever I changed locations.

It was a natural enough situation. I mean, Clover should’ve been a bit more successful, honestly.

I crouched down to meet the girl’s eyes as she ran toward me.

Whether she heard me or not, she closed the distance in an instant and came to a stop right in front of me.

“KIM HARAM!!!!!!!!!!!”

How can such a tiny kid have such a huge voice? It reminded me of someone who once yelled at a panel of judges.

“Alright, alright. Calm down. What’s your name, little friend—”

“My brother!!!!!”

Huh?

“Where’s my brother!!!”

“Uh…?”

Your brother? Uh… well? How should I know?

“Wait a second, you…”

Hold on. That voice, that face…

“Haram hyung?”

Rumble, rumble.

This time, the noise came from behind—near the dorm entrance. I could hear a small crowd of people clattering up the stairs.

“Haram hyung!!”

Leading the charge, Choi Woojin rushed out with a wide smile and called my name again. Behind him came Lee Hyunjae and Lee Jiwon.

“What’s going on with you guys?”

The three of them had clearly sprinted out in a hurry, their expressions unusually tense—like they had something urgent to say but weren’t sure how to begin.

“Well, it’s…”

A brief silence fell.

“Ah!!!”

And of course, the one to break that silence was the little girl again.

“The handsome Sadam my brother talked about!!”

She pointed straight at Choi Woojin.

So I was right…

Just then, I finally caught sight of the name tag hanging from the girl’s backpack:

[Incheon Seoreung Elementary, Grade 2 Class 1]

[Ko Jeong-yoon]

“I’m sorry for the trouble,”

The child apologized in a strangely babyish lisp. Where did she even learn how to say something like that…?

“No, no. It’s no trouble at all.”

Dormitory lounge.

The child—Jeong-yoon—was sitting in a chair while the rest of us had gathered around her in a loose circle on the floor.

“No, really. My grandma said I shouldn’t point at people I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

The child gave a polite bow toward Choi Woojin.

Woojin, smiling like he was about to melt from how cute she was, handed her one of his precious konjac jellies.

Unbelievable—Woojin was giving up one of his sacred snacks…

But even more shocking was this:

“Thank you.”

Was this kid really genetically related to that guy?

There was absolutely nothing about her that resembled her brother.

Ah.

Suddenly, the image of her running toward me earlier, shouting my name, flashed through my mind.
I quickly shook my head to get rid of it.

Jimin will only remember the pretty moments.

“So Jeong-yoon, how did you end up here? You came looking for your brother?”

“Yes…”

The story she told went like this: Her brother had finally come home after a long time, but then he suddenly left again, way too soon, and it made her really sad.

And for some reason, he hadn’t been calling like he used to—not even picking up when Grandma tried calling him.

So she’d gotten really worried.

“And then some man called our house looking for Oppa.”

“What man?”

“Mm… just some man.”

She said when the man asked for her brother and she replied he wasn’t home, she heard him mutter this over the phone:

‘That little shit’s ghosting every call. If I catch him, I oughta kill him or something.’

She’d heard that voice herself. And if there was even a 1% chance she was right—it was almost certainly Jo Jeongjae.

“Oppa always looked so tired whenever that man called.”

That’s why she’d come.

“Oppa won’t even pick up when I call him… I thought he might be in trouble. So I came to find him.”

From Dong-gu, Incheon to the middle of Seoul—a 9-year-old child came all by herself. She retraced the route from when she’d once come here with her brother. She didn’t even have a cellphone in hand.

The fact that I ran into her on the street… that was nothing short of a miracle.

“I came all by myself!”

The child gave us a cheerful smile. It was like she’d sensed the mood getting heavy and wanted to brighten it up.

“…Wow. You came all this way alone, Jeong-yoon? You’re so smart. I don’t think I could’ve even imagined doing that back in second grade.”

I forced a smile and followed her lead, barely swallowing the words I actually wanted to say.

“Jeong-yoon, have you had dinner yet?”

“No. Not yet.”

“Oh no, that won’t do!”

I glanced dramatically toward where Choi Woojin and Lee Hyeonjae were sitting.

“Hyeonjae-hyung! Woojin, could you two take Jeong-yoon out and buy her something nice to eat Manager Woo’s still outside, so grab the company card from him before you go!”

The two of them nodded.

“Sure! Jeong-yoon, what do you like? Just name it!”

The girl’s face brightened a little—but then quickly shifted into a troubled expression.

“Um… but… Oppa…”

“Jeongeun just stepped out for a bit.”

“Oh… Oppa’s not here…?”

Her face fell instantly.

“Yeah. He’s not here right now. But while you’re eating, I’ll go real~ quick and bring him back.”

“Can’t I come too…?”

There was a small glimmer of hope in her eyes.

“I’m sorry. Only me and Ji-won-oppa can go to that place. But I’ll be really fast. You just enjoy your meal, okay?”

That place…

It’s far too contaminated for a sweet kid like you.

Jeong-yoon couldn’t hide her disappointment. But Woojin and Hyeonjae gently coaxed and comforted her as they took her outside.

‘Soram.’

[Here I am!]

‘I’ll give up one of the boxes I have. Can you stick close to Jeong-yoon for a bit?’

If even the slightest thing happened to that kid while he was here… I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself.

[That won’t be necessary!]

[Side Quest – Siblings

Objective: Reunite Go Jeong-eun and Go Jeong-yoon 
Reward: Mental and emotional stability +@
Failure Penalty: This quest does not allow failure.


	A quest with failure explicitly prohibited! Due to the high difficulty, the system will actively support the user.

	Any anomalies affecting “Go Jeong-yoon” during this quest will be reported to the user immediately.]



…What a good kid.
I watched as Soram zipped after Jeong-yoon, then turned to Ji-won.

“Ji-won.”

“…Yeah.”

“Where’s Go Jeong-eun?”

“Well… the CEO…”

“Don’t call him that.”

Flinch. Ji-won shivered slightly at the sharpness in my voice.

“…Sorry.”

“…No, I’m sorry.”

I shouldn’t be snapping at you. I just hate myself right now. Why didn’t I see this coming?

So what if I’m the possessor?

Goddamn it. The regret hit me like a tidal wave.

But no. That kind of regret won’t help right now. You know that, don’t you?

I pulled out my phone and made the call.

rr—

The tone didn’t ring for long.

[Well, well, Haram~ Calling me at last~?]

Disgusting.

“…Where are you right now?”

[Hey now! Don’t be rude to the CEO, kid~! I’m years older than you, Haram~]

“I asked where you are.”

Laughter spilled through the speaker. Jo Jeong-jae’s awful laugh.

[Where else would a CEO be but at the office? Even at this hour, I’m working hard for the company—]

“Stay right there. Don’t move.”

Click.

I hung up and immediately stood.

“No, not at all. It’s no bother.”

The dormitory living room.

The child—no, Jeongyoon—was sitting on a chair, while the rest of us were gathered in a circle around him.

“No, it’s wrong to point fingers at someone you’re meeting for the first time. My grandma said so. I’m sorry.”

The child bowed his head politely toward Choi Woojin. Woojin smiled so brightly he looked like he might melt, and handed the boy one of his precious konjac jellies. Unbelievable—Woojin actually gave that precious thing away… 

But even more surprising was—

“Thank you very much.”

Was this kid really related to Go Jeongeun? They shared the same genes, but there was nothing about him that resembled his older brother.

Ah.

I suddenly recalled how he had come running toward me, shouting my name—but I quickly shook my head to push the memory away. Let’s just remember the cute parts of Jimin.

“How did you end up all the way out here, Jeongyoon? Did you come looking for your brother?” 


“Yes…”

The story the boy shared went like this: His brother had returned home after a really long time, but then suddenly left again, way too soon—and that made him really sad. And for some reason, his brother, who used to call every day, stopped calling.

Even when their grandmother tried calling, he wouldn’t answer. So he got really worried.





 
  Chapter 19: My Circumstances






[Don’t move a muscle. Stay right there.]

Click.

Haram hung up right after saying his piece.

“That little bastard’s been hanging up on me lately like it’s his goddamn habit.”

Jo Jeongjae was slightly annoyed, but his good mood far outweighed the irritation, so he didn’t dwell on it. He was confident. From today onward, Kim Haram’s prize money would start trickling over into his hands, little by little.

The reason Haram had been acting out with all sorts of antics lately was obvious. The kid had suddenly come into a large sum of money and now probably felt like he could do whatever he wanted.

“Kids these days don’t know jack shit about how the world works.”

The contracts hanging over Haram and the other riffraff in that dorm weren’t the kind of things one could just walk away from easily.

“And you, Jeongeun—you of all people should know better~”

Flinch.

Go Jeongeun, who had been standing silently in a corner of the CEO’s office, trembled slightly.
A fresh bruise on his face stood out starkly.

“You’re not seriously expecting Kim Haram to swoop in and save your ass or something… are you?”

“…..”

When Go Jeongeun didn’t answer, Jo Jeongjae let out a soft scoff, almost a sneer.

‘Kim Haram…’

Go Jeongeun thought to himself. What exactly was he expecting from Kim Haram?

‘I don’t know…’

It was true that he’d been briefly overwhelmed when Haram’s personality suddenly changed overnight.
After hearing from CEO Jo Jeongjae that Kim Haram had won the lottery, he had started looking at him with more envy than before.

But could that really be called expectation?

t was just envy. Nothing more.

Sparkle sparkle.

His head hung low, gaze pointing down. At the end of his line of sight, the phone tightly gripped in his hand was lighting up with a flurry of new notifications.

[Kim Haram: Hey 8:32 PM]

[Kim Haram: You don’t move either. Stay put and behave until I get there 8:32 PM]

[Kim Haram: If it looks like they’re about to hit you, dodge. What are you, stupid? Just standing there and taking it 8:33 PM]

But… this feeling rising up now—

[Kim Haram: I’m coming soon 8:33 PM]

—it might just be expectation after all.

‘Piss off… I already got hit…’

A faint smirk flickered across Go Jeongeun’s lips.

*****

He drove like lightning and arrived in front of the company building.

He’d nearly died from the tension every time a massive vehicle like a dump truck or bus got too close.

He had no intention of experiencing regression or possession a second time.

“Let’s go.”

Ji-won quickly followed after me with brisk steps.

“You messaged Go Jeongeun earlier and told him to stay put, right?”

“Yes. I don’t know if he saw it… but I also told him to dodge if it looked like he was going to get hit.”

“…You?”

I never asked you to say that.

No wonder you took my phone and held onto it for a while.

So that’s what you were scheming, Ji-won, huh?

“Well, whatever. Good job.”

Better to get hit less.

As we stepped into the elevator together, I laid out the next steps.

“I’ll go into the CEO’s office alone.”

Ji-won looked at me with worried eyes.

“It’s fine. Once I go in, I’ll send Go Jeongeun out of the office first. You just stay with him and keep him safe.”

“Yeah!”

“…No, wait. There’s no way he’s in good condition. You take Jeongeun and head to the nearest hospital first. You know the emergency room at K University Hospital nearby, right?”

So it was him.

Ji-won paused for a moment, as if thinking something over, and then opened his mouth like he’d realized something.

“…Got it. We’ll get treated first.”

Smart—quick on the uptake.

The elevator came to a stop almost instantly, and we quickly walked over to the CEO’s office.

“Wait for me just a bit.”

As planned, I left Ji-won outside and walked into the office alone.

“Hey~ Haram! So we finally meet again like this~ Man, it’s been rough, really rough~”

As soon as the door opened, Jo Jeongjae greeted me through a cloud of thick cigarette smoke.

Disgusting. Like rotting garbage. My gaze shifted immediately to Go Jeongeun.

He was huddled in a corner, shoulders hunched. A fresh-looking bruise stood out on his face.

“…Did you hit him again?”

“Well, what can I say? Would’ve been better if he’d just listened from the start, right?”

Jo Jeongjae shrugged his shoulders with a smug, sleazy expression.

This bastard. No matter what, he’s still a trainee planning to be an idol, and you hit him in the face?

“Hey.”

With long, firm strides, I walked straight toward Go Jeongeun and spoke.

“Uh… huh?”

Go Jeongeun looked flustered as I pushed him toward the door.

“Wait outside. Ji-won’s out there—go straight to the hospital with him.”

“What the hell are you two doing?”

Before I knew it, Jo Jeongjae had come right up behind me and grabbed my shoulder.

“Get your hand off me. You’re filthy.”

“What? Filthy? Ha… ha!”

A vein visibly popped on Jo Jeongjae’s forehead. What, you gonna try hitting me too?

“Go. Now.”

I shrugged off Jo Jeongjae’s hand and firmly pushed Go Jeongeun out through the door. Through the narrow gap before the door closed, I saw Jeongeun’s eyes, full of worry….What’s that look? Not like you. Just worry about yourself.

“Hah… This crazy bastard actually sent him out?”

Now, it was just me and Jo Jeongjae left in the room.

“Haram… Have you completely lost it? Just because you’ve got a little money now, you think you’re untouchable?”

Now that we were alone, it was time to take care of the business I’d been putting off. Of course.

“You bastard, you think contracts are something you can just throw money at and—”

“Excuse me, Mr. Jo.”

Jo Jeongjae, who had been rambling on to himself, abruptly shut his mouth.

“You really have no idea what kind of situation you’re in right now, do you?”

The bulging vein on his forehead grew darker and more pronounced.
Would be nice if it just snapped right there.

“Do I really look like I’m strutting around just because I’ve got a little cash?”

I wouldn’t deny that those few bucks were part of my confidence—but Jo Jeongjae was missing the most important point.

“Get a grip.”

Unfortunately for him, I wasn’t Kim Haram anymore. I was Seo Jimin.

“Your days of treating me like a pushover are over, Mr. Jo.”

I stepped forward and took a seat on the head spot of the sofa. My legs crossed naturally—guess this is what it feels like to sit in the top seat.

“Sit down. Let’s have a talk. I’ll let you choose how you’re going to get wrecked.”

Jo Jeongjae, with veins bulging on his forehead and a dumbfounded look on his face, suddenly burst out laughing.

“Pffft… Hahahahaha! Hahahahahaha! In all my life—ha! What the hell is this?!”

Jo Jeongjae, who had been bending over laughing until his waist hurt, suddenly straightened up and glared at me.

“Alright then, you little shit. Let’s talk.”

Uh-oh, that vein still isn’t going away, huh? Jo Jeongjae strode over and sat down right where I had been on the day I first possessed this body.

“Nice—our seats are reversed from last time.”

“Heh… Can a person really change this much? Money really is terrifying, isn’t it?”

He sneered arrogantly.

“So what now? You’re gonna ask me to cancel the contract in exchange for some cash or whatever? Let’s hear it—how much are you offering?”

“Keep talking nonsense like that and I’ll just leave.”

You think I’d let you off that easy?

“This little bastard… I’ve been holding it in, but—”

Still full of arrogance, Jo Jeongjae reached out to grab me by the collar. Oops. I casually dodged it.

“Man, your patterns are so predictable.”

His hand left hanging awkwardly in the air, Jo Jeongjae started spitting out words like bullets.

“You fucker… Do you even realize what happens if you keep acting like this?! That bastard Goh Jeong-eun will be out on the street soon, and those half-talented friends of yours will waste away thanks to you, never able to show their faces in this industry again! Huh?!”

In the end, it was the same line he always used. If I were the Kim Haram from before I possessed this body, I might have wavered.

It’s your fault. You ruined the others.

Thanks to that, things became perfectly clear. Jo Jeongjae, even now—even in this disastrous situation—
Still looked down on me. On Kim Haram.

“Hah…”

Even better, actually. There’s nothing easier to strike than a careless, exposed back of the head.

“Jo Jeongjae.”

His eyes, mid-rant, turned to me.

“How much do you think I’ve got?”

“Are you seriously taking me for some dumb fuck…?”

Jo Jeongjae let out a sigh and leaned back into the sofa.

“37 billion won. You think I didn’t look into that before trying to bleed you dry? If you were thinking about skimming anything off the top, just forget—”

“I’ll give it to you. That money.”

Only then did a flicker of surprise cross Jo Jeongjae’s eyes.

“I said I’ll give it to you. But—”

I leaned my upper body slightly toward him, interlaced my fingers, and smiled.

“Let’s have a little competition. If you win, I’ll give you double that amount.”

Double?

Jo Jeongjae’s mouth moved soundlessly, lips parting in disbelief. Yeah, you’re getting tempted, aren’t you? Hard to resist, huh, dumbass.

“Can you feel it? Double. That’s 74 billion won. You could seriously live the rest of your life without lifting a finger, right?”

“……”

Jo Jeongjae stayed silent for a moment before he finally managed to speak.

“…What’s the game?”

“It’s super simple.”

Like a magician explaining their trick with a bright smile, I spread my arms wide.

“Listen closely.”

“I’m currently on . There’s going to be a small change there.”

I pointed at myself, twirling my finger in the air.

“And it’s going to cause a massive ripple effect.”

I mimed the swirling motion gathering into a pop—a silent explosion. Jo Jeongjae’s pupils dilated, then shrank again.

“And I’ll be right at the center of that impact.”

No matter what anyone says, I’m going to debut again.

“And you, you’re going to use the money I give you—to buy me.”

“Buy you back…?”

I nodded with a pleasant smile.

“That’s right. If you manage to buy me back there, I’ll gladly return to this seat.”

Of course, there’s no way a bastard like you will succeed. Not that you’d even understand, even if I told you.

Jo Jeongjae’s pupils, which had shrunk tightly, now trembled violently.

JoJeongjae’strait‘CorruptCEO’isfluctuatingwildly!!Jo Jeongjae’s trait ‘Corrupt CEO’ is fluctuating wildly!!

His composure was starting to crack. Yeah, I know. I know how trash like you thinks. You’re probably already imagining a life of luxury off my money, just wasting your days away.

“Do you really think you’ll be able to outbid everyone else and snatch me up again? What if… my value skyrockets too high?”

Jo Jeongjae’s trait ‘Wage Withholder’ is shaking intensely!!!

“But here’s the thing.”

Let me show you what happens to parasites bloated with greed.

“Honestly, don’t you think 37 billion is too much? Who in their right mind would spend that kind of money on a mere idol?”

Jo Jeongjae’s traits ‘Corrupt CEO’ and ‘Wage Withholder’ are creating an explosive synergy!!

“Well then, doesn’t that already decide what you need to do, bastard?”

Fwoosh—

With those final words, a dark, murky aura began to seep out from behind Jo Jeongjae. I wasn’t even sure if it was just my imagination or a visual cue from the system—but either way, it didn’t feel out of place.

Good. It suits him perfectly. 

> Trait Name: Sin of the Seven – Greed 

> Rank: Unique 

> Status: Active 

> Effect & Description: – Do you really need an explanation? Human greed knows no bounds. 

– Greed. Greed. Greed. Greed. 

This person won’t stop until they have everything they desire. 

– You have been designated as the first target of this Sin of the Seven. 

– *We hope you survive.*] 

Wow, it’s grown so well. 

Almost excessively so. His glowing, fervent eyes were downright unsettling. 

“…Fine. Let’s do it—this competition.” 


“I knew you’d say yes.” I was feeling pretty great myself, having achieved exactly what I wanted. 

“Well then.” 

I casually reached into the depths of my coat—or wherever that might be—and pulled out a stack of documents. 

“We’ve got quite a few papers to go through, you know? I’d appreciate your cooperation, President Jo.”



 
  Chapter 20: A Brief Moment of Normalcy






As soon as I stepped out of the building, a cool summer breeze greeted me.

“Phew…”

That was rough…I dragged myself over to a nearby bench and collapsed onto it with a heavy thud. It was really rough… No, honestly—

“What the hell is a Sin of the Seven…? That’s so weird…”

Greed this, greed that. What is this, middle school fantasy club? All I did was poke and prod at Jo Jeongjae’s little greed balloon to get what I wanted, but somehow, I’d ended up triggering something way bigger than expected. Felt a bit like I’d just broken the fourth wall of genres.

“Well, at least everything after that went pretty smoothly.”

Once he fell head over heels for my proposal, Jo Jeongjae couldn’t stop himself from signing every single document I shoved in his face.

“If it doesn’t get in the way of taking Kim Haram for myself, then I don’t care.”

The goal… yeah, the wording felt a little off. But I decided not to dwell on it. It’s not like I had any intention of letting myself be “possessed” or whatever. Just looking at the thick stack of papers in my hand made me feel at ease.

‘With this…’

With this, we can all finally prepare without worry.

“Haram-hyung!”

While I was sitting there for a moment, a taxi pulled up in front of the company.

“Jiwon-ah.”

It was Lee Jiwon and Go Jeongeun, back from the hospital.

“Hyung! Are you okay? Did everything go…?”

Lee Jiwon’s voice was full of concern as he rushed over. I casually unfolded the stack of documents in response with a little flick—pop.

“Uh… what’s that?”

Ah, I guess it’s hard to grasp just from this angle.

“Hold on. Let’s see here…”

Right. This one.

I picked out one specific paper from the bunch and pulled it halfway out to show them.

[Contract Termination Agreement]
[Lee Jiwon]

“It’s yours.”

Lee Jiwon’s eyes, nose, and mouth all stretched vertically in a stunned expression. Wow, your eyes are seriously huge, Jiwon.

“Hyung, how did you even… Seriously… What the… Hyung, you’re…”

Ah. A bad feeling crept in. And sure enough—

“…Seriously… Hyung, you always go way beyond anything I expect. Honestly, when you went in there, I didn’t fully believe that Jeongeun would walk out right away. I mean, come on, right? Jo Jeongjae—no, that bastard—there’s no way he’d just let Jeongeun go like that… But not only did she come out immediately, but you also managed to… to get this done… Hyung, you’re seriously… you’re really just…”

Wow, I hadn’t been hit with this in a while, and it was throwing me off. Still, somehow… it felt like we were finally slipping back into a normal rhythm. And that wasn’t a bad feeling at all.

“Um… I…”

“Hm?”

From behind Lee Jiwon, who was still rambling on, Go Jeongeun made a quiet sound. Her face was covered with bandages here and there—what a sight.

“Th… Thank y—”

“No need.”

I cut her off and pulled another document envelope to the front, then slid out the contents just enough to show them.

[Contract Termination Agreement]
[Go Jeongeun]

“Got yours too.”

Go Jeongeun gasped in surprise, drawing in a deep breath. Her shoulders lifted with the motion.

“Well… we’ll talk in detail later.”

You’ve got someone waiting for you, you idiot.

*****

A little while later—

“OppaaaaaaAAAAAA!!!”

“…!!!”

The moment the car even neared the dorm, before it could come to a full stop, someone bolted toward us from the front of the building—as if she’d been standing there the entire time. It was Jeongyoon. More precisely, it was Go Jeongyoon, running straight into the arms of her older brother, Go Jeongeun.

“Jeongyoon-ah… how did you… wait, how are you even—”

“Waaaahhh! Oppaaaaa!”

And at that exact moment—

Thud!

“Urgh.”

A dull sound echoed from Go Jeongeun’s body.

It was, to be precise, a body blow delivered by his nine-year-old little sister.

“Eun?”

At the unexpected thump, all four sets of eyes turned to stare at Go Jeongeun’s abdomen.

“You didn’t even pick up your phoooone!! You made Grandma soooo worried!!”

The body blows kept landing one after another. Ah, hitting the same spot again and again… that’s a bit much…

“Jeongyoon, hngh—sorry—I’m sorrrry!”

…Was he really sorry just for not answering his phone? Maybe this is just how siblings with a big age gap express affection, I thought, watching as Lee Hyunjae approached.

“You did well, Haram. Are you okay?”

As expected of the hyung, he carried himself more maturely than the other kids.

“Of course. I’m perfectly fine.”

I spread out another stack of documents.

“I’ve got tons of good news too. I’ll tell you everything once we’re inside.”

The four of them exchanged warm smiles and started heading into the dorm when—

“Waaaahhhhh!!”

“Ugh—hnghh hnghh!!”

Go Jeongeun’s beating continued for quite a while with no signs of stopping.

“…Shouldn’t we do something about that habit of hers?”

“…Yeah. You’re right.”

Just then, a system window popped up in front of me with a pop.

[You have completed the ‘Sub Quest – Siblings’.]

[You have gained ‘Peace of Mind’.]

[Due to overwhelming quest performance, bonus reward distribution has been delayed. Further notice will follow.]

Geez, what on earth are they planning to give me?

‘Well…’

My gaze drifted back to the siblings still tightly hugging each other.

Not bad at all.

“So in conclusion! All of us will now be able to participate in without any issues!”

Six pairs of eyes sat quietly, focused on my explanation.

Why six pairs, you ask?

“Well, that’s good. I don’t know how you managed to butter that guy up… but nice work, Haram.”

Because Manager Woo still hadn’t returned home yet.

I mean, I did take the car and all… Now that I think about it, I feel a little bad.

“So now we can really… just focus on practice without worrying about anything else, right?”

Choi Woojin asked with eyes gleaming like stars.

“Exactly. Oh, and also—we’re moving.”

“Moving?”

Lee Jiwon repeated, puzzled, and I nodded enthusiastically toward her.

“After everything that happened, there’s no way we can keep living here.”

Everyone’s gaze briefly shifted toward Go Jeongeun, then turned away again.

Go Jeongeun gave a small bow with a slightly awkward expression.

What’s with him? Why’s he acting all timid all of a sudden? So not like him.

“Anyway. That’s enough about the past. We’re moving out as soon as possible, so start preparing little by little. I might suddenly say, ‘Let’s go,’ at any time.”

“I have a question.”

Lee Hyunjae raised his right hand as he spoke. So polite, this guy.

“Yes, Hyunjae hyung.”

“Who’s paying for the rent and moving costs?”

“Ah, that…”

I hesitated for a moment, and Choi Woojin’s eyes sharpened instantly.

“Don’t tell me it’s coming out of Haram hyung’s pocket again…”

“No, no. Definitely not. It’s not like that.”

“Then that means… we can really just focus on practicing now, right? No need to worry about anything else?”

Choi Woojin asked, his eyes sparkling with excitement.

“Exactly. Oh, and also, we’re moving.”

“Moving?”

He nodded repeatedly at Lee Jiwon, who had asked back in surprise.

“After that whole incident, how could we possibly keep living here?”

People’s gazes unconsciously drifted toward Go Jeongeun for a moment before returning.
Go Jeongeun lowered his head slightly with an awkward expression.
‘Why’s that guy suddenly acting all timid? That’s not like him.’

“Alright. Let’s leave the past behind. We’ll be moving as soon as possible, so everyone should start preparing little by little. I might say ‘let’s go’ out of the blue.”

“I have a question.”

Lee Hyunjae politely raised his right hand.

“Yes, Hyunjae hyung?”

“Who’s paying for the rent and moving costs?”

“Ah, that…”

As I hesitated to answer, Choi Woojin’s eyes sharpened.

“Don’t tell me Haram hyung is paying out of pocket again…”

“Agh, no, no! It’s not like that!”

Well… it actually was like that. But I didn’t want to make him feel pressured. Hmm… just as I was hesitating, a perfect target came into view.

“Manager Woo! So generous! He offered to help us out of his own pocket!”

“Huh?”

Manager Woo Taeyoon, who was suddenly promoted to “generous man” status despite being someone who orders delivery just to eat two meals in one go, looked at me with a dumbfounded expression.

‘Just go with it, please.’

‘Ah.’

Thankfully, Manager Woo was quick on the uptake.

“Yes, exactly! Haram and I looked into it thoroughly together! We’ll take out a loan if we need to! We’ll find a place in no time!”

“Haram hyung is taking out a loan…?”

“So it’s Haram’s money again after all…”

Ugh. He figured it out not even one second after I complimented his intuition. I shot him a blazing look, and he hurriedly corrected himself.

“No, no! Totally with my own money! If I just use the savings I’ve been putting away, it’s nothing!”

“Wow! That’s amazing, Manager Woo!”

“A true model of hardworking youth in this era!”

…Wait a minute. Are you guys just saying that because you’re jealous? Especially you, you little—

*****

And so, having regained our peace of mind, we immersed ourselves in practice for several days.
The long-awaited moving day finally arrived.

Apparently, Manager Woo had already scouted out a dorm for the debut team when the company was established.

“Rock-paper-scissors!!”

“Rock-paper-scissors!!”

The true highlight of moving day: room assignments. The guys’ loud shouts echoed throughout the living room.

“Rock-paper-scissors!!”

“Aaaagh—!!”

“Let’s gooo—!”

Wow, they’re really having the time of their lives. Must be nice to be young and full of energy.

“Yesss! I’m rooming with Haram hyung!”

“Huh? Really?”

The new place was much bigger than the old one, but the room I had chosen was actually one of the smaller ones. With everyone’s agreement, I had picked a medium-sized room first, and was now watching the intense rock-paper-scissors match with amusement when—

“Why? You’re not using the big room?”

“Oh, would it make you uncomfortable, hyung?”

Well, not really. I’m just… curious.

“Hmm… I kinda feel it’s a shame that Haram hyung won’t be my roommate…”

Choi Woojin pouted slightly and glanced at me with a conflicted look, clearly gauging my reaction. His eyes practically screamed ‘If it’s okay, can we share a room?’ I couldn’t help but let out a snort.

“Sure. If you’re okay with it, let’s share again this time.”

“Hehe. Thank you, hyung.”

Thanks to that, looks like I won’t be bored again this time.

“Then what about us…?”

Lee Hyunjae looked over at Lee Jiwon—who’d lost at rock-paper-scissors just like him—and Go Jeongeun, who hadn’t participated at all.

There were three rooms left: one very large room, one decently sized, and one slightly smaller than mine.
At first glance, the most ideal setup would be two people in the big room and one in the small room.
However—

“Hmm… If Jiwoon and Jeongeun are okay with it, how about the three of us share a room?”

