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Chapter 1

A certain courtroom.

Unlike the usual courtrooms that favor wood interiors, this one was filled with fog on all sides.

It was an unrealistic space, as though one had entered inside a cloud.

In that space, ten jurors and a giant sat around a single man.

A juror with an unbelievably bushy beard opened his mouth.

“Lee Min Ki, 32 years old, occupation: actor. Died after falling backwards while going down the stairs.”

The juror flipped through the papers in his hand, continuing.

“He suffered a brain hemorrhage after his head was smashed in front of an apartment building. He could have survived if he had been rescued quickly, but no one was around. He was left unattended for a whole hour.”

“Unlucky.”

“Yes, you could say he was unlucky. Even after being transferred to the hospital, if he had received immediate emergency treatment, there might have been hope. But unfortunately, on that same day, there were too many emergency patients.”

“No available doctors?”

“They were hospitalized due to overwork.”

The man’s life continued to be discussed by the jurors.

“At 11 years old, in the 4th grade, he fell backward and broke his nose.”

“Unlucky.”

“At 12, he nearly choked to death while eating rice cake soup at school lunch. Fortunately, his homeroom teacher knew the Heimlich maneuver and saved him.”

“Should we call that lucky?”

“In the process, his ribs were broken, and he had to go to the emergency room. Then, at 13, he sprained his ankle the day before the school play.”

“When he ordered delivery food, half the time the delivery guy forgot something.”


From the age of one until his death at 32, the story of his life was detailed.

And through it all, there was one common theme.

“Unlucky.”

Quite literally, unlucky.

The man’s life had been marked by terrible luck.

“At 22, he could have been exempt from military service due to a heart condition, but he enlisted without knowing.”

“Unlucky.”

“At 24, he bought a used motorcycle, his first vehicle, but it was stolen by some local middle school students.”

In every aspect, bad luck.

That was the story of Lee Min Ki’s life.

Since childhood, luck had never been on his side, no matter what he did.

As the saying goes, life is 70% luck, 30% effort.

But in his case, not even 10% of that luck seemed to exist.

“At 25, he made up his mind to become an actor. But every audition ended in rejection. He only got minor roles, the studios went bankrupt, and even after barely signing with an agency… he got scammed.”

Luck.

He had none.

And yet, despite knowing how much luck mattered in acting, he still dared to challenge it, only to suffer even more.

It went far beyond the usual bad luck, like breaking your nose after a fall.

His misfortune was so extreme that it wouldn’t have been strange if he’d died from a nosebleed caused by picking his nose.

You could call him a human glass cannon, fragile beyond belief.


That was who Lee Min Ki was.

“This is really… Huh, it’s a rare case indeed. It’s surprising he even made it past 30.”

In the end, even the jurors, who had seen all kinds of cases, clicked their tongues.

“I’ve been serving as a juror in the Court of the Dead for 692 years, and I’ve never seen such a tragic life.”

That’s right.

This trial was to review the life of the deceased.

It was a place to judge a person’s life before death and decide what kind of life to grant them in the next.

At the age of 32, having lost his life, Lee Min Ki stood in this place.

“This is strange. It’s very strange. I can’t say anything but that. How can one person’s luck be so bad? There must be some error somewhere.”

“I agree. I request a complete review of the defendant’s life.”

“I agree.”

“I agree.”

Starting with the bearded juror, the other jurors followed suit like dominos.

And finally…

“Silence.”

The judge spoke.

A judge who seemed to stand at least three meters tall, with a face as fierce as a demon and skin as red as ginseng.

His words were as grand as his size, and at his command, the previously chatty jurors fell silent.

The judge, satisfied, stroked his beard and spoke.

“Before the jurors made their claim, we submitted a request for review to the higher-ups, and the results of the detailed examination have come in. The cause is this.”


He opened his mouth.

“He was not granted any luck.”

“……”

The shocking conclusion flowed from the judge’s lips.

He had no luck.

Nothing else, just no luck, and that’s why his life had been so miserable.

It was a statement that felt almost irresponsible.

But the expressions of the jurors were deadly serious.

“How can this be?”

“I had a feeling.”

“To think such an error occurred.”

The judge continued.

“Every person is born with their share of luck based on their past life’s deeds. However, in this process, an error occurred, and the defendant’s luck was transferred to someone else.”

The judge picked up a remote control and pressed it toward the wall.

Then, the life of a handsome man began to unfold like a panorama.

[Every answer was correct.]

[I won the lottery? Really?]

[The real estate value tripled!]

[The land my parents left me was designated as a redevelopment area.]

[You liked me too?]

This man’s life, unlike Lee Min Ki’s, was blessed with luck in everything he did.

More than just being fortunate, he seemed to be a literal embodiment of luck.

With every breath, money and connections flowed his way.

It was such an unbelievably lucky life that it made you wonder if someone like this could really exist.

“The defendant was a victim.”

“Hah, to think such a thing could happen.”

The jurors began murmuring.

In this court of the dead, where dignity was paramount, a major error had occurred, and one person had suffered a lifetime of nothing but pain.

It was something that should never have happened.

“As one person enjoyed twice the amount of luck, another person had none.”

Meanwhile, Lee Min Ki, who had been listening quietly, felt his anger bubbling inside.

‘So, all this time, I was just unlucky?’

* * *

Lee Min Ki, 32 years old, died after missing a step while going down the stairs.

He had always known he had bad luck.

‘But this is absurd.’

To think he had been destined to be unlucky from birth.

He had worked hard to stay positive throughout his life, putting in not just effort but even more effort.

In the acting world, bad luck was a deal-breaker.

To overcome it, he had poured twice as much time into practicing as others.

‘I didn’t want to be the kind of person who blamed bad luck when a project failed, so I practically lived in the practice room.’

How many times had he pushed himself beyond his limits?

How much had he analyzed, researched, and studied?

Yes, he had done all that.

But all his efforts had been in vain due to a lack of luck.

And to realize that only after dying.

‘I can’t accept this.’

Anger bubbled up inside him.

What infuriated him more was that he couldn’t say a single word here.

“……!! ……!!! …!!”

That was because he had no physical body at the moment.

He had only been granted the right to observe this trial as a third party, as a soul.

“What a pitiful affair.”

“How truly sad. So very sad!”

“Did you say he dreamed of being an actor? He must have suffered greatly. His life revolved entirely around acting.”

The jurors muttered as if his life were their own.

“His acting was excellent. He just didn’t have the right stage.”

Some of the jurors even teared up.

But all they did was murmur.

No real solution was forthcoming.

“We must compensate this poor soul.”

“Agreed. He deserves the right role.”

“We should help him spread his wings as an actor.”

“That’s impossible. This would undermine the very foundation of the Court of the Dead.”

“That man is right. We cannot make exceptions.”

“So, are you saying we should leave this innocent victim as he is? I ask for reconsideration.”

“The sacred rules must be upheld.”

“That old geezer.”

“What did you just say?”

“You heard me. I said it loud and clear on purpose.”

“…Hmph, this is why lowborn people don’t belong. They have no respect for hierarchy.”

“You’re talking about hierarchy because you have nothing else to show for yourself. That’s why people call you a boomer.”

“What did you say?”

And so, a petty argument began to spread in this once solemn courtroom.

The murmuring continued for some time.

Bang!

Bang!

A sound like a missile exploding echoed.

“Silence!”

The judge’s voice thundered.

It was a voice so massive that it sounded as though he was speaking through a megaphone.

The sheer force of his words was like a sonic attack, causing the jurors to cover their ears in unison.

Once the courtroom was quiet again.

“I will now pronounce judgment on the defendant.”

The red judge opened his mouth once more.

“How could anyone with such terrible luck have lived a proper life? Every defendant deserves a fair evaluation.”

The final verdict.

Everyone in the courtroom held their breath for a moment.

The judge’s heavy voice echoed through the courtroom.

“Thus, as compensation, the defendant will be granted a second life. He will be sent back seven years.”

He was to be given a chance to return.

At those words, Lee Min Ki trembled.

A wave of surprise spread among the jurors, but that wasn’t all.

“He must be compensated. Yes. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, they say.”

The judge tapped the arm of his chair with his finger, looking directly at Lee Min Ki’s soul before finally speaking.

“In this life, you will be granted the luck of many.”

“…!”

The judge was saying that not only would he be given the luck he had missed out on, but he would also be given additional luck.

“Pursue your dream of being an actor. Once you’ve healed from your wounds and met your second death, we’ll judge you again in the Court of the Dead.”

An incredible reward.

He was to be sent back to the past.

At that moment, Lee Min Ki, who had just become the lucky protagonist of his own life, was left in a state of stunned paralysis.

‘Wait, should I start by buying stocks? No, wait, this is the moment where I’m supposed to be angry.’

He was being sent back in time.

Wasn’t this compensation enough?

What greater reward could there be for an actor?

Even if the luck didn’t return, it would be fine.

From now on, he could just pick successful projects and companies.

‘Alright, for now, let’s accept this.’

As he allowed these thoughts to blossom in his mind.

“I refuse to accept this!”

An old-fashioned juror shouted, his voice stern.

It was the same juror who had been in a fierce argument with the lowborn juror earlier.

With wrinkles forming deeply on his face, he opened his mouth.

“What the judge has just said defies the sacred rules of this court…”

Just as he was about to add more protests.

“Shut it!”

The judge cut him off.

“How dare you, a young one, rebuke an elder’s words? Did you receive your education remotely?”

“…!”

“In my day, if someone older spoke, even if it sounded wrong, you’d bow your head, say ‘yes,’ and reflect on it dozens of times. But these days…”

The judge clicked his tongue for a long time.

Just as the protestors fell silent after being bombarded with these unexpected words.

The judge lowered his gavel—or rather, his hammer—and spoke again.

“With that, I declare Case No. 9159124541 of the Court of the Dead concluded.”

At that moment.

Lee Min Ki.

His soul crumbled into white ash.

And soon, swept away by a breeze, it floated off somewhere into the sky.

* * *

Early morning.

In a cramped studio apartment.

Beep!

Beep-beep-beep!

An alarm rang out.

“Hah!”

A man gasped for breath as he shot up from his bed.

He urgently sat up, patting himself all over as if he couldn’t believe it.

‘I-I’m alive.’

It was certain.

He was alive.

No, to be exact, it was more accurate to say he had been resurrected.

Having faced death and gone through that trial, he had been granted a second life as compensation for the error.

All those memories were crystal clear.

‘Wait, didn’t that red giant say he’d send me back seven years? Then right now…’

Lee Min Ki hastily grabbed his phone and checked today’s date.

A moment later.

His eyes widened as big as the full moon.

‘No way.’

He was 25.

The same age when he first decided to pursue acting.

But for Lee Min Ki, this situation was hard to believe.

[You have passed the first round of the audition screening.]
Top Star by Luck - Chapter 2

				
Chapter 2

‘This is insane.’

Cold sweat trickled down Min Ki’s forehead.

‘I passed the audition?’

Even though it said “passed,” it was only the first round of the document review.

As long as you applied and didn’t have any major disqualifications, it was normal to get through.

The real audition for actors only began from the second round.

So, it was absurd to even consider failing the document stage.

But if it involved Lee Min Ki, this was no laughing matter.

Because—

‘I definitely failed this audition before.’

That’s how it was originally.

[Sender: Daon Entertainment]

[Hello.

This is Daon Entertainment.

Congratulations on passing the first round of the open audition’s document review.

We will send additional information regarding the second round practical test soon.]

Daon Entertainment.

The company he had dreamed of.

However, in the past, he had failed miserably right from the document screening.


He didn’t know why.

He just assumed there was something lacking in himself and let it go.

‘Could this, too, have been due to luck?’

His head spun.

The truth of the matter was this:

[Oops, my hand slipped.]

Lee Min Ki’s application had properly been received by Daon Entertainment, and if things had gone smoothly, he should’ve passed.

But during the review process, his application was the only one that got lost due to a staff member’s mistake.

Because of that, not only had he failed, but his application hadn’t even made it to the evaluation stage.

Not knowing the truth, Min Ki had blamed his own abilities.

‘Unbelievable.’

Unconsciously, he shut his eyes tightly.

He had truly come back to the past.

All that stuff about the lion’s judgment and whatnot, it wasn’t just a dream.

At least, something had definitely changed.

That meant his next steps were clear.

‘Let’s try being an actor again.’

There was no other choice.

Min Ki opened his eyes wide and made up his mind.

Though there was still time left before the audition, he had things to do before that.


Today, he had to go to the acting academy.

‘Let’s be fully prepared before the audition.’

Min Ki recalled his schedule for the day as he got out of bed.

And the moment his feet touched the floor.

‘Ah, shoot.’

His eyebrows twitched as he remembered his second jinx.

His second jinx—stumbling the moment he got out of bed in the morning.

How many times had he twisted his ankle and missed auditions because of it?

But—

“…Huh?”

It didn’t happen.

He simply felt the gentle sensation of the wooden floor beneath his feet.

Nothing more, nothing less.

‘No way. Did my luck really improve?’

To be precise, it was almost too trivial to call this a stroke of luck.

Even though Min Ki felt lightheaded from disbelief, he calmly went about his morning routine.

And each time, he could only be shocked.

‘Did I just get the perfect shower temperature on the first try?’

It was a miracle.

‘There’s no frost in the fridge.’


Another miracle.

‘The zipper didn’t get stuck while I was dressing?’

Continuously.

One miracle after another, so unbelievable they could only be called miracles, kept happening.

Unthinkable events were now part of his everyday life.

Eventually, Min Ki had no choice but to acknowledge it.

The fact that luck had indeed come to him.

Thump. Thump.

His heart pounded wildly.

But Min Ki slapped his cheeks with both hands, making a loud noise, and muttered to himself.

“…Calm down, Lee Min Ki. Other people have been living like this all along. Don’t get excited over every little thing.”

He was overreacting.

It wasn’t that big of a deal yet.

The real test hadn’t even started.

Moreover, it was still too soon to relax.

‘Whenever I had a good day, bad luck always followed.’

It was something he had experienced his whole life.

Whenever a day seemed too good to be true, something bad would inevitably happen shortly after, like a rebound effect.

Whenever major misfortune struck in his life, it had always followed a streak of good luck.

On the day his motorcycle was stolen, he had found two pieces of kelp in the ramen packet he opened that morning.

‘Yeah, it’s too soon to be relieved.’

He couldn’t let his guard down until he passed the audition.

Min Ki pressed down on his pounding heart and prepared to go out.

***

On the way to the acting academy.

Min Ki made sure he was thoroughly prepared for any possible misfortune.

He wrapped himself up in thick clothing to prevent any chance of getting hurt, and he wore practical sneakers.

‘Well… the roads aren’t too congested.’

Maybe it was because he had left home early.

The road to Hapjeong, where the academy was located, seemed relatively clear.

Moreover, the 505 bus to the academy was listed as arriving in [2 minutes] at the bus stop he briefly passed.

This was also a rare miracle in his life.

It would have been fine to just take the bus, but that was an amateur’s move.

“Heh heh.”

Min Ki chose a different method.

“I’ll walk.”

He decided to walk with his own two legs.

As he tied his shoelaces tight, Min Ki mapped out the route to the audition venue in his head.

‘I left home early enough. I could walk for an hour. If I take the bus, there’s a chance I might get stuck in traffic.’

Traffic jams.

They were an all-too-common occurrence in his life.

Whether it was a traffic accident ahead, or the bus breaking down.

Somehow, he would always end up running late.

For him, the road was always blocked whenever he had something important to do.

‘I’d rather walk than face that again.’

Besides, there were advantages to walking.

It was good for loosening up a stiff body.

Though his body had reverted from thirty-two to twenty-five, it still felt unfamiliar in some ways.

Of course, he wasn’t just running mindlessly.

The trick was to be careful not to twist his ankle, just in case.

And one more thing.

‘Make sure my shoelaces don’t come undone.’

Shoelaces were fickle things, prone to come loose at any time.

If they did, that was the end.

Shoelaces were practically designed to trip you up when they came undone.

It might seem silly, but mishandling shoelaces could cost you your life.

In Min Ki’s world, shoelaces were that kind of threat.

‘Safety first.’

So power walking—just enough to stay safe—was his best option.

Even though he had planned for an hour, he arrived at his destination near Hapjeong Station in just 40 minutes.

‘I guess I feel lighter now that I’m back in my younger body. I should try running more often from now on.’

Beads of refreshing sweat trickled down his forehead.

His body felt nicely warmed up, and he felt ready to dive into acting right away.

‘Wait a minute.’

Just as he was about to enter the academy, a convenience store on the first floor caught his eye.

He often stopped there for a quick meal.

When pressed for time, he even used to make do with just a single yōkan.

But this time, it wasn’t the food that caught his attention.

[Instant Lottery: Power Lotto]

[Become the lucky winner in just 3 seconds!]

[Top prize: 100 million won]

It was the instant lottery ticket.

That immediately drew Min Ki’s gaze.

‘They said my luck has improved, right?’

He had seen the man who had taken his luck during the lion’s judgment.

The man had even won the lottery.

If that kind of luck was now part of Min Ki’s life, what would happen?