Lee Hyunjae smiled at Go Jeongeun, who was standing a bit apart from the rest.

“What do you think?”

Before the hesitant Go Jeongeun could answer, Lee Jiwoon spoke up first.

“I’m in. I think it’d be nice to share a room with Hyunjae hyung.”

Go Jeongeun also opened his mouth, albeit reluctantly.

“…Sure, I guess.”

“Great. Then it’s me, Jiwoon, and Jeongeun in the big room, okay?”

Lee Jiwoon walked over to Go Jeongeun and slung an arm around his shoulder. Although Jeongeun looked visibly uncomfortable, he didn’t shake him off.

“Hey, sharing a room with Hyunjae hyung is the best. He even does all the cleaning.”

“Oh… really?”

“What do you mean, ‘really’? Come on.”

Lee Hyunjae raised a fist like he was about to throw a playful punch.

Wow. Vio-lent, huh? Watching them bicker like that made the peace feel almost surreal. Had I ever been this relaxed since becoming possessed by Kim Haram?

Just then, as if to remind me that this peace wouldn’t last much longer, Soram popped up a new system window.

[Sub-Quest – “Ideal Competition” has been cleared.]

[“Be the IDOL” success probability has increased.]

[During quest progression, your actions had a significant impact on Producer Jang Yeonju’s trait awakening. Additional rewards granted.]

[You have acquired: Random Box (High Grade).]

‘Oh…’

A high-grade random box—this was the same kind of reward I’d received before for helping Woo’s unique trait blossom.

Producer Jang Yeonju’s growing steadily all on her own, huh…

It must mean that the preparations for “Be the IDOL” filming had reached a point where they met her expectations.

The actual filming couldn’t be too far off now.

The fact that I had become Kim Haram, an idol, suddenly hit me again.

“Members.”

As even Woojin jumped in and joined the chatter, the once-boisterous group suddenly fell silent.

“Let’s do our best together.”

“……”

“……”

…Huh? The silence felt oddly long.

Did I say something wrong?

“Jiwoon hyung. Did you hear that?”

“Yeah. I heard it.”

Wh-what?

“It’s been a while since Haram hyung called us his members.”

Ah?

“Yeah, it really has. I was thinking lately that he suddenly stopped saying it… Finally…”

Hyeonjae picked up the thread.

The shadows of the three began slowly moving toward me.

Guys? You’re kind of creeping me out here…

“Haram hyung!!”

Suddenly—wham!—Woojin hugged me tight.

“What the heck!!”

“Haram hyung! I’ll work hard!!”

“I will too!”

“Me too!”

Hyeonjae and Jiwoon both chimed in, creating a whole commotion around me. Ugh, it’s so chaotic!

Over Woojin’s shoulder, I spotted Go Jeongeun still standing a step away. That… that guy…

“Hey, Go Jeongeun!”

“…What.”

Look at him all blunt. Zero charm.

“You’re temporary. I’ll put you down as a temporary member for now. So do well, got it?!”

I haven’t fully forgiven you yet!

“……!”

Jeongeun’s face froze for a moment before he gave a small smile.

“Okay…”

“Wow! Jeongeun hyung’s a member too!”

Having been clinging to me just a second ago, Woojin now ran off toward Go Jeongeun.

“No, I’m—!!”

Great! And with that, I’m free!

“Wow!! That bastard Jeongeun’s a member too!!”

“Jiwoon hyung! Why are you only rough with Jeongeun hyung?!”

“Don’t care!!”


Hmm. Three tall guys tangled up like that… what a terribly indecent sight. They couldn’t see it, but even Soram, who had gotten caught up in the mess, looked pretty ridiculous, so it was worth watching.

“Yeah. Let’s do our best.”

[<Be the IDOL> Finals filming begins in: D-3]

[<Be the IDOL> Wildcard Round begins in: D-19]



 
  Chapter 21: I Told You I Hit the Jackpot.






“Hurry up, let’s go. We’re in big trouble if we’re late.”

“Yeah, yeah! I’m ready!”

Three days had flown by, and Lee Hyeonjae, Choi Woojin, and I were now leaving the dorm for the Be the IDOL main filming.

“Take care, guys.”

“Yeah. Jiwoon, make sure you keep practicing hard.”

“Of course.”

Jiwoon raised his arm and made a hup! gesture, like he was trying to power up.

“Go Jeongeun, you… your injuries are only just starting to heal, so keep managing them properly.”

Go Jeongeun, who was standing beside him, nodded.

‘To be honest, that’s not really the main problem with him though…’

Injuries would heal eventually, and I’d been making sure he visited the hospital regularly, so I was fairly confident there wouldn’t be any major issues on that front. The real problem was the wildcard round, which was just a little over two weeks away. ‘His skills just aren’t improving at all…’

There was a moment when I briefly wondered if Go Jeongeun had just been a victim of malicious editing.
But surprisingly, this guy had been eliminated purely on the strength—or rather weakness—of his actual performance. Kind of an odd thing to say, huh?

I recalled how just last night, he was flailing his arms and legs in the basement practice room.

‘He’s putting in the effort now, at least…’

But recently, even I—without the trait buff—had been doing slightly better than him. That “Born to Be Idol” trait was just that much of a cheat.

Slrp…

I smacked my lips a little and glanced at him, and a faintly sheepish look spread across Go Jeongeun’s face.

“…I said I’m gonna practice harder, so don’t look at me like that.”

“Alright.”

Was it that obvious? The embarrassment lingering on Go Jeongeun’s face instantly transferred to mine. I hadn’t meant to come off as condescending.

“Hey! Are you coming or not?! You all wanna end up in that wildcard thing together?!”

“Eek! We’re coming now!”

At Manager Woo’s shout, Woojin rushed down the stairs in a clatter. Right. I’ve got my own problems to worry about.

Just like he said, I was only slightly better than Go Jeongeun—so it wouldn’t be surprising at all if I ended up in the wildcard round too.

“I’m off.”

“Okay!”

******

Leaving the two behind, we got into Manager Woo’s car.

“Hey! When are you going to find me some help already?! I’m swamped here!”

The moment we got in, Manager Woo started grumbling.

“You saw the applicant list, right? While I’m away at training camp, you can interview them and make the decision.”

From the back seat, Woojin leaned forward and asked,

“Since we’ll be staying at the dorm now, you won’t get to see us much. Aren’t you going to miss us?”

“Miss you? Please. I’m thrilled I can finally get some real work done.”

“Tch.”

Woojin clicked his tongue with exaggerated disappointment.

“Put on your seatbelt. We’re heading out.”

“Yes sir~”

Woojin quickly disappeared back into his seat. Manager Woo glanced at him sideways, as if checking something, and then cautiously spoke up.

“Hey, Woojin. Before you sit down, can you grab that box in the back seat?”

He gave Woojin a little mission.

“A box?”

There was some rustling as Woojin turned around to look for it, and soon he turned back, holding something.

“What is this?”

Hyeonjae, eyeing the box that was about the width of a knee, asked the question.

“Ahem, ahem. Put your seatbelt on first. You can open it once we’re on the road.”

“Ta-da~!”

Ignoring Manager Woo’s words, Woojin flung the box open right away.

“This… This is…?”

Inside the three neatly packed plastic bags were candies, jellies, and what looked like knee pads.

“Hey! I said to wait until we start driving…!”

“What is all this?!”

Woojin asked, eyes sparkling. Come on, Woojin. Isn’t it obvious?

“Wow~ Are you giving these to us~?”

I asked from the front passenger seat with a cheeky grin. Manager Woo’s ears were already bright red.

“W-Well, I heard glucose candy gives you a boost when you’re practicing. The jelly’s pretty much the same, so just take it and eat it when you need to.”

This guy… He’s such a softie.

“Manager Woo…” 

“Hmm?”

Sitting behind the driver’s seat, Woojin slowly reached out and hugged Manager Woo tightly.

“I love you, Taeyoon hyung…”

The ears that had been red turned pale in an instant as Manager Woo jolted in surprise.

“Ugh, what the hell are you saying? You’re giving me goosebumps! Hey, Hyeonjae! Can you get Woojin off me?!”

“Hahahahaha.”

“Don’t just laugh!”

So peaceful. The carefree scene made me squint unintentionally.

“Thank you. I’ll do my best.”

At my quiet words of appreciation, the commotion between the three of them came to a halt. Manager Woo finally gave a small smile.

“Yeah. Do your best.”

The car finally began to move. Then, a sudden question popped into my head.

“By the way… how did you know these kinds of snacks are good for practice?”

I hadn’t spent much time around him, but he never struck me as someone particularly attentive or detailed.

“Huh? Oh, uh… that? Well…”

Manager Woo trailed off awkwardly.

…?

Huh? That’s suspicious.

*****

The place we arrived at was a well-known themed village used for filming.

Originally, they were only supposed to rent out part of the space and a few buildings, but…

“You rented the entire village…?”

Apparently, they had decided to reserve the whole area, except for a few locations that had high visitor traffic.

It wasn’t even far from Seoul, so it definitely wouldn’t have been cheap.

‘I think I can guess what kind of trait she awakened.’

She’s doing well. Jang Yeonju PD. I couldn’t help but feel reassured.

“Participants of Be the Idol, please come this way.”

Following the staff’s guidance, we headed toward the main filming site.

“Oh! You’re here, Haram.”

From a short distance away, PD Jang, who had been directing the staff, recognized me and hurried over.

As soon as I saw her face, I noticed the dark circles under her eyes that looked like they might brush against her cheeks.

Well, spending money is hard work too.

“You must’ve been through a lot.”

“Huh? Oh, absolutely. It’s been chaos. We had to relocate everyone who’d booked the dorm building to even nicer places…”

She… went that far?

“But thanks to that, things turned out really nice. You can look forward to it.”

Even with the fatigue plastered across her face, confidence bloomed in her eyes.

“I will. I’m looking forward to it.”

“Go on in. You know even the waiting time here isn’t wasted, right?”

“Of course.”

Not my first rodeo.

No matter how you sliced it, Be the IDOL was a survival show.

The moment you stepped in, everyone became a competitor.

“There’s a kit at the entrance for everyone. It’s a welcome gift.”

I thought about checking her status window… but decided to put it off for now.

I headed over to the entrance to pick up the kit—

“Huh?”

The contents were anything but ordinary.

“Hyung, this…”

Glucose candy, jelly, joint supports…

“No way…!”

The three of us turned our eyes toward PD Jang, who was disappearing into the distance. We could still hear the energy in her voice as she motivated the staff.

“Manager Woo…”

“Yeah… this is enough…”

I wasn’t sure what they were thinking, but the two of them fell silent, each lost in their own thoughts.

I, too, found my gaze drifting to the clouds floating in the distant sky.

And just like that, the vague memory of Manager Woo—unclear even on the script when we had said goodbye—appeared and faded away.

*****

“Please take your assigned seats! Don’t leave your spot~!”

The staff continued to guide us.

As soon as we entered the main filming building, the chaos began.

We had to confirm contestant details, receive various documents, wait around, sit through safety briefings… even sign nondisclosure agreements—

‘Why is there so much to do?’

I’d known there was more going on behind the scenes than what aired on TV, but this was exhausting.

And even more draining than all that was—

“Hey, there he is. Kim Haram.”

“Damn. Total balance breaker.”

“Should we at least get his autograph?”

“Wow!! Even that bastard Jeongeun is a member!!”

“Jiwon-hyung! Why are you only so harsh to Jeongeun-hyung?!”

“I don’t know!!”

Hmm. Three tall guys tangled up together—what a profane sight. They couldn’t see her, but even Soram found the scene amusing enough to tolerate as she watched them flail around.

“Yeah. Let’s do our best.”

[<Be the IDOL> Main Competition Filming: D-3]

[<Be the IDOL> Wildcard Round: D-19]

“I mean, seriously—no pride?”

That was the general tone of the stares I was getting. Honestly, the ones who were half-jealous and half-spiteful like that were easier to deal with.

“That guy must’ve totally gotten in through connections, right?”

“Hey, one of the judges is Choi Hansol. Need I say more? Didn’t you see how he almost had a nosebleed watching Kim Haram’s performance?”

“Why would someone who already debuted be here, anyway? … Hey, which company is he from?”

“Probably quit.”

“F***ing hell… like, did Kim Haram go through all this trouble just to ruin my life? What a messed-up life I have.”

Then there were those who showed blatant hostility like this. It’s so unfair. I didn’t come here to ruin your life. And trust me—my life’s been plenty messed up too.

As I went through the schedule, I naturally ended up separated from Lee Hyunjae and Choi Woojin, leaving me to fight this battle alone. Occasionally, some guys would come up and talk to me directly.

“Uh… You’re Kim Haram, right?”

Yes. Unfortunately, I am.

“It’s just… I was hoping we could be friendly. You know, for when the group missions come up and all… My name is…”

The problem was, most of them had obvious motives. It was painfully clear they were just trying to hitch a ride on my success.

“I’m sorry. I’m really not in a place to plan team-ups or anything like that yet…”

“Ah… right.”

After being rejected, their reactions were always the same when they went back to their group.

“Whatever. Kim Haram’s acting all high and mighty. Forget it.”

…That’s not it. I genuinely can’t plan anything right now.

If you tried to ride this bus with me now, you’d die, you know that?

It was mostly thanks to one unique trait that I was barely outperforming Go Jeongeun.

[Cheer up!]

Feeling a little down, I suddenly heard Soram pop out of nowhere, offering me some heartfelt comfort. Right. I’ve got you. Thank you, Soram.

[How about opening a random box for a mood boost?]

Soram spun around in the air before—pop!—floating a few unopened boxes in front of me.

[Random Box (High) *1]

[Random Box (Mid) *1]

[Random Box (Low) *1]

Gacha at a time like this? You really are loyal to your system duties, huh?

[Thank you for the compliment!]

…Feels like I’ve gone back to basics. Kinda nice. Alright, let’s open one.

Who knows? Maybe I’ll get a buff like “Courage to Be Disliked.”

I turned my gaze toward the Low random box and stared at it intently.

[Would you like to open the Random Box (Low Grade)?]

[Y/N]

When I moved my eyes slightly to click the Y button, an animation I hadn’t seen in a while played out in front of me.

‘Definitely less flashy than opening a high-grade box.’

As various images quickly flashed by, a selected item finally descended before me, glittering with a soft sprinkle of light powder.

“…What is this.”

Unlike with the high-grade box, there wasn’t even a flashy system message this time. What landed in my hand was—

[Rod of Love]

What the hell is this supposed to be? And the item description that came with it made it even worse.

[Whack! The foundation of raising a child is knowing when to scold! Your discipline stat increases by a certain amount.]

What, am I supposed to smack my teammates with this thing?

‘Kim Soram.’

[Yes?!]

‘Hold out your hand.’

[What?!]

What do you mean “yes”? You’re clearly the first test subject for this stupid rod. How dare they give me something this lame as a quest reward?

“What is that guy doing?”

“I don’t know. He’s just waving his hand at the air or something.”

“…Honestly, maybe it’s a good thing we’re not on his team.”

Unaware that my public image was plummeting in real-time, I was fully immersed in disciplining So-ram with the Rod of Love.

“Excuse me.”

Someone else spoke to me. What now? I don’t have a commercial license, okay? I can’t drive a bus. I answered without even bothering to look up at whoever spoke.

“What is it?”

“Oh, it’s just… if the seat next to you is free, could I sit here? Is that alright?”

At that, I finally lifted my head and looked around. Sure enough, there were no other empty seats besides the ones next to me. What the—am I some kind of social outcast now?

“Go ahead. It’s fine.” 

“Thank you very much.”

No, thank you for sitting next to me. Just as I was sulking in petty spite, feeling all twisted inside, a strange sense of déjà vu hit me.

‘Wait a minute, this voice…?’

It sounded familiar. No way… it couldn’t be, right? Slowly. Very slowly, I turned my head toward the person who had just sat beside me.

“…Seo Chanul?”

The shock hit me like I couldn’t breathe. Why are you here?

“Oh? Wow. You know my name?”

Of course I know you. How could I not know you?

“…Seo Chanul…???”

And there’s no way I could ever forget you.

“Am I really that famous? I know your name too. Kim Haram!”

Right now, the fact that he knows my name doesn’t matter at all. I thought I’d never see him again—No, I had even braced myself for the possibility that he might not exist in this worldline at all.

Before I knew it, my eyes were welling up with tears.


“…?”

He looked at me with a startled expression. But I’m the one most overwhelmed right now. Please… just understand.

“Seo Chanul…!”

We met again. My ultimate bias.



 
  Chapter 22: The Finals Begin






Seo Chanul.

The undisputed ultimate bias at the peak of my 15-year idol fangirl career. I’ve had countless favorites over the years, but he was the one who made me swear I’d stan him for life. The one and only reason why the possessed regressor, Seo Jimin, refuses to regress again.

“How are you here…?”

He was standing right in front of me.

[Your unique trait, “Even Fangirls Get Lucky,” is violently trembling!]

Get out of the way. That kind of thing doesn’t matter right now.

“Uh… Ah!”

Seo Chanul’s face twisted through a mix of emotions before he seemed to realize something.

“You must be wondering why you didn’t see me at the Seoul prelims. I made it through the Busan prelims.”

“It’s still there.”

It’s still there. That mole beneath his left eye.

“…Huh?”

Do you know how much of a charming point that mole was? Do you have any idea how sad I was when you had it removed…?

“Don’t remove it…”

Without thinking, my hand gently moved toward the left side of his face. So wistful. So painfully wistful it was driving me crazy.

“The mole?”

“It’s totally your charm point. Don’t get rid of it.”

Whether he knew what I was really feeling or not, Seo Chanul gave me his signature confident smile.

“I mean, I do know I’m charming, but you’re the first one to say this mole’s pretty. I’ll think about it!”

To hell with thinking about it—just don’t get rid of it! My emotions were on the verge of spiraling into a full-on over-immersion when—

[Get a grip, please!]

Soram suddenly stepped between me and Seo Chanul, flashing a system window. My rationality snapped back. This was the Be the IDOL filming set, and I was Seo Jimin—no, Kim Haram.

“Kim Haram, please come inside to receive your assigned outfit!”

“…..!!”

At that moment, the staff’s call jolted me back to reality.

Right. This wasn’t the time for this.

“Contestant Kim Haram! Please come inside to receive your outfit for the shoot!”

I quickly sprang up from my seat.

“Sorry. I was a bit… inappropriate for a first meeting. See you again.”

Seo Chanwool looked up at me from where he sat, smiling faintly, and then broke into a wide, bright grin. Soft laughter lines formed around his clearly defined eyes.

“Sure! See you during the shoot!”

Don’t smile like that.

The last thread of my sanity was hanging by a thread…

“Okay.”

I hurried away faster than ever before and put as much distance between us as I could.

…What the hell is wrong with me…

After completing the outfit assignment and changing clothes, I was now in the contestant waiting room before the official first shoot.

Idiot, idiot, idiot.

Unfortunately, I still wasn’t in my right mind. If you ask whether I was happy because I met Seo Chanwool…

Talking about his beauty mark during a first meeting… idiot, idiot!!

…well, I’d say that was only half true. It was because of Seo Chanwool—but it wasn’t because I was happy.

So embarrassing…!

Yeah. That was the problem. Who the hell tells someone not to remove their tear mole the first time they meet them? I must’ve looked totally unhinged.

What if he thinks I’m a complete weirdo?

And to make matters worse, right after I left Seo Chanwool to go get my outfit, the staff took one look at me and said something that made me spiral even further into despair.

“Huh? Contestant Kim Haram, were you crying?”

“What? No, I wasn’t?”

“Oh, come on.”

And right then, I felt the unmistakable sensation of a tear trickling down my right cheek.

“Ah…”

“…Don’t worry, we’ll touch up your makeup before the shoot.”

I was just grateful they assumed something had happened and didn’t pry further.

I must’ve even been crying when I said that stuff about his mole, huh?

That’s 100% weirdo behavior. So humiliating. I’m mortified.

A wave of different types of humiliation rushed in.

“Isn’t Haram-hyung acting weird…?”
“Right?”

Having completed the whole process, Hyunjae and Woojin returned to my side, looking at me as if they were equally confused.

“Woojin-ah…”
“Yes, hyung.”

Woojin, who had been standing a little apart while watching me, perked up his ears and came closer.

“No matter when or where you meet your favorite person, you always have to be mentally prepared so you don’t get flustered…”

Living life, I’ve realized that’s incredibly important. I just learned it the hard way.

“Hm.”

Woojin seemed to be thinking about something for a moment, then opened his mouth again.

“Yes! I’ll always be mentally prepared so I won’t get flustered no matter when or where I run into Haram-hyung!”

…Huh? What?

My eyes naturally turned to Woojin at the unexpected reply.

Noticing my gaze on him, Woojin pounded his chest and said:

“Prepared!”

“…You really are something.”

His confident display made me laugh despite myself.

Ah, now I really feel like I’ve come back to my senses.

“Nothing weird happened while you were away from us, right?”

From behind Woojin, Hyunjae asked with a slightly worried tone.

“Yeah. I’m fine. Nothing happened.”

Phew. A long sigh escaped from me on its own.

Right, it wasn’t something to be that flustered about. I mean, it’s not like I haven’t seen him a couple of times at fan sign events, right? I’m familiar with him.

In fact, maybe this is an opportunity.

‘He’s definitely someone who’ll be helpful.’

I knew Seochanul’s skills better than anyone. He wasn’t just someone with a bit of talent that we picked up randomly.

‘As long as I bring him in, it’ll be a gain no matter what.’

The more I calmed down and thought about it rationally, the more convinced I became that this situation was actually a good one.

It seemed like in Seo Jimin’s original timeline, Seochanul didn’t debut through Be the IDOL — but this time…

‘I’ll definitely make him one of us.’

“I’ll make sure you’re stuck with me for life. Heh heh heh.”

“…Hyunjae hyung, doesn’t Haram hyung’s smile seem a bit… sinister right now?”
“Hmm… yeah, definitely.”

“Hmph…”

Woojin, who had been observing my face closely, spoke up again.

“Should I change the person I like the most from Haram hyung to you instead, hyung?”

“I’d love that.”

“Yah—!”

Don’t joke like that.

When I made a suddenly heartbroken expression, the two of them laughed like they were thoroughly enjoying themselves.

While we were laughing—

“Main shoot standby! Everyone, please head out to the filming location!”

The staff who had been waiting began giving instructions.

“Finally, the shoot…!”

Woojin stood up with a mix of anticipation and worry, clenching his fists.

“Phew. Now that it’s really starting, I’m super nervous.”

Hyunjae stood up with a sigh.

“Let’s go.”

We stepped out through the open door and headed to the set.

*****

We arrived at the filming site after a surprisingly long walk. And the moment we arrived—

“Woooow…!”

Hyunjae and Woojin widened their eyes and began looking around the set. The set was indeed quite large in scale.

Heh… these guys. But to my eyes—hardened through countless large-scale concert venues—

“Woooow…!”

…Even to me, it looked massive. Wait, you can install a screen that size in a set of this scale?

“Did we walk into some other singer’s concert venue by mistake…?”

I was just about to voice that exact doubt.

“Huh? What the—?”

“Are we in the right place?”

The others kept coming in, so it seemed like we were in the right place…

What in the world have you pulled this time, PD Jang Yeonju?

As we huddled together along with the other incoming contestants, I spotted Seochanwool entering the set from another waiting room.

He recognized me and waved his hand energetically in greeting.

‘Urgh…!’

That bubbly little guy…Calm down, heart. You haven’t even been stable for 30 minutes.

Just then, a system window popped up in front of me.

[Your unique trait, “Even a Fan Can Get Lucky,” is subtly trembling!]

Ah, that’s the message I briefly caught when I first saw Seo Chanwool earlier. I ignored it at the time… but ‘trembling,’ huh. That word felt oddly suggestive, and it bothered me.

‘The cause must be…’

Obviously, it’s because I met my “ultimate bias,” the root of this trait. I glanced sideways at Seo Chanwool, only for our eyes to meet again.

Why does he keep looking at me like that? It’s making me nervous.

‘He doesn’t think I’m weird, does he?’

…Hopefully not.

A short while later, all 100 contestants had arrived on set. No one said much, tense as we all were, but the atmosphere was pure chaos. The noisy silence dragged on until—

“Alright, we’re starting the shoot now! Contestants, show us your reactions! Give us good visuals!”

Okay. Reactions are key. If you want screen time, you’ll do whatever it takes. Determination filled the contestants’ eyes.

“We’re starting! 3… 2… 1… Action!”

As the countdown ended, the sound of camera shutters echoed from every direction, and bright lights flooded the stage. Music began to play. And standing at the center—someone who no one noticed arriving—

“Welcome to <Be the IDOL>!!! Congratulations to all of you who made it through the fierce preliminaries and into the finals!!!!”

A person, presumably the host, spread both arms wide as they delivered the greeting.

“…Huh?”

“Huhhh?”

And just like that, confusion erupted everywhere.What the heck is this now?

“Let me introduce myself first! Due to a sliiight… unfortunate incident recently, I’ve stepped down from my judging duties and taken on this role instead!”

Excuse me, but if something unfortunate happened, shouldn’t you step down entirely? Is it that hard to meet the victim’s wishes?

“I’m Choi Hansol! Nice to meet you all!!”

With a grand flourish of his arms and a dramatic bow, Choi Hansol greeted us—and confetti cannons exploded from every direction. Ah… please don’t waste our budget on this nonsense. Not a single contestant clapped or cheered until the rising fireworks finally settled on the ground.

And that’s understandable.

‘How does a person change that much?’

Soon, the music quieted down. Choi Hansol, who had been keeping his head lowered, slightly lifted his gaze and glanced over at the contestants.

“Where’s the cheering?”

“Uh…”

Or… maybe not? Maybe things haven’t changed.

Startled, the contestants quickly scrambled to let out cheers.

“Waaaaah—!!!”

“Wow! Choi Hansol!! The best MC!! Woohoo!! Shake up the stage!”

“I’ll do an acrostic poem with Choi Hansol’s name!! Please give the first syllable!!”

“Choi!!!”

Please don’t. Don’t do an acrostic. Don’t even start it. And should Choi Hansol really be shaking the stage? A wave of random praise filled the air. Choi Hansol stood up and this time raised both arms, drawing a long horizontal line in the air with his fingertips.

“That’s enough.”
“……”

With a single gesture, silence fell over the set in an instant.

“Let’s keep that level of passionate response going moving forward.”

Gulp.

The sound of swallowing echoed here and there.

“Now then.”

Choi Hansol spun around and turned to face the back of the stage.

“Before we get into the actual program introduction—!!”

The once-quiet music swelled up dramatically again, and Choi Hansol’s energy shot up with it. His two hands slowly rose upward and then met in the middle with a sharp clap.

Clunk—!

Accompanied by an artificial-sounding light-switching noise, something massive was revealed.

“Whew—”

At the same time, several contestants drew in a deep breath.

“<Be the IDOL> is, at its core, an idol survival competition!!!”

This… is seriously impressive.

“Then, where do each of you currently stand?”

Behind him was a massive and incredibly flashy ranking display, reminiscent of a trophy showcase.

“Let me show you right now!!”

With a sweeping motion, Choi Hansol stepped aside, as if inviting the contestants forward from the stage.

“Well then, let’s begin the [First Ranking Announcement Ceremony].”

The voice suddenly turned calm again.
Starting from the back, Choi Hansol’s gaze slowly swept over the contestants—
Then it stopped. On me.

He wore a strange smile, as if entranced, as if refreshed.
I hated that. I really did.

His eyes lingered for a beat too long, then abruptly moved away, like there was no need to dwell any further.


“You may come forward once you’re called.”

And with the point of Choi Hansol’s finger, targeting the first sacrificial lamb—

“!! Begins now!!!”

At last, the journey toward debut began once again.



 
  Chapter 23: The First Ranking Announcement






The ranking announcement came much sooner than expected. And understandably so.

[Only contestants who placed in the top 30 may take a seat on the stage. All other contestants, please remain seated where you are.]

The format of the announcement ceremony was… incredibly unforgiving.

[We will begin by announcing ranks 51 through 100.]

One by one, the names of contestants from 51st to 100th appeared on the giant screen.

“Ah…”

Some contestants who spotted their names swallowed bitter disappointment. Regardless of how bitter it tasted to them, the cold, mechanical announcement continued without pause.

[Next, ranks 31 through 50.]

The list of names appeared on the screen, now twice as long to match the number of contestants being shown.

“Ahhh—! So close! I could’ve made it on stage!”

A contestant who appeared to be in 31st place gave an exaggerated reaction. At first, he seemed a little too optimistic… but still, that’s the right way to play it. Other contestants, who missed the chance to show any reaction, scrunched their faces in regret. But if all you show is the same disappointed expression as everyone else… how are you going to get any screentime?

‘Hmm?’

Just then, I spotted Hyunjae making the exact same disappointed face as the rest.

‘No way…?’

I quickly scanned the scoreboard.

[Lee Hyunjae, 49th place]

Ah— Not a good sign. He’d almost missed even the front row of the floor seating below the stage. They’d said the rankings were based on the judges’ evaluations from the preliminaries, but…

‘I really don’t get their criteria.’

Everyone sees things differently, after all. No matter how much I worry about it now, it’s not something I can solve on my own.

[Next up: ranks 11 through 30.]

Another group of 20? Aside from slightly fancier screen effects, the announcement proceeded in pretty much the same way.

“His name still hasn’t come up yet…”

I’d been subconsciously worrying because Woojin’s name hadn’t been called, so I quickly searched the screen with my eyes.

“Uh… Whoa!”

But before I could even finish scanning the list, Woojin’s excited shout echoed across the studio.

[Choi Woojin, 11th Place]

This was a bit… no, way higher than I’d expected. At first glance, it might’ve seemed like a positive turn of events—unlike the mood earlier—but… this wasn’t good at all.

‘How many points did you give him just for his face, Choi Hansol?’

Was he insane? Even if I were biased, this ranking was far too generous for the current Woojin.
Without thinking, I shot a glare at Choi Hansol. He was staring up at the screen with his usual half-lidded gaze. When our eyes met, he smirked knowingly.

Oh, really?

Whether he knew how frustrated I felt or not, Woojin kept going, “Wow…! Whoa…!” over and over in amazement.

‘No, Woojin. Please… stop…!’

Just look around you a little…! Sure enough—

[Contestants ranked 11th through 30th, please come up to the stage and take your seats according to your rank.]

The looks the other contestants gave Woojin as he timidly made his way toward the stage were… not kind. Especially the ones who had seen his preliminary performance back in the Seoul region.

‘Seriously? That’s the guy Choi Hansol passed without even properly watching his stage.’

There was no way they’d be pleased. Sure, Woojin had pulled it together a bit later and managed to sing and perform decently when the roulette system was in play, but still…

‘There’s no way he deserves 11th place.’

Even among the contestants following him up on stage now, a few had clearly shown better performances during the prelims.

‘This isn’t good…’

But before I could dwell on it further, the announcement resumed.

[Next, ranks 6 through 10.]

The contestants from 6th to 10th walked up to the stage and took their seats.

[Next, 5th place.]

Now, the ones truly worth paying attention to started appearing.

[Heo Jungyeon, 5th place]

[Park Jun, 4th place]

[Yang Seou, 3rd place]

At this point, only two seats remained on stage.

And naturally, the number of contestants yet to be called should’ve been exactly two…

“Huh?”

At this point, I started to feel a strange sense of déjà vu. Wait a minute. The number of people who haven’t been called yet…

‘There are three…?’

Because the lower-ranked contestants had all just sat down quietly offstage, I hadn’t noticed. Aside from me, two other contestants hadn’t been called yet, and they were looking around anxiously.

[Next, in 2nd place.]

[Jeon Byeongun, 2nd place.]

“Phew…”

The named contestant let out a relieved sigh as he walked up onto the stage. Naturally, my eyes met with the only other person left standing.

‘Seo Chanul…’

How could this be…? There was only one seat left on stage, but two people remained. Had PD Jang Yeonju made a mistake? Should I raise my hand and say something right now…?

[And next—]

Before my quickly racing thoughts could amount to anything, the announcement continued without pause.

[1st place.]

[Seo Chanul, 1st place.]

Seo Chanul looked startled for a moment, then broke into a delighted expression— But he didn’t head up to the stage immediately. Instead, his gaze turned to me.

‘Not on the ranking…?’

Even as Seo Chanul and the other contestants turned their eyes toward me, I didn’t have the mental space to process their attention.

Had I somehow missed my name when they announced ranks 51 through 100?

Yeah. That seemed like the most plausible explanation.

‘But… me?’

No matter how I thought about it, me, ranked below 51?

“Alright! That concludes the ranking announcements!”

Choi Hansol stepped forward again, mic in hand, addressing the entire stage.

Wait, that’s it?

“…Is what I want to say, but—there’s still one person left.”

Huh?

“I’ll be announcing the final name myself.”

Uh…?

“The very last contestant! The one who ranked above first place!”

As Choi Hansol pointed directly—presumably at me, sitting there with a dumbfounded look on my face—

“Contestant Kim Haram!!”

Just as Seo Chanul was about to take the 1st place seat, with a flourish—ta-da!—another chair appeared beside it.

A dazzling, oversized seat in a brilliant blue, shaped like a peacock’s outspread wings.

The kind of luxury throne that screamed: extra.

For a brief moment, I exhaled in relief. But almost immediately, a strange, complex feeling welled up from deep inside.

Why… why on earth…

‘Why are you taking this ridiculous concept so seriously!!!’

I told them to do whatever they wanted, and now look at this mess.

I hadn’t even realized how tense I’d been, but now that it was over, I felt so unjustly wronged that my fist clenched on its own.

What’s next? The platform’s already too tall—are they going to install a whole escalator for me?

“As a matter of fact, all platforms for ranks 5 and up are now equipped with small lifts for easier access. Please feel free to use them in the future.”

…Are you serious?

Looking closer, sure enough—on the side of the stage, there was a lift like the ones used at concerts to raise and lower stage sections.

…Okay. That’s it. I’m officially done imagining anything. I’m scared they’ll actually do it.

“In addition, since Contestant Kim Haram’s seat doesn’t yet have an official title, I’ll be naming it arbitrarily… ‘The Peacock Seat.’”

“…Excuse me?”

The Peacock Seat, on top of 1st place?

What kind of nonsense wordplay was that?

Choi Hansol met my burning gaze with complete calm and even gestured graciously toward the stage.

“Please take your seat, Your Grace the Peacock.”

Oh, I am not doing this.

*****

“Wow, I thought something had gone wrong for a second there.”

“…Huh?”

As I made my way toward the so-called ‘Peacock Seat’—no, the 0th place seat—Seo Chanul came up to speak to me.

Ugh. My heart was still pounding, and I couldn’t fully stop it from reacting…

[Your unique trait “Even Otakus Hit the Jackpot” trembles violently once again!]

Every time this guy talks to me, some weird alert pops up.

“Why would you say that?”

“Well, I mean—come on. There’s no way your ranking would be lower than mine, and then suddenly I’m announced as first place?”

“No… it’s not that big of a deal.”

To be honest, I had expected to land in the upper ranks. That’s probably why I was so surprised.

If nothing else, the performance itself hadn’t gone poorly. Still, to be straight-up 1st place… as expected of my bias, I guess…

“Next time, I’ll be the one ranked higher than you.”

Just as I was about to teeter off the edge into fangirl-mode, Seo Chanul suddenly flared up with competitive spirit.

‘There it is.’

It was a side of him I knew very well—Always bright, always brimming with charm, and always fiercely ambitious, reaching for the top.

You were always bright, full of talent and charm, and constantly burning with the desire to climb higher.

‘This is why I liked you.’

Talent and effort. You had both, and I really liked that about you.

Thanks to Seo Chanul’s unwavering attitude, the stress I’d been feeling just moments ago seemed to ease a little.

“Would you like to go now?”

“…Sorry?”

“Duke… no, top priority. I could give it to you right now.”

Seo Chanul glanced over at my chair, which was at least twice as extravagant as his own.

“Uhh… maybe not right now.”

“…Okay.”

What’s with that blunt rejection? Ouch, that kinda hurt.

As soon as Seo Chanul declined the seat, Choi Hansol’s voice rang out from the speakers.

“All participants have now been assigned their ranks. I wonder if everyone is satisfied with their placements.”

Choi Hansol looked around at the participants on and off stage as he continued speaking.

“Then let’s move straight on to the next stage!”

Dudong—!

With a dramatic sound effect, new text appeared on the screen.

[Position Selection & Grade Evaluation]

What the hell? They’re making us do something else right away?

“Ooh…”

“Ma…”

When the participants didn’t react much—

“…Cheer.”

“WAAAAAAAH—!!”

“This is insane. I’m so excited!”

“I’m definitely getting an A grade~!”

Choi Hansol’s forced enthusiasm was met with equally forced reactions from the contestants.

‘Man… they really are trying hard.’

Choi Hansol continued the event with a satisfied look on his face.

“Some of you seem to have a good sense already! This grading is separate from your ranking and will range from Grade A to Grade F!”

The rest was the usual spiel: each grade had a fixed number of spots, and those wouldn’t change even after filming ended, so be careful.

“Now then, let’s reveal the list of available positions!”

Screens mounted around the ceiling lit up with the lineup:

Vocal…
Rap…
Dance…

‘Isn’t this a little too stereotypical?’

Just as I thought that—

“Oh?”

There it was. Something that stood out.

Above the standard three positions, glowing in a distinctive shade of violet—

[AIl]

All…?

Could it be what I’m thinking?

“Would anyone like an explanation of the somewhat unfamiliar AIl position?”

“Yes!!”

By now, the participants had been trained enough to eagerly respond to Choi Hansol’s cue.

“But I’ll skip the detailed explanation.”

“…?!”

Don’t tell me you’re just following the script. We gave you a reaction and everything, and now you want to act all mysterious?

“It is exactly what you think it is. Rap, vocal, dance. And above that is AIl. So, what does that mean?”

A murmur rippled through the participants.

“If you’re confident in rap, vocals, and dance — then step into the AIl position.”

Choi Hansol spoke again, this time in a weighty, meaningful tone.

Alright. I’ve made up my mind!

‘I must never choose the All position.’

It was an obvious decision. It’s hard enough to be good at just one thing—how could anyone handle all three…?

“You’re probably thinking something like, ‘How could anyone handle all three?’ right?”

Flinch. This is why I hate perceptive adults.

Even if you get a little more attention in the beginning, as the show goes on, the gap between you and the participants who focused on one skill will inevitably widen. Considering the nature of short-term survival programs, and how much the contestants improve in a short time…

‘No matter how I think about it, there’s no reason to do it.’

While I was strengthening my resolve, Choi Hansol opened his mouth again.

“For those of you who are still hesitating, the production team has already pre-assigned someone to the All position. You know what they say—getting started is the hardest part.”

Oh dear… who’s the poor soul? Whoever it is must’ve really gotten on PD Jang Yeonju’s bad side.

“We understand that many of you are quietly displeased with Kim Haram’s title.”

Huh? Why me all of a sudden?

All I did was sit still and get handed a—title? No, a ranking. That’s all I did.

“We understand. Originally, there were supposed to be 100 contestants in the finals, but thanks to this, there are now 101.”

“……????”

A string of question marks floated above my head in confusion.

Most of the contestants seated below me started glancing up toward where I sat.

“So!!”

Suddenly, grand music began playing as the All Position icon and my name appeared side by side on the screen.

“Contestant Kim Haram has been forcibly designated as the first All Position contestant!”

The All Position emblem completely engulfed my name tag.

Then the four position symbols were displayed on the screen in a row, and my name was listed right next to the All Position icon.

“…Ha.”

Now this was just absurd.


The ranking, the position—everything.

“…Fine.”

At this point—

“Bring it on.”



 
  Chapter 24: What I Expected, What I Didn’t






From the moment they shoved me into that ridiculous “Duke” ranking, I had a feeling.

Producer Jang Yeonju…

‘So you’ve decided to milk me for all I’m worth, huh?’

Back when we first met, PD Jang mentioned that thanks to my participation, she was able to secure immediate production funding from the higher-ups. That must’ve been why she thanked me so sincerely right off the bat.

‘Guess she didn’t even bother finishing her sentence.’

Budget or not, it was obvious from the start she planned to exploit me like this. Suddenly, I recalled something she’d said before:

“I’ve decided to use Haram to the fullest, no holding back. I won’t even bring up money, or else I might treat you too gently.”

And now she was following through on that promise to the letter. A woman of her word. How admirable.

‘Fine. Great.’

If PD Jang was doing her job with such enthusiasm, shouldn’t I do mine just as well? Honestly, from a producer’s perspective, it was a rational and predictable decision.

Who’s getting the most attention in this hellish audition right now?

Me.

So then, when the show needs to stir up buzz in these crucial early episodes— Who better to use as bait?

Me again.

Yeah. It’s effective. Cost-efficient, even. But here’s the thing—

“Kim Haram, contestant!”

It’s really starting to piss me off.

“You’ve been forcibly assigned to the All Position role. How does that feel?”

That fake-smiling, cheerful voice asking me that question belonged to none other than Choi Hansol. And I couldn’t help but feel—

Like they were all trying to make a joke out of me. Some of the contestants seated below me were even looking up with smug little grins. Ugh. That really set me off.

“Yes.”

I picked up the mic that had been sitting next to my chair since the beginning. So this was why they put it there.

“You’ve already made waves with the Duke title, and now you’re the first ever All Position pick. How does that feel?”

How do I feel? I’m absolutely pissed off.

Just as I was about to speak—

[On Air! Kim Haram! Remember your image!]

Soram shoved a signal suppressor right in front of me.

This is being broadcast. The person sitting here is me—Kim Haram. Think about your image.

Okay. Thanks, Soram.

“…Well, first of all, I feel like I’ve been receiving far more attention than I deserve from the very beginning, and that’s quite a burden on my shoulders.”

Stay calm.

“I never even dreamed that there could be a ranking above first place… like a ‘zero’ rank.”

Let’s not acknowledge that atrocious naming sense.

“As for the AI position… I’ll take it as a sign of the high expectations placed on me, and I’ll do my best to meet them.”

Perfect. An interview without a single flaw anyone could nitpick.

“…Yes, thank you for your answer, Contestant Kim Haram.”

But if it ends like that…

“Ah, by the way.”

The show would be boring, wouldn’t it?

“Uh… sorry?”

“I was just thinking—some of the other contestants might be feeling a bit disappointed right now.”

What I mean is…

“Sorry, what?”

“If I’d chosen the vocal position, then only the contestants in the vocal category would’ve had to compete with me…”

Let me join in the fun.

“But now that I’m in the AI position, everyone in vocals, rap, and dance… all of them have to compete with me.”

Let’s see you work with that, PD Jang.

“From the other contestants’ perspective, that’s probably a bit disappointing.”

Heh—I finished off with the signature Kim Haram smile.

I definitely ended that with a smile.

“……”

“……”

But some of the stares looking up at me didn’t seem to take it that way.

Those expressions? Oh, they’ll look great on camera.

“Hah…!”

Choi Hansol, who’d been listening quietly, finally let out a sound of awe.

“Hahahahaha!! Hahaha!! That was brilliant, Contestant Kim Haram!”

Choi Hansol burst into exaggerated laughter. That madness definitely couldn’t be aired.

“Excellent! A brilliant interview that’s turned most of the other contestants into your enemies!”

…And yet you just had to announce that out loud. Well, the water’s already been spilled.

“Contestant Kim Haram, please step down from the podium and take your place at the All Position zone!”

My spot had been decided. I stepped off the platform and stood beneath the flag marked All. Naturally, I was now facing the 100 other contestants, standing completely alone.

‘This is seriously making me look like a villain.’

It was beyond burdensome. And yet… it was fun. I couldn’t help but grin.

“Next! As before, contestants will choose their desired position starting from rank 100!”

Am I just going to be standing here all alone for a while? I thought, and unsurprisingly—

‘Seriously? No one?’

From ranks 100 through 6, most contestants had already made their choices. And still, I stood alone in the All Position.

Hyeonjae and Woojin had briefly lingered near me when it was their turn—

‘It’s okay.’ 

It was still too early for either of them to take this path.

‘Still, I thought someone would join me.’

The position selections continued as if my mutterings didn’t matter in the slightest.

[5th place, Heo Jeongyeon – Vocal]

[4th place, Park Jun – Rap]

[3rd place, Yang Seou – Dance]

[2nd place, Jeon Byeongun – Dance]

Even from 5th to 2nd place, no one came to stand beside me.

‘Feeling a bit lonely here.’

But I wasn’t particularly bothered.

‘Don’t you want to come stand by me?’

Because I knew — eventually, someone would. Throughout the entire selection, I never took my eyes off him. You. As long as you come stand next to me, that’s enough. And I know you will.

The speaker announced the final contestant’s turn. With most of the contestants now on the floor, the room had grown noticeably noisy. But that didn’t bother me either.

‘It’s strange, really.’

It was a familiar and nostalgic feeling — that sense from my previous life, of being surrounded by countless others…Yet only you stood out. Only you could be seen and heard.

Yeah… I really, truly liked you.

[Your Unique Trait, ‘Even Otakus Get Lucky,’ is stabilizing!]

The final contestant stepped up and stood right in front of me.

“Seriously, what’s with that stare? You’ve been staring at me for ages. It’s kinda creepy.”

Well, it’s because I know you so well.

“‘So, what’ll it be? You gonna go somewhere else and get a half-baked taste? Or are you gonna go all in, right here?’”

You grinned like you were having the time of your life.
Of course. That’s exactly how you always smiled in moments like this.

“Why do you act like you know me so well? Have you been secretly researching me or something?”

Research? Please. I had hundreds of thousands of photos of you on my phone — all saved by version, from every era when you looked even more amazing than now.
Most of them didn’t have your beauty mark, though.

“So? What are you going to do?”

“What do you mean, ‘what’?”

You took a bold step forward — and the spot next to me was filled.

The final announcement echoed from the speakers.

[1st place, Seo Chanwool – All]

*****

“The dorms you’ve been assigned tonight are only temporary! We’ll reassign you again tomorrow, so please don’t fully unpack!!”

Yeah, yeah… got it.

Dragging my exhausted body, I stepped inside the dorm.

The rankings announcement, position selections… and right after that, the position evaluations. It had been a brutal schedule, with barely any breathing room.

‘So that’s why they made us come in so early this morning…’

Seriously, what was the rush? The schedule that started around lunchtime barely managed to wrap up by late night.

“Ooh, the dorm’s actually really nice.”

“Heh—!”

Seo Chanwool suddenly popped up behind me, startling me into making a weird noise.

“Ah, sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“No… it’s fine.”

I probably would’ve been startled no matter when or where you appeared.

I decided to take it positively.

[Your Unique Trait, ‘Even Otakus Get Lucky,’ is wavering!]

What actually was bothering me was this.

‘It had settled down for a bit earlier… why is it acting up again?’

I’d been meaning to talk to So-ram anyway, so I figured I’d make time and look into this properly.

“Chanwool-ssi, are you in this room too?”

“Apparently so?”

Chanwool answered casually and then dropped her arm onto my shoulder with a thunk.

Hey. Hey. Hey. Hey. Hey.

“Still, it’s kind of a relief to be in the same room with someone I know. Hm…? Are you okay?”

“… Yeah.”

…I really needed to get used to this relationship soon. Even a simple touch still held way too much meaning for me.

‘If it keeps going like this, daily life is going to be tough.’

I barely managed to calm my racing heart and started unpacking my things when—A group of temporary roommates came bursting into the room.

“Whoa! The room’s really nice!”

“Gasp! It’s Kim Haram! Hello!”

Yeah. Hello. I awkwardly greeted them and started choosing the bed that would get me through the night when someone knocked on the door.

“I’ll get it.”

Who’d be coming this late…? I quickly shuffled over and opened the door.

“Who is it?”

“Hello! Is this Room 201… huh?!”

What the… who is this guy?

His face looked strangely familiar, but I couldn’t quite place him.

“Ah—!”

The noisy visitor kept reacting in surprise, then suddenly pointed a finger at me.
Where’d you learn it’s okay to point at people, huh? You punk.

“Kim Haram! You’re in this room?”

He spoke to me in a friendly tone, like he already knew me.

‘Who the hell…?’

For the first time in a while, So-ram helpfully popped up an information window beside me.

[<Character Info>

Name: Jo Seha
Age: 21
Role: Be the IDOL contestant (Rank 33)
Traits:
– Dad, I want to be an idol when I grow up (Rare, Active)
– Flower Garden in My Head (Normal, Active)
– Runaway Youth (Normal, Active)
View detailed stats and info (Expand)]

Hmm… still doesn’t ring a bell. But the fact that So-ram immediately pulled up his info meant one thing for sure—Kim Haram must’ve originally known this person.

“You really came out here after beating out my dad, huh?”

The moment I heard the word “dad,” something clicked and my brows furrowed instinctively. 

Dad…? And the family name Jo…? Plus those traits…

Throb. 

For the first time in a while, my head actually started to hurt.

“…Are you Jo Jungjae’s son?”

“Hey! Don’t just call grownups by their full name like that!”

The guy grinned wide and said, “Hold on, I’m coming in~” and strolled right into the room.

Hey! What makes you think you can just walk in here!?

I immediately stepped in front of Jo Seha, blocking his path.

“Why are you here?”

Is he one of Jo Jungjae’s planted spies? I knew I should’ve just earned my way to the top fair and square with money…

“Me? I told my dad I wanted in and rushed to an audition! Got scolded for going all the way to Busan.”

“And your contract?”

I was pretty sure this guy had already debuted in some idol group.

“Oh. They said I couldn’t participate if I had a contract, so…”

Right. You can’t have an active contract. So just leave—

“I went to my dad’s office, found my contract, and burned it! Figured that’d be more final than just tearing it up.”

“…Huh???”

You can do that???

“No, uh…”

There’s no way that should’ve worked!

As I continued to block the doorway, Jo Seha pouted and spoke up.

“Hey, if you’re done talking, can you move? I need to unpack.”

No, no. I’m not done talking yet.

On the contrary, too many things were rushing to my mind that I didn’t know where to start.

Does he even know what his dad did to me?

“What’s going on?”

Sensing the commotion, Seo Chanul approached from the front door. Jo Seha let out another exaggerated exclamation.

“Whoa! Even Seo Chanul’s in this room? The average ranking here is crazy high! This is wild!”

He was way too cheerful and hyper for the situation—nothing like Jo Jungjae.

“Hello!”

“Uh… hello.”

Don’t respond to him, Chanul!

As soon as I slightly hesitated, Jo Seha took the opportunity to brush past me and walk up to Seo Chanul.

“I saw you in the All Position stage earlier! How was the position evaluation?”

“Oh, uh… not bad, I guess…”

Thrown off by Jo Seha’s energy, Seo Chanul awkwardly tried to keep up.

“You little—!”

Just as I was about to lunge at Jo Seha again—

J-FJ-J-J-

A chime rang out from the speaker installed in every room.


[We will now announce the results of the Position Evaluation.]

All of our roommates, who had just entered the living room, turned their attention to the speaker.

[First, Vocal F-rank—]

Here it comes again…



 
  Chapter 25: Nerf






[Continuing, Dance A Grade. Yang Seou] 

“Wow, that person finally got an A grade. I knew they’d do well.” Jo Seha, who had now firmly settled into his place, smiled brightly as he listened to the broadcast. 

“Ugh, what am I going to do, I only got a C grade.” 

How about just getting eliminated? 

“Yeah, that’s right!” 

Oh. You think so too, huh? Then let’s hurry and make a perfect plan for elimination… 

“No one starts out perfect! I’ll just practice harder and make sure I debut!” 

“Oh, is that so?” 

“Hm? What do you mean?!” 

Never mind, forget it. I’m just going to stop caring about you from now on. It’s too stressful. 

When I didn’t bother to retort and sharply turned my head away, Jo Seha let out a confused “Huh?”

“Seha, you really are an optimistic person.” 

“I hear that a lot!” It’s really… really hard to keep up with that kind of energy. I miss you, Jiwon… Woojin… Hyung… 

[Continuing, Rap F Grade] 

The broadcast continued, and Jo Seha started talking again to Seo Chanul, who was sitting next to him.

“Oh right! You said we’re the same age, right?! Let’s drop the formalities!”

Seo Chanul formed an ‘O’ with his lips and nodded. 

“Should we? Sounds good.” 

Soon after, Seo Chanul’s gaze turned to me. 

Why are you looking at me like that? At least say something before you stare at me. 

“Oh, you and Haram haven’t dropped the formalities yet?” 

Jo Seha saw Seo Chanul’s expression and immediately made a fuss. 

“Haram and I already did!! You’re the same age as Haram too, so you should drop the formalities! That’s okay with you, right, Haram?” 

Are you really Jo Jungjae’s son? 

The more time I spent with him, the more reasonable my suspicions became. 

How could someone like that sly old man have such a flower garden… No, I still don’t know. Don’t let your guard down, Seo Jimin. 

“Should we?! I’ll drop them, Haram!” 

“Uh…?” Why are you doing this too, Chanul… 

One of our roommates who’d been listening to the three of us glared sharply. 

“Can you keep it down? This is the Rap position.” 

At her sharp tone, Jo Seha stuck out his lips and made an annoying “Yeah yeah~” face. 

…So irritating… 

[Continuing, Rap D Grade. Park Minkwon……..] 

“Ah… D?” 

Checking his own name… His name… Tsk, Rap D let out a sigh of regret. 

“It’s okay! I’m a C too, so we’re CD!” 

What does you being C have to do with him being D? 

Rap D seemed to have the same thought, looking at Jo Seha in disbelief. 

“…Jo Seha.” 

“Hm?” 

“I think it’d be better if you just stayed quiet for a while.” 

“……??? Why?” 

If someone tells you to be quiet, just be quiet. 

Suddenly, my head throbbed. It felt like a wave of pain was coming. Seo Chanul placed a hand on Jo Seha’s shoulder and gently shook his head with a kind expression. 

“……???” 

Jo Seha clearly didn’t understand the reason, but he shut his mouth anyway, as if just doing what he was told. 

And a moment later. 

[That concludes the Rap position grade announcements. Next up—] 

The announcements for Vocal, Dance, and Rap positions were all finished. 

Now, what remained was— 

[Continuing, All A Grade] 

Even though Jo Seha had finally shut up, the room, which was still a little noisy, now fell completely silent. Well, that makes sense. Both people with All Positions are right here. 

Well… 

[Seo Chanul.] 

“Huh?” 

I had more or less expected the result. Everyone except Seo Chanul instantly turned their gaze toward me.

Stop staring. 

[Continuing, All C Grade] 

The grade announcements quickly moved on to C grade. 

[Kim Haram.] 

The eyes fixed on me grew even more confused. Now even Seo Chanul couldn’t take his eyes off me. 

I didn’t bother to say anything first. 

“Uh…” Jo Seha, unable to bear the silence, was about to open his mouth, but I stood up abruptly. 

“I’m going to the practice room for a bit.” 

No one answered, so I simply walked toward the entrance. 

“Uh… Haram!!” Jo Seha couldn’t hold back and called after me. 

“Hey, Jo Seha.” 

Jo Seha froze in place, hand still outstretched toward me. 

“Read the room and stay put.” 

Leaving the now silent room behind

Thud 

I left the room. 

*****

There were various practice rooms prepared for the contestants. 

I sat alone in the most secluded of them, the single-person practice room.  

I leaned back and looked up at the ceiling. 

‘I knew I would lose….’

I felt it as soon as the evaluations started. There’s no way I can beat Seo Chanul right now. After the rankings were announced, I thought I’d need some time to talk to Soram alone, so I was planning to… set the mood for a bit. 

“Phew~” 

I flopped straight onto my back. Yeah, I knew I’d lose, set the mood, and come out of the room alone.

But!!! 

“I didn’t know I’d get a C grade!!!!” 

I shouted so loud the practice room could’ve shaken. The thick soundproof walls should protect me.

“Huh?” 

But before I could even finish the thought, several shadows zipped past the semi-transparent practice room door. So much for privacy. 

Tch… 

I wasn’t that bad. 

All the songs used for the grade evaluations were fairly well-known. 

There wasn’t a single song where I couldn’t take advantage of the overlapping effects of [Born to Be Idol] and [The Fan’s Jackpot] traits. 

“Jang Yeonju…” 

I thought of Jang Yeonju PD, who had gone out of her way to check on me even at the All Position evaluation. 

“She definitely tilted her head after my first stage….” 

Then, as if she had a sudden idea, she even whispered something to the judges. Just wait. I won’t let this slide. 

And to make sure I don’t, first, “Kim Soram, come out.” 

There’s something I need to do. From behind the piano leg in the corner, Soram peeked her head out.

How long have you been there? 

“Come here, sit down.” Soram trotted over and sat in front of me. 

“You can fly, but you walked over just to look cute, didn’t you?” 

[……..!!!!] 

Soram tried to keep a straight face and hide her feelings. I can see all your thoughts through the system window, you know? 

“Look at me.” 

Her eyes darted everywhere, but she still seemed to know she’d done something wrong. 

“Kim Soram.” 

Finally, Soram managed to meet my gaze. 

“Open my Stat Window.” 

Soram carefully held out her hands, and the system popped up above them. 

[ >Name: Kim Haram (Seo Jimin) 
>Dance: C 
>Vocal: D+ 
>Visual: A 
>Charm: A–C 
>Luck: B+ 
You’ve made great improvements through steady effort!  If you keep going like this, a true top idol might not be just a dream?!] 

Look at her, leaving these carefree comments. 

“Point out your own mistake.” 

With a little sparkle, Soram’s hand weakly pointed to the middle of the system window. 

[> Vocal: D+] 

Of course, the problem is that the Vocal stat is too low. But that’s not all. 

“Does this make sense, Kim Soram?” I crossed my arms. 

“How can there not be a ‘Rap’ stat in an idol’s Stat Window?” 

Soram drooped down again, almost melting into the floor. 

Yeah. 

I only realized it after the position selection started, so that’s on me too. 

“But you’re the system, Kim Soram. You should’ve paid attention to things like this from the start.” 

I couldn’t deny that the fundamental mistake lay with the system—meaning Soram. 

Really… I was lucky during the preliminaries. 

There wasn’t a real rap part in the first verse, so I got by. 

The problem happened in today’s position evaluation. 

‘Uh… Contestant Kim Haram. Hip-hop… I mean, rap… To be honest, you really don’t have any talent for it, huh?’ 

I remembered the mentor’s face, clearly struggling to find something to say after my evaluation. 

‘That’s strange. Didn’t Haram do pretty well at rap in the Haram Show?’ 

Yes. 

Probably did. 

‘I’ll make up for it quickly and show you a better side.’ 

With that cliché line, the awkward rap evaluation finally ended. Only after a long pause did Soram finally open her mouth(?). 

[Currently preparing an emergency update, and the ‘Rap’ or ‘Performance’ stat should be added as early as tomorrow morning.] 

It had been a while since Soram used such a businesslike tone, but her appearance was so deflated I couldn’t help but laugh. 

“Without compensation?” 

[…TTTTTT] 

Crying won’t help. 

“Do you know how much this cost me? Of course you’re going to compensate me, right?”

[TTTTTTTT] 

I said, crying won’t help. 

“I expect a suitable compensation along with the update.” 

Soram wiped her eyes with her tiny arms. 