‘I might win the lottery too.’

Gulp.

Min Ki swallowed his saliva briefly and went into the convenience store.

“One lottery ticket, please.”

“Which one would you like?”

“That one… Power Lotto. The instant one.”

“Sure, that’ll be 1,000 won.”

Min Ki handed over 1,000 won for the lottery ticket.

A moment of brief tension passed.

Rip.

A look of disbelief flickered across Min Ki’s face.

‘5,000 won?’

He had won.

It was 5,000 won—an awkward amount.

It was too small to be genuinely excited about, but also not insignificant.

In strict terms, it was just pocket change.

But to Min Ki, this win felt different.

‘Unbelievable.’

He was literally astonished.

Why? Because he had never won a lottery ticket in his life.

This was a man who, even when he tripped forward, somehow hit his head on the back.

And now, he had won the lottery.

A thrill he had never experienced in his life tingled down his spine.

For a moment, he basked in the exhilaration.

“One more, please.”

“Which one?”

“That same one. The Power Lotto.”

“Sure, that’ll be 1,000 won.”

Driven by the rising tide of greed, Min Ki grabbed another lottery ticket and scratched it.

Who knew?

He had already won 5,000 won; maybe next he could win 100,000 won, if not the top prize.

And then—

‘50,000 won this time?’

The amount increased.

He felt a bit dumbfounded.

He had won twice in a row.

This time it was a bigger amount, so his luck was certainly on a roll.

According to the odds on the back of the lottery ticket, the chances of winning were 1 in 40 and 1 in 500, respectively.

Winning two tickets in a row meant his odds had been 1 in 20,000—a staggering stroke of good luck.

But something felt off.

The man from the trial had won much more.

‘It’s not over yet.’

With a glint in his eyes, Min Ki spoke up again.

“Three more, please.”

“Sure.”

The store clerk glanced at him, with a faint look of pity in their eyes.

But that didn’t matter.

Min Ki’s focus was entirely on the three new lottery tickets in his hand.

In a rush of anticipation, he scratched them all at once.

But—

‘What the hell is this?’

All three were duds.

“…”

The amount dropped.

Had his luck run out?

Min Ki stood there, holding the losing tickets, feeling a small wave of disappointment.

‘Should I try again?’

Greed reared its head inside him.

But after a brief five-second contemplation, Min Ki shook his head and put the tickets down.

‘No, there’s no point in being greedy.’

He had already confirmed that his luck had improved significantly.

That was enough.

His goal wasn’t to win a fortune but to succeed as an actor.

There was no need to get too hung up on money.

In fact, he even felt a slight unease, worried that focusing too much on this might cause him to lose sight of his true goal.

‘There’s no reason luck has to be all about money, right?’

He had passed Daon Entertainment’s first-round audition, something he originally wouldn’t have.

It was an opportunity money couldn’t buy.

Yeah, this was good enough.

There was no need to rely too much on luck.

“Hoo.”

He let out a short sigh.

With it, Min Ki shook off his lingering desire and asked,

“Where can I exchange this?”

“Oh, did you win? Let’s see.”

The clerk, who had been looking at Min Ki with some disdain, was suddenly surprised.

“…You won two in a row?”

They muttered in an amazed voice.

“Wow, you’re really lucky. What are the odds?”

“Where do I exchange this?”

“Oh, I can give it to you here. For amounts under 100,000 won, we can issue it right at the store.”

Min Ki enjoyed his small windfall and left the convenience store.

He needed to hurry to the acting academy.

 

Jam Acting School, a famous acting academy in Hapjeong.

Every year, it produced several actors who went on to join prestigious entertainment companies.

One of the academy’s features was hiring many active professionals from the industry.

As such, tuition wasn’t cheap.

Perhaps the 24-hour access to practice rooms was a consolation.

The first thing Min Ki did after arriving at the academy was check to see if anyone was around.

‘Good, no one’s here.’

Was it because he had come early?

The academy’s practice rooms were empty.

He was the first to arrive.

As always.

He was always the first to show up.

It was a small thing, but it was something Min Ki took great pride in.

‘I might not have luck, but no one can beat me when it comes to hard work.’

With that mindset, he had dedicated himself to practice all this time.

Feeling his heart race as he stepped onto the polished floor of the practice room, Min Ki realized how long it had been since he had really acted.

Alright, let’s give it everything I’ve got.

“Ah, ah.”

For Daon Entertainment’s audition, he had already decided on the scene he would perform seven years ago.

“Ah, uh, mami-memo, mami-memo.”

He loosened his voice with vocal exercises he had done tens of thousands of times.

After warming up his throat, Min Ki turned to the mirror and shouted in a deep, powerful voice.

“You damn bastard!”

And so, Min Ki became fully immersed in his acting.

What he didn’t know was one thing.

‘That student… he’s really dedicated.’

By pure coincidence—

There was someone watching his performance from outside.
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He had been deeply immersed in acting for quite some time.

“Phew.”

As he drank from a water bottle, the fatigue washed away, leaving him refreshed.

Sweating for the first time in a while felt good.

No, saying it felt “good” wasn’t nearly enough—it was almost euphoric.

Min Ki sat on the floor, gazing at the ceiling, lost in thought.

‘How long has it been since I’ve focused this much?’

Even he was surprised.

All he had done was practice in the rehearsal room, acting alone in front of a mirror, yet he had fallen into an incredible level of immersion.

How could he describe it?

His entire body felt like it was responding perfectly to his commands.

‘No stumbling, no muscle cramps, no choking, no glaring sunlight, no sneezing.’

Everything had gone so smoothly.

As he sat there grinning to himself, a sudden thought crossed his mind.

‘…Could this also be because of luck?’

Surely this wasn’t how things usually went for everyone.

‘Was I always so distracted by the thought of twisting my ankle that my concentration was scattered?’

If so, this was too much.

Applying luck even to acting? Different results despite the same effort?


It was almost unbearable to believe, and he shuddered at the thought.

“You’re working hard from the morning, huh.”

“…!”

Someone spoke to him from behind.

‘Who’s that?’

Startled, Min Ki quickly stood up.

There stood a man with a cap pulled low over his face.

The man smiled and said,

“Are you a student here? What’s your name?”

“I’m Lee Min Ki. I’m in the audition class, but how long have you been…?”

“Since a while ago.”

“Oh.”

Suddenly, his face felt hot.

There had been no one around, and he had been performing all sorts of strange acting with enthusiasm, unaware that someone had been watching the whole time.

As an actor, he should get used to this sort of thing, but it was still embarrassing.

“You were really focused on your acting.”

The man chuckled and said,

“By the way, it’s rare to see a student with such good acting skills.”

Min Ki was surprised and quickly asked,

“You think my acting is good?”


“Yes, it’s excellent.”

As if he didn’t understand the question, the man responded with a confused look.

“Your vocal tone is well-controlled, your diction is clear, and your expressions are natural without being overdone. It’s clean, with no bad habits. I can tell you’ve practiced a lot.”

“…”

“And most importantly, your hand movements are very detailed, Min Ki.”

He lightly moved his fingers as he spoke.

“Acting ability often shows in the hands. People who are inexperienced usually have awkward hand movements. But your hand gestures were excellent, a sign of good observation.”

The compliments kept coming.

These were unusually generous praises he wasn’t used to hearing.

But despite the kind words, Min Ki felt somewhat awkward.

‘I’m happy to hear compliments, but should I really be glad about this?’

Although he was still relatively unknown, he had worked professionally for several years.

Getting praised at an acting academy, as if he were just a student, didn’t feel like something to celebrate.

How should he describe it?

It was like a university math major being praised for solving a simple quadratic equation.

More than that—

‘Who is this guy?’

He didn’t recognize the man at all.

Despite attending the academy for a long time, he had never seen this face before.

Judging by the way he evaluated Min Ki’s acting so easily, he must be someone important.


“Thank you. But, are you from the academy?”

He asked, wondering if this person had some affiliation with the academy.

“Oh, I got too caught up in talking about myself. Hold on a second.”

The man fumbled through his inner pocket and handed Min Ki a business card.

The name on the card was shocking.

[JC E&M]

[Acting Director and Exclusive Trainer]

[Kim Ah Sung]

A trainer.

And not just any trainer—an exclusive trainer for a major agency.

“…”

Holding the business card, Min Ki felt his mind go blank.

‘He’s a pro.’

There had been a certain air about him.

Anyone who had worked in the industry for a long time had that kind of aura.

Confident and distinct, he stood out.

So, Min Ki had guessed he might be a professional.

But he hadn’t expected this.

‘From JC?’

JC was one of the top five agencies in Korea’s entertainment industry.

And an exclusive trainer from there had come to the academy, watched his acting from the morning, and given him feedback.

This was not the kind of person you’d expect to see in such an academy.

For someone like Min Ki, who had spent his previous life in minor roles, it would have been intimidating to even speak to someone of this caliber.

‘Why is someone like this here?’

As his curiosity piqued, Kim Ah Sung continued speaking.

“I was asked by the director of the academy to give a special lecture. But I had some free time today, so I came early. I ended up watching your practice, Min Ki. I’m sorry if that made you uncomfortable.”

He chuckled.

If this had happened earlier, that laughter might have seemed overly casual, but now, even his slightest expression carried weight.

Although, in truth, nothing had really changed—at least not visibly. But to Min Ki, everything seemed different.

“By the way, Min Ki.”

Kim Ah Sung casually asked,

“If you make it, is there a specific agency you want to join?”

“Daon.”

“Ah, Daon’s not bad. A lot of successful people come from there.”

While agreeing with Min Ki’s choice, Kim Ah Sung’s face twisted into a sly expression as he spoke again.

“But why them? Personally, I wouldn’t recommend it.”

“Why not?”

“That’s a secret.”

He deflected the question and then asked again.

“So, why Daon?”

“There’s an actor I admire who’s with them.”

“Ah, that’s a good enough reason.”

It felt like a bit of an unnecessary question.

Why ask something like that?

Before he could dwell on it, Kim Ah Sung smiled and said,

“Well, I’ll probably be coming here often for a while.”

Then he grinned.

“Min Ki, can you come 30 minutes early every day at this time?”

“Huh?”

“If it’s alright with you, I can watch your practice for a bit each day. Keep my business card handy.”

Min Ki’s head was spinning even more now, but as Kim Ah Sung left the rehearsal room, he added one last thing.

“Oh, and by the way, your movements were a bit stiff during the acting. You were too focused on your ankle. Try to loosen up a bit. It’s great to be precise and detailed, but too much of anything can be a hindrance.”

* * *

That day.

Min Ki couldn’t focus on his acting lessons at all.

Not just because the instructor had been late for class, but because he was still in shock from what had happened that morning.

‘I got a business card from a JC trainer.’

And not only that—he had even offered to personally coach him.

An exclusive trainer from JC.

Was this luck?

No matter how hard he had worked before, he had never received this kind of attention.

But now, out of nowhere, he had caught the eye of a prominent figure in the industry.

‘Is all of this just because of luck?’

Min Ki found himself lost in thought.

‘Can luck really be this powerful?’

He was genuinely confused.

It felt like something out of a lucky stroke or twist of fate you’d only hear about on the internet.

But what he didn’t realize yet was this:

Yes, luck played a part, but all of this had happened because of the work he had put in.

It was Min Ki who had come early that morning to practice.

It was Min Ki who had performed his best, focused on his acting.

And it was Min Ki himself who had been there at that moment, which made everything possible.

‘Ah, this is confusing. Really confusing.’

Even though he didn’t quite understand yet.

As he sat there, waiting for the instructor to arrive, he heard a voice.

“Oh, Min Ki, you seem to be in a good mood today.”

A man next to him struck up a conversation.

He had blonde hair and was dressed head-to-toe in high-end casual wear.

Kim Tak.

He was someone Min Ki took acting lessons with in the audition class at the academy.

Instinctively, Min Ki shifted 2 millimeters away from him.

‘This guy’s a bit uncomfortable.’

Since they were in the same class, he couldn’t completely avoid him, but he didn’t want to get too close either.

Why?

Kim Tak was someone who craved attention.

‘He used to look down on me a lot.’

There are many actors who like to stand out, and among them, some choose to make others their target to stand out even more.

Kim Tak was one of those people.

“With the audition season coming up, the atmosphere feels a bit tense, huh? Some people debut and leave quickly, while others linger for a long time. Not that I’m talking about you, Min Ki. Haha.”

See?

It hadn’t even been a minute since he started talking, and he had already made a belittling remark.

Proof that he didn’t care at all about Min Ki’s feelings.

Bad luck.

Of all people, why did this guy have to come over?

But it was fine.

In the past, Min Ki would have played along, not knowing how to handle the industry atmosphere, but now he didn’t need to do that.

He knew that people like Kim Tak were just pebbles that would eventually be washed away.

‘There are a lot of people who just come to acting academies to mess around.’

Just because someone attends an acting academy doesn’t mean they’re all serious about it.

Most of them were content with the title of “aspiring actor” and remained stuck in that position.

“Ah, yeah. I guess so.”

Min Ki barely found it worth responding to, so he answered vaguely, ready to end the conversation.

But then—

“Come to think of it, didn’t you say you wanted to join Daon Entertainment?”

Kim Tak brought up a sensitive topic without hesitation.

“Today’s the first-round results announcement, right? I didn’t apply, but you did, right? You didn’t make it last time, so did you get through this time?”

As he chuckled to himself, Min Ki sighed and responded.

“I passed. The first round.”

“…What?”

Kim Tak froze.

At the same time, a small ripple spread through the atmosphere in the debut preparation class.

“I got the notice this morning. Here.”

Seizing the moment, Min Ki pulled out his phone and showed him the acceptance message.

Kim Tak stared at it for a while, his eyes wide.

“Unbelievable… You really passed?”

“The document round is just a formality.”

“R-right. Haha.”

Even after seeing the reality before him, Kim Tak was still flustered, rubbing his eyes as if to check again before speaking.

“But don’t get too comfortable! The first round is just a formality. The real test starts from the second round, right? Anyway, I hope you prepare well and pass, Min Ki.”

Kim Tak, now trying to regain his confidence, continued his prattle.

This guy was something else.

You’d think he’d know when to back off, but he just didn’t seem to grasp the situation.

Min Ki was about to put him in his place when—

“Did you pass the first round for Daon?”

Someone suddenly jumped into the conversation.

And it was someone Min Ki knew well.

Yoo Seon Ah.

She was a standout even among those preparing for their debut.

‘This person.’

Min Ki remembered her clearly.

From her appearance to her acting skills, she had always been exceptional.

He recalled that she had debuted quickly and left the class early.

She looked at Min Ki and said,

“Wow, I applied there too. Nice! Looks like we’re auditioning together.”

“You applied too, Seon Ah?”

“You know my name?”

“I just remembered hearing it somewhere.”

The instructor had praised her a lot.

Seon Ah smiled brightly, looking pleased.

“Anyway, I got the call this morning too. I thought I was the only one here preparing for Daon, but looks like I found a comrade.”

Despite hardly having spoken to her before, she was now beaming at him.

“I heard Daon is pretty strict about the first round too. They say they lay out the applicants’ names on the desk and turn on a fan, and whoever’s paper flies the furthest gets selected. That’s obviously a joke, though.”

Surprising.

Had she always been so talkative?

He remembered her quickly debuting and leaving the class, so it was surprising that she had applied to Daon as well.

“…But you never know until the second round.”

By now, Kim Tak had been completely sidelined, and with an awkward expression, he added.

“Yeah, the second round is where the real test begins, right?”

“Right. If we both pass, Min Ki, we’ll be in the same company.”

“…”

This girl was strong.

A guy who always saw things negatively was slowly losing his presence in front of someone so optimistic.

But she didn’t seem to care and kept talking.

“What kind of acting are you preparing, Min Ki?”

“There’s an actor I admire in Daon, so I’m choosing from one of the movies they appeared in.”

“Ah, so you have a plan.”

The two of them quickly got engrossed in conversation.

Then, shortly after—

“Class is starting.”

The instructor finally arrived, seven minutes late, and the lesson officially began.

Without any time to prepare.

“Remember the assignment from last time? We’re short on time, so let’s get right into it.”
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“Do you remember the assignment? Let’s come up and do it one by one.”

At the instructor’s words, Min Ki’s face stiffened.

“…”

This was bad.

Was there an assignment?

It felt like it had been so long that he couldn’t remember a thing.

He could recall major events like failing an audition. But a class assignment from seven years ago?

Not even a speck of it came to mind.

“Let’s see.”

The instructor’s finger slowly pointed toward him.

Please curve, please curve.

At least point at someone else first.

That way, he might be able to watch and jog his memory.

Min Ki desperately prayed several times, but the instructor’s finger, like a precision-guided missile, slowly moved toward him.

“Today, Min…”

Just as his name was about to be called without fail—

“Can I go first?”

Someone abruptly raised their hand and shouted.

And who was that person?


‘Kim Tak?’

It was Kim Tak, the most attention-seeking student in Jam Acting School’s acting program, as Min Ki knew him.

He looked at Min Ki with a triumphant expression that was all too familiar, even to the Min Ki who had returned from the future.