[…Okay.] 

Alright, let’s move on from this for now.  

“Next.” 

This time, Soram quickly brought up a new window in front of me. 

[ >Trait Name: The Fan’s Jackpot 

>Grade: Unique 
>Status: Active (33%) 
>Effect: -Fan life is my life. All the devotion and effort you’ve put into being a fan has finally paid off.Every action related to being a fan influences the user. 
>Usage Condition: Must be a fan of someone] 

Yeah, this is it. 

“This one probably isn’t your fault, Soram….” 

This time, I pointed to the middle of the system window with my finger. 

[>Status: Active (33%)] 

What’s up with this? I widened my eyes deliberately and looked at Soram. 

Soram looked troubled. 

Honestly, even if there was no Rap stat, as long as this trait was working properly, there’s no way I should’ve dropped all the way to C grade. 

[We’ve been searching for the cause ever since the abnormality was detected, but it’s still unknown.]

Abnormality… 

Abnormality, huh…. 

It’s not like there isn’t an obvious suspect. 

If anything, it’s too obvious. 

‘Seo Chanul…’

He was definitely the cause. 

Ever since I ran into him in the waiting room, the trait kept getting shaken up so much I could barely focus. 

But I never imagined it would show up like this. A full third of its power was gone. 

There were moments where it seemed to get better for a bit… 

It did calm down when Seo Chanul was choosing his position. But then it crashed again. I was sure Seo Chanul was the cause, but the trigger was unclear. 

‘For now, I’ll have to make do with what I have.’ 

That’s why I tried to squeeze a reward out of Soram earlier. It had only been a day since I’d met Seo Chanul, and the trait was already being affected like this—there was just no answer. 

At that moment. Knock, knock, knock. 

Creak— Someone opened the practice room door a little and peeked in with just their eyes. 

‘…What is it?’ 

It was Seo Chanul. You really can’t help yourself, can you.  

“Why are you here.” 

Seo Chanul opened the door fully and came into the practice room. 

“No reason, I was just worried. You left by yourself.” 

No. Based on my experience, if you say things like that, for sure…! 

[Unique trait, ‘The Fan’s Jackpot’, is shaking!] 

As expected. 

Ha… This is so frustrating. 

“Chanul.” 

“Huh?” 

Don’t even talk to me. 

The words were right on the tip of my tongue, but— 

“…Never mind. Let’s go.” 

I couldn’t bring myself to say it out loud. 

How could I… to my ultimate bias… 


And so, the eventful first day of filming finally ended. 

“Wake up! Wake up, wake up!! All contestants, please wake up!!” 

Just like that, the next day dawned in a flash.





 
  Chapter 26: Why Do You Keep Clinging?






“Ooh~! Even breakfast this morning is amazing-?!”

Jo Seha, who’s ridiculously weak, wailed.

“Everyone, eat a lot~!”

I really wish you’d stop wailing.

Where do you even buy that kind of energy? Just last night, when we got back to the dorm, you were all down after I said something to you…

‘If there’s a place that sells it, I’ll smash it…

Still, seeing as you’re not talking to me, you must be being a little careful…?

“Haram! Don’t mind getting a C rank, just eat a lot! You need to eat to have energy!!”

Well, it was my fault for expecting otherwise. Right?

“As expected….”

“Yesterday’s rank announcement must be real. Honestly, I thought it was a bug.”

I could hear the other dorm participants, who’d been barely avoiding my gaze, whispering.

I knew this would happen.

No matter what my rank is, like you said, it doesn’t matter, but I’d rather not have this kind of uncomfortable attention first thing in the morning.

“Jo Seha.”

“Yeah?”

Even though I spoke as coldly as I could—enough to air on TV—Jo Seha was still all smiles.

“Just how much do you want me to be the butt of everyone’s joke?”

“Eh? What do you mean, joke? I’m just…..”

“Because of you right now.”

I cut him off before he could make excuses.

“I’m getting completely humiliated, you know.”

Honestly, it’s not unbearable… but I thought it’d be best to nip this in the bud.

“If you do it again, I won’t let it slide.”

If I don’t draw a clear line now, he’ll just keep crossing it, not even realizing there is one.

“I’m already embarrassed enough right now.”

I was giving Jo Seha a pretty chilly look when Seo Chanul stepped in between us.

“That’s enough, Haram. A lot of people are watching.”

What the heck. Are you protecting Jo Seha now?

“…Well, didn’t see that coming.”

For some reason, I felt a little put out. I didn’t plan to go any further anyway. I hadn’t even meant to go this far to begin with.

[Unique Trait, ‘Even Otakus Hit the Jackpot’ shakes violently!]

Ugh… Here we go again.

Yeah, I know.

I wasn’t planning to say anything more anyway.

As expected, it seemed like I should keep some distance from Seo Chanul for now.

I turned my back and walked away from the two of them.

“Ha… Haram…!”

“Jo Seha. You stop, too.”

Seo Chanul blocked Jo Seha as he tried to call out to me.

Well, thanks for taking my side this time.

From behind, I kept hearing the faint sound of Jo Seha and Seo Chanul talking.

Next time, please, let me have a different room from those two.

I quietly sent a prayer up to the sky.

[Unique Trait, ‘Even Otakus Hit the Jackpot’ is shaking!]

…Ha..

“Participants, did you all sleep well last night?”

Filming had started again, and as usual, Choi Hansol was continuing as MC on stage.

“Slept well~!”

“The dorm is seriously the best!!!”

The participants, now quite used to things, matched Choi Hansol’s energy.

“If you all slept so comfortably, you must all be missing a screw.”

Hearing the responses, Choi Hansol put on a serious face at center stage.

There it is, there it is.

“At it again…..”

One of the contestants, no idea which rank, blurted out the thoughts I had in my head.

Choi Hansol shot a sharp glare at a particular person, as if he’d heard.

“Gasp…!!”

This time, a frightened voice came from below.

I support your bold words. Good luck out there.

“…With everyone so hopelessly loose, I do wonder if there’s any point in explaining the mission.”

A hint of disdain crossed Choi Hansol’s face. Still, isn’t that a bit much for just cursing once?

“Only those who survive will survive, so let’s meet again.”

Choi Hansol clapped and slowly walked off stage.

“……?????”

All the participants looked at Choi Hansol with ‘Where’s he going?’ expressions.

At that moment.

[First Round Performance Mission Revealed!]

On the giant central screen, the details of the first mission appeared one after another.

[Sing the Stage of Legends!]

It was a classic: put on a stage using assigned idol hit songs.

‘Yeah, there’s nothing better for a first mission.’

Even though we passed the preliminaries, we’re still just seedlings. It’s important to put together a stage using ‘songs you know’ and ‘dances you know’ to ensure a certain level of quality.

“Looks doable?”

Some confident contestants said things like that.

I’ve got your faces memorized.

After that, a series of motivational videos followed, full of flowery words. Aim for your dreams! Create the best stage! That kind of thing.

‘Bit cringey.’

“This is crazy… I really have to do my best…..”

“Mom… I’ll do well and come back…!”

?

Was it only cringey for me? Some contestants even teared up, calling for their parents.

It reminded me of the campfire at elementary school retreat.

Once the videos ended—

Step, step. Choi Hansol came back out from behind the stage.

Didn’t you go home?

“This is Choi Hansol, grabbing the mic again due to adult circumstances.”

What adult circumstances.

“…I wanted to go home, though.”

So you really were just leaving.

Even middle schoolers get penalized if they go home without permission.

“…Let’s try to raise the energy again.”

Choi Hansol’s empty eyes looked out at the gathered contestants.

“…Cheer.”

“Waaaah~!”

“Uwaaaaaaah~!”

You all are working hard.

This time, the response seemed to please Choi Hansol, and his face instantly brightened.

“Now! For the monumental first performance! I’ll reveal how teams will be formed!”

Flash—A spotlight shone down on the dais where the 0th to 9th ranked contestants sat.

“From Gongjakwi down to 9th place, you’ll each be a Team Leader!”

Still can’t let go of that title, huh.

The rest of the explanation was simple.

The Team Leaders wait in ten rooms set up behind the stage.

The remaining contestants, from 10th to 100th place, would go to the room of the Team Leader they wanted to join.

By the way, those below 10th place won’t know who’s entered which room until they go in!”

So basically, it was a Team Leader popularity contest.

‘This is pretty disadvantageous for me.’

I had plenty of people who didn’t like me for various reasons, and even putting feelings aside, joining my team wouldn’t look all that great.

‘What if I lose all my screen time just by being around you?’

Even if the C rank was a bit worrying, I was still the contestant in the biggest spotlight.

No one would want to stand next to me and have their own light dimmed.

Considering how high the chance of passing the first round is….

It’d be better to join a decent team and survive. I’d also have to consider the risk of getting a bad edit by being around the wrong people…

That’s the conclusion I reached as a contestant below 10th place.

I’d already told Hyunjae and Woojin that, just in case, we should avoid sticking together at first.

“Alright! From Gongjakwi to 9th place, please step down from the dais and head to the waiting rooms!”

We rode a small lift down from the dais. Convenient, I guess.

As I passed the stage, I glanced back, just in case.

The moment I turned, I saw Hyunjae and Woojin, barely able to sit still, fidgeting.

‘Oh boy…’

A small laugh escaped me. They must have a lot to ask. What rank did you get? Did you know Jo Seha was in your room?

It was a moment where I missed the phone I’d handed in at the start of filming.

I made eye contact with both of them and nodded.

Should I do that for old time’s sake?

‘It’s okay.’

Puff, puff. I made a fish mouth, just like the old days.

A few contestants made faces like, What’s that about?

As if they understood, Hyunjae and Woojin calmed down.

Good, they’re listening well.

Feeling a bit more at ease, I walked backstage.

The space behind the stage was set up like a big practice room, with a large makeshift table and monitors on one side.

I could already guess what kind of scenes they wanted.

‘We’ll sit around the table and have meetings, react to other teams’ stages… The cameras… over there… If I want to storm off and disappear from the angle after an argument, I’ll walk that way…

I was lost in all sorts of thoughts when—

Pop—

Suddenly, the previously quiet monitor lit up.

“Whoa. That surprised me.”

You could’ve just told me to turn it on.

I muttered a small complaint and looked at the video on the screen.

“Oh.”

Yup.

The screen was showing the other contestants choosing their rooms.

Ah, so I get to find out early who’s going where.

It seemed like a good setup to catch Team Leaders being disappointed when they missed out on someone they wanted.

The entry order was completely random, unrelated to rank or grade.

It seemed like Choi Hansol was just picking people to send in as he pleased.

‘I really don’t get why they value Choi Hansol so much…

I’ll have to ask Jang Yeonju PD when I get a chance. That thought was short-lived.

‘It’s starting.’

The below-10th-place contestants started entering.

[10th place, Jeong Daenam]

‘A big shot right from the start?’

Other than Hyunjae and Woojin, I didn’t have anyone I particularly wanted, but having someone with a high rank wouldn’t be bad.

But,

“Of.”

As expected, the 10th place contestant went straight to the 9th place’s room.

After nearly twenty contestants had chosen their rooms—

“Hello.”

My first guest came to my room.

“Oh. Yesterday, that….”

It was Rap D, who’d shared my room. Ah… What was his name again…

“I’m Park Minkwon. You still don’t remember my name?”

Park Minkwon announced his name bluntly as he walked toward the screen.

“Oh? Can you see everything from here?”

“Yeah. It’s pretty interesting.”

Park Minkwon looked around the empty practice room.

“….Is this really interesting?”

Honestly, I didn’t expect to have zero picks, but Park Minkwon muttered as he flopped into a chair.

“…Honestly, this is bad. Didn’t expect you to be this unpopular.”

“Then why did you come to my room, Minkwon?”

Park Minkwon, who’d kept a blunt attitude the whole time, looked at me and said,

“Yesterday, you seemed like a decent person.”

“Huh?”

Who picks a team for that reason? I looked at him like he was ridiculous, and Park Minkwon changed the subject.

“Whatever. Let’s just watch the screen. Gotta react, right?”

Yeah, sure. Let’s do that.

But even after I turned my attention to the screen, no one else came into my room for quite a while.

“…This is really bad, huh?”

“Yeah.”

…You got anything to say?

Gotta face reality. Well, whatever.

There were about ten contestants left who hadn’t picked a team.

Right now, my room had a total of four people.

Is my image really this bad?

“Kinda shocking.”

“…Maybe that’s why.”

Park Minkwon, staring at the screen, mumbled quietly.

What did you say?

“It might be because of rumors. Haram, you haven’t heard anything?”

“Rumors about me?”

Has word gotten out that I’m rich already…? I gave him a puzzled look, and Park Minkwon folded his arms.

“I’ll tell you later.”

He pointed at the screen.

“This is probably more important right now.”

“Ah.”

On the screen, the last contestant was about to pick a room.

“Seriously, Choi Hansol’s got a nasty streak.”

Whether it was on purpose or not, it made me think even more that I should avoid getting involved with that guy.

The last contestant, who’d hesitated for ages, finally made a move.

“Ah.”

Park Minkwon and I spoke at the same time. Park Minkwon spoke first.

“Um… What are you going to do?”

“Why are you asking me?”

Park Minkwon, as if by habit, pointed at me like he did at the screen.

“You’re the Team Leader.”

Then pointed at himself.

“I’m the team member. I’ll do whatever you say.”

He’s sneakily sly, this guy.

Phew….”

Before I could even finish sighing, the last contestant reached the door and knocked—knock, knock, knock.

“Yes~”

When no one moved to open the door, Park Minkwon raised his voice in reply.

Creak—the door opened.

“Ah… Ah… Hello, everyone~!!”

A person, unusually hesitant for once, entered the room.


“…What are you doing here.”

“Oh…! Hi, Haram!”

Why are you here?! He spoke like he was genuinely happy to see me. So shameless.

“…Why did you pick this room, Jo Seha.”



 
  Chapter 27: Rumors






“Uh?”

Jo Seha trailed off with a dumbfounded look.

“…What is it that you want?”

I’d always had my suspicions. Why did this guy even join Idol in the first place? Why does he keep following me around, stressing me out?

And with this team selection, I felt a bit more certain.

‘Is he really following me this much?’

And then, just a moment ago, Park Minkwon let slip something about a ‘rumor.’

It felt like all the scattered puzzle pieces were suddenly snapping into place.

“Wh… What do I want? I don’t really want anything? Debut?”

Seriously, this guy.

No matter what, I wasn’t going to say it out loud myself.

“You, Jo Se…”

I almost let his name slip, but barely stopped myself.

No, not here. There are cameras, microphones—this is not the place to bring it up.

“…Let’s talk later.”

“Talk? Sure!”

Jo Seha beamed with his usual bright smile. Just as my stress was about to hit its peak—

[All participants have finished choosing their team leaders!!]

Choi Hansol’s voice rang out from the speakers, stopping me from exploding.

Sometimes, things do come in handy.

[All participants! Please return to the stage and line up by team!!]

“…Let’s go.”

Including me, Park Minkwon, and Jo Seha—just three of us trudged toward the stage.

As we got closer, I could feel the air buzzing again as participants gathered from all directions.

“Everyone’s here!”

Choi Hansol continued hosting, looking out over the stage where all the participants were lined up by team.

“Let’s see… This result is more serious than I expected, isn’t it?”

Choi Hansol’s gaze landed right on me.

What.

“But don’t worry! There’s a very special measure for team leaders who weren’t so popular!!”

Choi Hansol quickly pointed out each team leader who had more than ten members.

“Those team leaders I just pointed to, please come forward!”

About five team leaders, including Seo Chanul, stepped up.

Among them, Seo Chanul’s team had fifteen members—the highest number of selections.

“Thud.”

With only three of us standing side by side, the contrast was painfully obvious.

Strangely bitter, this feeling.

“First, congratulations to the team leaders who received a lot of choices! You’re very popular!”

“Wow! Our team leader is awesome!”

One of the participants who chose Seo Chanul’s team reacted enthusiastically.

Since when were they that close?

Maybe it was because I hadn’t finished dealing with Jo Seha yet, but I couldn’t help feeling twisted up inside.

Sorry. It’s not your fault for working hard. Right?

“But isn’t it a bit much to have so many people on your team?”

Choi Hansol skillfully shifted the mood again.

A wave of curiosity swept through the filming set.

“That’s why we’ve prepared something!”

Now what are they up to?

“Alright, popular team leaders at the front!”

All the alpha team leaders turned their attention to Choi Hansol.

“From now on! Keep only ten members, and send the rest to teams that are short on people!”

“What?”

Seo Chanul, who was standing closest to Choi Hansol, asked in surprise.

“I get to choose myself?”

Choi Hansol looked at Seo Chanul once,

“Yes!”

and then at me.

“That’s right!”

Then, Seo Chanul and I made eye contact.

“Ah.”

“Ah.”

My gaze immediately shifted to the ‘Team Seo Chanul’ members who were staring at the three of us.

“Ahaha.”

They, too, were looking straight at me.

Well, this is a welcome surprise.

Raising my hand with a little wave, I flashed a bright smile at the neighboring team.

“Anyone want to join me now?”

If you come over, I’ll treat you well.

…This is bad.

After the team members were reassigned and we returned to the Selection Room for a series of meetings, we headed back to the Dormitory.

Not that returning to the Dormitory made much of a difference… and for good reason.

“What is?”

Park Minkwon, who was packing his things next to me, asked.

“…That you’re here, Minkwon.”

“What are you talking about…”

Park Minkwon brushed off my words with a disinterested look.

Behind Minkwon, the first performance team members were busily organizing their things.

“Even at the Dormitory, they’re still here…”

It didn’t feel like I’d really left work at all. Not a great feeling.

The result of the team member redistribution was disastrous.

Out of ten, we had four F-Grade, three D-Grade, two C-Grade, and one B-Grade.

Considering the two C-Grade were Jo Seha and me, and the only D-Grade was Park Minkwon, it couldn’t have been more lopsided.

‘Well, if it were me…!

Of course, if you had to send people to other teams, you’d send the lower grades.

At least Seo Chanul sent us one B-Grade, so that was something…

With a deep sigh, I recalled what happened earlier in the Practice Room.

“I think we’re doomed.”

One of the F-Grade members had suddenly blurted that out.

“What do you mean…”

“We’re doomed. What can we do with this lineup?”

Before I could finish my sentence, he cut me off.

“Hey, there’s a camera, watch what you say…”

“Ah, just let me be.”

A D-Grade, who seemed to know him, tried to stop him, but it was no use.

“Honestly, with teams assigned like this, it’s obvious. Haram and… yeah, the B-Grade over there. Only those two will do anything decent.”

Was that his way of saying he didn’t want to even try?

His sharp tone started to get under my skin again.

“Now those two will shine on stage, and the rest of us will just be backup dancers, right? Frankly, I think even the B-Grade’s in danger.”

The B-Grade, who had been quietly listening, suddenly got attacked and frowned.

“Why me, all of a sudden?”

“Are you confident you’ll do better than Haram?”

The B-Grade was at a loss for words.

Hey, you’re not helping if you can’t even argue back.

“…Let’s not go there. Let’s start by picking our song. It’s first come, first served, so we need to pick and submit quickly…”

“Haram, just pick whatever you want. We’ll do our best from the back.”

…Seriously.

“What’s with your attitude?”

I couldn’t hold back and snapped.

“If you’re going to slack off like that, why did you even come here?”

The angry F-Grade hesitated and stepped back a little.

“If you’re going to give up so easily, swap places with someone who got eliminated. You can go home instead.”

I couldn’t take it anymore, either.

“There are so many people who want to debut.”

The moment I said that, everyone in the Meeting Room froze.

Only Jo Seha, sitting farthest away, was rolling his eyes with a blank expression.

‘…Why are they reacting like this?’

Maybe because I’d already debuted?

“Ha… Debut…”

The F-Grade clenched his fists and looked like he was about to cry. Tears welled up in his eyes.

“Yeah… Debut is great. I really want to… But you…”

The D-Grade who tried to stop him before stood up and grabbed his shoulder.

“Hey… Not now. This isn’t the time. Let’s go. Let’s get out of here.”

The F-Grade, shoulders seized, trudged toward the door.

‘What…?”

What was that?

Their anger seemed so twisted, as if I’d somehow done something terrible to them…

Standing at the door, the F-Grade spoke one last time before leaving the Practice Room.

“Must be nice having it so easy.”

With that, the two left the Practice Room.

This wasn’t right. It wasn’t just jealousy over my skills.

“….I’ll call it a day, too. We’ll see each other back at the Dormitory, but… Yeah. I’ll go.”

Starting with the B-Grade, the others left the Practice Room one by one.

“What the heck…”

That’s how only Park Minkwon, Jo Seha, and I ended up left in the Practice Room.

Right now, I needed someone to explain this situation to me.

“…Hey.”

“Yeah?”

I called out to Park Minkwon, who seemed to have finished packing.

“That rumor you mentioned earlier. What is it?”

Don’t you have at least a hunch?

If I did, I wouldn’t be asking you.

“I have a feeling, but I don’t know.”

Park Minkwon looked at me expressionlessly.

“You’re surprisingly slow on the uptake.”

Park Minkwon stood up and headed out of the Dormitory.

“Let’s go. I’ll tell you somewhere private.”

We left the Dormitory and headed to the Practice Room where I’d scolded Soram before.

On the way to the most secluded private Practice Room, I could see other participants practicing in each room.

‘…We should be like that, too…

What is going on…

As soon as we arrived at the private Practice Room, Park Minkwon locked the door tight.

“You said there’s a rumor going around, right?”

“Yeah.”

So what kind of rumor is it?

“…You really have no clue?”

“Stop dodging and just tell me.”

The frustration made the crease in my brow deepen.

“…Just remember, I’m taking a huge risk telling you this.”

Hmm. Park Minkwon took a deep breath through his nose, then—

“Haram.”

He spoke as if he’d made up his mind.

“There’s a rumor going around that you’re guaranteed to debut as an Idol.”

“What?”

What was that supposed to mean?

I’d even flat-out refused the offer Jang Yeonju PD had jokingly mentioned.

Could it be the broadcast station people had already picked me and now…

“And”

“There’s more?”

“This one’s even worse.”

What could be worse?

I held my breath, waiting for him to continue.

….Apparently, some people think you’ve already chosen who you’ll debut with.”

“…What??????”

Who did I—? Could it be Hyunjae and Woojin?

“Luckily, it doesn’t seem like anyone knows exactly who yet…”

“Ah….”

That was a huge relief. No, could I even call that relief?

“Where did this rumor even start?”

Park Minkwon shrugged his shoulders.

“I can’t really say… I don’t want to get into more trouble than this.”

Before I knew it, my hand reached out for Park Minkwon’s shoulder.

“What are you doing?”

Park Minkwon frowned as I grabbed both his arms.

“Tell me. What’ll it take for you to tell me? Money? How about if I pay you?”

In my desperation, words I’d never usually say slipped out.

“…Saying things like that makes it sound like the rumor might be true after all.”

“Of….”

When Park Minkwon shook his shoulders, my hands fell away helplessly.

“Sorry. That’s not what I meant…”

“It’s fine.”

Park Minkwon brushed off his shoulders and turned as if to leave the Practice Room.

“Figure out the rest yourself. I don’t want to stick around and get caught up in more rumors.”

As if to say, ‘I’ve done my part,’ Park Minkwon left the Practice Room.

Left alone, I fell deep into thought.

‘Who could it be…

No matter how much I agonized, I couldn’t find an answer, so I left the Practice Room and started walking aimlessly.

I wandered the huge rented lot with no destination.

‘Who…

This was something I had to resolve. If I left it alone, the others would end up—

At that moment,

“…No!…I said no!…Don’t…!”

A familiar voice drifted from behind the building.

‘Who’s he talking to…?’

Why would a participant come all the way out here?

Without realizing, my steps followed the sound. The closer I got, the clearer the voice became.

“I said stop it, Dad! I told you not to!”


A desperate voice, urgently calling for his dad.

Suspicious, whispering as if hiding something.

“Huh? Ah! No, Haram, this is, this is!”

Again. Again, it’s him. This guy, again.



 
  Chapter 28: Rumors






 [Seha? Jo Seha?] 

An unpleasant voice came from the other end of the phone. 

“Dad, please, just be quiet!” 

There’s no need to be quiet. From now on, I’ll talk to him myself. Slowly, but firmly, I started walking toward him. 

“Uh… Haram, your expression is really scary… No, could you not come any closer?” 

There was no reason to listen to him. I stopped right in front of Jo Seha. Because he was much shorter than me, he had to look up at me a little. 

“Hand it over.” 

“No… I can’t…” 

Tap

I reached out and snatched the phone from his hand. 

“Jo Jungjae.” 

The villain on the other end of the phone was silent for a moment, then, 

[….. Is this Kim Haram?] 

Finally, he spoke. Hearing this voice for the first time in a while made it sound even more like a jerk. 

“You—looks like you’re planning some ridiculous nonsense.” My voice trembled with rising anger. 

“If you keep acting like this, I have no choice. Do you really want me to quit everything?” Even though I’d gotten straight to the point, Jo Jungjae on the other end of the line didn’t react for a while. 

[….. I don’t know what you’re talking about.] 

“Don’t play dumb.” 

Rumors spreading among the program participants. Jo Seha, who suddenly joined Be The Idol and had been following me around from the start. Even sneaking around making phone calls with a banned cell phone. Not a single thing about it sat right with me. 

“I’ll clean up the mess you’ve made so far. But if you pull any more crap, I won’t let it go. Got it?” 

[….. Haha. Good grief.]  Jo Jungjae let out a laugh, as if he couldn’t believe it. 

[All I did was call my kid, and now I get this kind of treatment… Hey, Kim Haram.] Jo Jungjae continued. I don’t know what situation you’re in right now. But I’m staying at home meditating quietly, just like I promised you. Didn’t you say not to mess with anything until the Wild Card round is over?] 

Ugh… 

Shameless bastard… 

There was no need to listen any further. 

“Get lost.” 

Click 

The call ended. Naturally, my gaze turned to Jo Seha. 

“…Damn it.” 

How foolish of me to think, even for a moment, that this guy was different from Jo Jungjae. I raised the phone I was holding right up to my face, then let it fall to the floor. 

Crash—! 

A loud sound rang out as the corner of the phone hit the cement floor. 

“Ah…” 

“Hey.” 

Jo Seha, who was about to burst into tears as he stared at the phone, hesitated for a moment before looking back at me. 

“Ha… Haram…” 

“Don’t act up anymore. Just stay put and keep quiet.” 

“No… I… just…” 

He looked even more ready to cry, his face twisting further. Why are you crying? I’m the one who’s so pissed off I could die right now. 

“Listen up.” 

I used the coldest voice I could muster. 

“When I go back to the set, I’ll treat you exactly the same as before.” 

Jo Seha’s gaze flicked to my face, then flinched and looked away. 

“We have to film, and I have no intention of ruining our team’s atmosphere any more than this.” 

I gently grabbed his chin with three fingers, making him look me in the eye. 

“But if you try to mess up the team’s mood any further, I won’t just stand by.” Jo Seha looked at me with teary eyes, then nodded. 

“…Okay.” 

Once I got my answer, I turned around and headed back toward the filming set. 

*****

A little later, I was sitting in my own small, precious Personal Practice Room. At some point, this had become the place where I felt most at ease. 

“Haa…” 

I lay down, looking up at the ceiling, and covered my eyes with one arm. Jo Seha’s teary face from earlier flashed through my mind. 

“Why is he crying…?” I’m the one who wants to cry… Seriously, I mean it. 

“Why is being the protagonist so hard…?” 

Honestly, ever since I possessed Kim Haram, nothing had ever been resolved easily. And this time… it was a pretty fatal issue. 

“What should I do…” 

First, I needed to find some way to suppress the spreading rumors and restore my image, even just a little. Rumors… 

Yeah. 

Rumors could be improved, depending on what I did from now on. I’d already cut off the source of the rumors for now… 

At least, I had to make sure Woojin and Hyeonjae didn’t suffer because of me. 

‘Hyeonjae… Woojin…’ 

I miss you guys… 

Would it have been a little better if you were here with me right now…? 

Just as I was thinking that, Knock knock— Someone knocked on the Practice Room door. Woojin…? 

“Yes—” 

I answered, drawing out my voice, and heard the door creak open. I peeked out from under my arm to see who it was. 

“I thought it would be you, Haram.” 

It was Seo Chanul. What, it’s not Hyeonjae or Woojin. I swallowed my disappointment, and at the same time, the system window about my shaking Trait popped up without fail. 

[> Status: Activated (-50%)] 

“Ugh, seriously…” 

The Trait’s activation rate had already dropped to half. Nothing’s going right. 

“What did you say?” 

Seo Chanul, who was walking over to me, asked absentmindedly. 

“Nothing. What brings you here?” 

“I was in a Practice Room nearby, and I saw the light on here, so I came in to check.” With a little grunt, Seo Chanul sat down next to me. 

“Strangely, you’re the only one who ever uses this place. Is it rumored to be your private room or something?” 

“…Could you be careful with that word ‘rumor’? It’s a bit uncomfortable for me right now.” 

“Huh? Is that okay?” 

Hasn’t the rumor reached his ears yet? 

“…You don’t know? There are rumors about me going around.” 

“This is the first I’ve heard of it.” 

Seo Chanul widened his pretty eyes in genuine surprise. Such an innocent look. 

…Should I tell him? If even that look in his eyes was a lie, then I, Kim Haram, would give up on humanity as Seo Jimin. After making a small vow to myself, I told Seo Chanul about what had happened today. I guess I just needed someone to talk to. 

“Seha did that…?” After hearing my story, Seo Chanul trailed off, looking bewildered. 

“Yeah. I’m almost certain. No, I am certain.” I caught him in the act, after all. 

“That’s strange…” 

“What is?” 

“Seha didn’t seem like that kind of person.” Hey, why are you taking his side now? 

“You’ve been defending Seha a lot lately.” 

“Ah, no, it’s not like that.” Seo Chanul waved his hands in front of him awkwardly. 

“It’s just… When I think about what happened after the ranking announcement…” 

“Ranking announcement?” Oh, the day I got a C rank and rolled around here in despair. 

“What about that day?” 

“After you left the dorm that day, Seha kept praising you like crazy.” He praised me? 

“You’re lying.” 

“It’s true. He said he came here because of you, Haram, and that even when you were at the same company, he really respected you.” 

…Really? 

Is this that two-faced strategy? Acting friendly to my face and firing missiles behind my back. 

“There aren’t any rumors like that in my team at all… Maybe it’s just a misunderstanding, Haram?” 

…Now I just feel unsettled. 

Then what was that phone call with Jo Jungjae earlier…? He even mentioned my name before I arrived. 

…I don’t know anymore. 

“I don’t know… I just don’t know.” Let me rest for a bit. Seo Chanul, who was sitting next to me, crossed his arms and looked thoughtful. 

“I should talk to Seha about this later.” 

“Don’t go that far. Don’t get yourself in trouble too.” 

“What trouble?” A short silence fell between us. 

…What is this. It’s awkward for some reason. 

“How are your team members?” 

“Huh? Oh, they’re following along pretty well. The overall balance isn’t bad either.” 

Seo Chanul’s team, which had been picked by the most participants, ended up being made up entirely of top-ranked members in every position and rank. The perfect group project dream team. 

“Jealous…” 

“What about yours?” 

“What do you think?” 

“I told you. There are weird rumors about me.”

 Would the others even listen to me? Suddenly, I remembered the first time I met my team members, and how the mood instantly soured as soon as I mentioned my debut. 

‘So that’s why.’ 

If someone rumored to have a confirmed debut says something like that, of course things would get awkward. It was a miracle I didn’t get cursed out on the spot. 

“Hang in there. Try to warm them up. I think you’d be good at that.” 

“Me?” 

Seo Chanul smiled softly and nodded. 

“Well…” 

I scratched my head, feeling awkward for no reason. 

“I’ll try.” 

“Yeah. Give it a shot.” Seo Chanul got up and dusted off his pants. 

“Ugh, it’s dusty.” 

“Ah, sorry.” 

Still lying on the floor, I grumbled, and Seo Chanul giggled. That smile really is pretty. After Seo Chanul left the Practice Room, I fell back into my thoughts. 

“Try… huh.” 

How can I try so the others will open up to me, even just a little, and listen to what I have to say… 

Just then, Soram popped up in front of me with a poof. 

[Unclaimed quest rewards and emergency maintenance rewards will now be distributed!] 

Oh, finally. The unclaimed quest reward was for resolving the Go Jeongeun incident, so it had been quite a while. Must be something good. 

[System update in progress… 17%] 

The percentage shot up quickly, and soon hit 100%. 

[System update complete!] 

[New Stat, ‘Level’, has been added!] 

[For clearing the quest, you receive the ‘Item Synthesis’ service and 1 ‘Guaranteed Rank Up Ticket’!] 

[For the emergency maintenance, you receive the item ‘Synthesis Material (A Rank)’!] 

“Oh.” 

A bunch of colorful things appeared before my eyes all at once. 

“What’s Item Synthesis?” 

Before I could even finish asking, Soram spread his hands with a ta-da! and a new window popped up in front of me. 

“It looks just like a Pokemon trading machine.” 

With trays on each end and a slot in the middle, the hologram design also displayed the items I currently had. 

[ > Synthesis Material (A Rank) *1 
> Guaranteed Rank Up Ticket *1] 

Hmm… 

“So, you combine two or more items to make a new one, right?” 

[Correct!] 

“And if you use the Guaranteed Rank Up Ticket, you get something even better?” 

[Exactly!!!] 

Nice. Got it. Well, since it’s come to this— 

“Soram, let’s open the last three boxes I have left.” 

[……?!] 

Why are you so surprised? 

I can’t just keep hoarding them like some sacred relic forever. And besides… 

“Now feels like the perfect time to use them.” 

I was exhausted in every way. This kind of frustrating buildup didn’t suit me. I hope something amazing comes out. I quickly opened the High, Mid, and Low-grade boxes one by one. 

[ > Synthesis Material (A Rank) *1 
> Level Up Candy (B Rank) *1 > Rod of Love (B Rank) *1] 

The results weren’t that great. So even high-grade boxes don’t always give good stuff. 

“Soram, you appearing was a real stroke of luck, huh?” 

Soram puffed up his chest with pride at my words. 

[That’s right!!] 

Heh. Still, you make me smile. 

“If I use a Guaranteed Ticket with even one A Rank, does it guarantee a rank up?” 

Soram nodded his head enthusiastically next to me. It’s a pretty user-friendly synthesis system. 

[Please select two items to synthesize using !] 

I glanced over and picked two items. 

[Synthesizing and !] 

The two items slid in from either end, and the holographic machine started whirring noisily. 

A moment later, with a cheerful sound, a new item popped out. 

[You have obtained !] 

Oh, this looks really good! I quickly checked the effect. 

[ > Item Name: Trait Awakening Quest 
> Rank: A 
> Effect: Grants a quest to awaken a new Trait 
– Unlock your limitless potential! 
This item will help you find it!] 

Hmm… Not bad for the long run, but not an item I can use for immediate power. A bit disappointing. I’ll have to be satisfied that my rank stayed at 3rd class. 

“I still have one more shot.” 

I put the remaining items into the machine. 

[Synthesizing and !] 

[Using the to obtain a higher rank item!] 

The hologram machine spun even more noisily than before. If anyone else could see this, the neighbors might have called the cops. 

And then, with even flashier effects, the item spat out. 

[You have obtained Magic Mirror !] 

Magic mirror? Like the one the Snow White queen used? 

[ > Item Name: Magic Mirror of Truth 
> Rank: S 
> Uses Remaining: 3 
> Effect: Once per day, gives an accurate answer to any question you ask. 
– The mirror that only tells the truth and the correct answer! 
Since it has limited uses, let’s not ask who’s the fairest of them all. 
You’re the fairest!] 

“Oh… This is definitely useful.” Things were already as bad as they could get, but at least now I could objectively know ‘just how bad’ things were. No reason to hold back. 

“Can I ask just one right away?” 

As soon as I finished speaking, the system window with the item description faded away and formed the shape of a mirror. 

[Please ask your question.] 

Letters appeared inside the familiar egg-shaped mirror. 

“Hmm… Then…” 

I organized my thoughts and spoke. 

“Excluding myself, how many participants currently know bad rumors about me?” 

How far have the rumors really spread? Depending on the mirror’s answer, maybe I should just start over in my next life. Clouds swirled inside the glass of the mirror, then a clear number appeared. 

“Huh…?” 

[2 people] 

Two people? Is that even possible? Can you even call it a rumor if only two people know? All sorts of thoughts flashed through my mind. As I stared at the mirror in confusion, clouds swirled inside again. 

[3 people] 

Wait, did it just…increase? 

Bang

I burst out of the Practice Room into the hallway. 

“Seo Chanul!!” 

I shouted at the top of my lungs, and Seo Chanul came running from a nearby Practice Room. 

“What’s wrong?! What happened?!” 

“You didn’t just tell anyone what I said, did you?!” 

Maybe he caught my urgency, because Seo Chanul shook his head quickly. 

“No, I’ve been here the whole time! What’s going on?” 


“I’ll explain in a minute!” 

I ran down the hall and out of the Practice Hall. 

‘Hurry, I have to find him.’

My rumor was still in the making.



 
  Chapter 29: Obsession






My rumor is being created right now.

I’m not sure if you can even call it a rumor if it isn’t finished yet.

Anyway.

‘Damn… damn… damn…!!’

If that bastard is spreading the rumor in real time right now, I had to find him as quickly as possible and stop him.

Rumors beget rumors, and the rumors born from rumors become truly uncontrollable.

[3 people]

Whether it was fortunate or not, my ‘rumor’ had been stuck at three people for a while now.

If I act now, I can still stop it.

I ran at full speed, scanning my surroundings the whole time.

Where the hell are you, you damn… That’s when, beyond my blurred vision, I spotted Jo Seha trudging up the stairs.

Right, I had something to say to that guy too…

“Hey!! Jo Seha!!!!”

“Eek-!”

Jo Seha, startled by his name being called out loudly, froze in place.

“g!II”

Since I was planning to go down the stairs Jo Seha had just come up, I kept my running momentum and headed straight toward where he was standing.

“Uh… ah! Haram! I’m really sorry! Really! I’m sorry!!”

The distance between Jo Seha and me closed in an instant.

Whoosh

With all the speed I’d built up, my body flew through the air.

Wham!

With a loud scraping sound from my shoes, I landed a half-floor below Jo Seha in an instant.

How many steps had I skipped? A tingling sensation shot through my legs.

“Jo Seha!!”

Straightening up from my crouched position, I looked up at him and—

“I’m sorry!!!!”

I shouted almost as loudly as when I was searching for Seo Chanul earlier.

I felt sorry.

Jo Seha, who had been frowning deeply, suddenly looked dazed.

“Huh…?”

“I’ll properly apologize later!!”

I’m just really busy right now!

As I hurried down the remaining stairs, Jo Seha’s voice called from above.

“Hey!! Be careful!!!”

Yeah! Thanks for worrying about me!!

Ignoring Jo Seha’s concern, I sped up even more.

As long as I don’t get hurt. As long as I don’t get hurt.

‘Where are you…’

Dormitory, cafeteria, lounge. I’d checked all the places where people tended to gather, but he was nowhere to be seen.

Calm down a bit. Think.

‘A place where it’s easy to quietly spread a rumor…’

Where would be the best place to greet the first recipient of a rumor?

Right, places with lots of people are actually a problem. You have to infect people one drop at a time… carefully…

‘That’s it.’

A spark. My thoughts snapped into place.

Should have thought of this sooner!

Luckily, the place I thought of wasn’t far from where I was.

“Hey. Why’s Kim Haram been running around like that for a while now?”

Maybe because I’d been running all over, I heard someone nearby mutter in confusion.

“Guess they’ve got energy to spare.”

If I really had energy to spare, I’d use it to beat you up first, you jerk.

Pushing aside all distractions, I arrived at my destination.

I flung the door open with all my strength.

“Hm?”

The guy I’d been desperately searching for was standing right there. I knew he’d be here.

“Haram. What brings you here… Are you here to practice?”

Still expressionless, and with a brazenly shameless tone.

He was sitting in the Practice Room that doubled as our meeting room, looking totally relaxed.

Striding in, I checked to see if anyone else was inside.

“What are you doing…?”

Good. No one else.

Finally, click. I locked the door and dragged him into the camera blind spot I’d noted before.

“What the—what are you…?”

The moment I was certain we were completely out of the camera’s view, I grabbed his forearm tightly.

“What’s your game, Park Minkwon.”

“…Ah.”

A chill flickered across Park Minkwon’s usually colorless face.

“You caught on quick…”

He gave a twisted smile.

“You’re damn fast.”

****

Park Minkwon hadn’t had any special feelings toward Kim Haram from the beginning.

Of course, they lived in completely different worlds.

On that side—a top idol enjoying the peak of popularity. On his side—just a dime-a-dozen trainee.

The trigger came suddenly.

“I’m being kicked out of the debut group?”

“That’s how it is.”

A meeting room at a certain Broadcast Station. A middle-aged man with half-balding, graying hair sat across from Park Minkwon.

“Why all of a sudden… why are you doing this?”

“They said Kim Haram is joining.”

Park Minkwon was dumbfounded. How much money had he and his parents poured into this?

And just because ‘some guy’ was joining, he had to go?

“Can’t you just add more people to the debut group?!”

“It doesn’t fit the image, the image.”

Park Minkwon thought it was a ridiculous excuse.

“And honestly, it’s not like you invested that much.”

The truly ridiculous part was that he never once questioned whether he deserved to debut.

Of course, hypocrisy is a passive skill for people like him.

“I’ll… I’ll ask my parents to put in more! If I talk to them, I’m sure…!”

“Hey now.”

The middle-aged man sitting across from him clicked his tongue and raised his hand, cutting him off.

“You really don’t get it. It’s already been decided.”

So, the debut he’d aimed for—even abandoning all personal morals—evaporated.

It happened in an instant. Truly just a moment.

For a while, he blamed his parents.

“If only you’d prepared more money…! If my life gets ruined because of you, will you take responsibility?!”

His parents had never been keen on him becoming an idol, and even though they could have, they didn’t offer more support.

From his parents, he got a cold comfort: that he’d tried enough already.

After he stopped blaming his parents, he started blaming Kim Haram.

“Why’d you suddenly crawl out here…! You’re out to ruin my life, aren’t you, you son of a—!!”

Again, hypocrisy being a passive skill, it never occurred to him that he’d tried to ruin someone else’s life.

Was there no way to wreck him? If his own life was wrecked, it was only fair that guy’s life got wrecked too.

While he was brooding, the Be The Doll preliminaries approached.

“That bastard, let me at least see his face.”

With that half-hearted thought, he attended the preliminaries.

Maybe his skills weren’t so bad, or maybe it was some minimal after-service for all the money spent.

Park Minkwon passed the preliminaries.

He wasn’t happy—just even more resentful. If only that guy hadn’t shown up, he could’ve debuted without issue.

But the moment he saw Haram’s preliminary performance—

“……”

All the sharp feelings he’d had toward Haram vanished like a ghost.

‘He’s disgustingly good…’

That was the only thought filling his head as he watched the stage.

A graceful voice, beautiful dance lines. The kind of presence that conjured images on its own.

But what shocked Park Minkwon even more was,

‘What’s so great about this…’

That expression, as if he had the whole world, so full of joy.

How? How could singing and dancing be that enjoyable? He wanted to grab him and ask, just once.

When Haram flashed a relaxed grin as he snatched Choi Hansol’s part, Park Minkwon found himself holding his breath.

On the way home after the preliminaries, he stared blankly out the window of the car his driver was operating.

“Shit…”

Jealousy burned with envy.

Kim Haram, without spending a dime, had taken his spot in the debut group. And right before his eyes, proved he was so much more talented.

Park Minkwon came to a conclusion.

‘All these talented bastards should just die…’

If only I had a little more talent. Wouldn’t I have practiced as much as everyone else? So, this was a matter of talent.

A difference in talent that could never be overcome by effort. That’s how he rationalized it.

“I’m heading out.”

On the day the Be The Doll finals began. Minkwon considered not going… but for some reason, Kim Haram kept popping up in his mind, and he couldn’t sit still.

Might as well see his face one more time.

He’s famous anyway. Might as well see a named idol up close, he thought, and headed to the filming site.

It was a mistake.

“Uh…”

For some reason, he ran into Haram more often than expected.

When picking up costumes, when signing NDAs. Once their paths overlapped, he ended up orbiting around him, whether he meant to or not.

‘Maybe I should talk to him…’

Yeah. My family’s rich anyway. Haram wouldn’t lose anything by being friends with me.

During a long break, he approached Haram.

“Uh… you’re Kim Haram, right? My name is…”

Park Minkwon… was about to say, when—

“Sorry, I’m not at the level yet where I can decide who to do missions with and all that…”

He was rejected on the spot.

This bastard. What a jerk. His mood soured instantly.

He grumbled about Haram to himself as he walked away, even though no one was listening.

But the bigger problem came next.

“Why are you here…?”

For some reason… Haram showed active interest in some country bumpkin from Busan.

You wouldn’t even listen to me to the end. Are you discriminating against people?

Park Minkwon’s heart started pounding strangely, and soon the rankings were announced.

[91st place, Park Minkwon]

‘What the hell.’

If it was going to be like this, he’d rather have just been eliminated.

So much for after-service—they just needed people to fill the numbers.

Damn it. Damn it. While he was cursing out the Broadcast Station folks—

[1st place, Seo Chanul]

The country bumpkin from earlier took first place.

“And the contestant who ranked higher than first place! Contestant Kim Haram!”

Crazy bastard…

Kim Haram broke through even the highest logical rank—first place.

And then that cocky interview.

By this point, Minkwon was seriously starting to care about Haram.

‘He’s so damn cool…’

In the following position selection, the special connection between Haram and that Busan bumpkin grated on his nerves, but he had no time to dwell on it.

It was the first time he’d ever taken such an interest in someone.

And when he got assigned to the same Dormitory room as Haram, a smile finally crept onto his face.

‘See, there’s no way my life would go completely wrong.’

He approached Haram as he was unpacking.

“Hello. I’m Park Minkwon.”

“Uh… yes. Hello.”

Haram looked at him as if he were seeing him for the first time.

“Uh… back in the waiting room…”

He thought Haram would remember if he mentioned talking to him in the waiting room. But—

“The waiting room…?”

Kim Haram just tilted his head even more.

“Ah… never mind.”

It’s fine. We can get closer from here.

But it wasn’t easy. Damn Seo Chanul being assigned to the same Dormitory was annoying enough, but then that scatterbrained Jo Seha barged in and made a mess of things.

Attention. Attention. He wanted Haram’s attention. Attention directed solely at him.

The chance came again during the first round’s team selection.

‘Picking the same team as Kim Haram is a stupid move.’

Anyone could see that. What could a nobody do standing next to that shining star?

‘But if I’m the only one who picks Kim Haram…’

Even if he doesn’t like it, for a while I’ll be the only one he sees. This was a real opportunity.

The moment he picked Haram’s team, hope turned into certainty.

‘Only me…!’

Of course, he was the only one stupid enough to make that choice.

“Oh. Yesterday, you were…”

“I’m Park Minkwon. Still can’t remember my name?”

His heart skipped again seeing Haram still unable to remember his name, but he brushed it off as nonchalantly as possible.

“You’ve heard my name three times already…”

It’s fine. From now on, it’ll be just us for a while. Just the two of us in this cramped Practice Room. Perfect for building intimacy.

“……”

“……”

Yet, even as the team selection continued, Haram and he barely spoke to each other.

Growing more anxious by the minute, he tried to make a move.

“It might be because of the rumor. Haram, you haven’t heard anything, right?”

Only then did Haram’s gaze focus on him.

Ah, this feeling. So good.

“Let’s talk about it later.”

There was no actual rumor, so he just dodged the topic.

Attention for now was enough.

‘If only no one else joins our team…’

Maybe we’ll get to do the mission together, just the two of us? But that hope was, once again—

“Oh! Haram, hi!”

That damn, noisy bastard ruined it again.

“…Why’d you pick this team, Jo Seha.”

He looked at Haram, thinking, ‘So you’re thinking the same as me.’

“……?”

No. Haram and Park Minkwon were clearly thinking different things.

He could see it. Haram’s mind was filled with thoughts of that noisy… Jo Seha.

‘How can that be?’

You can’t even remember my name after I told you three times.

I even told you there was a ‘rumor’ about you, and you didn’t care.

So why, why do you never take your eyes off that noisy bastard?

Why do you open up so much to that country bumpkin from Busan?

I just don’t get it.

I’ve never once taken my eyes off you since coming here.

Soon after, the number of team members was rounded up to ten.

‘No. No. This can’t be.’

Had there ever been something he wanted so much, yet couldn’t get?

I’m not asking for much. I just want us to get along.

But if you’re like this, if you act like this—

“Haram.”

Then I have no choice.

“There’s a rumor going around that you’re already set to debut with Be The Doll.”

This is all I have left.


“They’re even saying you’ve already picked who you’ll debut with.”

“…What?????”

Yeah. Finally.

Your eyes are fixed entirely on me.



 
  Chapter 30: Loss of Motivation- Part 1






There was nothing in my head.

“So you lied to me and spread rumors, just for that pathetic reason?”

Just because I didn’t pay you much attention.

“Yeah. Sounds pretty ridiculous, right?”

The first part was true, but the rest sounded off.
It doesn’t make sense, so how could it be justified?
Worried the bastard might try to run, I tightened my grip on his arm even more.

“…That hurts.”

“Who was it.”

Whether your arm hurts or not is none of my concern.

“Who did you tell?”

I glanced at the mirror that had been following me from the Practice Room. The number of people displayed still showed 3. One was Park Minkwon, one was Seo Chanul. Seo Chanul said he hadn’t told anyone yet… 

The last one is…

“Who is it? The one person you spread the rumor to.”

It was obvious that Park Minkwon was the first person to talk about the rumor.

“…Can you really figure that out by intuition? Impressive.”

“This isn’t the time for jokes.”

I had to find that guy as soon as possible to stop the rumor from spreading any further.

“What difference does it make if you stop that one person?”

“What do you mean, what difference? I have to hurry and stop them before they spread any more nonsense—”

“Exactly.”

Still pinned down with both arms, Park Minkwon gave another sly smile.

“Do you really think stopping that one person will change anything dramatically?”

I couldn’t make sense of what he was saying.

Then what, just let the rumor spread…?

Wait.

“Don’t tell me…”

“Oh, you catch on quick.”

Park Minkwon shrugged off my hand from his shoulder.

“Ah, wrinkles… I’ll have to get this dry-cleaned…”

Maybe it was because he was free now, but Park Minkwon spoke with a completely relaxed expression.

“Even if you stop that one person right now, I’m just going to keep talking.”

Park Minkwon strode right into the camera’s view as if he had nothing left to hide.

“I have no lingering attachment to Be The Doll.”

Thud. Park Minkwon flopped down on the sofa set up in one corner of the Practice Room.

“No matter how badly my image gets ruined, I don’t care anymore.”

He propped one arm on the sofa back and leaned in, grinning leisurely.

“I’ve got nothing to lose, so I’m going to do whatever I want.”

“…You’re crazier than I thought.”

Park Minkwon shrugged and muttered quietly, “Whatever.”

“Would’ve been nice if you’d remembered my name right away, you know? It’s not that hard.”

“How long do you think the other contestants are going to listen to you?”

If they had any sense, there’s no way they’d believe that story.

“You know it’s not about whether they believe it or not.”

“…Ha, you’re right.”

It’s true. Whether they believe it or not isn’t the real problem. The real problem is who has more to lose. I had a lot to lose, and he had nothing. He was already prepared for elimination, so he wouldn’t regret anything.

“My goal is to do as much harm to Haram as possible.”

A chilling air settled in his smile. That relaxed attitude is seriously pissing me off.

“Fine. Let’s do this.”

You spread the rumors, I’ll stop them.

“…You’re taking this surprisingly well?”

“What choice do I have?”

Sigh

I let out a breath and twisted my waist from side to side. Might as well loosen up before I go.

“You keep spreading rumors all you want. I’ll stop them.”

With that, I’d better get out of here soon. I realized there’s no point in talking to you any longer.

And for some reason, “Honestly, I don’t really feel like I’m going to lose.”

I couldn’t help but think that.

“What…?”

A strange glint flashed in Park Minkwon’s eyes.

“…I didn’t think this at first, but now I kind of feel sorry for you.”

I don’t know if it’s right to feel this way, but I did feel sorry for him. What exactly do you gain by going this far? Park Minkwon frowned deeply and opened his mouth.

“…I think you’re misunderstanding something. This is absolutely disadvantageous for Haram—”

“Ah. I really have to go.”

The number in the mirror just changed from 3 to 4.

“Looks like you picked your first target very efficiently.”

Didn’t expect them to spread the rumor so quickly.

“I’m leaving.”

I turned my back on Park Minkwon and left the Practice Room, giving him a wave as I went. I’m off, good luck! Spread those rumors well!

“Now then…”

I stepped out of the Practice Room and looked around. I could see a few contestants wandering here and there.

“How should I even start looking?”

*****

After Haram left, Park Minkwon sat on the sofa for a long time, looking blank.

“Sorry for me…?”

Me? When I’m trying to do you this much harm? To Park Minkwon, it felt like arrogance that went beyond confidence. I told you. This is a fight that puts you at a disadvantage.

“Haha…”

This is a fight between logic and illogic. To cover up a handful of illogic, you need a truckload of logic. Besides, even if it wasn’t said out loud, the lower-ranked contestants didn’t have a very good image of Haram.

Admiration and jealousy, and resentment toward someone doing well—Park Minkwon wasn’t the only one who felt that way. For him, all he had to do was poke a tiny hole with a needle. The hole would keep growing, become two, then three.

It wouldn’t take long for the water leaking from those holes to completely drench Haram. And yet, “Beyond relaxed… You feel sorry for me?”

Unbelievable.

“Am I just… nothing at all, then?”

Park Minkwon sank deep into the sofa. He raised his arm to cover his eyes. He’d expected Haram to explode with anger after hearing the truth. He was ready to get grabbed by the collar and cursed out with every insult in the world.

“Shit…”

Somehow, for some reason—

“This is messed up…”

He just… couldn’t find the motivation.

*****

At that time, Jo Seha was in a bit of a good mood. And for good reason, ‘Haram apologized to me! Said sorry…!’

Honestly, I don’t even know what Haram was sorry for or what exactly he was apologizing about, but anyway, an ‘apology’ is always a step toward a better relationship! Jo Seha wasn’t the type to worry about little things like that.

‘If he really hated me, he wouldn’t have said anything like that!’

The cold look Haram had given when he dropped his phone on the floor was almost forgotten. Whatever, people get angry sometimes. You can always buy a new phone!

‘And honestly, I was kind of at fault too.’

When the staff called, saying it was a call from his Father, Jo Seha had been pretty surprised himself. Jo Seha recalled that moment with an awkward look.

[Son. Where are you right now?]

“Uh… I’m here… in Paju…!”

[What are you doing there right now?]

“Uh… well…”

Jo Seha hesitated for a long time at Jo Jungjae’s angry voice, but he had his own things to say.

“I told you I wanted to come here!”

[…When did you tell your dad that?]

Right, Jo Seha definitely told him.

“I said on the phone that there was somewhere I wanted to go, and you told me to do whatever I wanted because you were busy! I even recorded it!”

[…]

Jo Jungjae on the other end of the line tried to recall. The last call with his son was… probably… Kim Haram, that brat, and Geo Jeong… 

Oh, right, that really did happen.

[Ah.]

“You remember, right?! You remember?!”

Sensing the change, Jo Seha immediately became triumphant. Yeah… I definitely told him to do as he liked… Yeah…

[But still, how could you burn the contract in the CEO’s office?]

“Huh?! Dad, you saw that?!”

It was left half-burned in the ashtray, and now he was asking about it… A long string of thoughts flashed through Jo Jungjae’s mind, but he didn’t bother to say them out loud. He knew better than anyone that pointing out every little thing to his son would only make him tired.

As long as the office didn’t actually catch fire, it was fine. How did I end up with a kid like this… His mom, who ran off and left me with only a son, had exactly this kind of personality.

He snorted. That kind of woman—Jo Seha turned out just fine without her.

“Dad! Anyway, don’t worry so much! And don’t do anything weird! I’ll be fine on my own!”

Jo Seha always found Jo Jungjae overbearing. He’d put together a debut team without asking and wouldn’t set up any events for him. And even now,

[I’ll contact the PD there and ask them to look after you.]

Jo Jungjae was as overbearing as ever. Jo Seha hated this side of him to death.
Always doing whatever he wanted ‘for his son’ and ignoring anything resembling ‘justice.’

“Dad! No…! I said I’ll be fine on my own! Please stop doing that!”

And around the time they were having that conversation—

‘That’s when Haram suddenly showed up from behind.’

Snap. Finishing his recollection, Jo Seha shivered. Just thinking about it gave him chills.

‘Ugh. Better not think about it.’

It was way too creepy, so he decided to drop the thought.

“But where was he rushing off to?”

Before he knew it, Jo Seha had walked all the way to the area with the team Practice Rooms. Since he was here, should he check out the Practice Room? As he was thinking that,

“Huh? Hello?”

Two contestants from the same team came into view. They seemed to be close—one F and one D rank.

“Ah… Hello…”

The two looked uncomfortable and avoided Seha.

‘What’s up with that?’

He didn’t have the nerve to ask more, so he just tried to walk past, but then their voices caught his ear.

“Kim Haram did that…?”

Spark. Just out of curiosity, Jo Seha’s ears perked up. He focused all his attention on their voices as they walked away.

“I mean… Kim Haram, apparently…”

There. I didn’t mishear. Jo Seha never missed an interesting incident. He quietly turned and followed them. He tailed them down the empty hallway for a bit, until he heard them whispering around a corner.

“…Is it true?”

What the heck is true? My heart’s pounding. I love hearing these kinds of rumors.

He pressed right up to the corner and listened closely. The F-rank contestant spoke.

“So. Kim Haram’s debut is already confirmed, apparently.”

‘Huh?’

That was a bit different from what I was expecting.

“That’s so messed up… If this whole thing was just to promote Kim Haram, why are we even here?”

Sounded like they were bad-mouthing Haram…

“Bet he bribed someone like crazy, right? Is that why he became an idol? Seriously… What a jerk…”

This—I couldn’t just stand by and listen.


“Hey!!!”

Turning the corner, Jo Seha didn’t care if it would get him in trouble.

“Haram’s not that kind of person!!!!”

Once again, Jo Seha wasn’t the type to care about trivial things. Especially not when it came to someone he liked.



 
  Chapter 31: Loss of Motivation- Part 2






“How am I supposed to find out?”

I left Park Minkwon alone in the practice room and stepped outside, but the truth was, I didn’t have any brilliant ideas.

Even after ruling out the obvious non-candidates, there were still over 90 participants left.

My gaze drifted to the number reflected in the mirror for no real reason.

[4 people]

At least the number wasn’t increasing… It was a relief that even the ones spreading the rumors were still being cautious at this point.

“Who did they tell first…?”

Think, think! Come on, think!

Just as I was about to focus and ponder for a moment—

“Hey!!!”