Watch me.

Watch what I do, and then struggle by comparison.

It was a blatant attempt to embarrass him.

His acting skills were about half a step ahead of Min Ki’s, so this kind of behavior was possible.

In the past, that smile would have been unbearably annoying.

But.

That was back when Min Ki was the old Min Ki.

‘You’re actually a nice guy, aren’t you?’

To the current Min Ki, Kim Tak’s smile looked like that of an angel who had descended to save humanity.

“Sure, go ahead.”

The instructor didn’t seem to care much about the order and responded indifferently.

As Kim Tak began his performance, Min Ki was surprised for two reasons.

‘Oh, so this was the assignment.’

The first reason was the nature of the assignment.

He remembered.

The task this time was a melodramatic performance.

They could play any character, but they had to act out a sad scene.


And the second reason was—

‘Has Kim Tak always been this bad at acting?’

It was Kim Tak’s performance.

“No, don’t go. Please don’t leave me. I’m still here. What will I do if you leave me, Dad?”

He was playing a child abandoned by their father, but it was a disaster.

His movements were stiff.

His facial expressions were neither better nor worse than his usual self.

His voice was exaggerated and awkwardly emphasized.

Rather than conveying emotions through expressions, he relied entirely on lines, which felt unnatural.

It was the typical performance of someone between a beginner and an intermediate actor.

‘…Isn’t he supposed to be an abandoned child?’

No matter how he looked at it, it seemed more like a rebellious son begging his father for pocket money.

When combined with Kim Tak’s unpleasant appearance, it seemed even more like that.

Was Kim Tak always this bad at acting?

‘Judging by how serious the other students are, this doesn’t seem like bad acting.’

That’s right.

Kim Tak’s skills hadn’t declined.

He was simply at his usual level.

The difference was that Min Ki’s standards had risen.

Having worked professionally, even as a small-time actor, Min Ki’s judgment had sharpened.


The gap between amateurs and professionals was like that between an ant and a beetle.

‘But I can’t just be happy about this.’

Min Ki composed himself and focused.

It was melodrama.

And this had always been a challenging assignment for him.

Performances like this required either meticulous calculation or complete immersion in the moment.

But when it came to melodrama, Min Ki had been weak in both approaches.

‘What should I do?’

He couldn’t quite figure it out.

Did melodrama always have to be a sad performance?

Was there a way to get through this smoothly?

No.

Did he really need to avoid it? Wasn’t he here to grow? If he couldn’t do it, he could at least try his best.

“Hrk, sob.”

With a forced sob, Kim Tak’s performance came to an end.

“Well done. Pay more attention to your diction. Your pronunciation is getting a bit unclear.”

After a round of brief applause, the instructor gave a half-hearted comment, and then it was Min Ki’s turn.

“Min Ki, come up.”

There wasn’t even a trace of anticipation in the instructor’s expression as he called Min Ki forward.

* * *

As Min Ki stepped forward in the rehearsal room, his first thought was this:

‘It feels lighter than I expected.’

The atmosphere felt light.

Looking back, these assignment presentations used to feel so heavy, like a cloud of gloom hanging over the room, making it unbearable.

But not now.

It was probably because he now knew that compared to an actual film set, this was nothing.

‘Alright, deep breaths.’

However, sunlight streaming in through the windows pierced his eyes.

The dust floating in the air irritated his eyes as well.

‘Don’t let it distract you. Even focusing solely on the acting isn’t enough.’

At that moment, the instructor gave the signal.

“Begin.”

Min Ki visualized the character in his mind.

It was a man.

A man who had nursed his wife, who fell ill immediately after they got married.

He had always been stoic, but his love for his wife was genuine.

But illness had no emotions.

It destroyed the world they had built together and, in the end, took away the one he cherished the most.

‘Imagine how he must have felt.’

How heartbroken must he have been?

What were his thoughts at that moment?

Did he blame himself for being powerless? Or did he curse the illness?

In less than five seconds, Min Ki had built the framework of the character in his mind.

He opened his mouth.

“We were happy, weren’t we?”

There was no response, of course, as he was talking to empty air.

But Min Ki imagined hearing the reply.

[Thanks to you, I was as happy as I could be.]

“I know. I know, but I feel like I need to ask.”

[When I’m gone, how will you live? Will you eat properly?]

“Did you know that seahorses mate for life? When they travel long distances, they tie their tails together. Like how humans hold hands.”

[…]

“I’ll eat well. I’ll remember everything you did for me.”

Good.

He was getting into the emotions.

Maybe it was because he was thinking of the saddest scenes from movies he’d watched; he felt like he was being pulled into that world.

A quiet hospital room.

The curtain fluttering gently in the occasional breeze.

The sunlight softly streaming in from outside… sunlight… sunlight…

‘Ah.’

His eyes were stinging from the sunlight.

The sunlight was suddenly pouring in from outside.

It hadn’t been this way during Kim Tak’s performance, but in that short time, the sun had perfectly aligned to beam into the rehearsal room.

‘Why now?’

His luck was horrible.

The surge of frustration broke his immersion.

“…”

Damn it.

He had missed his timing for the next line.

Min Ki struggled to regain his composure and immerse himself in the scene again.

But the world didn’t make it easy for him.

‘Ah, the dust.’

This time, a tiny speck of dust floating in the air drifted into his eye.

It stung.

He wanted to scratch it immediately.

But if he did, the performance would be ruined.

Hold on.

He had to hold on.

This was only a 50-second acting assignment, so there were only a few seconds left.

Endure.

He had to endure.

With all his strength, Min Ki endured and endured again.

No matter how itchy or painful his eyes were, he kept them open, forcing himself through the performance.

And then.

This led to an unexpected outcome.

“…”

The instructor stared at Min Ki’s performance with his mouth slightly agape.

For the first time in a long while, the instructor, who had been so indifferent, couldn’t take his eyes off Min Ki’s acting.

‘Is he crying on purpose?’

Min Ki’s eyes were rimmed with red.

He wasn’t shedding tears, but his eyes were welling up.

Just barely.

But this subtle emotion made Min Ki’s performance stand out even more.

‘It’s already hard enough to cry on command, but he’s controlling it?’

Unbelievable.

Had this student always been capable of something like this?

Was it a coincidence?

But it seemed too intentional to dismiss as mere chance, especially considering the level of acting he had shown just moments ago.

From his diction to his calm, precise movements, everything had been used sparingly but effectively.

It was clearly at a professional level.

At first, the instructor had thought it was just the result of a lot of practice.

But now, with the addition of this tearful performance, Min Ki had reached another level.

The image of a man holding back tears as he stayed by his wife’s side during her final moments.

That grand, emotional display spread through the rehearsal room like a wave of sorrow.

“…Honey.”

Just as the invisible hospital room was coming into view—

Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz —!!!!!

The alarm he had set went off loudly.

The instructor, who had been completely absorbed in the moment, finally snapped out of it, clearing his throat awkwardly.

“Ahem, that was great. Really well done. There’s nothing to criticize. Keep doing it just like today.”

It was only then that the students seemed to come back to their senses and began to clap softly.

“Wow.”

“The tearful acting was amazing.”

Even Yoo Seon Ah was inwardly impressed.

‘So he was this good at acting? He’s been hiding his skills. I want to see more.’

She had always known he was diligent.

But she had thought he was stuck, unable to break through.

She hadn’t expected him to overcome it in this way.

Even Kim Tak was shocked.

‘Has he been getting secret lessons somewhere?’

While everyone else was in awe—

Min Ki himself had no idea what he had just done.

‘What? Why are they praising me?’

He just really wanted to rub his eyes because they stung.

* * *

Jam Acting School.

In the director’s office.

In the usually busy office, one man sat with a relaxed posture.

He wore a hoodie and black slacks.

His attire was casual, and he wasn’t old.

Yet, the director didn’t show any arrogance and instead seemed to be carefully gauging his mood.

Why?

Because this man was none other than Kim Ah Sung, a key figure at JC and a top trainer.

‘A young brat. Acting all high and mighty just because he has a title.’

From the director’s perspective, he didn’t like Kim Ah Sung.

Wasn’t the acting industry supposed to have a clear hierarchy?

The younger generation might not see it that way, but the director was not from the younger generation.

He was an old-timer who had appeared in a few productions a long time ago, felt his limits as an actor, and then opened his own academy.

But no matter how much he disliked Kim Ah Sung, he couldn’t scold him recklessly.

‘It’s all for the academy’s performance. Hold it in.’

He had worked hard to bring someone like him here.

Keeping a good relationship was crucial if he wanted to push more students into the industry.

So he had no choice but to suppress his thoughts.

Meanwhile, Kim Ah Sung remained completely at ease.

‘That student from this morning, I’d like to see his proper acting.’

He was more interested in the student from the morning than in the director sitting in front of him.

It wasn’t about whether the student was good or bad—he had seemed quite skilled.

It wasn’t the work of someone who had just started.

Maybe they’d run into each other in the field in the future.

‘I don’t know why he’s so set on going to Daon, but still, he’s pretty interesting.’

The student left an impression.

Although Kim Ah Sung didn’t usually pay much attention to outside matters, this student stuck in his mind, like a drunk stumbling through a dark alley.

With a hint of curiosity, Kim Ah Sung asked,

“By the way, I heard that student is really diligent?”

“That student…?”

“I think his name was Lee Min Ki? He’s in the preparation class.”

“Oh, Lee Min Ki, you say.”

After a brief pause, the director responded with a puzzled expression.

“That student is actually one of the worst here…”
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“That student is actually one of the worst here…”

The director’s puzzled words spilled out of his mouth.

The statement that Lee Min Ki was falling worst.

And not just falling worst, but the most worst in this academy.

Kim Ah Sung, the trainer, laughed at the absurdity of the comment.

“Haha, if that student is considered worst, then the standard of Jam Acting School must be incredibly high.”

It was the moment when he had asked for clarification, thinking there had been some kind of mistake.

“Well, it makes me uncomfortable to say this about one of our own students, but it’s exactly as I said—he’s worst.”

The director answered plainly.

So bluntly.

‘Hmph.’

Hearing that, Trainer Kim Ah Sung finally thought to himself.

‘Does this guy wear his eyes as accessories?’

From what he’d seen, Lee Min Ki was not just competent, but was performing well above the average level of most acting schools.

In fact, he was confident that if Min Ki were to step onto the professional stage immediately, he wouldn’t get scolded.

If Min Ki was considered worst, then that must mean the standard at this school was extremely high.

‘No way.’

He had visited the academy earlier that morning to take a look at the overall situation.

The result?


It was unimpressive.

He didn’t know what kind of curriculum they were using to teach the students, but overall, the level was crude.

The teachers seemed unmotivated, and most of the students appeared to be there for fun.

Even the students from the special lecture he was supposed to teach weren’t particularly outstanding.

‘Clearly, they invited me here to try and get a foot in the door with JC, but that won’t work.’

Trainer Kim Ah Sung had received many such offers aside from Jam Acting School.

He often accepted these offers as a way to earn some extra income and to scout out future talent, but most of the time, it wasn’t particularly meaningful.

So the director’s comment was even more baffling.

‘Is the director’s eye for acting so poor that the students are at this level? This industry is going down the drain.’

But there was no need to point it out.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung smiled, concealing his true thoughts.

“Come on, no way. I briefly watched that student this morning, and he was pretty good. He’s so solid with his basics that I was tempted to snatch him for JC.”

“You mean Lee Min Ki?”

“Of course. Haha, I was even thinking about marking him as ours. His fundamentals are that strong. He’s bound to get picked up soon by someone. He said he wanted to go to Daon, and Daon would be lucky to have him.”

Hearing this, the director thought:

‘Is this man out of his mind?’

The student he knew as Lee Min Ki had no outstanding qualities.

He was far below average.

Compared to students who had been acting since a young age, he couldn’t even come close.

Even among latecomers, his talent lagged behind.


Though he seemed to do decently at times, his clumsy nature led to frequent mistakes.

‘He’s failed 11 auditions in a row.’

And yet he still had the audacity to dream big, applying to Daon once again.

In short, the director had his own reasons for underestimating Min Ki.

Praising someone like Min Ki?

‘Has even the almighty JC started to lose its touch? How could they put someone with such a poor eye for talent in charge?’

There was no other conclusion.

He hadn’t particularly valued Trainer Kim Ah Sung either.

He only brought him in because of his influence at JC, thinking it might help his students if they built a connection with the company.

But this was how things had turned out.

‘Am I just wasting money?’

In that instant, both Trainer Kim Ah Sung and the director, who had once respected each other, reevaluated their opinions.

‘A businessman with no eye for talent.’

‘A man who will ruin the company.’

An awkward silence followed.

Finally, Trainer Kim Ah Sung broke the ice.

“Well, how about this?”

He was still smiling brightly as he spoke.

“Normally, I don’t do this with students, but how about a bet?”

“A bet?”


“Let’s bet on whether Lee Min Ki will pass the Daon audition or not.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung’s eyes gleamed as he continued.

“I believe my judgment is correct. If that student passes the Daon audition, how about offering him a scholarship from this academy?”

“…Hmm, it’s not a particularly difficult thing to do.”

Most large acting schools had scholarship programs.

Jam Acting School, in particular, had a system where exceptional students selected internally would have their tuition fully refunded.

But a bet typically comes with stakes on both sides.

“Then, what if the student fails?”

The director cautiously tested the waters.

“I’ll try to persuade JC to hold an unofficial audition exclusively for Jam Acting School.”

A big fish took the bait.

From the director’s perspective, there was no reason to refuse such an offer.

* * *

As the short, or perhaps long, lecture came to an end.

“Min Ki, you’re taking private lessons from someone, aren’t you?”

Kim Tak persistently followed Lee Min Ki.

He was being unusually tenacious, especially for someone who usually ignored him.

“No, I’m not.”

“Come on, your skills have improved so quickly. Did you find some special tutor or maybe have a professional actor give you one-on-one lessons?”

“I don’t have the money for that. I need to head to my part-time job soon.”

“Haha, do you think I’m that easy to fool?”

Even though Min Ki hadn’t lied, Kim Tak seemed determined to deceive himself.

“We’re friends, aren’t we? Just be honest with me.”

What kind of “relationship” did they have?

The kind where they ignored and were ignored by each other?

If that was their relationship, then it might as well be better than the one between cows and chickens.

Min Ki, annoyed by Kim Tak’s persistence, responded to shake him off.

“You keep asking the same thing, but I’m telling you, I’m not taking any lessons. Seriously. I just practiced hard like I was told.”

That was the truth, whether he liked it or not.

Since his debut, all the way to becoming a professional, Min Ki had always practiced with a scrappy mentality.

When the academy was closed on holidays, he couldn’t even dream of renting a practice room like others. Instead, he’d practice alone by the river or in open spaces.

So, luxurious private lessons were something he’d never even imagined.

‘What’s wrong with this guy?’

But even after Min Ki had acted just once, albeit poorly enough to stutter over his lines, Kim Tak stuck to him like glue.

How could someone be so shameless?

“Haha, I won’t leave until you tell me the truth.”

“…”

This guy was persistent.

Really persistent.

Eventually, Min Ki sighed deeply and responded, having no other choice.

“I was actually a professional actor.”

“Knew it.”

Kim Tak’s eyes sparkled.

Min Ki looked at him with a pitying expression and continued.

“I worked for a few years but things didn’t go well. Then I fell down some stairs and died, ending up in the afterlife. They decided to reincarnate me.”

“So, you went back in time with your professional experience?”

“Finally, you’re getting it.”

“Haha.”

Kim Tak laughed and then asked:

“Do I look like a fool to you?”

“…”

Honestly, yes.

Min Ki barely suppressed the urge to slap him.

“Min Ki has always practiced hard.”

Suddenly, someone else chimed in.

A clear and sweet voice that was easy to listen to.

With her cute appearance.

An idol in the process of preparing for debut.

It was Yoo Seon Ah.

She spoke as if she was defending Min Ki.

“He’s finally reaping the rewards. They say acting skills improve in steps. Even if you struggle for a while, there’s always a big leap. Min Ki must’ve had that breakthrough recently.”

As Min Ki listened to her, his thoughts were:

‘Why is she more proud than I am?’

They barely exchanged words before.

But now, she was acting all friendly, as if they had been close for a long time.

The subtle gazes of those around them were beginning to be noticeable.

Whatever she was thinking, one thing was certain—they had just started talking.

‘I really wish she’d just go away.’

No matter what Min Ki thought, Yoo Seon Ah continued speaking.

“Kim Taek.”

“It’s Kim Tak, not Kim Taek.”

“Right, Kim Tak. You don’t know, do you? Min Ki gets here earlier than anyone else every morning. All just to practice.”

“Really?”

Kim Tak, with a surprised expression, asked while Yoo Seon Ah nodded.

“Yes, whenever I come early to practice, I’ve never once arrived before him.”

“Oh… so that’s his secret. I guess practice really does make a difference.”

“Of course.”

Before long, they were discussing Min Ki’s methods, leaving him out of the conversation.

It was exhausting.

He usually moved around the academy alone, and now these two were hanging around like this.

‘Can’t tell if my luck’s gotten better or worse.’

Kim Tak was sticking to him more than necessary.

“Min Ki, let’s practice together tomorrow morning. What do you think? We’ll arrive at the same time and practice together.”

“Do whatever you want.”

“Great! Tomorrow I’ll be here even earlier. Look forward to it.”

And Yoo Seon Ah also latched on.

“If I have time, I’ll join too.”

It was overwhelming.

Min Ki half-listened to their conversation and felt the eyes of other students on him, as he checked the time.

‘It’s already this late.’

It was time for his part-time job.

“I’ll see you tomorrow. I’ve got to go.”

“Wait a minute. Why don’t we go for a meal together as fellow study group members?”

“I’m in a hurry for work.”

Min Ki quickly left, practically running away.

But what had they said earlier?

Something about a study group, right?

* * *

That evening, after finishing both the academy and his part-time job, Min Ki was exhausted, his body drenched in fatigue.

The sensation of sinking into his bed, like being absorbed into the duvet.

But surprisingly, it didn’t feel too bad.

‘I gave it my all today.’

He had lived diligently.

More than that, he felt fulfilled.

He had fully focused on his acting practice at the academy and, for the first time, received genuine praise.

Not just empty compliments, but real, substantial praise.

He could tell the difference.

It was the same during his part-time job.

‘No troublesome customers today, for once.’

He worked at a convenience store near Hapjeong.

Usually, difficult customers were abundant, especially at night, making his shifts exhausting. But today had been particularly quiet.

In fact, he had only had polite customers.

‘They even memorized the names of their cigarettes and cleaned up their tables after eating.’

Everything had gone well.

‘The stickers peeled off in one go, the barcode scanned perfectly, and even the USB fit in on the first try.’

But that wasn’t all.

‘I even won an extra bottle of soda!’

When he opened the soda, the cap read [One more free!].

He had bought one bottle, but now had two!

It might seem insignificant to others, but for Min Ki, it was a monumental event, something he would remember for the rest of his life.

His luck was improving.

He wasn’t sure about financial luck, but he definitely felt a boost in his daily life.

And tonight, even his neighbor wasn’t vacuuming late at night.

‘I’m happy.’

Surprisingly, Min Ki was feeling happiness.

That’s just the kind of person he was.

The type of guy who felt happy if he didn’t choke while drinking water.

That was Lee Min Ki.

‘I hope tomorrow is just as good as today, except for Kim Tak hanging around.’

With that small hope, he chuckled for a moment.

And then he fell into a deep sleep.

The next morning, when he arrived at the academy.

“Oh, Min Ki, you’re here.”

“You’re here?”

“…”

Seeing two people waiting in the practice room, he had to slightly revise his thoughts.

No, actually.

“What’s going on? There’s a crowd?”

It was three people.
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‘Why are these people here?’

Lee Min Ki’s mind spun in confusion.

It made sense that Trainer Kim Ah Sung had come to the practice room.

After all, he had promised to watch over his morning practice.

However.

However, the problem was…

‘Why are Kim Tak and Yoo Seon Ah here too?’

Weren’t these people the ones who usually arrived later than him?

Why were they suddenly at the academy early, waiting for him?

His thoughts froze like a stone, leaving him unable to do anything.

“What’s going on? This place is packed with people in the morning?”

Kim Ah Sung yawned as he mumbled.

Kim Tak, looking puzzled, asked him.

“Who are you?”

“Me? I’m the one who’ll be teaching Min Ki for the time being. Every morning.”

At that moment, Kim Tak glanced at Min Ki with an expression of realization.

So, he had been hiding this secret all along, that sneaky guy! I knew something was up. The case is solved.

…That’s what his face seemed to be saying.

Of course, from Min Ki’s perspective, it was just the usual annoying look on Kim Tak’s face.


‘Why is he grinning like that?’

But Yoo Seon Ah’s expression was strange.

She covered her mouth with her hand, eyes wide, as she spoke.

“Trainer Kim Ah Sung?”

“Oh? You know me?”

“How could I not! You’re the exclusive trainer for JC!”

“Really?”

Kim Tak’s eyes grew large in surprise.

“Yeah? That’s great.”

Kim Ah Sung sat down casually on the floor and spoke.

“Let’s hear what’s going on.”

* * *

A few minutes later.

They had just finished a rough explanation.

“So, let me get this straight.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung pointed to each person with his fingers as he spoke.

“Min Ki here just came for his usual morning practice. And you guys.”

“Yes!”

Kim Tak eagerly raised his hand like a tattling high schooler.

“We promised to study together.”


“Study?”

“Acting is hard to self-evaluate when done alone. So, we thought it would be better to watch each other and improve.”

“Is that right, Yoo Seon Ah?”

“Yes.”

Yoo Seon Ah nodded slowly and glanced at Kim Ah Sung as she spoke.

“We made plans after class yesterday. We agreed to come early every morning to practice together. And the last one to arrive has to bring water as a penalty.”

“Is that so? Then I guess Min Ki brought the water today.”

“I didn’t hear anything about this.”

Min Ki, confused and indignant, responded in a grumbling tone.

He remembered they had mentioned practicing early in the morning. At first, it didn’t come to mind, but after thinking hard, he finally recalled it.

But the part about penalties?

‘That part I definitely don’t remember.’

What kind of conversations had they been having behind his back?

“Do you really not remember? Did Tak not tell you?”

“That’s odd. I’m sure I mentioned it.”

As Yoo Seon Ah and Kim Tak continued talking, the confusion only grew in Min Ki’s mind.

“Alright, this is getting noisy. So, to summarize.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung clapped the floor and spoke.

“I’ll be teaching Min Ki, and the three of you are doing your study group. Got it?”

“Yes.”


“Then that’s settled. It’s not like anyone owns this practice room. Everyone can practice however they want. I’ll teach Min Ki my way, and you can chop onions or cook ramen or do whatever you like. Does that sound good?”

It was a simple conclusion.

But it was sound logic.

Everyone should just do their own thing.

With that settled, they were about to start their morning practice.

But suddenly, someone raised their hand.

“Then, can you teach me too?”

It was, once again, Kim Tak.

With eyes burning with determination, he said:

“I’m Min Ki’s rival in the acting class. If he gets special lessons and moves ahead, that’s not fair, is it?”

A rival?

What was he talking about?

“And that would be cheating how?”

“Well, you’ve got a point.”

But Trainer Kim Ah Sung seemed to be seriously considering it, as he spoke after a brief pause.

“It’s true, teaching a group looks better than just teaching one person.”

“Exactly! You get it, teacher!”

Kim Tak crossed his arms, nodding in agreement.

But a moment later, Trainer Kim Ah Sung casually said:

“But I’m only supposed to teach Min Ki.”

“Huh?”

“And honestly, teaching more people is kind of a hassle.”

In other words, he wasn’t interested.

Kim Tak’s brow furrowed, but Kim Ah Sung casually added:

“And besides, shouldn’t Min Ki’s opinion matter most here?”

He was handing the decision over to Min Ki.

More accurately, it was closer to saying, “I don’t care, you guys figure it out.”

At that moment.

“Min Ki!”

Kim Tak, with wild eyes, stared at him and said:

“You’re not going to take the lesson alone, are you?”

“What do you mean, ‘take it alone’? I haven’t even had my first lesson yet.”

“We’re classmates, right? We’re comrades, aspiring to be actors!”

Faced with Kim Tak’s desperate plea, Min Ki responded without a moment’s hesitation.

“No.”

Comrades? With him?

He’d never even considered Kim Tak as an acquaintance.

“Agh…”

Kim Tak seemed to lose all his spirit at Min Ki’s firm reply.

At that moment, Yoo Seon Ah spoke up.

“How about we just watch from the side?”

Was this her attempt to negotiate?

They wouldn’t participate directly but would watch from the sidelines.

Min Ki pondered for a moment.

Then he opened his mouth.

“Fine.”

Yoo Seon Ah was someone who would likely succeed as an actress.

There was no need to make enemies of her, and it would be better to build a closer relationship.

‘Let’s just leave it at this.’

After all, this practice room wasn’t his private property, and the teacher wasn’t someone he had personally hired.

If they wanted to do something, there was no reason to stop them.

If he really thought about it, the fact that they were asking for his permission in the first place was absurd.

‘As long as they don’t interfere, that’s enough.’

That was Min Ki’s thought.

“And me too!”

“Yes, yes, Kim Tak, do whatever you want.”

“Alright! From now on, I’ll treat you like my older brother, Min Ki!”

“Sure, sure.”

That part was a bit annoying.

But as Kim Ah Sung observed the scene, he thought something different.

‘Did he choose group lessons over private ones?’

He felt Min Ki had made a smart decision.

‘Most people assume one-on-one lessons are better, but that’s not always the case for acting.’

Acting was a little different.

No matter how perfect an image one had in their head, the result that comes out is often completely different.

For that reason, the most important thing for beginner actors was awareness and observation.

How did they appear in the eyes of others?

What kind of impression were they giving?

How did others handle the same material? Why did they express it that way?

Every minute, every second, every moment had to be spent intensely aware and observant.

‘There’s a huge difference between someone who has acted with others and someone who hasn’t when they’re on stage.’

Kim Ah Sung knew this well, as he was often in the position of selecting actors.

Actors grow when they have a partner and an audience.

So, even though Min Ki didn’t know it, the situation was working in his favor.

Instinctively, he had made a good choice.

‘If he had wanted to practice alone, he would’ve gotten a private practice room. Even if they squabble a bit, he’s still being considerate.’

Had Min Ki stubbornly insisted on private lessons, it would’ve been off-putting.

Aspiring actors who were obsessed with the idea that group lessons somehow took away from them were exhausting to deal with.

But the truth of the matter was.

That wasn’t the case at all.

Min Ki simply couldn’t afford to pay for private lessons.

His reality was that even paying for the academy fees was a struggle, so he used the academy’s practice room from the early morning.

But Kim Ah Sung had no idea about this.

And it didn’t matter anyway.

“Alright, let’s end the chit-chat here.”

Kim Ah Sung clapped his hands and stood up.

“From now on, I’ll talk informally as I’m the teacher. Today, we’ll start by setting goals and tasks. Sounds fun, right?”

* * *

The chaotic morning schedule had finally ended.

‘Wow, that was exhausting.’

Kim Ah Sung’s first lesson had been more of an orientation than a proper class.

Starting with what their goals were and then setting tasks to achieve those goals.

Of course, Min Ki’s goal was Daon.

Once the goal was set, he continued with advice tailored to the company.

[That acting piece the academy prepared for you?]

[Yes, it’s a recent one from a movie.]

[Forget about it.]

[What?]

[Just forget it. Honestly, all the stuff taught at these academies is the same, and from the judges’ perspective, it’s all boring. You’ll get it once you’re in the position of selecting people. You’ll even know which academy taught you. Instead, I’m going to help you prepare something a little different… Hmm, alright. Pick a piece you like. It can be from a movie or a drama.]

And so, the first lesson ended after they spent a while choosing a role model.

Afterward, it was back to their usual individual practice.

But somehow, everyone was watching each other, making the practice feel more exhausting than usual.

‘Why do they keep glancing at me?’

Kim Tak and Yoo Seon Ah kept staring at him.

As if they were inspecting him, like he was coated in honey, watching his every move. It was draining.

By the time they finished the morning practice, Min Ki was utterly exhausted.

‘Phew, at least today is over.’

There were no afternoon classes.

After all, today was a day off from lessons.

That’s why Min Ki had already decided what he was going to do.

And that was…

‘Go to the gym.’

It was time to hit the gym.

Even with the same body, a person who exercises actively looks different from someone who doesn’t.

Think being skinny or overweight is all the same?

Wrong.

There’s a big difference between muscle covered by fat and just having a lot of fat.

And there’s also a huge difference between being simply skinny and being lean and toned!

The silhouette is completely different!

Although Korean cinema is currently centered around dramas to save on production costs, in the future, with the rise of blockbuster films, action acting will become almost essential.

‘Investing at least an hour a day in exercise is a must.’

But despite knowing this, in his previous life, Min Ki had been quite thin.

Was it because he was lazy?

No.

It was simply because every time he tried to exercise seriously, he kept getting injured.

For him, the only possible exercise was light jogging.

Even jogging came with its own battles with injury.

One wrong step and his ankle would twist, leading to constant sprains. It wasn’t just bad luck—he had a weak constitution.

Not to mention weight training, where he was even more prone to injury.

To Min Ki, who was practically fragile like a sunfish, weight machines seemed like devices designed to crush a person like sesame oil.

‘But not anymore.’

Now, with his normal level of luck restored, he could finally exercise properly.

However, the gym wasn’t something one could tackle alone.

Even people with normal luck who rushed in without learning the proper techniques were at risk of injury.

But it wasn’t like he could afford a personal trainer either.

So, he had come up with his own solution.

‘I’ll go to a gym where the owner personally trains people.’

An owner-run gym.

Unlike the typical gym where personal training is the focus, this was a gym where the owner walked around giving instructions.

‘Luckily, I heard there’s a gym nearby that only costs 30,000 won a month.’

He had heard about it in passing.

Apparently, it had good facilities, but for some reason, it went out of business quickly.

First, he would check that place out.

As he walked around, glancing at his surroundings for quite some time.

“I think it was around here…”

He soon arrived at his target location.

[Gym Near Home]

The sign read, “Gym Near Home.”

It didn’t mean it was near his house, but rather, the name of the gym was literally [Gym Near Home].

The six characters written in Gothic font on the sign wobbled precariously.

Actually.

[Gym Near He ― me]

One character was missing.

“…Hell gym?”

Min Ki rubbed his eyes in disbelief.

But the sign stood firmly in place, like a pine tree in the spring breeze.

‘Is this some kind of hellish place?’

Was this really okay?

‘It looks really old and shabby from the outside.’

It was like looking at the Kowloon Walled City in Hong Kong.

There was probably a reason it only cost 30,000 won a month.

But in this area, the next cheapest gym was 50,000 won.

He couldn’t complain given his financial situation.

‘Anyway, for a beginner, any place should be fine.’

This was another misconception.

In any case, as Min Ki descended the stairs to the basement, he felt his heart pounding, as if entering a dungeon.

And a few seconds later.

“Oh?”

He couldn’t help but let out a sound of amazement.

‘The facilities are nice.’

Despite the shabby exterior, the interior was unexpectedly clean and comfortable.

And.

Creak, creak.

There were people in the corner, working out alone, with monstrous weights on their bars.

Thighs as thick as a woman’s waist.

Lat muscles so large they resembled manta rays.

But more than anything.

‘Why are there so many old people?’

Most of the people there had white hair.

It was strangely full of white-haired individuals.

As he took in the scene with wide eyes, Min Ki thought.

‘…Am I in the right place?’
Top Star by Luck - Chapter 7

				
Chapter 7

“……”

A neatly arranged basement gym.

All around, white-haired giants silently lifted weights.

Arms swollen, as if about to burst.

Backs so broad, they seemed endless.

Lower bodies resembling tree trunks.

These elderly men, with physiques akin to monsters, were intensely focused on their workouts, completely unfazed by Lee Min Ki’s entrance.

‘Am I in the right place?’

His mind swirled with confusion.

He had researched this gym online before coming.

It was described as an owner-run gym, operated solely by the owner, with a relatively cheap monthly fee of 30,000 won.

That’s why he came here.

‘But I didn’t expect this.’

He didn’t even know who to approach.

There was no one at the counter.

Everyone was completely absorbed in their workout, leaving Min Ki standing awkwardly at the entrance, unable to speak to anyone.

Bang!

A sound like an explosion rang out from somewhere.

Startled, he turned his head to see that someone had dropped their barbell on the floor.


‘Jeez.’

But what was even more shocking was that no one even glanced in that direction.

The owner of the barbell.

Even among these unusual figures, this elderly man stood out with his remarkable physique.

He looked like a sculpture from ancient Greece.

“Hoo.”

The man exhaled a hot breath.

The gym felt cramped.

No, it only felt cramped because the sheer presence of these people was overwhelming.

The man turned his head, glaring at Min Ki with sharp eyes.

“Oh my!”

But then he exclaimed something unexpectedly friendly.

With a bright, smiling face.

* * *

In a corner of the gym, a small sofa and table were set up.

“Whew, how did a young man like you find your way here?”

The monster-like man from earlier, no, the gym owner, Kwon Joon Yong, asked as he set down a cup of coffee.

“Take a seat. Ah, don’t worry, it’s not just regular coffee—this is sugar-free cold brew, so no need to worry about carbs. Haha!”

“Uh… thank you.”

It was the first time Min Ki had ever heard someone mention carbs while serving coffee.


Something felt off.

Despite his overwhelming appearance, this owner was excessively kind in how he treated people.

‘Is his inner personality different from his exterior?’

But as he sipped the coffee, Min Ki couldn’t help but be wary of the owner’s intimidating forearms.

Those could probably tear through a tire if he flexed.

As he cautiously drank, Kwon Joon Yong’s eyes sparkled as he spoke.

“So, you came all the way here. You must be thinking of signing up, right?”