A shout echoed from a hallway not too far away, but with few people passing by.

“Jo Seha…?”

What’s going on over there…

“Haram isn’t that kind of person!!!”

…There! It has to be there.

I quickly moved in the direction of the voice.

Some participants passing by glanced at me, but nobody followed.

“What’s your problem! Who told you to go around saying stuff like that?!”

The faster I walked, the clearer Jo Seha’s voice became.

“Ah! What’s with this guy…! Let go!”

“I can’t! Where did you hear that nonsense?!”

“Ugh, I said let go!!!”

As I got closer, the voices became distinct enough that I could roughly count the people. Two… three?

‘If it’s three, that’s a relief.’

Hoping both rumor-spreaders were together, I turned the corner.

“Ah! Haram!!”

“……!!!!”

The moment I turned the corner, Jo Seha greeted me with a bright smile, while the participant who’d heard the rumor looked startled.

But you…

“What… are you doing?”

“Haram! These people were badmouthing you! So I grabbed them!!”

“Uh… hmm…”

Yeah. I appreciate it, but…

“Maybe let go of their hair now?”

The participant, whose hair was being pulled as if it might be ripped out any second, seized the moment to speak up.

“That’s what I’m saying!! Let go already, you lunatic!”

No, you let go too. You’re grabbing Jo Seha’s hair as well.

Jo Seha’s eyes flashed as he glared back at the participant whose hair he held.

“‘What—?! Like I’d just let go! Not until you tell me where you heard that nonsense!! Haram!”

Huh? Me? Why…?

Honestly, I just wanted to get away from this rumor mess right now.

It was such a bizarre and rare sight—grown men in their early twenties yanking each other’s hair…

“Don’t let go! They’re seriously saying the most absurd things about you!!”

I know. I get it… but, hmm…

Suddenly, I noticed someone standing awkwardly beyond the two, still holding onto each other’s hair.

“Hey.”

“Ah.”

Aren’t you from our Team D rank? And isn’t that guy with his hair grabbed the F rank one? The one who stormed out of the practice room?

When I looked over knowingly, the D rank participant gently cupped his own head with both hands.

“…Not me, please.”

“…Is that all your friendship is worth?”

“Huh…?”

Oops. I accidentally got swept up in the chaos and blurted out nonsense.

Not going to pull your hair, don’t worry. And what, it’s fine if I pull his?

I sighed and walked toward Jo Seha.

“Hey, Jo Seha.”

Sensing me approach, Jo Seha raised his voice even more.

“Haram! Hurry, grab this guy! And help me with my hair…!”

Lower your voice. More people will come.

“Sigh.”

I stopped between them and gently placed my hands on their heads.

“Uh…?”

More precisely, on the hands that were gripping hair. I stroked their hands to relax them…

“Alright, both of you, enough.”

As their hands relaxed, I slipped my fingers in and gently pried their fists apart.

While I moved my hands, my fingers brushed against their hair.

“Uh…?”

Why are you both so surprised?

When they finally let go, both of them stood up straight, their posture returning to normal. Now their eyes were at about my level—well, except Jo Seha was still a bit shorter.

“Hey. Look.”

I pointed at the F rank participant and spoke to the now-dazed Jo Seha.

“See? He’s not running. Why are you making such a fuss?”

And even if he tried to run, where would he go? Besides, he shares a room with us, doesn’t he?

“Oh… you’re right…”

At some point, Jo Seha’s gaze, now much calmer, shifted to the F rank participant.

“He… isn’t running away…”

Jo Seha’s eyes suddenly swung back to me. He smoothed out the spot where his hair had been grabbed just moments ago.

What’s up with him?

“Hmm…”

For once, Jo Seha seemed to be deep in thought, then looked up at me and beamed.

“Let’s stay friends from now on, Haram!”

“What are you saying.”

As expected, I could never keep up with Jo Seha’s train of thought.

Since when were we that close?

I brushed off Jo Seha’s smile and turned back to the task at hand.

“You there. Hyun-seok Son.”

When I called out the name I’d barely remembered, the F rank participant flinched.

“Can we talk for a bit?”

Then, turning around, I called out to the figure who was slowly edging away.

“You, the one sneaking off—Sang-gyun Kim, you too.”

The D rank participant, who had been inching away ever since Jo Seha and Hyun-seok Son let go of each other’s hair, gave me an awkward smile.

“Ah… should I?”

Giving up on escaping, Sang-gyun Kim sheepishly joined Hyun-seok Son and stood beside him.

“Hey…”

“Hmm?”

Hyun-seok Son glared at Sang-gyun Kim.

“Why’d you leave me behind… Is that all our friendship is worth?”

What are they even talking about.

*****

“So, where should we talk?”

We needed somewhere with no prying eyes and perfect soundproofing, which wasn’t common.

The solo practice room I always used was way too small for four people anyway…

‘It’d look weird for four people to cram into a one-person practice room.’

So, the conclusion was—

“Welcome.”

“…Didn’t expect you to come back.”

Honestly, I didn’t expect you to still be here, either. What are you doing here alone?

Park Minkwon gave the three people behind me a cynical look.

“Hello, Minkwon!!”

Jo Seha, clueless about what was going on, greeted him cheerfully, but Park Minkwon’s gaze lingered on the other two.

“…Hmph.”

Standing behind me, Hyun-seok Son and Sang-gyun Kim awkwardly avoided his eyes.

Seeing this, Park Minkwon finally sat up from the sofa where he’d been lying.

“You leaving? Why not stay?”

“You’re kidding, right?”

When I tried to joke, Park Minkwon shot me a look as if to ask if I was serious.

So, you can make that kind of face too?

“…I’ll get going. You four talk. And Hyun-seok Son.”

“Uh, yes?”

Apparently, Hyun-seok Son was the one who’d heard the story directly from Park Minkwon. As Park Minkwon headed for the door, he stopped beside Hyun-seok Son.

“I don’t know what you’re planning to talk about, but I never lied.”

So shameless.

He’s really going to leave things like this?

“Hey. You said you were leaving.”

If you’re going to leave, do it quietly. Why salt the wound on your way out?

“I’m going~ I’m going~”

Hyun-seok Son and Sang-gyun Kim watched Park Minkwon leave with awkward expressions.

“Why? What’s with him? Did something happen to Minkwon?”

Even after witnessing everything, Jo Seha still hadn’t caught on and kept chattering.

Jeez… his cluelessness is on another level.

“Let’s sit and talk.”

We each grabbed a chair and sat down.

“Listen, no matter what I say now, don’t make a scene, okay?”

“Okay! What is it, what is it?”

Feeling uneasy, I squinted and told Jo Seha everything that had happened so far.

But, as expected,

“No waaaaaaay!!!!!”

Jo Seha jumped up, making a huge fuss.

“Hey!!! Why did you just let that jerk go?! You should’ve smashed his head in! And what was that just now?! How can he spread crap like that and act all innocent?!”

This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell him. I hate unnecessary commotion…

Luckily, I knew how to calm Jo Seha down.

“Hey.”

“I’m going to go grab him by the collar right now…! Huh?!”

“And what makes you so sure you’re right to be mad?”

Jo Seha scowled at me as if he didn’t understand.

“What if Park Minkwon’s right?”

Yeah. What if I really did have connections and my debut was already set before joining Be the IDOL?

“……!”

Not just Jo Seha, but even the silent Hyun-seok Son and Sang-gyun Kim stared at me all at once.

What’s with those ‘Is it true?!’ faces? That stings a little…

“No way!”

“Hmm?”

Jo Seha put his hands on his hips and puffed out his chest.

“Haram would never do something like that!”

Do you even know me that well? Honestly, I doubt Kim Haram was ever that close with you before…

Jo Seha snorted and plopped back into his seat.

Still… well…

“…Yeah. I’d never do that.”

I couldn’t say I felt bad.

“Right?!”

See, I knew it! Jo Seha shouted triumphantly.

You must be happy, living so simply.

“Now, anyway.”

I finally turned my gaze from Jo Seha to the other two.

“In this situation, what did you two hear?”

At last, the two exchanged glances, as if they’d been waiting for their turn.

“…Exactly what you said.”

Hyun-seok Son, the F rank participant, spoke first.

“I heard from Park Minkwon that your debut is already set, and that you’ll even get to pick some of the members yourself.”

Exactly what Park Minkwon had said. At least this much wasn’t a lie.

“Then, when we first gathered in the practice room… why did you storm out?”

That was the part I was most curious about with Hyun-seok Son. Why?

“Huh? Oh, that…”

Hyun-seok Son looked embarrassed and ducked his head.

What is it? Just say it.

“He said he really thought he was going to be eliminated.”

“Hey!”

Sang-gyun Kim, who’d been watching from the side, blurted out the truth.

“He thought his team was hopeless. Figured he’d get eliminated for sure. He was just really down about it.”

“Ugh…”

So it really was just a coincidence. In a way, I was relieved. It meant I wasn’t making the other participants feel any more deprived than necessary.

“Well, that’s a relief then.”

The two of them looked at me as if to say, ‘What’s so relieving about that?’

There was still a hint of wariness in their eyes. Just then, Sang-gyun Kim spoke up.

“Honestly, we don’t completely trust your story either, Haram. Park Minkwon’s story kind of makes sense too.”

That’s… frustrating to hear.

“I always wondered why you’d even bother coming on this show, Haram.”

Of course, they didn’t know what Kim Haram had gone through with Jo Jungjae, or what kind of future I’d started to imagine with the dorm members after Seo Jimin’s possession…

Can’t blame them for thinking that way.

It’s not like they’d believe me if I told them about possession or regression.

Since I stayed quiet, Hyun-seok Son spoke up again.

“…We’re going to keep a close eye on you, Haram. But we don’t want to cause trouble either, so we won’t go spreading it around.”

“For someone who says that, you sure told your friend pretty quickly.”

Hyun-seok Son looked sheepish and hung his head. Turns out he’s pretty mild-mannered.

‘So…’

Now what?

At least the immediate fire was out. I could tell they weren’t totally against me.

What’s left is whatever rumors Park Minkwon spreads from now on…

‘My image is… not so great, apparently…’

The reason they said they didn’t trust me was probably a mix of suspicion about why I joined Be the IDOL and a bit of jealousy.

‘So not everyone’s buying Park Minkwon’s story.’

But still, my reputation among the participants wasn’t great, and I had to overcome that somehow.

At that moment,

Puff—Ta-da—! ♪

For the first time in ages, Soram appeared before me with a burst of special effects.

[It’s been a while, so I made a special entrance!]

I blinked in surprise at Soram’s unexpected appearance, and Soram flashed a system window in front of me.

[Item: ‘Trait Blooming Quest’—Now is the optimal time to use it! Would you like to use it?]

[Y/N]

Now, of all times?

The optimal time for a quest… Honestly, I wasn’t sure what was going on.

‘Well… it can’t hurt.’

I glanced at the Y button and clicked it. Soram spun in the air and brought up a new window.

[A new special quest has been generated.]

[Acquisition Quest—The One Who Leads
> Goal: Lead your team to successfully complete the first round!
> Reward: Unlocks the inactive trait,
> Failure Penalty: Elimination from ]

Wait, the failure penalty is way too harsh! This is basically a forced quest.

‘What is this inactive trait, anyway…!’

I’d been holding onto it for so long, I didn’t even know what it did, so I couldn’t help feeling ripped off.

“Um… Haram?”

While I was lost in thought, Sang-gyun Kim spoke up.

“If you’re done, can we go? It’s getting late…”

“Ah, right.”

It was getting late—almost bedtime.

“Well… let’s call it a night for now.”

Just as we were about to wrap up—

Grrrrumble—grooowl—

A thunderous sound echoed from someone’s stomach.

“Um… Hyun-seok?”

Without thinking, I turned toward the source of the noise.

Hyun-seok Son, now blushing to his neck, hung his head.

“Uh… I… didn’t get to eat dinner…”

How did a guy his age miss dinner…

Sang-gyun Kim tried to lighten the mood.

“Even if you did, you’d still be hungry by now anyway.”

“Y-yeah, right?!”

For once, Jo Seha, who’d been quiet for a while, spoke up.

“Ah, now I’m craving chicken for a late-night snack…”

The moment Jo Seha said that, something flashed through my mind.

Ten young guys gathered far from home… night… hunger… late-night snacks… chicken…?

I grabbed Jo Seha by the shoulders.

“Hey, Jo Seha.”


“Yeah?”

Jo Seha, who’d been daydreaming about chicken, looked startled.

“You, help me out.”





 
  Chapter 32: Loss of Motivation-Part 3






After leaving Haram and the others in the Practice Room, Min-kwon trudged along for quite a while.

He didn’t want to go back to the Dormitory.

He just… for some reason, really didn’t want to go.

He was supposed to spread the rumor… and by doing so, harm Haram… only then would he finally look at me again, properly…

‘Pathetic…?’

Yet Park Minkwon’s thoughts still lingered at this stage.

Why did Haram pity him? No matter how much he thought about it, he couldn’t figure out the reason.

And why am I…

‘Ugh, I don’t want to do anything…’

The more he mulled over those words, the more lethargic he became.

‘This is so damn ridiculous…’

He found himself ridiculous, feeling these unfamiliar emotions at every little thing Haram did.

Just then.

“Whoa~! Look who it is. Isn’t that Min-kwon?!”

Someone called out to Park Minkwon.

With eyes full of gloom, Park Minkwon turned his head toward the direction of the voice.

“Hey~! If you’re still hanging around here, you must be pretty decent, huh, Min-kwon?”

The moment he confirmed where the voice came from, he clicked his tongue at himself for turning his head so naturally.

“How are you here?”

“How else~ I just dropped by to check if the junior PD was handling the shoot well~”

What a load of crap.

It was obvious why this guy had come here.

“You’re not here to check up on the other participants you’ve planted here, aside from me?”

The middle-aged man jumped in surprise and hurriedly looked around. Luckily—or maybe not—no one else seemed to have heard.

His half-bald head leaned in close to Min-kwon’s face and whispered.

“Can’t you watch your mouth? If this gets out, it’s over for everyone, you hear?”

The fact that he was on his way to spread that rumor himself suddenly struck him anew.

Even though he’d already switched out the real subject of the rumor entirely.

“Anyway, just keep quiet! If you make it up to the higher rounds, then I’ll get in touch again!”

Was he planning to offer after-sales service or what?

As the man tried to leave, the faces of the guys who were supposed to debut with Park Minkwon flashed through his mind one by one.

‘A few of them dropped, but… there’s still a good number left, I bet.’

Some of those who’d been eliminated were even set to return to the finals with some incredible backstories.

Now, he’d probably go meet those guys one by one for ‘customer management.’

The half-bald man walked away with a single “Good luck,” looking positively thrilled. He seemed completely absorbed in thoughts of collecting payment.

Park Minkwon stared blankly at his retreating figure.

“Damn, I can’t stand the sight of him.”

He couldn’t help but feel bitter.

Was it because he hadn’t survived that pool? Or… had he suddenly developed a sense of justice?

No, that wasn’t it.

A fleeting image of Haram dancing to  on the preliminary stage flashed through his mind.

After that image passed by—

“Sigh…”

His bitterness only deepened.

He stared up at the ceiling and sighed. Then, not far off, he spotted a member of the same team passing by.

“…Hey!”

He called out, stopping the teammate who’d been planning to slip by quietly.

“Yes?”

The guy answered dumbly, and Min-kwon strode over to him.

“Did you hear that rumor…?”

This damned program.

Just crash and burn already.

*****

Some time passed.

Park Minkwon had spread the rumor to two more people.

The two who heard it this time were rather enthusiastic in their response.

“I knew it! Honestly, it was weird when he picked Clover in the prelims! It was rigged from the start!”

Park Minkwon hadn’t actually said that much.

Another teammate who’d joined the conversation midway chimed in.

“And the rankings—Duke? Does that even make sense?! They’re just trying to push Kim Haram, that’s all. Justice is dead, dead!”

Park Minkwon hadn’t said anything about justice being dead, either.

He was actually thinking it was their intelligence that had met a miserable end.

‘They’re so quick to jump on this?’

They didn’t seem to care at all about the risk if Min-kwon’s story turned out to be false.

In fact, they were even more enthusiastic than F-Grade… when he’d first told Hyun-seok Son, who’d seemed to have the most complaints about the team.

‘Should’ve just told these guys from the start.’

How efficiently would the rumor have spread? Park Minkwon wondered.

“Anyway, let’s just keep this between us for now. Haram might have his reasons, you know.”

Since it couldn’t hurt to play the good guy in this situation, Park Minkwon pretended to defend Haram for show.

This level of acting was nothing to him.

“I mean… can we really just keep quiet about this…? Well, if you say so, Min-kwon… alright.”

The participant, who always insisted on using formal speech, nodded reluctantly.

It was as if Park Minkwon was the team leader and they were following his orders.

‘It’s obvious they’ll blab anyway.’

Park Minkwon knew that, despite his warning, the rumor would naturally spread—and get even nastier.

If human love for gossip could be controlled this easily, there wouldn’t be a single person who lost popularity or was abandoned because of some baseless rumor.

‘Kim Haram, giving up on himself…’

He pictured Haram falling apart.

“…….”

Again, he didn’t feel good about it.

Why on earth—

Anyway.

“…Everyone, seriously, keep your mouths shut. If this gets out, it’s over.”

He echoed almost exactly what the half-bald man had said to him earlier, tossing the words at the other two for no real reason.

Even he could tell that his thoughts and actions didn’t match up, and his chest felt tight.

“Let’s head back to the Dormitory!”

With the two, who were much more fired up than he was, leading the way, they headed back to the Dormitory.

“When we get back, I’m gonna glare at Kim Haram so hard!”

Seriously, it hadn’t even been twenty lines of text since he’d told them to be careful.

It was absurd, and complicated, and as he opened the Dormitory door with those mixed feelings,

“Hey!!”

Someone immediately started shushing the three of them.

*****

“Haram, are you sure this is okay…?”

Jo Seha, who’d been sneaking along behind me, whined.

“I told you, it’s fine. I did this a lot back when I lived in a Dormitory.”

“Dormitory…? But you’ve been living in company Dormitories since you were seventeen…”

“Tsk.”

That was Haram’s story.

Right now, I, Seo Jimin the human, am talking about my own experiences.

‘This brings back memories.’

By ‘back then,’ I mean about ten years ago in Seo Jimin’s timeline, when I lived in a high school Dormitory.

I used to pull stunts like this all the time.

Lost in thought, we arrived at our destination.

“I didn’t even know a place like this existed…”

We carefully opened the door to a secluded compartment in the building where the contestants’ Dormitory rooms were clustered.

“Did they make it safely?”

I closed the door without even a click and quickly headed for the window.

“Ah! There he is!”

Shh, be quiet. I shot a sharp look at Jo Seha, and he instantly shrank down.

If only he were this cautious all the time.

I poked my head out next to Jo Seha’s and spotted the F-Grade, Hyun-seok Son, waving from the bushes.

I lowered the rope that Soram made for us out the window.

Hyun-seok Son grabbed the rope from below and gave us an okay sign.

Good. Everything’s going smoothly. From my experience, if we’d made it this far, it was more than half a success.

“The team’s going to love this, right?”

Jo Seha, looking a bit more relaxed now that we were inside the compartment, spoke with a slightly excited expression.

“Of course they will.”

There isn’t a single guy in his late teens or early twenties who doesn’t love chicken and pizza.

At least, not in my database.

Maybe because I was feeling a bit more relaxed, the memory of us leaving the Practice Room earlier surfaced.

Grrrrr—growl—

Hyun-seok Son’s stomach rumbled.

“Man, I’m craving chicken for a late-night snack…”

Jo Seha picked the menu, sort of.

“You, help me out.”

I set my perfect plan in motion.

“You still have your phone, right?”

“Huh? Uh, yeah?”

Jo Seha still had his phone.

Hyun-seok Son and Sang-gyun Kim had questioned him about it, but it wasn’t a big deal.

We worked fast. We called the closest place that sold both chicken and pizza.

[Yes—? Oh, we don’t deliver to students over there. The Broadcast Station folks were so insistent about it.]

I clicked my tongue at Jang Yeonju PD’s thoroughness for a moment.

“Ten chickens.”

With overwhelming quantity—

[Ten…ten chickens…?]

“And five more.”

Capitalism cares not for rules.

[Fifteen chickens, coming right up. Where to?]

“Ah, hold on a second.”

As I hesitated, the owner’s voice took on a hint of disappointment, as if he’d expected this.

Not yet, sir, it’s too soon to be disappointed.

“And fifteen pizzas, too. Mixed toppings, please.”

Now his voice rang with the willpower of a true business owner.

[It’ll be there soon.]

The call ended, and we returned to the present.

“Will they really deliver…?”

“Of course.”

Never underestimate the Republic of Korea’s small business owners.

As if to prove my faith, a car glided toward us from the road in the distance.

When the car neared our Dormitory, it turned off its headlights and switched to eco mode, crawling along slowly.

A perfect covert operation. That person’s a pro.

Hyun-seok Son and the owner exchanged a few words through the bars, and soon, food began to pass through the large gap in the fence.

Once all the goods were delivered, the owner got back in his car.

The headlights blinked briefly.

— (Thank you)

Just in case, I pulled out the flashlight I’d brought.

·(Bye)

A flawless, clean deal. Thank you, sir. Please collect payment from Woo Manager.

Hyun-seok Son grunted and struggled as he tied the food to the rope, and Jo Seha and I carefully pulled it up.

There was so much food, we had to haul it up several times, but eventually, everything made the climb.

Grin

Looking down, I saw Hyun-seok Son, drenched in sweat, giving me a thumbs-up with a big smile.

Excellent work, soldier.

Hyun-seok Son started heading back to the Dormitory, and Jo Seha and I cautiously left the compartment as well.

“Ugh… I can’t see…”

“Careful.”

With so much stuff, it was hard to move quietly.

This was the final stretch. But it was the hardest part.

Dodging rustling bags and peeking past stacks of pizza boxes, we managed to move forward.

“We’re almost there…!”

We reached the corridor with our Dormitory, and now our team’s room was right in front of us.

At that moment—

“Haram…?”

A now-familiar voice called out. The trait that had been quiet for a while began to stir again.

“…Seo Chanul. Do you realize how late it is? What are you doing out here?”

“…You’re one to talk.”

Seo Chanul replied in a tone of disbelief.

“Well, that’s true.”

I laughed it off casually.

“If a staff member catches you with that…”

“Five chickens.”

Seo Chanul’s nagging stopped dead.

“If you let us pass right now, I’ll give you five chickens.”

I shook the bundle of five chickens in my left hand.

Seo Chanul seemed to ponder for a moment, then spoke up again.

“…And five pizzas.”

“………”

When I hesitated, Seo Chanul’s eyes flicked toward the pizzas Jo Seha was carrying.

“Wow. Ruthless.”

“Says you.”

I glared at Seo Chanul, but there was no room for negotiation.

Seo Chanul took a third of the food from each of us and headed back to his own Dormitory.

“Ha… Haram.”

Jo Seha looked at me as if his world had ended.

“It’s fine.”

I expected this much.

“I ordered fifteen of each, just in case we got caught.”

Bribing NPCs is a basic tactic in this kind of game. Didn’t you complain earlier that I was ordering too much?

“………”

With a look of sudden realization, Jo Seha hurried after me.

We’d dodged trouble once, but there wouldn’t be a second time. We couldn’t afford to lose any more food.

Thankfully, we made it to the Dormitory without running into anyone else.

Knock knock—

I tapped on the Dormitory door.

Creak—

The door opened cautiously.

I squeezed my body through the narrow opening.

“Whew—”

We’d finally made it.

In the dark room, I could feel countless eyes on me.

“Okay, guys—”


Kicking off my shoes, I walked inside.

“I brought chicken.”

The rule is eternal: the person who brings good food is always the good guy.

Now, let’s eat and have a little talk, shall we?



 
  Chapter 33:The Proper Way






The morning after we’d demolished the chicken and pizza.

“Good morning, Haram hyung!”

“Good morning, hyung!”

“Hey. You’re out for breakfast?”

I’d left the dorm a little early and was having breakfast when my teammates started arriving at the cafeteria one by one.

“Of course! You told us we have to eat breakfast, remember, hyung!”

Of course, of course. No matter how much late-night food you stuff yourself with, you still have to eat a solid breakfast.

That’s how you keep up your energy for practice. We’ve still got a lot to do.

“Good job. Where are the others?”

“Hyunseok hyung and Sangkyun hyung will be here soon!”

“Nice. Make sure you eat well. You remember you have to be in the practice room by 10, right?”

“Of course!”

With those bright greetings, the two teammates walked off.

Next to me, Jo Seha spoke up.

“You got close with them fast, huh?”

“Why not? It’s a good thing.”

People who buy you food are always good people! That’s just a universal truth.

I thought back to what happened last night.

“Is this really pizza…?”

One of the eyes sparkling in the darkness spoke up.

“Wow, honestly, I didn’t think this would actually happen.”

Another pair of eyes moved closer to me. It was Kim Sangkyun.

“Of course it should! Do you know how much I went through for this!”

In the meantime, Son Hyunseok, looking freshly washed with his bangs damp, appeared behind Kim Sangkyun, showing off.

“Hyunseok really did go through a lot.”

“You heard? While you went back to the dorm early to keep the team in line, I was out there…”

Son Hyunseok gave Kim Sangkyun a haughty look, and Sangkyun just muttered, yeah, yeah, patting his own raised shoulder.

You two are really close, huh.

“So, shall we eat?”

Gulp—the sound of swallowing echoed all around.

We took seats in the farthest corner of the dorm, gathered around, using someone’s mood lamp as our only light.

“Thank you for the food.”

“Uh… I’ll eat well.”

I smiled at the team member who awkwardly thanked me and gestured for them to dig in.

“…! This is delicious!”

One by one, the team members who tasted the chicken and pizza let out exclamations.

Thanks to PD Jang Yeonju’s careful program planning, even the cafeteria food had been amazing, but at this age, you can’t help craving this kind of food.

Besides,

“Why does it taste better than when I eat it at home…?”

“Is it because we’re eating it in secret?”

“Could be, right?”

No doubt about it. That strange sense of guilty pleasure really added to the flavor.

‘I know that taste…’

The dorm teacher always let us offer up a whole chicken as tribute… Hope you’re doing well, Teacher Park Chilgeun…

“Uh, can you pass the cola over here?”

“Ah, sure.”

“Thank you. Wow, you’ve got long arms.”

“Really? That’s the first time I’ve heard that.”

The conversation flowed naturally as we passed food back and forth.

This was exactly the scene I’d hoped for.

Suddenly, I noticed Park Minkwon sitting there, not touching the food, looking indifferent.

I got up and moved to sit next to him.

“What are you doing, not eating?”

“…You want me to eat too?”

Why not? What’s stopping you?

“Look, those two are having a blast eating over there.”

Park Minkwon glanced in the direction I nodded, then sighed.

He shot me a look, half amused, half exasperated.

“How do you always know?”

So it really was those two.

“They’re glaring the whole time—how could I not know?”

“…Ha, I told them to be careful.”

Careful? You?

“Are you really in a position to warn anyone?”

At my words, Park Minkwon clicked his tongue quietly and turned away.

What a strange guy.

Honestly, it wasn’t just the glaring; the half-transparent mirror floating beside them made it obvious.

[6 people]

When Son Hyunseok, Kim Sangkyun, and Jo Seha and I were plotting our chicken heist, the number had gone up, and I’d noticed for just a moment. Really, just a moment.

“Eat. I won’t say anything.”

“…I’m fine. I don’t really like this kind of food anyway.”

Yeah, right. I’d had a feeling ever since you said you got into the debut group through lobbying.

“Your family must be pretty well-off?”

“Yeah, I guess. Reasonably.”

More than you think—Park Minkwon added, as if he couldn’t help himself.

Well, I’m probably richer than you think too. Too bad I don’t have my phone right now.

“Alright, then.”

A brief silence settled between us.

“Hey.”

Unexpectedly, Park Minkwon spoke up again.

“Why are you using formal speech again? Gives me chills.”

“Ah… There are a lot of eyes around here.”

Why ask about something so obvious?

After that, Park Minkwon didn’t say much else.

Fine, whatever. I’m not playing with you.

I scooted over to sit next to another teammate.

“Oh, hello.”

“Hey there. You okay? Is it good?”

“Yeah. It’s tasty.”

This contestant looked way younger than Woojin.

“Glad to hear you’re eating well. Do you have anything on your mind?”

It was a bit sudden, but—

“Ah…”

The mood was good, and this is how you get close—by sharing these kinds of stories.

“Actually, I do have something I’m worried about…”

Of course. It’d be weirder not to have worries in this situation.

As I chatted with each teammate one by one, a system window popped up in front of me.

[Leader Points: Opt(+5pt)]

‘What’s this now?’

Just as I was wondering, Soram fluttered over and opened another window.

[ Points Needed to Acquire: 5/100]

Ah… So if I collect them all, the quest completes and I get a trait.

‘Is that right, Soram?’

When I looked to check, Soram nodded while chewing on a tiny piece of pizza that matched his little body.

When did he even grab that?

Well, anyway, it’s not a bad feeling.

In the end, I managed to talk to everyone except for the two glaring guys and Park Minkwon.

That was last night’s story.

“Haram hyung!”

Just as I was about to finish reminiscing, a familiar and welcome voice called out to me.

“Did you sleep well, Haram?”

Hin Jae and Woojin had piled their breakfast buffet plates high.

Wait a second… Suddenly—

“Hyun Jae hyung… Woojin…”

When I made a teary face, the two of them looked startled.

“What’s wrong?!”

“No, it’s just…”

I’m just so happy to see you… It feels like it’s been ages. Us…

Both of them were busy preparing for the first round in their own teams.

“But hyung, did you hear?”

Woojin, sitting across from me for the first time in a while, asked a question.

Did I hear? Not a great opening for someone as sensitive to rumors as I am right now.

Just in case, I glanced at the mirror, but the number hadn’t changed.

“What is it?”

“This morning, they said there were a ton of chicken and pizza boxes in Building-A’s dorm trash.”

Flinch. Why is that coming up here?

“Ah, I heard too. They said it looked like almost… thirty boxes.”

For a rumor, it’s remarkably accurate.

“Hyung, you’re in Building-A, right? Heard anything?”

“Uh… No, I haven’t.”

I ate it, but I didn’t hear about it.

“Really? That’s too bad…”

What is? What’s too bad about it?

“Whoever it was… Next time, I hope I’m on the same team so I can eat with them…”

…Next time, let’s definitely eat together.

*****

After breakfast, in the practice room.

“Is everyone here?”

I spoke up after confirming most of the team had arrived.

“No! We’re missing two!”

Jo Seha, counting out loud, raised his hand high.

Maybe because he’s small, raising his hand suits him pretty well.

“Two? Who’s missing?”

I scanned the team with my eyes. Let’s see…

“Ah…”

The two who’d been glaring at me all day yesterday were missing. Even though Park Minkwon was here.

Those guys…

‘They ate the most chicken and pizza last night.’

What should I do with these guys? I smacked my lips, but just then, a loud thumping came from outside the practice room door.

That door’s soundproofed, and it’s that loud? What now…

“Hello, everyone—!”

Before I could even finish guessing, the thick soundproof door swung open and Choi Hansol appeared.

Just seeing him is exhausting. Just get in here. I won’t let you off easy.

“Excuse me, we’re about to start practicing, so if you could—”

“Here! I thought you might be missing some precious teammates, so I brought them!”

Choi Hansol dragged in Glaring Guy 1 and 2 from behind the door and shoved them into the practice room.

Where were they even hiding…?

While I was caught up in the mystery of Choi Hansol, he quietly slipped into the practice room along with the glaring guys.

“This team has a lot of problems! Now, let’s see, who’s the leader…”

Choi Hansol, who obviously already knew, glanced over each team member.

His gaze slowly stopped on me.

“No, no. You can’t manage a team like this.”

With a sly expression, Choi Hansol smiled at me.

Why are you always so lecherous toward me?

“Phew—”

As if. Choi Hansol dropped the smile and continued.

“I didn’t just come here for nothing. This team didn’t pick a competition song yesterday, did you?”

That’s… true.

With Son Hyunseok storming out and all the chaos, we never got around to it.

“I’m here to give you the last remaining song.”

That’s the virtue of a host—Choi Hansol grinned mischievously.

“So, what song is left?”

Choi Hansol handed me a paper with the song title, his smile full of meaning.

“Doesn’t look like it’ll be easy.”

What could it be…

I unfolded the paper and checked the song title,

“Ah…”

I was at a loss for words for a moment.

So this is what’s left.

“What is it, what is it? What song is it?”

“I’m curious too!”

The troublemakers who’d been waiting quietly rushed behind me to check the paper.

“Oh.”

“Ah…!”

“I love this song!! This is awesome!”

Except for Jo Seha, everyone else looked pretty troubled.

Sensing the strange atmosphere, the glaring guys, who were still near Choi Hansol, came over.

“What is it?!”

Glaring Guy 1 checked the paper and sneered, full of disdain.

“Ha…! We’re screwed!”

Well… it really isn’t easy.

“Hey.”

Glaring Guy 1, who was venting at the others, flinched when I called.

“Could you try to speak a little more nicely? Okay?”

Just complaining gets us nowhere. Right?

“…Tch!”

Taking advantage of the brief silence, I started thinking again.

What should we do with this song… Given our team’s level, how…

No matter how much I thought about it, there was only one way.

“Everyone.”

I straightened up to look at all the team members.

“For the next four days, you each get twenty hours of sleep.”

There’s only one thing we can do.

“How you divide up your sleep is up to you.”

We just have to practice like crazy.


“Spend the rest of the time here, all of it. Got it?”

After hearing my words, the team just grimaced and stayed silent for a while.

“…Huh?”

Jo Seha let out a gasp, as if speaking for the other nine.



 
  Chapter 34: You Come Along Too






“Huff… huff….”

“Whew….”

Ragged breaths echoed from all corners of the practice room.

“Ha… haaa… huu… ugh…”

Hey, you. Don’t make those weird breathing noises. It’s unsettling.

When I turned to find the source, I saw Jo Seha sprawled on the floor, barely managing to lift his head.

“Ha… Hanama… I think I’m gonna die….”

Don’t talk. Just keep your mouth shut and breathe.

“If you have the energy to talk, drink some water and catch your breath. We’re going again in five minutes.”

“Huaaah….”

Jo Seha let his head drop, completely melting into the floor.

“Whew….”

Honestly, the rest of the team, myself included, wasn’t doing much better.

This song has a pretty high difficulty level.

That was the title of the song we’d been given. If you asked whether it was left over because it wasn’t popular…

It was the complete opposite.

‘It’s a problem because it was too successful.’

This was the song that let Essence9, currently the top boy group, break into the Billboard charts. It played a huge part in making Essence9 a Billboard No. 1 artist.

Of course, the problem was that the song’s difficulty was absolutely brutal.

Since it was made for top-tier idols to break into a top-tier market, there was nothing ordinary about it.

From the choreography and movements, to the vocals, even the emotional delivery—there was nothing lacking.

‘And they want a group of nobodies without an agency to pull this off on stage?’

If they gathered only the most promising survivors after a few rounds of filming, maybe it’d be possible.

But with our team’s current skill level, there was just no way we could pull this off completely.

‘If we don’t get cursed out by their fandom, that’ll be a miracle.’

So in the end, I chose this.

“All right, everyone up. Five minutes are up.”

“Uwaaa—!”

“Ah… No way… We’re all going to die at this rate….”

I was going to work them to death.

Cries of protest rang out from all sides.

“Hanama… Can’t we rest just a little longer….”

Jo Seha whined, but—

“No. Get up. We can’t change it.”

I had no energy to humor them.

“Ugh…”

Maybe Son Hyunseok thought we hadn’t picked a song because yesterday’s meeting fell apart. He was the first to get up and stand in front of the mirror again.

It’s always hardest at first, but once one person got up, the rest started finding their spots too.

“Everyone looks exhausted. I’ll show it once more like before, so watch closely.”

I glanced behind me, silently telling them to focus and not space out.

Maybe they were relieved we weren’t jumping right into practice, because their faces brightened a little.

The speaker started playing the song.

[In my blurred vision | want search you-J]

If there was one good thing about this song being famous and difficult, it was this—

[Passive,  effect is applied!]

[Passive,  effect is applied!]

Back in my Seo Jimin days, I used to listen to this song a lot, so I had some buffs kicking in.

Even though the “Otakus Get Lucky” trait’s effect was halved, it was still good enough to demonstrate in the practice room, if not on stage.

[I’m not anxious, soon we’ll be in each other’s sight-J]

The point choreography came up not long after the song started. This was the crucial part.

[Lock on & Lock on-J]

If someone were to get the first one-shot on stage, it’d definitely be at this moment.

‘Who should stand here?’

As fleeting thoughts passed, the song quickly moved on to the last line.

[So I only think of you. Lock in my mind-]

“Whew….”

I barely had time to catch my breath after finishing the demonstration.

“…..You’re really good.”

“…Yeah, seriously.”

The team’s evaluations followed.

Hey, I didn’t show you so you could judge me right now.

“If you’re that good in practice, how good will you be on stage?”

“Maybe we could win if Haram-hyung carries us?”

That’s not it. I just did my best—this is my best, actually!

Watching them still waiting for a free ride made me sigh.

“Instead of just being amazed, you should be watching the choreography and details.”

“Details, huh… You think we can all do it like you?”

From a little ways off, I heard a quiet, sharp comment.

That was Side-Eye #2.

“Grumbling won’t change anything.”

I meant it for #2, but it applied to everyone.

“No one wants to get eliminated, right?”

I turned around and looked at the whole team at once.

“I don’t want to get eliminated either, and if possible, I want to take all of you up to the next round with me.”

Even Park Mingwon, who’d kept his head down and zoned out, glanced up at me.

Maybe it was time for a carrot.

“And from what I’ve seen during practice, for a first run, we’re not doing that badly.”

The sudden positive message made everyone’s eyes light up a little.

“We’ve got four days left. Let’s give it our all, okay?”

No sooner had I finished speaking than Jo Seha, who’d been half-melted, straightened up and found his form.

“Fighting—! Fighting—!”

“Ugh—! I’ll do my best!”

Good. That should be enough motivation.

“So, with that in mind, memorize all the choreography by this afternoon. After dinner, we’ll do individual coaching, one by one. Sound good?”

“Ugh.”

There wasn’t much morning left, and with position-specific training scheduled for the afternoon…

It was an incredibly tight schedule.

“Uh… then, during individual coaching tonight, can we rest when it’s not our turn?”

Are you still saying stuff like that?

“The practice room is big enough. I’d like everyone to come out and do personal practice too.”

Get it together, will you?

I could feel a vein popping on my forehead without even realizing it. I bet there was a hint of menace in my smile right now.

“Eek… okay… y-yes….”

Judging by their reactions, I must’ve been right.

“All right—let’s play the song!”

Practice continued.

—

“Man, I’m wiped out…”

That night, in the practice room.

The other team members were whining about being tired, but honestly, the one who felt closest to death was me.

“Wait. I can’t feel my legs.”

Sitting dazed on the floor, my mind wandered as I poked my thigh with a finger.

Thank goodness. I still have feeling.

Maybe because I’d been standing all day, my legs were swelling up.

‘How many pillows do we have left in the dorm….’

Thinking I’d stick on some cooling patches and prop my legs up to sleep, I patted myself on the back for working hard today.

‘That was really tough….’

Most of the team was made up of D and F grades, so teaching them was no easy task.

“You did choose dance position, right?”

“Yes, I did.”

“…Why?”

“Because I like dancing. Is that weird?”

“No, well….”

Side-Eye #1 and #2 looked like the type to break into hip-hop dance when they’re sad, and their skills were truly something else.

Just in case, I tried making them sing once.

“Um… never mind. You can stop.”

“Why?”

“No, it’s just, I’m sorry.”

Their singing was so bad I stopped the music without thinking.

No wonder they like dancing. It’s the only thing they can like.

“Unbelievable, seriously.”

Wow, for a second I thought that was my line. No, what’s unbelievable is your skill level.

Their attitude annoyed me in many ways, but I could still get them to practice, somehow.

“Your movements are too small, so it looks awkward. There’s no sense of speed. Try making your moves bigger, like you’re really pushing it.”

“L-like this?”

“That’s right! Now match it to the beat. I’ll count for you. One, two, one, two, one, two, ta-ta-ta… No! It should end on ta-ta-ta!”

“Why are you yelling!!”

“I’m not yelling!”

I just raised my voice, that’s all?!

There were about six team members at this level, including Son Hyunseok and Kim Sanggyun.

At least Jo Seha, a C grade, and our only B grade, Yu Taewoo, were much better off.

“Wow, Jo Seha, you’ve improved a lot since this morning! What’s up?”

“Really?! Wait, let me try again! Watch me! You have to watch, okay?! I’m going, okay?!”

“I’m watching, I’m watching. …Oh, nice! But here, the step—if you pay a little more attention to the step, it’ll be perfect.”

“Step?! Got it, just watch. I’m going right in!”

That’s about what Jo Seha was like. Ever since we started individual coaching, he was so motivated that teaching him was easy.

He was a little too easy to handle, honestly.

As for B grade Yu Taewoo…

“Um… Taewoo, your position is dance, right?”

“Yes.”

He was a big guy with a solid build.

I worried his size might make his moves sluggish, but that concern was unfounded.

“Oh, you’ve pretty much memorized the choreography already… If you just work on the details, you’ll be set.”

“Yes… I really like Essence9 sunbaenim, so… I’ve practiced a lot.”

“Ah, I see.”

Hmm… I might not need to do much for him… Since this song focuses more on dance than vocals, he should be fine on his own.

“Um….”

“Yes?”

While I was lost in thought, Yu Taewoo spoke up first.

“About yesterday’s chicken… thanks, it was really good….”

He spoke in a deep, slow voice and chuckled softly….

‘A bear…?’

It felt like I was facing a gentle moon bear.

‘Still, I managed to check in with almost everyone….’

Since it was the first day, I thought it was important to get a sense of everyone’s skills, so I’d pushed myself a bit.

The problem was the “almost” part….

‘Park Mingwon, that jerk….’

Right after dinner, Park Mingwon disappeared.

‘That guy’s no pushover either….’

Even if his chosen position was rap, the way he’d looked in the morning was… pretty bad.

‘He might even be worse than F grade in dance.’

Not that there’s a grade lower than F, but…

It was a shame I hadn’t been able to open Park Mingwon’s status window yet.

After massaging my legs for a while, the fatigue was mostly gone.

“Ugh-cha—”

Guess I’ll go find him.

I can’t just leave someone out. I’m a Park Mingwon-ist, after all.

It wasn’t hard to track him down after leaving the practice room.

“…What do you want.”

Behind the main filming building, in the smoke area, I found Park Mingwon.

“You smoke?”

“…Is that not allowed?”

Honestly, I already knew. You always reek of cigarettes when you come back inside.

“How long have you been smoking?”

I asked, standing next to him.

“Why do you care.”

I figured he probably didn’t start as soon as he became an adult. Would he be offended if I said that?

“Just curious.”

Standing beside him, I quietly looked up at the sky. The late summer sky was peaceful.

“…What are you doing.”

“Ah, are you done smoking?”

Park Mingwon stubbed out his cigarette and answered.

“No, I mean, what are you doing.”

“If you’re done, let’s go. Come on.”

I grabbed Park Mingwon’s wrist and started walking briskly.

“Hey, what are you doing!!”

“What do you think!”


When he tried to resist, I pulled him along even harder.

“We have to go practice!!”

I know he’s a guy who probably deserves to be eliminated.

But unfortunately, I’m not ready to give up on Park Mingwon just yet.
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“…….”

Park Min-kwon, sprawled out on the floor, was silent for a long time.

“Park Min-kwon.”

Even after calling his name again, he didn’t respond.

In the end…

“In the end… did he die…?”

You were a good… no, a bad… teammate, Park Min-kwon.

“Hope you’re happy over there…”

“What are you doing?”

The corpse, which had been quietly staring at the ceiling, suddenly opened its mouth.

“Too bad. Still alive.”

“I feel like I’m dying.”

You sure talk big for someone like that.

“I’ll pay for the condolence money.”

“…You’re really the worst.”

Park Min-kwon turned his body away from me, lying flat and now facing the other way.

The traces of practice remained on the floor where his back had just been.

“Ugh. Look at all this sweat.”

“Because of who, do you think?”

“You should’ve practiced more on your own, you know.”

Park Min-kwon lay on his back again, turning his head toward me, eyes wide open.

“But why are you suddenly speaking informally?”

“It’s not like we’re the type to keep up formalities and honorifics all the time, right?”

“…Is that so.”

With his usual blank expression, Park Min-kwon looked back up at the ceiling.

His hair, soaked with sweat, stuck to his cheeks, overcoming gravity.

Honestly, I didn’t expect him to work this hard.

‘I said I won’t practice! There’s no need to!!’

When I first dragged him along, that’s what he was like.

‘No way! You’re the worst on our team.’

The moment he heard that, he froze, his face filled with shock.

‘…I’m the worst?’

‘Yeah. Who else is there besides you here?’

Even worse than those two who always glare at me?’

When I pretended to hesitate, Park Min-kwon’s nervous expression was truly a sight to behold.

Honestly, that was just for show—the answer was obvious.

‘Well, that’s how it is, right?’

To be honest, I almost felt bad comparing you to those guys.

‘But you call them the “Glare Twins” too?’

“…Let’s go.”

“Hm?”

“Let’s go. To the practice room.”

Before I knew it, we’d arrived at the practice room a while ago.

Ignoring the advice to take breaks now and then, Park Min-kwon kept practicing for a long time, until just now.

“Ugh…”

He let out a strange noise, not like him, and collapsed onto the floor.

“You’re working harder than I expected?”

Park Min-kwon replied, still lying down.

“I’ve always worked hard.”

“Liar.”

Would someone who worked hard think about buying their debut with money? Ridiculous.

“…It’s true.”

“And how am I supposed to believe that?”

If you say something like, ‘I tried hard, but I just didn’t have the talent,’ then this time, I’m out. I have no intention of coddling you.

“Let me be clear—I’m hoping you get eliminated no matter what.”

Park Min-kwon’s movement stopped for a moment, his breath caught.

“But if you get eliminated, you should be the only one to go. Don’t drag others down with you.”

His gaze slowly met mine, sitting a bit away on a chair.

“That’s why I’m putting in all this effort to teach you.”

“Why all of a sudden…?”

“If you’re thinking that maybe I’ve forgiven you now or something, forget it.”

I could see a hint of tension in Park Min-kwon’s slumped body.

“Still, do your best. If you don’t want me to hate you any more than I already do.”

“…That’s harsh.”

Telling him to work hard if he doesn’t want to be hated more.

“You already know why I spread those stupid rumors and did pointless stuff.”

“What’s harsh is your sense of morality. And you seem a bit confused about something.”

Hng—A faint scoff escaped from my nose.

“More than the rumors you spread about me, what I can’t stand is how you trampled on someone else’s dreams like they were nothing.”

There was supposed to be one more person in the finals, in Park Min-kwon’s place. I tried to picture the face of that nameless person. I couldn’t; those who never made it are faceless.

“So do your best. Don’t be a burden to the teammates you ended up with by chance.”

Park Min-kwon rubbed his face with both hands, wiping away the sweat that had barely dried.

“You’re really the worst.”

After catching his breath for a moment, he sat up straight.

“Since we’re being honest, let me say a few things too.”

That much was fine by me.

“Go ahead.”

“I don’t dislike you.”

Well, that’s something I already knew.

“In fact, aren’t you more on the side of liking me too much?”

A wry smile spread across Park Min-kwon’s face.

“Yeah. That’s why this whole mess happened.”

This time, he stood up completely and walked over to me.

“You really have no idea how amazing your talent looks to others.”

This kind of conversation—I was getting tired of it.

“So, it’s my fault again…”

“Just once!!!”

As I started to retort, Park Min-kwon suddenly shouted.

“Just once.”

He put his hand on my shoulder.

Then he leaned in, lining up his face with mine.

“Was it really that hard to remember my name even once?”

His gaze was cold, but his eyes burned hot. Park Min-kwon wore an expression like that.

But no matter how much he complained to me, nothing would change.

“Your way of doing things is just too wrong.”

“I know.”

“And knowing that, you still…”

He took his hand off my shoulder and stepped back again.

Step, step. Park Min-kwon moved over to the mirror where he’d been standing before.

“But this is the only way I know. I can’t help it.”

With a big sigh, Park Min-kwon looked at me again.

“Let’s practice. You said not to be a burden, right?”

Scheming alone, failing alone, getting angry alone… and now he wants to practice?

“Because I don’t want you to hate me even more.”

And that reason was honestly so trivial.

“Oh, and.”

He added one more thing.

“I’ve never not tried my best. Not even once.”

Stubborn and self-centered to the end, that was him.

*****

Time flew by, and the day before the midterm evaluation arrived.

All the team members had gathered in the practice room.

“Hmm….”

I stood at the very end of the room, watching the team members intently.

“Hmmmm….”

Is this enough…? Not much time left…

As I was worrying, I could feel the team members glancing at me nervously.

Ah, oops. I didn’t mean to make them feel watched.

“Yu?”

At that moment, I accidentally made eye contact with Son Hyun-seok, who was practicing right in front of me.

……!”

As soon as our eyes met, Son Hyun-seok put even more energy into his dance.

Eh hey, that’s not it. If you keep dancing like that, your shoulder’s going to pop out.

Sweat instantly beaded on Son Hyun-seok’s forehead.

Oh… this might be kind of fun?

On purpose, I kept a serious expression and stared right at Son Hyun-seok.

“Huff… huff… huu…!”

His breath caught up to his chin in an instant.

Maybe I was taking the joke too far… but since it had come this far, I couldn’t stop. It was about time.

“Hmm… paaaah!!! Ah, what is it!!”

“That’s it!”

……???”

When I cheered, Son Hyun-seok had question marks floating above his head.

“I figured it was about time you’d shout.”

That’s how closely I’ve been observing you guys. Ahem.

“Anyway, I think we can change up our practice method now.”

“Change the practice method? How?”

As Son Hyun-seok chattered away, Kim Sang-gyun calmed him down and asked.

“We should match our practice to our level now.”

I raised my voice and called all the team members to gather around me.

“From now on, we’re going to start changing the way we practice, bit by bit.”

Just like Kim Sang-gyun earlier, suspicious looks appeared on the faces of the team members.

“‘Why change things again? We’re already dying from how hard it is.'”

Glare Twin 1 and 2 spoke up in voices full of complaint.

Was it those two? Or Park Min-kwon? The very ones who increased the number of mirrors to eleven.

“It’s fine. I’m trying to make things easier.”

“Easier?”

Even the Glare Twins had a flash of relief in their eyes.

Before I knew it, a smile crept onto my face. Seeing motivated faces was always nice.

“No one’s confused about the order anymore, right?”

The team members glanced at each other, then nodded one by one. Of course—no one’s slept, just danced.

“Now, it’s time to focus on the details…”

It’s not just about dancing in order—we needed clear points of appeal.

“Everyone, what do you think is the core charm of our song?”

Melody? Vocals? Story? Every song has its own appeal, but in the case of …

“Dance.”

From the far end, Yoo Tae-woo, who’d been quietly listening, raised his hand.

“Just a bit more specific.”

A little deeper.

The answer came quickly.

“Perfect synchronization!”

It was the F-rank member who had been quietly following along with practice. You’ve grown well. I have no regrets now.

“Exactly.”

Thinking back to how  broke into the North American market, it was simple.

Of course, the members’ vocals, visuals, stage setup—nothing was lacking.

“But from now on, we’re going to practice so all ten of us can move as one.”

The most important thing was the dance we’d been practicing with all our might.

“Heck. But won’t that make it even harder?”

At Son Hyun-seok’s question, Kim Sang-gyun nodded.

“Yeah. It’s hard enough just dancing on our own, how…”

So, what, do you want to just go up there and dance by yourselves? And who said we have to match the seniors from Mesense exactly?

“Thirty seconds.”

I held up three fingers.

“Let’s just try to match for thirty seconds together.”

The strategy was simple.

No matter if it’s a survival program, this is only the first round. No one’s expecting us to be amazing yet.

‘If anything, they’ll be happy that we’re “worth training.”‘

Let’s show them we’re the kind of guys they want to train.

With that, the already tough practice got even more intense.

“I… I can’t move my legs…”

“Don’t overdo it…”

“No, seriously… I can’t walk anymore, for real…”

Every song has its highs and lows, but repeating the thirty-second highlight choreography over and over left us with no stamina.

But,

“Seems like you still have energy to talk?”

“Eek!”

At my sudden appearance, Son Hyun-seok and Kim Sang-gyun let out high-pitched screams.

“If you have energy, get up. Let’s do it one more time. Seriously.”

“Th…that’s a lie!”

Son Hyun-seok flinched, pushing his legs away from me while still sitting on the floor.

“You’ve never once done it just one more time after saying that…!!”

Behind Son Hyun-seok, I could see the other team members sprawled out, their eyes shining.

‘Just a little more…!’

Oh ho, look at this?

They’re uniting against me as a common enemy. Not bad.

But,

“Whoever gets up first gets out of night practice.”

As soon as I finished speaking,

“Haram! I want to practice!”

Jo Se-ha sprang to his feet and took his place in formation.

The determination to skip night practice was clear in his trembling legs.

“……!! Traitor…!!”

Son Hyun-seok’s fists trembled as if refusing to lose to Jo Se-ha’s legs.

Good. Let’s get one more up.

“If the second person gets up—”

“Uaaaah—!”

Before I could even finish, as if he’d anticipated a second chance, Kim Sang-gyun stood up.

He moved over to stand next to Jo Se-ha.

“What are you all waiting for? Get up.”

At this point, the mood had shifted. No one could stay sitting.

Despair filled Son Hyun-seok’s face.

“You… you…!!”

Barely getting up, Son Hyun-seok’s eyes brimmed with tears.

“Sang-gyun… Is our friendship only worth this much…?”

Seriously, you two have been weird from the start.

“…….”

Kim Sang-gyun bit his lip and turned his head away from Son Hyun-seok.

“…How could you…!”

Really now? Are you actually crying?

I walked over and patted Son Hyun-seok on the shoulder.

“Don’t be so upset.”

“……?”

Son Hyun-seok furrowed his brows as if to ask what I meant.

It won’t take long for your friendship to recover.

And that night—

“Huff… huff… liar… liar…”

Jo Se-ha and Kim Sang-gyun glared at me as if they were about to bite.

“You said… huff… we’d get out of practice… huff…!!”

“Of course I was lying.”

As if I have time for that. Every second counts.

Next to the gasping Kim Sang-gyun, Son Hyun-seok, equally drenched in sweat, walked by.

“Hyun-seok…!”

As he brought the water bottle to his mouth, Son Hyun-seok shot a quick glance at Kim Sang-gyun.

“…….”

But just like before, Kim Sang-gyun bit his lip and turned away.

!……! Hyun-seok…!”

Seriously, you guys… Never mind.

‘As long as you practice well, that’s all that matters.’

At that moment,


Beep-beep! Beep-beep!

The alarm set for midnight rang out from the clock in the corner of the practice room.

‘Time really flies…’

The midterm evaluation was just one day away.
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At last, the day of the midterm evaluation arrived.

“Everyone made sure to wear their costumes, right?”

The team members responded affirmatively in their own ways to my question.

Except for one person.

“Jo Seha? Where did Jo Seha go? Hyung, did you see Jo Seha?”

“Uh…? He was just over there putting on his costume a moment ago….”

Yu Taewoo tilted his head, looking unsure.

Ah, seriously. Where did that guy go again? Things are hectic enough as it is.

With our turn coming up soon, we were incredibly busy in the waiting room.

“The teams before us did so well.”

Because we drew last place in the order by lot, we had seen every stage performed by the other teams before us.

Most teams put on performances at least half a level above ours, and the undisputed highlight was, of course—

‘Seo Chanul… seriously… damn….’

It was Seo Chanul’s team, who performed right before us.

Maybe it was because their team had the highest average ranking and grade. There was nothing to be disappointed about in their stage.

‘Especially in the dance break, Seo Chanul’s solo was just…’

It was insane.

It’s a bit annoying that they were right before us… but it was a great show to watch after a long time… How much better will they be in the finals…?

“As expected, my favorite….”

Before I could finish that thought, Soram appeared holding up a system window.

[ Trait’s activation value has changed.]

[50% -> 55%]

“Oh?”

It was sudden, but not a bad sign right before the stage.

“Seha hyung is here!”

At that moment, Jo Seha burst through the waiting room door.

“Where did you go?!”

Wait, what’s up with that guy’s complexion…?

He looked so pale, like he’d just come back from playing ‘find the candy in the flour’ by himself.

“Seha, are you okay…?”

Yu Taewoo was the first to approach, asking carefully, and Jo Seha opened his mouth.

“Uh… I….”

Surprisingly, his voice was calm. Maybe he’s actually okay…?

“I-I-I’m f-f-fine!”

Not fine at all.

“D-d-don’t worry about m-m-me!”

Now I’m worried.

‘We can’t leave him like this.’

I walked over and placed my hand on Jo Seha’s head.

Shaking like he had a vibrating belt wrapped around his waist—his trembling soon subsided.

“Harama…?”

“Jo Seha. What did I tell you earlier?”

“Harama…?”

Right, me.

“Who’s the best, Jo Seha?”

“I’m the best…”

[Jo Seha, you’ve improved the most.]

“I’m the best… You said I improved the most!”

“That’s right, I did.”

Once I confirmed his trembling had stopped, I moved my hand from his head to his shoulder.

“So, do you need to worry or not?”

“I don’t need to worry….”

Life started returning to Jo Seha’s eyes, little by little,

“I don’t!!”

And soon, he was completely back to normal.

“Nice.”

He’s really easy to handle. At this point, I was half in denial that Jo Seha and Jo Jungjae were actually related by blood.

‘Maybe he’s adopted.’

Otherwise, how could two people be so different… I was lost in thought for a moment when a staff member entered the waiting room.

” team! Standby!”

Oops, this isn’t the time to be spacing out.

“Everyone, gather up.”

We crowded together, all nine of us huddling in an instant.

“You too, get over here!”

Jo Seha pulled Park Mingeon, who was standing a bit off to the side, into the circle.

“Okay, don’t get too nervous. This is just the midterm evaluation. Even if we mess up, we’re not getting eliminated. Just do what we practiced, don’t get hurt, and come down. We practiced like crazy! Everyone improved a ton!”

That was a fact.

For all four days of preparation, our team stayed in the practice room later than anyone else.

It didn’t feel bad to have the eyes of all nine members on me.

There was pride in their gazes.

“Hurry up and say it.”

If only I could do something about those glares, still full of thorns.

Lately, they only acted prickly when others were around, not in private. Maybe now it was just their thing—they didn’t want to lose their character.

“I have nothing more to say! Let’s just enjoy it and come back down!”

Ten palms came together in the center.

“One, two, three—fighting!”

Even the last “fighting” was perfect. The pre-stage performance was flawless.

[Leader Points: 80pt (+5pt)]

I was steadily gathering Leader Points for trait awakening.

I glanced at the camera filming us.

‘Nice.’

A smile was tugging at the camera director’s lips—it didn’t look ordinary.