“Well, I’m still thinking it over…”

Min Ki was about to say that he needed more time to think when the owner clapped his hands and exclaimed.

“Ah! Well, that’s perfect timing! You’ve come just at the right time for our gym!”

Startled, Min Ki found the owner staring intently at him.

“Did you check how much our gym’s monthly fee is?”

“Yes, I saw that it was 30,000 won per month.”

In that instant, Min Ki thought.

Now that he considered it, 30,000 won seemed way too cheap for a facility like this. Maybe there were hidden conditions.

You know, like in those online stories.

They advertise a low price, but in reality, there are all sorts of strings attached.

‘Like how you only get the discount if you pay for 12 months upfront.’

His suspicions grew.

“Well, you’ve come at the right time! We’re running a promotion, so the real price is actually different.”


Of course.

There was a hidden price after all.

Kwon Joon Yong pulled out a pamphlet and showed it to him.

“If you pay for six months upfront…”

At that moment, Min Ki’s suspicions were confirmed.

“I’ll give it to you for 20,000 won a month. How’s that?”

Just as Min Ki was about to reject the offer.

“What?”

He realized he had misheard.

Wait, what did this man just say?

Did he say 20,000 won?

Not 30,000?

“We don’t usually do this, but we’re running a promotion right now, and the price is reduced.”

“A promotion?”

“And it’s winter, right? The timing’s perfect. If you work hard for six months, I can guarantee you’ll be ripped by summer. You’ll be showing off your body at the beach, right?”

“…”

Min Ki just sat there, listening, while Kwon Joon Yong continued his enthusiastic monologue all by himself.

“This gym is different from others. Nowadays, those PT studios are all about money, but we don’t charge extra fees here. This is a traditional owner-operated gym, and I’m always around to help out. Haha, you’ve hit the jackpot by coming here.”

The owner had already started addressing Min Ki as “member.”

“People have a misconception, thinking famous gyms are the best, but they just push supplements they import from abroad. They’re always selling something, even during classes. We don’t do that.”

This guy, who looked like he’d be quiet, was surprisingly talkative.

On top of that, he seemed desperate and a little forceful.

‘I can’t even find a moment to speak.’

Since he was monologuing the whole time, Min Ki couldn’t find the right timing to respond and just sat there listening.

But perhaps Kwon Joon Yong interpreted Min Ki’s silence differently.

“Ah, I’m in a good mood today!”

After glancing at Min Ki, he shouted loudly.

“If you sign up today, I’ll throw in a towel, workout clothes, and even a locker for free!”

The offer kept getting better.

Even though Min Ki hadn’t said a word, the deal somehow kept improving.

Kwon Joon Yong seemed unsatisfied and spread out his fingers, adding:

“You know what? I’m in such a good mood today! The first month is free. How’s that? You won’t find a deal like this anywhere else.”

Min Ki thought the offer couldn’t get any better, but it did.

At that moment, a muscular elderly man with bulging muscles approached and said:

“Hey, Owner Kwon. Aren’t you being too nice to the new guy? This is favoritism.”

“Do you think he’s the same as you?”

“What’s the difference?”

“The number of bowls of rice cake soup you’ve eaten.”

Apparently, he was giving Min Ki special treatment.

At this point, even if Min Ki were slow on the uptake, he was starting to catch on.

‘Is this place struggling?’

There was usually a reason for gyms to be so generous.

It was better to have a few members than none at all.

The more struggling the gym, the more the owner had to cut costs.

Towels and workout clothes?

That’s labor cost.

Personal training?

That’s also labor cost.

So, the owner was making these desperate, self-sacrificing offers to Min Ki.

And Min Ki’s guess wasn’t far off.

Kwon Joon Yong was blatantly showing his eagerness to recruit him.

‘What kind of gym is this, with only old men hanging around all the time, scaring away potential new members?’

Business wasn’t going well.

All because of the elderly regulars who hung out here constantly.

Having only a handful of dedicated members might work for a personal training studio, but for an owner-operated gym, it was almost a curse.

So, a young member like Min Ki showing up at the gym was a golden opportunity.

He couldn’t afford to let him go.

‘This kid… he’s got a promising look. Who knows what he could become if I train him?’

He was even good-looking.

But it wasn’t just his face.

His frame hinted at potential—small head, broad shoulders.

Sure, he was a bit skinny, but that just meant there was room to build muscle.

With the right training, this kid’s body would transform quickly.

Good age, good looks.

If he could start with Min Ki, maybe he could gradually bring in more young members.

‘I’ll at least get him to do a body profile, if not a competition.’

Kwon Joon Yong was determined to hold on to him.

Meanwhile, Min Ki’s mind was racing just as fast as the gym owner’s.

‘When I think about it, this isn’t a bad deal.’

At first, Min Ki had been too shocked by the elderly clientele to think straight.

But as he calmed down, he started to notice his surroundings.

‘Just by looking at their bodies, I can tell they know how to work out. Judging by the trophies and photos, the owner must have some experience in competitions.’

This gym had been famous for a reason. It probably failed due to poor marketing.

The gym’s exterior sign was shabby, after all.

And it was filled with muscular old men.

Maybe women found it intimidating, which explained the lack of female members. So why weren’t there any men?

‘Was it because there were no female members?’

It made sense.

But the age or gender of the other members didn’t matter to Min Ki.

His sole purpose was to build a good body.

Besides, the owner seemed eager for Min Ki to sign up.

‘Considering my limited budget, this gym is the best option. And if they’re throwing in personal training, I couldn’t ask for more.’

A professional personal trainer usually cost around 40,000 to 50,000 won per session.

He wasn’t sure how good the training here would be, but given how few customers there were, he had nothing to lose.

Satisfied with his decision, Min Ki finally spoke.

“Then what about supplements?”

“Ah, protein? You’ll have to order that yourself, preferably from overseas.”

 

Just as expected.

They weren’t giving everything away, after all, Min Ki thought.

“But we’ve got an extra container in the storage room. I’ll give it to you, so you can use that until your delivery arrives.”

Or maybe they were giving everything away.

There wasn’t anywhere else offering a deal like this.

Min Ki gave up on thinking any further and said.

“So, if I pay upfront, it’s 100,000 won for six months?”

Six months for 100,000 won.

At least he would try to go regularly twice a week.

As he made up his mind, Kwon Joon Yong smiled brightly and added:

“If you pay in cash, I can give you an additional 10% discount.”

“……”

* * *

On the first day of his workout.

Kwon Joon Yong might not have been the best instructor, but he sure knew how to push Min Ki to his limits.

To put it simply, his bones ached.

[Eight, nine, ten, eleven, eleven and a half, eleven and three-quarters, eleven and seven-eighths. Ah, your wrist bent. That doesn’t count. Let’s do one more! You can do it, just four more sets like this, and we’re done!]

His enthusiasm was boundless.

It was Min Ki’s first workout, and by the time he reached the end of his sets, his body was so exhausted he could barely move, but that didn’t stop Kwon Joon Yong.

[I’ll spot you, just focus on your form. Ah, your form looks perfect now. Can’t you hear your muscles cheering?]

[…It feels more like they’re on fire.]

[That’s the signal your muscles are growing.]

He didn’t let Min Ki give up and made him complete every set, even if it meant physically assisting him.

So, the first day consisted of a full two-hour session focused on his back and arms.

Afterward, the owner even helped plan out his meals according to his budget.

By the time it was all over, the world around him looked yellow.

‘The enthusiasm is great, but if I work out like this every day, I won’t have any energy left for anything else.’

He was an aspiring actor, not a bodybuilder.

With his whole body aching, how could he possibly focus on acting?

Stumbling like a puppet, Min Ki made his way to his part-time job.

“Oh.”

A message arrived.

[Sender: Daon Entertainment]

[Information Regarding the Second Audition]

The day for him to make his next move.

That moment was right around the corner.
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Early morning.

Min Ki no longer dreaded waking up in the morning.

‘I can stretch without worrying.’

Not too long ago, he could have injured his joints simply by stretching carelessly after getting out of bed.

Or perhaps he might have rolled out of bed while sleeping.

Or maybe, the noisy cats living next door would have kept him from falling into a deep sleep.

But now, he could sleep deeply and wake up feeling refreshed.

This alone made him smile.

‘Great, this morning is perfect.’

After waking up, Lee Min Ki had a light breakfast, did some light stretches, and jogged to his acting school with a spring in his step.

In the past, even power walking made him nervous, but now he knew.

You can’t sprain your ankle just by walking quickly!

‘Looks like I’m the first one here today.’

After arriving at the acting academy, having worked up a light sweat, it wasn’t long before three others joined him.

“Looks like you’re the last one today, Kim Tak.”

“I even took a taxi!”

It was Kim Tak and Yoo Seon Ah.

“Didn’t you know? Taxis are always the slowest in the morning.”

“This is so unfair.”


“Rules are rules, though. You’ll have to buy coffee as a penalty.”

It was a rule they had made among themselves.

Whoever arrived at the practice room last had to buy the morning coffee.

‘I still don’t know why these people are in the same class with me.’

Somehow, that’s how it turned out.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung didn’t say much, so they just naturally ended up hanging out together.

During that time, Min Ki learned a few things about these two.

First, Kim Tak wasn’t a particularly bad person or someone who held a grudge against him.

“Min Ki, you like iced Americano with an extra shot, right? Venti size.”

He just had a terrible sense of social awareness.

His behavior made it clear.

He wasn’t malicious, just completely clueless, though his actions were generally friendly.

“But you know, drinking too much coffee can lead to cardiovascular disease and early death.”

Again, to be clear, he really couldn’t read the room.

It was Yoo Seon Ah who stepped in to check Kim Tak’s behavior.

“Hey. Kim Tak, you shouldn’t just say things like that to people.”

“But it’s true.”

“Don’t you get it? Even if it’s true, there’s a time and place for everything. You love sweets, right? How would you feel if someone kept telling you that eating too much sugar will make you die early?”

“Oh, right. You’re right. Sorry, Min Ki. I’ll buy you lunch later.”

Maybe he was just a pampered rich kid who was raised with indulgence.


Regardless, the three of them somehow found their balance.

They spent their mornings chatting over coffee before starting their practice.

But today, there was a more important topic.

“Min Ki, you saw it, right?”

Yoo Seon Ah asked in a serious tone.

Min Ki paused, exhaled, then slowly nodded.

“Yes, I got the text this morning. The announcement for Daon’s second audition.”

That’s right.

That morning, the notice for the second audition at Daon Entertainment had arrived.

The second audition would take place in one month.

And there was only one evaluation category.

[One free performance]

Short and to the point.

A free performance meant they could perform anything they wanted, as long as they chose something they could do well.

But with so many participants, the key was to stand out immediately in front of the judges.

“And the fact that they gave us nearly a month until the audition means they want us to polish it to perfection.”

They had been given a full month.

For an acting audition, that was quite unusual.

Normally, after the first round of screening, the second audition would take place within two weeks at most.

But Daon had given them a month.


“No matter how prestigious the company is, this is a bold move.”

Yoo Seon Ah twisted her hair in frustration.

Meanwhile, Min Ki remained calm and said.

“The time doesn’t matter. They just want us to bring our best performance.”

“And by best performance, you mean?”

“They don’t want shortcuts. As you know, in acting auditions, many people bring performances that were quickly put together by their acting schools.”

It was a common practice.

Not everyone could be a great actor, but acting schools had the responsibility of helping even those people pass auditions.

So they would often create performances for their students.

In fact, seasoned judges could often guess which academy a performer had attended just by observing the habits in their acting.

“Hmm, so it’s going to come down to real talent.”

Kim Tak muttered.

It seemed he had forgotten that he hadn’t even applied to Daon.

“Min Ki, do you have any ideas?”

Yoo Seon Ah asked, her eyes full of curiosity.

Though it was unusual for one student to ask another such a question, she seemed to have high expectations for Min Ki.

And.

“I do have something in mind.”

Min Ki had an idea ready to meet those expectations.

“Knew it.”

“Oooh.”

As the two leaned in to hear what Min Ki would say next.

“I’m here.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung had finally arrived at the practice room, the last to show up.

* * *

The first words Trainer Kim Ah Sung said after seeing the Daon audition notice were:

“Hm, really? I figured they’d do something like this.”

It was as if he had expected it all along.

Kim Tak asked in a surprised voice.

“You knew?”

“I heard some rumors.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung replied casually, as if it were no big deal.

“Daon is mostly run according to the president’s whims, but they’ve done things like this before. I did some digging and found a pattern in their audition processes over the past few years. It was about time for something like this.”

Min Ki was quietly impressed.

‘Didn’t expect him to go that far.’

He had thought Trainer Kim Ah Sung would just help with acting practice, but it seemed he was more serious than that.

He really was a competent man.

However, digging up inside information like this could be seen as unfair, which explained why Kim Ah Sung hadn’t mentioned it until now.

“These arrogant punks think they’re something special. And don’t get me started on their president. What kind of agency president acts like a celebrity?”

That last comment seemed unnecessary, but still.

In reality, all auditions were more or less the same.

You just had to do what they asked.

“Anyway, you’ve got to go where you want.”

After grumbling for a while, Trainer Kim Ah Sung sat down casually on the practice room floor and said.

“Well, it’s good timing. I’ve been watching your acting these past few days, trying to figure out what you should perform at Daon. Let’s decide today.”

For the past few days.

Instead of formal practice, they had spent time exploring what roles would suit each of them best.

Choosing favorite pieces, testing them out.

They had spent about a week of the month’s preparation time just selecting roles.

Now, it was time to reveal the results.

“Let’s start with Min Ki.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung was about to say something when Min Ki spoke up first.

“I want to try playing a gangster.”

“Alright, a lawyer—what?”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung was surprised and asked again, while Min Ki confidently repeated.

“A gangster. I feel like it’s the right role for me after the practice sessions.”

It was a moment where he emphasized his previous statement.

“That’s not easy.”

Kim Tak muttered in surprise.

“Yeah, if it’s even a little off, it’ll stand out awkwardly. Maybe it’s better to go with a more stable role.”

Yoo Seon Ah agreed with Kim Tak.

Playing a gangster was difficult for several reasons.

The character type was rigid.

Within that framework, you had to make your character come alive, which was a tough challenge for a newcomer.

But Min Ki was confident.

‘One of the skills of an actor is choosing the right role. Daon wants to see if we can do that.’

Choosing a character.

That was one of the key skills of an actor.

While it’s true that actors who can handle a wide range of roles are praised for their talent.

In the real world, it’s a bit different.

‘It’s better to play one role perfectly than to play ten roles at 80%.’

You survive by excelling in at least one role.

And those who know their image well can make the most of their acting.

Min Ki not only believed he could pull off a gangster role but knew it was his strong suit.

Why?

Because he had learned it the hard way from experience on set.

‘I was always praised for this role.’

Rather than blindly following the roles everyone else was choosing, Min Ki knew that a slightly risky choice—one he excelled in—would truly shine.

“There are easier and more stable scripts.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung said, and Min Ki nodded.

“You’re right. Playing a gangster is hard.”

“Do you know why it’s hard?”

“Because you have to carry a lot of energy, but control it without letting it explode, revealing it subtly.”

“You understand. But why choose it?”

“Because it’s difficult.”

Min Ki reaffirmed.

“Since it’s rare, it’ll be unique. I know it’s risky, but I think I can do it well.”

Because it’s rare, it stands out.

Since it’s unique, it increases his chances.

But that was only if he succeeded.

In reality, playing a gangster was so challenging that most actors failed to pull it off, even barely making it through auditions.

But Min Ki had another reason for being confident in this role.

And that reason was

:

‘…That’s what the Daon president said in an interview.’

The president of Daon had once said on a broadcast that he liked actors who could play gangsters well.

That’s why Min Ki had already decided that if he had to choose, it would be this role.

“Hm.”

After hearing Min Ki’s reasoning, Trainer Kim Ah Sung rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

‘He’s definitely not ordinary.’

Everything Min Ki had said was, in a way, obvious.

It was normal for actors to understand their own image.

It was also normal to choose roles that fit their image.

But very few beginners actually put this into practice.

In fact, even after 10 years of acting, many actors still didn’t fully understand themselves, often struggling to find their place.

Some never figured it out, even by the time they retired.

‘They say, “Know yourself, and you’ll win every battle,” but this guy already understands himself before even starting.’

Trainer Kim Ah Sung felt his admiration for Min Ki growing.

‘I was going to assign him an easier role, but if he’s determined to take on a tough one, there’s no need to stop him.’

He also saw the potential for Min Ki to pull off a gangster role.

From Kim Ah Sung’s perspective, every actor had a natural aura.

And Min Ki’s aura?

Despite his age, his demeanor was calm and laid-back, yet there was an unexpected fierceness that surfaced at times.

Especially when he acted.

‘In any case, those qualities are what make a good gangster character.’

Even so, the only reason he had tried to dissuade Min Ki was because the gangster role carried a lot of risk for an audition.

But if Min Ki was determined, there was no need to hold him back.

‘If I were a regular academy teacher, I would’ve insisted he take an easier path.’

But he wasn’t tied to the academy, nor was he restricted by a fixed curriculum.

He didn’t have to force standardized acting onto his students.

He could just take a step back, offer support where needed, and enjoy watching how things unfolded.

“Alright, let’s see what you’ve got.”
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Kim Ah Sung, the trainer, chuckled and said,

“Really? Then let’s see it.”

It was a somewhat provocative remark.

Hearing that he had to show something, Lee Min Ki blinked and asked,

“…You want me to show you?”

“Why, wasn’t that what you were so confident about? You said you wanted to. You said you wanted to try playing a thug. Then show me.”

Kim Ah Sung said this with a smirk.

Unlike the respect he had seemed to show for his choice earlier, there was now a hint of mockery in his tone.

“You said it yourself that you wanted to walk a difficult path, Min Ki. But there’s a fine line between courage and recklessness.”

Maintaining his gaze fixed on Lee Min Ki, he continued.

“To succeed at an audition, you need certainty, not just hope. If you’re going to take the risk, prove you have a reason. Not with words, but through your acting.”

Kim Ah Sung’s eyes were cold as he spoke.

He needed to see if Lee Min Ki had the skill to back up his words.

If he wasn’t confident, he should give up and focus on a safer role.

“Why? Are you nervous now that you actually have to do it?”

At this provocation, Kim Tak and Yoo Seon Ah had similar thoughts.

‘Wow, the teacher’s really tough.’

‘Isn’t he basically telling him to give up? Does he really have to go that far?’

Kim Ah Sung’s tone could almost be seen as cruel.


Lee Min Ki was being unreasonably stubborn, so Kim Ah Sung was pushing him hard to break his resolve.

In part, it was intentional.

However, if one looked deeper, there was more to his words.

‘Show me if you really mean it.’

Kim Ah Sung had expectations for Lee Min Ki.

Considering the natural temperament of someone like Lee Min Ki, choosing to play a thug was almost the right answer.

Almost.

But there still needed to be further proof if this was truly a sincere choice or just a random decision.

After all, even a broken clock is right twice a day.

That’s why Kim Ah Sung wanted to see it with his own eyes.

‘Is this just a bluff, or is there something solid behind his words?’

He couldn’t entirely dismiss the former possibility.

But he hoped it was the latter.

‘If what I said sounds too intimidating to him, it’s better for him to give up here.’

That was Kim Ah Sung’s thought.

As for Lee Min Ki…

‘This is perfect.’

Lee Min Ki thought Kim Ah Sung had just given him an opportunity.

An opportunity to clearly prove his abilities.

“Alright. I’ll show you.”


“Good. How much time do you need to prepare?”

“It’s fine.”

Lee Min Ki declined Kim Ah Sung’s offer of more time.

“I’ve practiced a lot. On my own, whenever I could.”

Since he had been provoked, he needed to respond in kind.

* * *

“Phew.”

Standing up and facing the wall, Lee Min Ki took a deep breath.

‘Can I really pull this off?’

He had accumulated plenty of practice time.

But acting is always a new challenge, no matter how much you practice.

His heart was pounding.

‘A free acting performance… It’s been a while since I’ve done one.’

Once you debut, you mostly do designated performances. Free acting became both a nostalgic and unfamiliar territory.

Free acting meant he could perform any scene from any script he wanted.

Those classic scenes from famous films.

Even just reading the lines alone, you could clearly grasp the character, as if they were coming to life.

But there was one trap in this.

‘You have to fully absorb the lines without being overwhelmed by them.’

You must not be dominated by the script.


It was a dilemma that many rookies faced.

They became too conscious of the script and couldn’t break free from its framework.

‘But a professional can’t let that happen.’

Even when performing the same script, a professional should be able to showcase their unique interpretation.

It’s like when a singer covers someone else’s song.

They must bring out the essence of the original while not resorting to mere imitation.

Whatever song they sing, it has to become their own.

Overcoming this challenge was the first step toward becoming a professional actor.

‘Can I do this properly?’

He had already prepared the script.

One he felt quite confident about.

But instead of jumping straight into the performance, Lee Min Ki paused to calmly picture himself in his mind.

After all, he had changed since his thirties.

And so had his character.

His hair had grown long enough that he would need to visit the salon soon.

His jawline was slim.

His nose wasn’t too high or too low, but he felt confident in its shape.

Overall, his features were delicate.

‘A typical thug portrayal wouldn’t suit me.’

He couldn’t just play a character that looked rough and mean.

His appearance was far from intimidating.

More than that, how could he describe it?

He needed to become a sly, annoying character, like a playboy.

The image of Lee Min Ki slowly transformed in his mind.

‘Got it.’

At some point, his mental image solidified.

Realizing it was time, Lee Min Ki shouted out loud.

“Oh, sister!”

A thug, but specifically a smooth-talking playboy.

Lee Min Ki’s lips curled into a grin that nearly touched his ears.

“You’re here again? Where’s that guy you brought with you last time? Oh, my big mouth.”

A con artist trying to charm a woman out of her money.

That persona was layered over Lee Min Ki’s appearance.

“Haha, today, I’ll treat you to the full course.”

But he wasn’t smooth.

There was still a faint awkwardness in his movements.

Since playing a thug was such an exaggerated performance, there was a slight sense of dissonance.

But to be fair, it was more than enough for an amateur.

At least, that’s how it seemed to Kim Tak and Yoo Seon Ah.

‘Wow, I thought he was such a goody two-shoes, but he has a side like this?’

‘He’s just like Kim Tak!’

But what about Kim Ah Sung, who was no amateur?

‘Something feels lacking.’

There was something unsatisfactory about it.

Of course, Lee Min Ki’s acting was excellent.

For most people, it would have been more than praiseworthy.

But Kim Ah Sung didn’t expect just “good enough” from Lee Min Ki. He wanted him to take it a step further.

‘Is this all? It can’t be.’

Just as doubt crept in…

“…!”

Lee Min Ki’s legs suddenly wobbled.

As if he’d been hit, his body collapsed to the side.

His expression looked confused, as if he had been caught off guard.

He tried to stand up, but fell again, like a fish flopping around.

‘Did he stumble?’

Kim Ah Sung’s eyes flickered.

It was common to make mistakes in a performance, but this wasn’t the best timing.

Even if the fundamentals were good, breaking the flow like that would be a disqualification.

…That’s what he thought, at least.

“Sss.”

Lee Min Ki rubbed his cheek and shouted,

“Hey! Who the hell hit me?”

* * *

In that instant, Kim Ah Sung’s mind spun with confusion.

He thought Lee Min Ki had stumbled, but now he was shouting loudly.

And he was swearing pretty aggressively, too.

While the distraction broke his focus for a moment, Lee Min Ki continued pointing to thin air, shouting again.

“Hey, what’s your deal? Why are you hitting me? You got money? Should I call the cops? Huh? Should I?”

As the voice registered in Kim Ah Sung’s ears, he realized,

‘That was part of the act!’

Even the way he had fallen so naturally was part of the performance.

At that very moment, the thug character in Lee Min Ki’s performance clicked into place in Kim Ah Sung’s mind.

‘This guy’s got something.’

The missing 2% in his acting had now been completed. A vivid realism emerged, and the performance’s immersion took over Kim Ah Sung’s mind.

The moment he shifted from merely evaluating to fully appreciating the performance.

“Damn, that’s embarrassing.”

Lee Min Ki stood up, grimacing as if the fall had truly pained him.

Even as he stood, his legs trembled naturally, like a shaking tree.

‘Wow, the details are amazing.’

Kim Tak silently marveled, anticipating the next part of the performance.

Beep! Beep! Beep!

An alarm rang out loudly.

It signaled that Lee Min Ki’s 1-minute-and-30-second time limit had ended.

“Ah.”

With a lingering sense of regret, the short free performance came to a close.

Lee Min Ki’s thoughts were simple:

‘Oh, crap.’

He was in shock.

‘Talk about bad luck. Why did my legs give out right then?!’

Indeed.

Lee Min Ki’s stumble hadn’t been part of the performance at all.

It was simply because his muscles were still sore from the leg workout he had done the previous day.

Everything after that was pure ad-lib.

He had lightly cramped up, tried to stand up again, and then fell again.

His pained expression was because he really was in pain, and his swearing was half genuine, too.

‘You idiot! They offered to give you more time. Why did you say you were ready right away?!’

He knew the reason. He had thought it would look cool.

Responding to a challenge with confidence.

Because that was what being cool meant.

Of course, coolness and embarrassment are separated by a fine line.

‘Ugh!’

He felt so embarrassed that his face was burning.

Even though the performance was over, his mind was full of regrets.

If he could turn back time, he’d do it all over again.

But it was too late for that.

Much too late.

“…”

“…”

Looking around, the atmosphere had visibly stiffened.

The expressions on Kim Tak and Yoo Seon Ah’s faces were hard to read.

It was clear they wanted to say something, but they held back.

To Lee Min Ki, it seemed as if they were barely suppressing their laughter.

Of course, that was entirely his own misconception.

‘That was amazing. I need to ask him how he did that body acting later.’

Kim Tak was itching to ask him about his technique.

‘I thought he’d be weak at action scenes because of his slim build, but he’s really good at everything. I’ve learned so much today.’

Yoo Seon Ah was mentally replaying Lee Min Ki’s performance.

Though it hadn’t been acting.

At any rate, all three of them remained silent, waiting for Kim Ah Sung to speak.

“Min Ki.”

The first thing he said was a question.

“What script was that from?”

“Ah, that was…”

Lee Min Ki opened his mouth to answer, but then hesitated.

He was about to proudly name the piece, but then he remembered—it hadn’t come out in this time period yet.

After all, it was a script he had written in the future.

That’s why he had been so confident.

Though it didn’t go as planned.

‘I should just be honest.’

After taking a deep breath, Lee Min Ki spoke again.

“I wrote it myself.”

“Wrote it yourself? Really?”

“Yes.”

“Huh.”

Kim Ah Sung chuckled, as if he found the situation amusing.

Then, after a moment, he threw out another question.

“Min Ki, do you write scripts often?”

“Sometimes. If I get the chance in the future, I’d like to try scriptwriting. It’s a dream of mine.”

“A dream, huh. That’s interesting.”

At that moment, Kim Ah Sung stood up and, leaving the three of them looking puzzled, opened the door to the practice room and said,

“Min Ki, keep doing what you’re doing.”

“…!”

For a moment, Lee Min Ki’s face lit up.

Kim Ah Sung continued,

“And it’s good that you’re writing, but for auditions, try to stick to well-known works. Judges aren’t usually fond of original scripts.”

“…Yes, yes!”

“And one more thing.”

Kim Ah Sung gave Lee Min Ki a once-over and asked,

“Why were your legs shaking like that?”

“I guess I wasn’t fully relaxed.”

“Really? Then take a seat and rest. It’s only going to get tougher from here.”

The truth was simple.

His calves were about to cramp.
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Jam Acting School.

A prestigious acting school located in Mapo-gu.

It produced outstanding results, rivaling even well-known theater and film departments.

[Unleash your dream of becoming an actor with Jam Acting School!]

[Join Jam Acting School alongside thousands of seniors!]

Wherever you went, there were actors who graduated from Jam Acting School.

Thanks to their strong bonds, they even had their own network.

The reason why such a small academy could achieve such success was due to its strict winner-takes-all structure.

[Full scholarship for outstanding students!]

[Let’s go the extra mile with the debut preparation class!]

The director of the school, Director Park, had recently been feeling anxious.

‘Could he actually pass?’

It was all because of Lee Min Ki.

Not long ago, Director Park made a bet with Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

The bet was whether or not Lee Min Ki would pass the audition for Daon Entertainment.

Honestly, he didn’t think there was even the slightest chance of him passing.

Why, you ask?

Lee Min Ki was so lacking in skill that it was faster to count from the bottom!

[Pfft.]


[He fell again.]

[Why is he so awkward?]

Though he was in the debut preparation class, no one genuinely believed he could debut.

At best, he’d get a minor role.

If he was incredibly lucky, maybe a supporting role in a web drama.

That was the kind of person Lee Min Ki was.

To anyone with an eye for acting, he was someone you couldn’t help but look down on.

But recently, he had changed a bit.

“Ugh.”

After watching the rehearsal room for a moment from the hallway, Director Park let out a long sigh.

‘As expected, his skills have improved drastically.’

The moment he saw Lee Min Ki’s acting, he realized it.

His improvement was incomparable to just a short while ago.

His previously awkward acting now had life, and his mistakes had significantly decreased.

His previously sluggish movements now showed a hint of sharpness.

This change had occurred in just a month.

‘No matter how much acting improvement happens in steps, can it happen this fast?’

While he was secretly watching Lee Min Ki’s acting—

“Huh? Director?”

Flinch.


At the voice from behind, Director Park stiffened.

Turning around hastily, he saw a casually dressed man grinning mischievously.

“Oh, good morning.”

“What’s the matter so early in the morning?”

With a chuckle, the man glanced toward the rehearsal room and spoke.

“Aha, could it be?”

“……!”

Director Park scowled, trying to hide his embarrassment, and said,

“I was just passing by. It’s my academy; can’t I walk around wherever I want?”

“Of course, it’s your academy, Director. What does it matter who’s doing what, right?”

Director Park’s blood pressure began to rise.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung, enjoying Director Park’s reaction, chuckled and said,

“He’s doing well, right? Min Ki.”

“……”

“He’s incredibly diligent. Every morning, he comes in one or two hours earlier than everyone else to practice something. I even heard he’s been going to the gym these days. Wow, you don’t often find someone working as hard as him, even among professionals.”

“……”

“How does he do it? He’s a beast, a real beast.”

“……Ahem!”

Unable to listen anymore, Director Park subtly moved away and said,

“I don’t care!”


“Yes, yes. Take care.”

As he walked briskly away, almost fleeing, a thought crossed Director Park’s mind.

‘Lee Min Ki, could he really pass the audition at Daon Entertainment?’

As an academy, it would be a cause for celebration.

Daon Entertainment was a top-tier agency in the entire industry, and having a successful auditionee from the academy would be an excellent achievement.

But he had made a bet with Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

He had to pay him a scholarship.

It wasn’t that he regretted the money.

It was just… it was just that he couldn’t quite explain the strange feeling inside of him.

‘What should I call this feeling?’

Director Park didn’t know.

He hadn’t realized that, deep inside, he was beginning to root for Lee Min Ki.

He had ignored him for so long that accepting this change was difficult.

On top of that—

‘That guy’s probably thrilled beyond belief.’

Just thinking of Trainer Kim Ah Sung’s smug face was enough to irritate him.

It was as he walked on.

“Oh, it’s the Director.”

He ran into another person.

This time, it was Kim Tak, a guy with dyed yellow hair.

‘This student…’

He was someone who usually didn’t put in any effort and often skipped classes.

To put it bluntly, he was lazy.

He seemed to have talent, but he didn’t try.

His family was supposedly quite wealthy.

Yet, recently, he hadn’t missed a single class and even came in for morning self-practice every day.

“……Keep up the hard work.”

“Oh! Thank you!! Have a great morning, Director!”

He was overly enthusiastic for no reason.

* * *

Did you know?

Time spent diligently passes unusually quickly.

Ten hours feels like one, a week like a day, and a month like it was just yesterday.

Perhaps it’s true that the happiest moments slip by in an instant.

That’s how it had been for Lee Min Ki recently.

Morning self-practice, afternoon academy classes, and late-night gym sessions.

As he repeated these three routines, the day he had been eagerly waiting for finally arrived.

‘Today’s the day.’

As he opened his eyes that morning, endorphins surged through Lee Min Ki’s mind.

‘Just five hours until the Daon Entertainment audition. Time to shower, eat, and stretch a bit before heading out.’

The audition was set for 11 a.m.

But as always, Lee Min Ki woke up at 6 a.m.

It took time for the body, relaxed from sleep, to regain its energy, and it was important to be prepared for any unforeseen emergencies.

He had synchronized his body clock to match Daon Entertainment’s schedule.

Ssshh!

As water poured over him, Lee Min Ki mentally reviewed the acting he would perform today.

‘What I’ve done so far isn’t bad. But let’s make it a bit sneakier.’

An actor must know how to monitor themselves.

Like a seasoned engineer analyzing a vehicle’s parts, Lee Min Ki constantly pondered his own strengths and weaknesses.

Each morning, he refined the acting he would perform that day.

[7:30 a.m.]

Fully awake, Lee Min Ki tightly tied the laces of his sneakers.

‘It takes about an hour to walk from home to the Daon Entertainment audition hall. It’s a good distance to jog.’

Since then, he wasn’t sure.

But starting his mornings with a jog to his destination had become part of his routine.

He no longer worried about twisting his ankle while running.

He didn’t feel anxious.

Instead, he had come to enjoy the mild muscle aches.

‘I’ve changed a lot.’

Screech!

As he opened the door and ran along the riverside, Lee Min Ki thought to himself.

‘I have a good feeling.’

Unlike the bustling roads from earlier, his legs felt fantastic as they ran freely, unhindered.

The fresh morning air that filled his lungs seemed to promise him a bright future.

He had a gut feeling that he would pass the Daon Entertainment audition.

What had once been a distant dream now felt like a reality right in front of him.

‘I’ve done everything I could.’

He had spent a fulfilling month under the guidance of a good teacher.

At first, Kim Tak and Yoo Seon Ah had been uncomfortable to work with, but they had become a good benchmark to keep him focused.

‘Alright, almost there.’

Lost in thought, he had run for quite a while.

Before he knew it, he had reached his destination.

“Whew.”

Exhaling a hot breath, Lee Min Ki came to a stop.

The uphill path from the riverside walk shone like the road to the future.

Once again, he had a good feeling.

* * *

Daon Entertainment.

Shortened to Daon.

A prestigious agency that had solidified its place in the Korean entertainment industry.

Every aspiring actor dreamed of joining this place at least once, but those in the know were aware of one of its lesser-known traits.

What was it, you ask?

– Daon Entertainment? Do they even hire people there?

They rarely recruited.

Within the industry, Daon was known as an elite, selective company.

– Daon only keeps the best of the best.

– They rarely sign contracts, right?

Of course, many companies claimed to be elite.

But in most cases, it was because they couldn’t expand, as they only had a few star actors.

However, Daon Entertainment was different.

They truly pursued an elite, selective strategy.

They valued the freedom of their actors more than profit-making activities.

In a capitalist society, this kind of company seemed questionable, causing fans to speculate about the agency.

– They rarely hold open auditions and only recruit through famous celebrity connections.

– It’s like their own exclusive league.

– My sister works in an agency, and she said you can only get into Daon through introductions.

– How does a company even operate like that?

Despite the good rumors, the reality was a bit different.

– The CEO’s a gangster.

The CEO was a thug.

A gangster boss who had made a fortune through loan sharking and entertainment clubs ran Daon Entertainment like a live-action actor training game, funded by his money.

Why didn’t they recruit more actors?

Because the CEO collected actors like they were his personal favorites.

It was as simple as that.

They didn’t bring in actors just because they were popular or expensive.

Everything, from start to finish, depended on the CEO’s preferences.

– Daon Entertainment? They’re ridiculously picky.

– The CEO’s built his own little kingdom.

– What’s the point of holding auditions if they don’t even hire anyone?

– Daon made me wait two hours for a meeting; it was a first for me.

Because of this, insiders who knew the truth often gossiped about it behind the scenes.

Regardless, the company was doing well.

The CEO had a surprisingly good eye for things.

Whether it was luck or skill, he had a knack for succeeding, which only fueled the positive rumors.

That’s how it was in this industry.

Information always circulated secretly, and if you weren’t part of the main circle, there were limits to what you could find out.

For someone like Lee Min Ki, who was at best a supporting actor or usually a minor role, it was even worse.

That was why the employees at Daon were on edge.

“Is the CEO still not here?”

“Ugh, where the heck is he?!”

The CEO was notorious for doing whatever he wanted.

Kim Jong Hyuk, the executive in charge of today’s audition, was also screaming out in frustration.

“When did the audition start? How can he just disappear without a word?”

“Is his phone off?”

“His phone’s off! He’s not even checking his messages! I’m going to lose my mind!”

Three judges were supposed to handle today’s audition: Director Kim Jong Hyuk, the CEO, and the head of the management team.

But the most important judge, the CEO, was nowhere to be found.

Sure, the remaining two could pick someone, but it wasn’t that simple.

‘If the CEO doesn’t like someone, it doesn’t matter who we choose.’

That’s how dysfunctional Daon Entertainment’s structure was.

In other areas, they respected the employees’ discretion as much as possible, but when it came to signing actors, it was a different story.

If they brought in someone the CEO didn’t like, there was no telling what kind of backlash they’d face later.

‘Is this how you’re going to be?’

Even for this audition, the CEO had shown little interest, and it was only happening because Kim Jong Hyuk had insisted.

If the results weren’t to the CEO’s liking, he’d probably find something to complain about.

But the audition had to go on.

They couldn’t turn away the people who had come this far.

After a long deliberation—

“Raise the bar.”

Kim Jong Hyuk finally made a decision.

“Only pick two people who are truly exceptional. Reject the rest.”

“Wait, just two?”

At the incredulous voice, Kim Jong Hyuk replied coldly.

“It’s better not to pick anyone than to choose poorly. Unless they’re extraordinarily talented.”
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Daon Entertainment Audition Venue.

The first thought that came to Lee Min Ki’s mind upon arriving at the stage he had dreamed of for years was:

‘I’ve arrived.’

He was finally standing here.

Breathing in this air, in this place, inside this building, on his own two legs.

Thump, thump, thump.

Just the realization of that fact made his heart pound as if it would burst.

In his past life, he hadn’t even made it past the document screening stage, let alone been given the opportunity to audition.

But this time, all he could think about was passing, no matter what, and making this building his second home.

‘No, I must make it happen.’

Getting too excited wouldn’t do him any good.

Lee Min Ki took a deep breath to calm his nervous breathing.

After submitting his documents at the reception desk, the staff quickly handed him a number.

“Please make sure your number is clearly visible on the outside of your clothes. There’s a waiting room over there. Wait there until a staff member calls your number.”

“Yes.”

Even the small number tag felt like a precious gift as he gently touched it before attaching it to his chest.

Number 17 (Group 4).

It was a relatively early order.

Mulling over that number, he quietly stood in line, which stretched out from the audition hall.


‘No sign of Seon Ah yet.’

He looked around but couldn’t find Yoo Seon Ah anywhere.

Perhaps it was because her audition was scheduled for later in the afternoon.

Regrettably, their schedules didn’t overlap.

In some ways, this was bad luck for her but good luck for him.

It was generally believed that audition success rates were higher in the morning when the judges were less fatigued.

‘I’m lucky.’

But looking down the hallway, it was too early to feel relieved.

‘Everyone here looks pretty impressive.’

Each person’s appearance in the waiting room was striking.

Though there weren’t any overwhelmingly handsome people, they all easily surpassed the average person in looks.

The average here was the top.

Even those who could be considered unattractive weren’t just ordinarily unattractive.

They had a distinct, memorable look, the kind of unattractiveness that would stick with you, like a crooked nail protruding from a wall.

Faces that were weapons in themselves, people like that were all around.

But Lee Min Ki knew.

‘Almost everyone here will be rejected.’

He knew that nearly all of these people would be eliminated.

That short-haired woman taking deep breaths to calm herself down.

That man anxiously tapping his long legs on the floor.


That good-looking man taking selfies against the backdrop of the waiting room.

Not only would they fail the audition, but they also wouldn’t make any noticeable impact in the industry later on.

‘And I heard only two people passed this audition.’

Lee Min Ki remembered vividly, down to the exact number of successful candidates and their names.

Out of nearly 1,000 applicants, only two would pass.

A 500:1 ratio.

That was the competition he now faced.

‘This industry really isn’t easy.’

The competition was overwhelmingly tough.

In truth, Lee Min Ki had some confidence in his skills.

Even though he had been a nobody, he had accumulated experience in the field, which gave him an advantage over the usual aspirants in terms of input and output.

But auditions weren’t determined by skill alone.

Sometimes, it came down to innate uniqueness.

He had done everything he could.

He had prepared the gangster role that the casting director supposedly liked, polishing it to the best of his ability.

But if he still failed…

‘No. I shouldn’t think like that.’

It was a meaningless assumption.

Right now, he needed to focus only on passing.

Instead of worrying, he decided to mentally review his prepared performance to enhance its precision.


It was at that moment.

“Haaaaah.”

Someone in the waiting room let out a massive yawn.

‘Who was that?’

His voice stood out so much that when Lee Min Ki turned to look, his eyes widened in surprise.

‘Kim Ji Hwan?’

Kim Ji Hwan.

Lee Min Ki remembered his name and face clearly.

Because…

‘He’s one of the successful candidates.’

Kim Ji Hwan was one of the two people who had passed this audition.

Actually, there was one more reason Lee Min Ki was so surprised.

Number 16 (Group 4).

The number attached to Kim Ji Hwan’s chest.

It was just one number different from Lee Min Ki’s, 17 (Group 4).

Which meant…

They were in the same group.

‘This is terrible luck.’

For a moment, Lee Min Ki was seized by a wave of shock.

He had been so happy about passing the document screening and getting the opportunity to audition, only to end up in the same group as one of the successful candidates.

Kim Ji Hwan, who had beaten the 500:1 odds.

He remembered well.

An actor whose signature look was a nonchalant expression, and though he didn’t stand out much in terms of acting in professional scenes, he was at least competent enough to avoid criticism.

But perhaps due to his good fortune with projects, he had only been cast in successful productions.

Thanks to that, he easily ranked among the top ten male rookies in their 20s.

At first glance, he might seem manageable, but to the past Lee Min Ki, Kim Ji Hwan had been a figure far beyond his reach.

‘Is this even fair?’

Of all people, to be grouped with him.

There wasn’t a rule against picking two people from the same group, but if a skilled person was in the same group, there was bound to be a direct comparison.

What little hope he had had vanished in an instant.

[Hahaha! Adios!]

But it wasn’t the first time his mental strength had been weak.

Lee Min Ki quickly shook his head, pulling himself together.

‘The competition ratio doesn’t matter. I should remember what my teacher always said.’

Kim Ah Sung had repeatedly emphasized one thing to him.

[You know what aspiring actors always use as an excuse? Saying they failed because the competition was too tough.]

[Isn’t that true?]

[No, not at all. They just failed because they weren’t good enough. Judges don’t pick a set number of candidates; they choose as many as they can, provided they’re talented enough. Trust me, I’ve judged plenty of auditions.]

In other words, as long as he performed well, he would be chosen, no matter what others did.

Recalling Kim Ah Sung’s indifferent face, his nervousness faded.

‘That’s right, I didn’t come here to beat 500:1 odds, I came to win 1:1.’

Whether Kim Ji Hwan was here or not, he was himself.

Just as he steeled his mind—

“Group 4, please come in.”

A staff member called out loudly.

Soon, Lee Min Ki, Kim Ji Hwan, and three others headed toward the audition room.

With nervous hearts in tow.

* * *

What should be said about the audition room that Lee Min Ki arrived in?

It was more businesslike than expected.

‘It looks just like a TOEIC class room.’

The space was so ordinary that it made him uncomfortable in its normalcy.

If it had been more like a stage, with lights pouring down, he would’ve felt more at ease.

There was one staff member holding a camera.

And another staff member whose role he couldn’t figure out.

There were two judges.

Perhaps it was their intense stares, but the other participants from Group 4 looked visibly tense.

Except for one person.

‘This guy is completely unfazed.’

Kim Ji Hwan.

He remained as indifferent as ever.

So indifferent, in fact, that he looked sleepy.

Perhaps he was only managing to hold back a yawn because the judges were present.

“Let’s begin the audition now.”

One of the judges, a man with a stern expression, adjusted his glasses and spoke.

“Contestants numbered 16 to 20, please come up one by one and perform. The task, as informed beforehand, is a 1-minute-and-30-second freestyle performance. Once you finish, please exit through the door you came in from.”

Starting with contestant number 16.

In other words, Kim Ji Hwan would go first.

Then, it would be Lee Min Ki’s turn.

‘Of all times, I’m right after him.’

It would make for an easy comparison.

Before Lee Min Ki could shake off the pressure, Kim Ji Hwan confidently walked forward.

Even as he stood alone before the judges, he still didn’t show a single sign of nervousness. Observing him, Lee Min Ki thought:

‘What kind of performance will he show?’

It was Kim Ji Hwan, after all.

One of the two people who had passed this audition.

Would he overpower the judges with an intense, immersive performance, or would he deliver a flawless, stable act?

Before any tension could rise, anticipation crept in.

‘…Huh?’

Lee Min Ki had to question what he was seeing.

“I don’t care. Do whatever. I don’t know how these old fogeys evaluate me, but honestly, I don’t care. I have my own way of working.”

The lines flowed out smoothly. He still showed no signs of nervousness.

He wasn’t particularly bad, either.

But that was it.

‘That’s too ordinary, isn’t it?’

Kim Ji Hwan’s acting was plain.

While his natural looks drew attention, his performance didn’t leave much of an impression.

It even carried a somewhat half-hearted air.

‘Honestly, even Tak would’ve done better.’

It was only slightly better than Kim Tak’s.

He wasn’t bad, but he didn’t stand out either.

That alone made him excellent compared to the average aspiring actor, but for someone who had beaten 500:1 odds, it felt underwhelming.

“Thank you, that was fine.”

“Thank you.”

After finishing his short performance, Kim Ji Hwan casually threw out a greeting and returned to his spot, showing no sign of regret.

‘This is suspicious.’

At this point, it was confusing.

Were they evaluating something other than acting?

Doubt started to creep in, but there wasn’t time for long contemplation.

“Number 17, please step forward.”

It was his turn next.

‘Phew.’

As soon as Lee Min Ki heard the judge’s voice, he quickly shook off all unnecessary thoughts and stepped forward.

There was no point in overthinking things now.

Kim Ah Sung’s words were right.

Lee Min Ki was himself, and others were themselves.

“You can begin.”

“Yes.”

After a brief pause, Lee Min Ki carefully stepped forward, took a deep breath, and began his performance.

“Do I look like an easy mark to you?”

And then…

Both of the judges and three other contestants shared the same thought:

‘He’s really good.’

The atmosphere in the room shifted in an instant.

* * *

One of the judges at Daon Entertainment.

Director Kim Jong Hyuk had a small smile on his face the moment Lee Min Ki started acting.

‘He’s good.’

It was his immediate thought upon seeing Lee Min Ki’s performance.

‘This is more than enough.’

There was nothing to criticize about his acting.

Kim had already watched 200 performances in the past few days, but Lee Min Ki’s stood out above the rest.

“No matter how trashy someone is, there are two things you don’t mess with. Money and women. But you went and touched both, didn’t you, punk? Do I look like your lackey right now? That’s not how this works.”

The lines were strong.

But the irony was that the strength of the lines came across as pure bravado.

It wasn’t because he lacked power.

Every subtle tone and movement was crafted to portray a false sense of confidence.

‘Wow, if he knows what he’s doing here, this is really impressive.’

His limbs trembled ever so slightly.

Though he spat out confident words, his body betrayed him with fear.

He was scared.

The character Lee Min Ki was portraying was a terrified gangster, unsure of what to do.

“Go ahead, hit me! Let’s see who really loses, huh?!”

Who was he talking to?

Kim Jong Hyuk could instinctively tell.

‘There’s a muscular man standing in front of him.’

It felt as if someone was actually standing before Lee Min Ki, an opponent with a stern personality and a rock-solid physique, someone intimidating.

This was something that happened often when watching skilled actors perform.

It was as if an invisible person was there, performing alongside the actor.

This quality was especially valued in the modern era, where green-screen acting had become more common.

“I’ll let it slide this time. But next time? You won’t even get a scrap of mercy. I’ll gouge out your eyes with a spoon, you hear me?!”

The pathetic nature oozed out.

Every gesture was annoyingly slick.

Annoying, but somehow endearing.

He was the kind of person who would stress you out if you were around him, but you’d find yourself wondering what he was up to if he wasn’t.

And it wasn’t just his personality.

You could almost see the signature tracksuit, the symbol of a low-life thug, on him.

‘He’s amazing.’

Kim Jong Hyuk couldn’t help but be impressed.

‘Is he really a rookie? He doesn’t seem like one. Maybe he’s a veteran? No, if he were, he’d likely prefer more stable performances because of his nerves.’

Of course, the tension on Lee Min Ki’s face wasn’t acting.

He was genuinely nervous.

And rightfully so.

Audition venues were meant to be nerve-wracking, especially with a successful candidate standing in the same room, right before his turn.

It would’ve been stranger if he wasn’t nervous.

Ironically, that’s what gave his performance its unique flavor.

Why?

Because the character he was playing was supposed to be nervous.

[When I watch your acting, Min Ki, I notice something.]

It was here that Kim Ah Sung’s coaching came into play.

[On the surface, you act confident, but there’s a corner of you that feels defeated, like you’re afraid of losing. Let’s bring that out.]

Rather than a generic thug, he portrayed a pathetic gangster full of empty bravado.

It was a character that suited Lee Min Ki all the more.

‘Wow.’

Kim Jong Hyuk once again marveled internally.

At the same time, he felt regret.

‘If only the CEO were on board, I’d sign him on the spot.’

There was a fundamental problem with this audition.

No matter how well someone acted or how much potential they showed, they still had to pass the CEO’s approval.

How many people had been dropped at the final stage by the CEO?

Even though they were called judges, they could only advise.

The final decision wasn’t in their hands.

“Maybe I’ll bury you in this industry for good.”

As Lee Min Ki’s performance reached the 1-minute-30-second mark, Kim Jong Hyuk had one thought:

‘I want to see more.’

For now.

He would enthusiastically recommend him to the CEO.
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A few days later.

The four-day audition schedule at Daon Entertainment had come to an end.

It was an eventful and turbulent audition.

The biggest feature of this audition was the absence of the CEO.

However, that didn’t mean he was entirely absent.

“Yawn…”

Since he was the CEO, the final decision of the audition was entrusted to him.

“Ugh…”

The man, who looked far too young to be called a CEO, or rather, lacked any sense of gravity, groaned in pain as he slouched over his desk, suffering from a headache.

“Ugh… My head hurts. Director Kim, do you happen to have any leftover Hangover EX?”

He was asking for a hangover relief drink.

He had been out drinking all night the previous evening.

He had spent over a thousand dollars on alcohol in one night, so it would have been odd if he didn’t have a headache.

‘This is the CEO?’

The smell of alcohol wafted in from a distance.

There was nothing remotely respectable about him, and Director Kim Jong Hyuk sighed briefly before speaking.

“I’ll go buy some.”

“You should stock things like that in the pantry ahead of time. Do I really need to say this? Oh, not talking to you, Director Kim, but to the staff below.”

“I’ll make sure to keep that in mind.”


“You’re always working so hard.”

Director Kim Jong Hyuk felt deeply distressed by the sight of this pathetic CEO.

‘Entrusting the final decision to someone suffering from a hangover…’

It was absurd.

However, he had prepared thoroughly for today over the past few sleepless nights.

While CEO Hwang In Goo spent his nights drinking, Director Kim had been burning the midnight oil, preparing material to convince him.

‘Still, he’s got an instinct. I’ll trust him.’

It was true that CEO Hwang’s usual behavior was pitiful.

However, he had one advantage.

Instinct.

You could even call it animal-like intuition.

He had a good sense of who would bring money to the company.

So far, CEO Hwang’s decisions have rarely failed.

Guessing.

If it was skill, it was skill, and if it was luck, it was luck.

But Director Kim Jong Hyuk believed it was skill as he began to speak.

“I’ve organized the most notable participants from the regular auditions held over the past few days.”

Among the thousand participants who showed passion over the four-day audition, those who stood out were selected.

Eighty percent were people with adequate skills.

The remaining twenty percent were individuals who still lacked but had shining potential.


And there was one person, in particular, who would be highlighted as the gem of this audition.

‘Was it group 4, number 17? His name was Lee Min Ki, right?’

It was Lee Min Ki.

If Director Kim Jong Hyuk had to choose just one person from this audition, without hesitation, it would be him.

‘His fundamentals are well-honed, and he’s already established his own color in acting. He could be deployed on the field right now without much tweaking. I’d start him with a minor role in a drama… no, he could go straight to a supporting role in a movie.’

He was confident.

Lee Min Ki was a rare gem, even among the talented individuals that appeared every year.

If you likened him to a jewel, he was gold.

His basic skills were guaranteed, and depending on how he was nurtured, his potential was limitless.

‘No matter how indifferent the CEO may seem, he’s still the head of an agency. Once he sees him, he’ll pick him. He just needs to see.’

He was confident.

With a voice that carried both certainty and conviction, Director Kim Jong Hyuk spoke.

“I’ve organized the order, so please review it and let me know your thoughts. There’s one impressive rookie in this audition.”

CEO Hwang In Goo, without even glancing at him, responded half-heartedly.

“Yeah, thanks. I’ll take a look at it slowly.”

“…!”

Director Kim’s eyes widened at his response.

“Really?”

“What’s with the surprise? It won’t take that long.”

He spoke in a nonchalant tone.


But even that was enough to fill Director Kim with joy.

It was done.

Now, he could lead him to make judgments with his eyes and ears.

“First, you can start by looking at this candidate here.”

“Hmm, not many.”

“You can look forward to it.”

It was just as Director Kim was finishing the first video.

“Hmm.”

CEO Hwang In Goo nodded his head and spoke.

“Not bad.”

“Right…”

“But I’m sorry.”

The next moment, CEO Hwang pressed his fingers firmly against his temples and said,

“I’ve already chosen someone this time.”

“What?”

Already chosen?

What did he mean?

As Director Kim flinched at the unexpected words, CEO Hwang continued.

“You know our investor, IBR Pharmaceuticals, right? The pharmaceutical company?”

“Yes, the CEO often brags about his kid.”

Director Kim echoed along.

CEO Hwang grinned and said,

“Right, seems like the CEO’s son wants to try his hand at acting.”

“…”

“I’ve met him a few times. He’s tall. I’m not sure about his acting, but with a bit of grooming, he has the looks for it. He gives off the actor vibe.”

Kim Ji Hwan.

Looking ahead, knowing that Kim Ji Hwan would receive praise and become a middle-tier actor, it didn’t seem like a bad choice.

However, Director Kim didn’t know that.

Even if he did, he couldn’t let go of Lee Min Ki.

He was appalled.

‘No, absolutely not.’

Just as disbelief filled his face, CEO Hwang smirked mischievously and said,

“He kept pestering me during our drinking sessions, so I agreed.”

“Wait, CEO.”

“That’s how it is. I’ll give you the full list later, but that kid seems to have potential.”

“Wait a minute. Even if he’s good, this contestant’s talent is extraordinary.”

“He’s a guy, though.”

“That may be true, but…”

Director Kim couldn’t understand why Lee Min Ki being male mattered.

CEO Hwang chuckled and said,

“You know how it goes. We usually pick one guy and one girl in each audition. Can’t be helped.”

It was an absurd reason.

Momentarily lost for words, Director Kim quickly spoke up.

“But, I mean it. This rookie is really good.”

“Is he that good?”

CEO Hwang turned his chair and asked.

“Yes, he’s exceptional.”

This was the final chance.

Director Kim, feeling a sense of duty, replied,

“If we give him time and opportunities, he could grow into Daon’s flagship actor.”

Flagship actor.

It was a heavy term, perhaps too much for a rookie.

But Director Kim was sincere.

Lee Min Ki was one of the most complete rookies he had ever seen in his career.

“I’m confident. If you approve him, I’ll turn him into a star.”

Let’s just pick him.

As they say, once the card is played, it can’t be taken back.

At the very least, they could prevent him from going to another agency.

‘All it takes is time.’

That was his mindset as he made his final appeal.

Perhaps his efforts had paid off because CEO Hwang, turning his chair again with interest, said,

“Well, then, if he’s that good, he’ll do well at another agency.”

“…”

It was an utterly irresponsible statement.

From that one remark, Director Kim Jong Hyuk sensed the end of his attempt to persuade.

He stood there, mouth agape.

“CEO, just one more time.”

“You’re right, Director. He’s good, really good. But he’s not Daon’s style.”

It was an excessively subjective response.

Style.

A word far too subjective to be used when assessing a rookie’s objective abilities.

At that moment, Director Kim Jong Hyuk finally realized.

It was over.

There was no point in further arguments.

They were going to pass over a gem without even properly evaluating him and let him go to another company.

‘What if he becomes a huge success at another agency?’

His insides were burning.

It wasn’t just irresponsible—it was foolish.

Even if he hadn’t watched, fine, but he had.

Still, standing before such a person, Director Kim Jong Hyuk could only clench his teeth and nod.

“…Understood.”

After all, he was still the CEO.

Whether it worked out or not, Daon was his company.

* * *

A few days after Daon Entertainment’s audition.

Creak.

The door to Jam Acting School opened, and a man stepped inside.

His movements were far too casual for his age, and his clothes looked hastily thrown on. Yet, somehow, his striking physique stood out.

“You’re here.”

It was Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

“Yeah, Director.”

He sat down comfortably in the director’s office as if it were his own home and remained still, as if waiting for the other person to speak.

Eventually, it was Director Park who broke the silence.

“How did it go? The audition results?”

“Oh, that.”

Kim Ah Sung pulled the corners of his lips up briefly before speaking.

“Right, the results came in this morning.”

The results of Daon Entertainment’s audition had been officially announced.

Since it had been a small-scale event, the results came out quickly, and Director Park paid attention to the outcome.

It was time to reveal the results of the bet that had been running between Trainer Kim Ah Sung and Director Park for over a month.

“So, the results?”

At Director Park’s prompting, Trainer Kim Ah Sung grinned as if he were stalling and finally spoke.

“They didn’t make it.”

“…Which one of the two? Lee Min Ki or Yoo Seon Ah?”

“Both of them.”

That’s right.

Both of them had been completely eliminated from Daon Entertainment.

Not even a sliver of hope, just a clean cut.

“Whew, looks like I won.”

“Seems that way. Congratulations, Director.”

Kim Ah Sung chuckled in his usual teasing manner.

However, Director Park muttered with a hint of bitterness, as if something was bothering him.

“Is this really something to celebrate?”

“Why not? You won the bet.”

“Yes, but…”

Director Park blinked a few times and spoke.

“Still, my students didn’t make it.”

“…”

“No matter how hard they worked, as an educator, it’s not right for me to be happy about this.”

For the past month.

Director Park had been observing Lee Min Ki’s acting every day.

He watched how he improved and prepared his performances, never missing a single day.

And he had come to a conclusion.

Lee Min Ki had been working sincerely and did not deserve to be disregarded.

“I didn’t expect you to say something like that, Director.”

“I have an eye for people too. Lee Min Ki has definitely changed, and he’s been working hard.”

His efforts had overturned Director Park’s initial underestimation.

But for that very reason, Director Park couldn’t understand Trainer Kim Ah Sung’s reaction.

“Pardon me if this is an inappropriate question, but may I ask something?”

“Go ahead.”

Kim Ah Sung’s face showed indifference.

Director Park quietly stared into his eyes and spoke.

“Trainer, you don’t seem too concerned about this, do you?”

“…”

“I thought you had some attachment to this.”

“Well, you see…”

Kim Ah Sung scratched his cheek, turning his gaze to the desk, and spoke.

“I never liked Daon Entertainment in the first place.”

That’s right.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung genuinely held a grudge against Daon Entertainment.

“If you knew how things worked there, you wouldn’t be able to like it. I didn’t try too hard to stop them because they insisted on going, but if I had a chance, I would have persuaded them not to.”

“Are you serious?”

“I don’t lie about someone’s future.”

Director Park gazed deeply into Trainer Kim Ah Sung’s eyes.

Usually full of mischief, his eyes were now deadly serious, not a single twitch of movement.

It was the truth.

Though he often joked, he was not someone who lied.

In fact, he had even felt a sense of pity that Lee Min Ki had chosen to pursue Daon.

‘The CEO is something else.’

Trainer Kim Ah Sung’s insight into the industry was as genuine as the career he had built.

Having taught hundreds of students, he had heard far more stories than those that circulated publicly.

In terms of auditions, he even had more knowledge than most agency heads.

Naturally, he knew Daon Entertainment well.

“You’ve heard the rumors, right? That the CEO of Daon is… well, let’s just say he holds a lot of power.”

“I’ve only heard vague things.”

“To put it bluntly, it’s true. Daon is the CEO’s playground. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“Is it really that bad?”

Seeing Director Park’s shocked expression, Trainer Kim Ah Sung continued calmly.

“I’ve heard he hangs out with gangsters, and there are stories about him forcing entertainers to serve drinks and even wielding a bat.”

Director Park’s expression grew more serious as the blunt words poured out like stinging arrows.

“So, those weren’t just rumors?”

“I know someone who was a victim. Honestly, their auditions are just a playground for the CEO to pick whoever he fancies. I don’t even understand why they have judges.”

“Hm, I’m hearing things today that I’m not sure I should be listening to.”

Even Director Park, a successful academy director, had never heard such stories.

This was insider knowledge only known to those deeply entrenched in the industry.

But Trainer Kim Ah Sung shrugged as if it were no big deal.

“Well, this is off the record, right? They say people even badmouth the president when he’s not around, so why not a gangster CEO?”

He wasn’t wrong.

Trainer Kim, though usually composed, was clearly angry as he continued.

“Still, considering how the company runs, he’s not completely incompetent. He has a good eye for actors, and he’s probably lucky. But really, it’s not a place someone with real talent needs to seek out.”

The reason he hadn’t stopped Min Ki despite knowing all this was simple.

He wasn’t the type to intervene in the choices of a passing student, nor was he someone who liked to meddle in others’ business.

‘Besides, even with all its flaws, Daon is still a place rookies are grateful to join.’

If Lee Min Ki wanted to go to Daon, then so be it, he thought.

But after observing him over the past month, Trainer Kim had learned something.

Lee Min Ki’s skills were the real deal.

He had talent.

But more than that, he had something else—what should he call it?

Yes.

Determination.

It was a kind of resolve so strong it could be called desperation.

‘You don’t see people with that level of commitment even in the industry.’

He gave his all, even in the smallest performances.

It was as if he wanted to give his last breath to that one performance.

It was inspiring.

What began as simple curiosity had evolved into genuine admiration for Lee Min Ki.

Perhaps that was why, when he heard Min Ki had applied to Daon, he had felt a sense of regret.

Now, hearing the results, he felt a strange sense of relief.

‘For now, it might seem like he’s taken a step back, but there are plenty of places where he can take ten steps forward.’

Trainer Kim Ah Sung knew how to spot people who would succeed in the industry.

He was confident Lee Min Ki’s time would come soon.

“Well, it’s done, so let’s move on.”

Trainer Kim chuckled and said,

“I guess I’ll have to keep my promise.”

“Promise?”

Director Park blinked in confusion as Trainer Kim casually responded.

“We made a bet, remember? If Min Ki got into Daon, you’d offer a full scholarship, but if he didn’t, I’d do something for you. Hosting that private audition at the academy.”

“Ah.”

Director Park let out a brief sound of realization.

That’s right, they had made such a deal.

‘I guess I forgot all about it.’

To be fair, Director Park had probably forgotten because, without even realizing it, he had been rooting for Min Ki all along.

Few people imagine their hopes falling short.

“Well, that’s that.”

Trainer Kim murmured as if to shake off the thought, standing up and saying,

“I’ll sort out the schedule for the private audition and let you know soon. Sound good?”

“Yes, understood.”

With that, the short conversation between the two came to an end.

One person felt a surge of new anticipation, while the other harbored a sense of regret.

The former was Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

The latter was Director Park.

In just a month, both of their perspectives had changed completely.

* * *

Inside Jam Acting School’s practice room.

Two students were present early in the morning.

“He hasn’t shown up.”

“Yeah. Hm, this situation seems a bit strange, don’t you think?”

It was Yoo Seon Ah and Kim Tak.

After spending over a month together, the two had grown somewhat close.

They were currently talking about someone in particular.

“Min Ki is late today.”

It was that Lee Min Ki had been absent.
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“How could he be late? Is the sun about to rise in the west or something? What happens if the sun rises in the west? Does the Earth come to an end?”

Kim Tak rattled off random words, barely stopping for breath.

Surprisingly, Yoo Seon Ah, who usually only countered his words, nodded in agreement.

“……Exactly. Is the world coming to an end? How could Min Ki be late?”

Lee Min Ki was late.

For most people, being late wouldn’t be a big deal. But Lee Min Ki was no ordinary person.

If Lee Min Ki was late, it was a big deal.

“He’s always the first to arrive. Hmm.”

“I thought that guy practically lived here.”

That’s because he was the one who always showed up first and grabbed a free coffee.

Yoo Seon Ah, as if witnessing a rare phenomenon like the Earth spinning in reverse, let out a brief groan and said,

“There’s only one reason Min Ki wouldn’t come today.”

Recently, there had been one big topic of conversation among them.

And that was—

“Looks like he was really shocked after failing the audition.”

Lee Min Ki had failed the audition at Daon Entertainment.

Yoo Seon Ah slapped both her cheeks as she spoke.

“Well, the teacher always nags him every day, but he wanted to get into Daon so badly, and he worked really hard, so it’s not that strange.”

She murmured, as if she was as shocked by his failure as if it had been her own.


Seeing her like that, Kim Tak, looking puzzled, asked,

“Then why aren’t you affected? You were rejected too.”

“…You always have to phrase it like that.”

“Oh, sorry.”

Kim Tak quickly covered his mouth.

Yoo Seon Ah glared at him like he was annoying and said,

“I didn’t really care either way about getting into Daon.”

“Why?”

“As long as you’ve got the skills as an actor, you can make it anywhere. It’s all up to you.”

“Oh wow, I’ve learned something new from you, Seon Ah.”

Kim Tak nodded sincerely, as if truly impressed by her mindset, then asked,

“Then, Min Ki is different?”

“For Min Ki… it was the first real chance he had in a long time. He kept getting rejected even at the application stage. He worked really hard, ever since his first day at the academy.”

Yoo Seon Ah remembered Lee Min Ki on his first day at the academy.

He wasn’t good at acting, but he worked incredibly hard, and that left an impression on her.

They hadn’t really interacted much because they didn’t have much in common, but she was always aware of how hard he worked.

When they were all focused on Daon Entertainment as a common goal, she was so happy it almost felt like her own success.

“In any era, hard-working people deserve to be rewarded.”

It was only natural to root for him as a fellow human being.

Yoo Seon Ah added one more thing.


“And he’s handsome.”

“So that was important.”

“Of course! He’s an actor, isn’t he? Good looks are a talent too. More than that, aren’t you sad? You were closer to Min Ki than I was.”

Not really.

They weren’t particularly close.

At least, that’s what Lee Min Ki thought, but it didn’t matter.

In Yoo Seon Ah’s eyes, they seemed close.

Even Kim Tak himself thought he was close to Lee Min Ki.

“