No matter what ups and downs we went through, as long as the results were good, everything would be fine.

“Huh.”

Park Mingeon, wearing a completely expressionless face, passed by in front of me.

“Mingeon.”

“…You’re using formal speech again.”

How sudden.

“We’re in front of the cameras.”

Park Mingeon let out a sigh through his nose.

“Why?”

“Do well out there.”

He tilted his head slightly.

“All of a sudden?”

“You worked hard, didn’t you?”

For the past four days, Park Mingeon stayed late every night, practicing with me.

“Honestly, I didn’t expect you to go that far.”

Thanks to him, even I was forced to improve.

Last night, the generous numbers on the ‘Born to Be Idol’ effect window floated through my mind and vanished.

“I just don’t want to be hated.”

There it is again. That’s what Park Mingeon always said whenever I told him he was unexpected over the last four days.

If this goes on air, everyone will misunderstand him.

After giving Park Mingeon a brief word of encouragement, I slowly headed to the prepared set.

“Hello! We’re the  team!”

I bowed deeply to the judges, who already looked tired from the long shoot.

“Nice to mee—”

“You’re finally here!  team! We’ve been waiting for you!”

Choi Hansol cut off the judge’s words.

He really hasn’t changed.

“The last song left! And it’s a really tough one, too! I’m looking forward to seeing how you overcame it!”

Given my long years as an idol fan, that was definitely a prepared line for the judges.

Who said you could just ad-lib like that?

‘Should I answer?’

I glanced at the judge, who gave me a gentle smile and nodded.

‘Is this okay?’

I marveled at the program’s freewheeling style as I grabbed the mic and spoke up.

“Our team members all worked really hard. I think we’ll be able to show you a great performance.”

“I see!”

Choi Hansol looked over the team, poking at each member with his gaze.

“Team members~?”

One, two, three,

“Worked~?”

Four, five, six,

“Really hard~?”

Seven, eight,

“Gave it their all~?”

Finally, Park Mingeon at the very end.

“……?”

The team members’ faces were full of confusion.

‘What’s with this guy?’

At that moment, Jo Seha piped up brightly, shifting the mood.

“Yes! We all worked hard together!”

“Hmph—”

Choi Hansol, who had been making a meaningful face the whole time, snorted and dropped the act.

“Well, let’s see how you do.”

You’re not supposed to be judging us, just host the show.

“Choi Hansol-ssi.”

“Yesss—?”

“Please step back now. We have to see the stage.”

“I was planning to anyway!”

As soon as the judge who’d nodded earlier intervened, Choi Hansol fluttered off backstage.

…Aren’t you supposed to wrap it up properly? You should introduce our stage and then leave!

“Alright,  team, let’s see your performance.”

With the judge now acting as MC, we lined up, still a bit dazed.

The lights dimmed, and the intro began.

[In my blurred vision, I want search you-J]

The opening went well. Yu Taewoo smoothly sang the intro.

[Lock on & Lock on-J]

The team member in charge of the first key choreography nailed it.

‘He’s always been on the cute side, looks-wise.’

As an attention-grabber for the start, it was perfect.

Then came the notorious 30-second section. The sound of our team’s footsteps echoed through the set.

Thud—!

We did it.

The clear highlight and final chorus of . The synchronized sound of ten footsteps rang out.

[You have acquired,  effect is applied!]

[You have acquired,  effect is applied!]

Our traits were working, at least halfway.

A good feeling welled up inside me.

[So I only think of you. Lock in my mind—]

At last, the song ended.

“Hmm….”

As we caught our breath, one of the judges looked us over from head to toe.

“Good job.”

Everyone seemed to realize the stage went pretty well, and a faint, slightly relieved laughter spread through the heavy breathing.

“But, this team….”

But the mood didn’t last.

“There was a reason Hansol set the tone like that.”

At the sudden seriousness in the judge’s voice, all the team members held their breath.

What? We weren’t as good as Seo Chanul’s team, but… it wasn’t bad, was it?

“Well… anyway, good job. I’ll give the overall review… after the rankings are announced.”

A familiar sly smile appeared on the judge’s face.

…Choi Hansol?

“At that time, I’ll also tell you where your team ranks.”

The Hansol expression vanished from his face, replaced by gentle kindness.

What is this unsettling feeling…?

Since we performed last, the next segment started immediately, leaving no time to return to the waiting room or talk with the team.

“Hello again—! I’m back! Choi Hansol here!”

“Waaaa—!”

The now-established ‘Be The Idol’ tradition, the Choi Hansol entrance applause ceremony, followed.

“Without further ado! Let’s start the midterm team ranking announcement!”

The screen that had previously shown the contestants’ names now displayed the list for teams 1 to 10.

Team 1 leader. My name was still at the top, but it looked dangerously shaky.

And sure enough—

“Only two teams left!”

Places 2 through 9 filled up in an instant, leaving only 1st and 10th remaining.

“Harama….”

Behind me, Jo Seha called my name in a nervous voice.

“It’s okay.”

Of course, I didn’t mean it was okay because we might get 1st.

Because the teams left were…

“First place goes to Team 2, led by Seo Chanul! Congratulations! I doubt anyone will object to that!”

Because it was Seo Chanul’s team.

How could we beat that lineup? Our team was still too green, too inexperienced.

And so, naturally…

“And that means 10th place goes to Team 1, led by Kim Haram! Sorry!”

Choi Hansol shouted ‘Sorry!’ in the same tone as ‘Congratulations!’ for first place.

He’s really good at sarcasm.

“Ah….”

The team members let out small sighs.

“It’s still okay.”

We’d get feedback soon, fix our shortcomings, and do well in the main evaluation.

It was too soon to lose hope.

But my desperate resolve was—

“And right now! We’re revealing a new rule!”

“…Huh?”

Crumbling completely at this ridiculous, bizarre announcement.


Huge letters flashed on the screen.

[Anti-Bus Law]

Along with its cruel content.

[Teams ranked 6th–10th, please kick out one member.]



 
  Chapter 37: Someone Has to Get Off






“Bus Prevention Law?”

I stared at the screen with a dumb look before finally managing to open my mouth.

Not only was the naming sense terrible, but the content itself was just…

“What the heck are they even saying.”

Yeah. That was exactly my reaction. Abandon a team member…?

‘What kind of nonsense is that?’

The murmuring among our team and all teams ranked below sixth place showed no signs of dying down.

“Alright—!”

As Choi Hansol spoke again, all the contestants instantly fell silent, like mice in the presence of a cat.

“Oh?”

Choi Hansol, who seemed about to say more, smiled approvingly.

“You’re all getting better at reading the mood. Knowing when to be quiet on your own.”

Enough with the useless compliments. Just hurry up and explain those damn rules.

“—That’s the look in your eyes, right? All of you?”

Hmph. For a split second, my eyes met Choi Hansol’s, and I shuddered involuntarily. Pathetic. To think I’d be intimidated by someone like him.

Choi Hansol let out a short laugh and continued.

“It’s exactly as it sounds. Teams ranked 6th to 10th must drop one member.”

Choi Hansol shot his index finger up, and with a flash, a logo appeared on the screen above.

“Right here, in .”

Damn it. I’m not here to listen to these obvious explanations.

Anyone with half a brain could figure that much out.

“Why do we have to do this?”

Unable to hold back, I raised my voice.

Fine. If they’re going to kick us out of the program like this, I needed a reason I could accept.

“‘Why?’ you ask?”

Choi Hansol fixed his gaze on me, looking like he was having the time of his life.

His eyes were completely different from before, as if he was staring at a foolish creature.

“To think such a question would come from the 10th place team. How pitiful. The reason is, of course…”

He stretched his arms wide and hugged his team as if to gather them all up.

“Because you didn’t do well. On stage.”

That’s their reason?

“Then if we do well on the final stage…!”

“Ten people!!”

Choi Hansol cut me off, shouting at the top of his lungs.

“Ten people is honestly way too many. Especially for a ragtag group like you all.”

Between Choi Hansol’s hands appeared a paper chain of connected people.

Exactly ten figures.

“For the five lowest-ranked teams, especially, we’re giving you another chance.”

Raising his left hand high, Choi Hansol let the paper chain dangle down, then grabbed the figure at the very bottom with his other hand, crumpling it up.

“One out of ten.”

His hand moved up, grabbing the second-from-bottom figure as well.

“Or maybe two, or even three. Who knows.”

The crumpled figures made a pitiful rustling sound.

“There’s bound to be someone holding the team back. The reasons may vary.”

Choi Hansol opened his tightly clenched fist, pulling out one figure.

“One of those.”

With a flick, the figure that hadn’t escaped his fist dropped away.

“We’re giving you the chance to exclude them—legally.”

The torn paper figure lingered in his hand for a moment, then, with a dramatic flourish, he sent it fluttering down to the floor.

“If you don’t call this a benefit, what else could you call it?”

The room fell silent once again.

A tense atmosphere spread among the lower-ranked teams as they began to eye each other warily.

“Uh… um…”

And our team was no different.

“What… what are you looking at!!”

“I wasn’t looking…”

Yoo Taewoo’s gaze swept over the team without much meaning, but Min Gan-jil flinched and snapped back.

Now’s not the time for you to be so sensitive. I’m the one who needs to figure out how to get us through this.

“Looks like everyone’s on board.”

Says who.

I still hadn’t accepted any of this. If that’s how it is, why not just start with nine people from the beginning?

But that was just my opinion.

“How will the selection work?”

The leader of the 9th place team asked Choi Hansol.

So they’re just accepting this? This system? How are we supposed to know if the one getting dropped did badly on purpose or just couldn’t help it?

Choi Hansol beamed as if he was delighted.

“Of course, after my perfect explanation, I knew you’d all understand. The selection method is simple!”

He snapped his fingers, and the image on the screen began to change.

“There are two ways!”

[Team Member Vote]

[Leader’s Authority]

Neither option was easy.

“Each team leader will choose one of the two methods. That’s how it’ll proceed!”

Choi Hansol’s voice grew even more animated.

“For the team member vote, just as it sounds, all team members will vote for one person. …Let’s call that person the ‘departing member’ from now on!”

Choi Hansol grinned, clearly pleased with his own naming sense.

“Each team member gets one vote, and the team leader gets two votes. The person with the most votes becomes the ‘departing member’ and leaves Be the IDOL!”

With a flourish, he pointed his finger again.

“At this time, the team leader can nominate one person to save from being chosen as the departing member.”

Choi Hansol suddenly lowered his voice and shrugged.

“But, if you do, you lose your voting rights, and the person with the next highest votes becomes the departing member. You still end up with only nine left.”

He grinned again, as if daring us to try thinking outside the box.

“And the leader’s authority. This method is very simple.”

Choi Hansol spun in place, tapped his foot on the floor, and pointed straight at me.

“In this case, the team leader selects the one member to be the departing member.”

Yeah, that was definitely simple.

‘So I have to decide—do we all share the blame, or does one person take the fall and everyone else is spared?’

Every single leader would obviously choose the first option. That was the sensible thing to do.

Plus, with the [Team Member Vote] option, there was even a chance for someone to play the savior and gain sympathy… There was nothing to lose…

‘But is that really right…?’

I couldn’t quite convince myself it was the right answer.

How could I be sure of anything in a situation like this…

“Now then!”

Choi Hansol’s voice crashed through my wall of thoughts.

“Team leaders from 6th to 10th place, please come to the front!”

Unhappy as I was, I stepped forward.

The staff hurried over and handed each of the leaders a console.

“Buttons…”

There were two glaringly obvious buttons—one red, one blue—demanding a binary choice.

“Alright! I won’t give you much time. There’s no reason to drag this out!”

He spoke as if the answer was already decided.

“If you want [Team Member Vote], press the red button! If you want [Leader’s Authority], press the blue button! And now, five!!”

Four, three, two, one.

The numbers quickly counted down.

“Let’s reveal the leaders’ choices!”

I had to make my decision.

*****

After the filming ended, we returned to our team’s practice room.

“Ugh, I’m exhausted…! Here, everyone, drink this! I don’t know what it is, but people from the other teams said it tastes good.”

I had just come back, my arms full of some unfamiliar coconut drink that was obviously a PPL.

“Ah… yeah. Thanks.”

Everyone was silent, but Jo Seha replied in an unusually calm voice.

It was only natural, given the interim evaluation results—even the ever-upbeat Jo Seha couldn’t keep their spirits up.

Red button, blue button. The choice had been over in a flash.

‘Ho… There’s someone who made an unusual choice. How interesting.’

Choi Hansol made a remark like that and carried on smoothly.

‘Since it’s such an important decision, wouldn’t the judges’ feedback be helpful? We’ll proceed with the departing member selection after the judges’ evaluation!’

Quick and ruthless. That was how things were moving.

Our turn came, and the judges began to speak.

‘First… about the highlight section in the middle? Focusing the team’s energy there was a good call. It had impact.’

Of course. That was my idea. With our lacking skills, the best way to show our charm was to focus everything on that section.

The problem was what came next.

‘But unfortunately… everything except those thirty seconds was disappointing.’

The criticism was relentless.

‘Park Minkwon, contestant?’

‘Yes.’

Park Minkwon, whose name was called for the first time, answered in a dejected voice.

‘I think you know you’re the biggest problem right now.’

A blunt, heavy blow.

‘Yes…’

‘You need to work harder so you don’t drag the team down.’

The other members got a bit of criticism too, but nothing compared to that.

The other judges’ opinions were much the same.

‘For the  team, overall, you still need more practice… I’m most worried about Park Minkwon. You got confused in the middle of the choreography, right?’

Park Minkwon’s face turned bright red, unable to answer.

Only the judge who’d worn a gentle expression all along had a slightly different take.

“With contestants of similar ability, I think you put together a decent stage. But what concerns me is… Kim Haram, contestant?”

Yes!

My name being called was unexpected, and the team’s eyes all turned to me.

“I don’t think being good alone is the answer. Right now, Kim Haram stands out too much in this team. You’re too prominent, and I think you’re actually overshadowing the other contestants… That’s something you should consider.”

I couldn’t exactly say, ‘What’s wrong with being good at what I do?’

“I hope you pay more attention and show us an even better performance in three days.”

That was the best way to wrap things up.

Still, after hearing the overall feedback, I felt relieved that my choice hadn’t been too far off.

‘Then, teams ranked 6th through 10th, please proceed with the departing member selection according to your chosen method!’

Most teams hurried over to the special voting booth set up behind the stage.

Our group’s steps felt especially light. And for good reason.

‘I’ll be back.’

Having pressed the blue button, I had to head backstage alone.

‘Yeah…! Good luck!’

Jo Seha saw me off with a worried look.

When I glanced at Park Minkwon’s face as I passed, all the redness from before had drained away, leaving only a pale expression.

When Park Minkwon saw me heading backstage, his head dropped even lower.

What, already…?

“Uh… Haram…”

Jo Seha’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts again. I really do seem to be lost in thought a lot lately.

“Yeah?”

“What… what should we do from now on…?”

“Uh… well, I guess we’ll have to think about that now?”

Right then.

Crash—!

A chair clattered to the floor, and everyone’s eyes snapped to Park Minkwon, who had suddenly shot to his feet.

“…What are you doing, Minkwon? Are you still sulking over the judges’ comments?”

Honestly—so timid. I tried to lighten the mood on purpose.

But Park Minkwon, looking like he’d made up his mind, strode straight toward me.

“Hey, if you’ve got something to say, could you say it over th—”

“You crazy bastard!!”

Thud—!

Park Minkwon grabbed me by the collar and slammed me against the wall.

“Urgh…!”

I didn’t even have time to say it hurt.

Smack—!

His fist crashed into my face, and I crumpled to the floor.

“Haram!!”

Jo Seha and Yoo Taewoo rushed over, grabbing onto Park Minkwon as he tried to climb on top of me.

“You crazy bastard… You insane bastard!!!”

Park Minkwon was sobbing, struggling to break free from Jo Seha’s grip.

Why are you the one crying? I’m the one who got hit.

“Sigh—”


A small sigh filled the room.

Did I make the right choice?

‘The departing member from here is me. Kim Haram.’

No regrets.



 
  
    Chapter 38: I’ll Trust You






“Crazy bastard….. Why did you do it!! Why did you do that!!!”

It seemed Park Minkwon had given up on crushing me, but he still wouldn’t stop wailing.

“Why is it you and not me!!!”

With the loudest shout yet, Park Minkwon’s body seemed to melt away.

Jo Seha and Yu Taewoo, who had been holding his arms from either side, put on somber faces for a moment, then looked at me.

Honestly, it was as if they didn’t quite understand what was going on either.

“…Keep it down. The other team will hear everything.”

The ‘eliminated member’ chosen by this vote was kept strictly confidential, even within the teams.

The idea was to conceal any changes in team lineup as much as possible… and pull off a twist in the final performance.

Not that it would really go unnoticed anyway. But for our team, the more we hid, the better.

“There’s nothing good about people finding out that it’s me who got cut, not someone else.”

I didn’t want to look any more ridiculous than this.

Who wants to kill our team’s spirit?

“Whew…”

I straightened up from my slumped, messy posture.

I should… explain, right?

“Everyone, come sit over here.”

The team members slowly gathered around, forming a circle with Park Minkwon and me at either end.

Looking at them gathered like this, I felt a strange warmth. Had I grown attached in that time?

Still, I had to say what needed to be said.

“Our evaluation was the worst.”

Everyone hung their heads in silence.

Hyun-seok Son finally managed to speak.

“…We tried our best, but it just didn’t work out.”

Thanks. Even that little opening made it much easier for me to lead the conversation.

“Why do you think it didn’t work out?”

“…Well…”

Hyun-seok Son’s gaze flickered briefly to Park Minkwon, then quickly dropped away.

“…No, it’s because we couldn’t keep up with Haram hyung’s skill.”

I couldn’t help but smile at Hyun-seok Son’s honest answer, calling me hyung as he’d started doing lately.

I liked how he tried not to blame others.

But—

“I heard it.”

“Huh?”

All the team members who’d been staring at the floor suddenly looked up at me.

It was a sign they were ready to listen. I looked at each of them and spoke.

“The problem is that I’m standing somewhere you all can’t reach.”

Yes, this was our team’s problem.

Really. Not out of arrogance or pride.

“…What are you talking about?”

When I paused, Jo Seha couldn’t help but jump in.

“You’re saying we couldn’t keep up? Do you know how hard we…!”

“What do you feel when you’re on stage?”

It was an out-of-the-blue question. But—

“When I get on stage… I enter a certain state of mind.”

I’d felt it again during this mid-evaluation. That green vision I’d fallen into in front of Choi Hansol during the program’s audition.

Something like that.

“I can only hear the song, only feel myself, as if I’m the only one on stage.”

Of course,

[Acquired trait,  activated!]

[Acquired trait,  activated!]

[The vision unfolds!]

[Acquired trait, ‘Otaku’s Jackpot’ is weak, vision deployment rate decreases!]

I wasn’t in perfect shape, so I couldn’t show what I did in the audition.

But that let me realize something.

“When I’m in that state, I can’t take care of you guys.”

Those 30 seconds. In every part except the highlight, my teammates kept intruding into my vision.

At the time, I was confused and flustered.

Are you still stuck there?

Are you still not catching up?

“But… we got praised for the part we practiced the most!”

Yeah, the 30 seconds we practiced like crazy were at least okay.

But—

“This is a team battle. I can’t win if I stand out alone.”

“If Haram hyung wanted to go solo, it’d be easier for you, right?”

Kim Sangkyun, who’d been silent, spoke up as if he’d made a decision.

He could be serious and sharp like this sometimes.

“Well… there is that easier, more personal way.”

Right. Even in a 10th-place team, someone can pass. But—

“But that’s not really my style.”

I refused, plain and simple.

“I like seeing hardworking people succeed.”

It was just my personal preference.

“Still, for that reason…!”

“I—!”

I cut off Jo Seha, who tried to object.

We don’t have time to keep going in circles like this.

“I watched almost all of our team’s practice over the past week.”

That was, in fact, basically all we’d done this past week.

“So here’s my conclusion. You all worked hard. I don’t want you to suffer because of me.”

I looked at each person, starting from the left.

“Jo Seha. Your left ankle’s messed up, right? You’re taking painkillers to keep going.”

“Uh…”

He was one of the few who could handle the dance portion. That meant the burden was heavier for him.

“Taewoo hyung, you’re pushing yourself with vocal practice you’ll never get again in your life, so you can’t even complain honestly.”

“……”

Even though his main position was dance, Yu Taewoo was struggling as a vocalist.

“Hyunseok, I saw you crying in the practice room the night before last.”

“Hic…!”

‘It’s too hard… What’s even left after all this…? Why do I have to go this far…?’

That was the day I’d been harsh to Hyunseok, who was ranked F.

There are days like that. Days when all you get is criticism. For Hyunseok, that was that day. Both in the team and in position training.

“Kim Sangkyun, you worked hard comforting him.”

There’s nothing more precious than a friend who consoles you on a day like that.

“Hey, don’t cry… It’s okay… You’re doing well…”

Of course…

“Hey… *hic!* Don’t cry… sniff! Why are you crying…”

“Why are you crying…”

“You’re the one crying…”

“It was unexpected to see you crying along too.”

“Sniff…!”

As expected of friends. Even their flustered noises were the same.

“Yucheol and Chantae, thanks for keeping up.”

They were the F and D grades who silently met their practice quotas every day.

“And… Park Jaechan, Kim Byeongchan.”

Finally, the two who always glared at me heard their names.

As if they’d been waiting for their turn, both fixed their eyes on me at once.

“You two… thanks for trusting me.”

“Trust… what…?”

The two who’d spread the rumors they heard from Park Minkwon. But the rumors didn’t spread beyond what the team and Seo Chanul already knew.

“I think I’ve told everything to our team… and you two kept your mouths shut with outsiders, right?”

“Uh… that…”

The two couldn’t hide their embarrassment.

“It’s fine. You know I don’t care about that rumor.”

“Still…”

As the mood lightened a bit, Jeong Yucheol poked Park Jaechan in the side.

“Still what?”

“Hey…! You didn’t believe it at first either!”

“Who would believe that?”

My gaze naturally drifted to the last one, still out of place in the mood.

The last one left.

“Park Minkwon.”

The mood instantly froze.

If the whole team knew my rumor, then what Park Minkwon had done must be known too.

Maybe that’s why he seemed even more isolated lately.

“You’re the hardest for me to understand.”

“…I never asked you to.”

Park Minkwon still looked at me with cold eyes, as if he still resented me for being the eliminated one.

“You said you’d get me eliminated, then get yourself eliminated too.”

I recalled what Park Minkwon had said before.

“But really, is that true?”

From what I saw, you weren’t like that at all.

“You said you’d spread rumors, but you didn’t.”

Did you really want me to be eliminated?

“You said you’d get eliminated too, but you practiced with me every night till dawn.”

Or did you want to be eliminated yourself?

Neither makes sense, not when you pushed through grueling practice till you almost puked.

“I kept thinking about it. And seeing you just now, I finally get it.”

Seeing you sincerely furious at my choice that saved you, I realized.

You’re just—

“You’re just really, really bad at this kind of thing.”

The kind of guy who punches someone in the face to show he’s upset.

I rubbed the spot he hit, feigning nonchalance.

“Ow, that stings.”

I stood up and walked a few steps to stand in front of Park Minkwon.

“Hey.”

All you, with no sense for this stuff, could do was glare at me with teary eyes.

“It’s okay.”

As his pupils widened,

Pop—

A system window popped up.

[

> Name: Park Minkwon

> Age: 20

> Role: Be The Doll contestant (Rank 91)

……. ]

Now, I think I finally understand Park Minkwon a little.

So I can tell you. It’s okay.

“Everyone’s like that.”

[> Traits:

– Ordinary Failure (Normal, Active)

……. ]

Everyone fails sometimes. It’s normal.

[- Petty Jealousy (Normal, Active)

……. ]

Everyone lives with envy of others.

[- Self-Defense Mechanism (Normal, Active)

View detailed stats and info (Open)]

So let’s try to protect ourselves a little more kindly.

“I… I…”

Park Minkwon’s head, which had barely been held up, sank back down.

“I… I always fail…”

‘Did Minkwon hyung fail another audition? Geez, that guy… What’s the point of practicing till dawn every day?’

“I’ve never… been better than anyone else…”

‘Honestly, isn’t he just bad? Seems totally talentless. Why not just quit?’

“No one’s ever trusted me…”

‘Minkwon, Dad talked to your trainer… They said you’re probably…’

“So…”

“Minkwon.”

I cupped Park Minkwon’s face in my hands and lifted it.

“I know now. That’s why I’m telling you this.”

My palms were instantly soaked with his streaming tears.

“I’ll trust you. Do well. For the final evaluation.”

As soon as I said it, Park Minkwon’s face crumpled even more.

“I… I… I’m sorry… I’m sorry… Kim Haram…”

He buried his face in my hands.

“I’m sorry… Don’t get eliminated… I’m sorry…”

It’s fine, you idiot. I’m already eliminated.

Still, seeing Park Minkwon like this—

[New trait of character ‘Park Minkwon’ has blossomed!]

—I started to truly believe in him, even just a little.

—

“Everyone got their outfits on, right?”

A familiar place, a familiar line.

“Seha hyung isn’t here!!”

“Again?!”

A familiar situation.

Three days had flown by, and it was already the day of the final evaluation.

“Hyunseok! Go look for him! Taewoo hyung needs to save his energy!”

“You!”

“It’s not… that bad…”

Yu Taewoo, who had gone from being the oldest to the ‘old man’ of the team, protested sluggishly.

No one listened.

“Jaechan, Byeongchan, you didn’t spread the rumor, right?!”

I was asking if they’d blabbed to other teams that I was the eliminated one.

The two instantly protested.

“We don’t do that anymore!”

“Really? Seo Chanul from the next team seemed suspicious, though?”

“Huh?”

Park Jaechan and Kim Byeongchan glared at each other.

“Did you say something?”

“It had to be you. You’re always gushing about how cool Seo Chanul is.”

“What do you mean, gushing? Want to fight?”

“Bring it on.”

Hmm. Another peaceful day. At least they don’t seem nervous, thank goodness.

“Hyung! Hyunseok isn’t back yet!”

“Then Sangkyun, you go look for him this time.”

“Yes!”

It was so peaceful, it was almost worrying.

Park Minkwon came over to me and asked,

“Isn’t everyone too relaxed?”

That same blank face from when we first met.

“Well, I believe in them.”

The impression from the first meeting didn’t last, as a faintly disappointed look crossed Park Minkwon’s face.

“You trust anyone. Even now?”

“What’s with you? Trust yourself too. You’ll do well today, right?”

I added another jab for the Minkwon who just snorted.

“Oh, and by the way. No matter how well you do here, I’ll grit my teeth and make sure you get eliminated. Got it?”

“I know.”

Park Minkwon gave a sly smile.

No matter how hard he tried, I couldn’t forgive him for trying to buy his debut with money.

“I’m only going this far.”

“Huh? What was that?”

I’d been lost in thought and didn’t catch what Park Minkwon said.

“What did you say?”

“…Nothing.”

Just as I was about to press further—

“Hyunseok’s back!”

“Seha hyung’s back!”

“Haram, I’m here!”

The noisy trio returned to the waiting room.


What were you guys doing?

“…I’ll do my best.”

For once, Park Minkwon—

Showed a natural smile.



 
  EPUB/cover.webp


EPUB/cover.xhtml
[image: Cover Image]
  

EPUB/nav.xhtml

    
      Top Idol, Debuts Once Again


      
        		
          Chapter 1: Cliché
        


        		
          Chapter 2: Top Idol, Kim Haram
        


        		
          Chapter 3: Why It Was Left to Me
        


        		
          Chapter 4: The Reason He Entrusted Me
        


        		
          Chapter 5: Business Proposal
        


        		
          Chapter 6: Business Proposal
        


        		
          Chapter 7: The Problem Was Me Part 1
        


        		
          Chapter 7: The Problem Was Me Part 2
        


        		
          Chapter 8: The Enemy Is Close
        


        		
          Chapter 9: The Enemy Is Close
        


        		
          Chapter 10: Be the IDOL
        


        		
          Chapter 11: How to Use Me
        


        		
          Chapter 12: A Bit Too Effective
        


        		
          Chapter 13: Grasping the Situation
        


        		
          Chapter 14: A Reason I Really Like
        


        		
          Chapter 15: What an Ideal Performance Looks Like (1)
        


        		
          Chapter 16: What an Ideal Competition Looks Like
        


        		
          Episode 17. A Slave? Know Your Place
        


        		
          Chapter 18: That Bastard’s Circumstances
        


        		
          Chapter 19: My Circumstances
        


        		
          Chapter 20: A Brief Moment of Normalcy
        


        		
          Chapter 21: I Told You I Hit the Jackpot.
        


        		
          Chapter 22: The Finals Begin
        


        		
          Chapter 23: The First Ranking Announcement
        


        		
          Chapter 24: What I Expected, What I Didn’t
        


        		
          Chapter 25: Nerf
        


        		
          Chapter 26: Why Do You Keep Clinging?
        


        		
          Chapter 27: Rumors
        


        		
          Chapter 28: Rumors
        


        		
          Chapter 29: Obsession
        


        		
          Chapter 30: Loss of Motivation- Part 1
        


        		
          Chapter 31: Loss of Motivation- Part 2
        


        		
          Chapter 32: Loss of Motivation-Part 3
        


        		
          Chapter 33:The Proper Way
        


        		
          Chapter 34: You Come Along Too
        


        		
          Chapter 35: Midterm Evaluation-Part 1
        


        		
          Chapter 36: Midterm Evaluation
        


        		
          Chapter 37: Someone Has to Get Off
        


        		
          Chapter 38: I’ll Trust You
        


      


    
  

EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch1_0_0.webp


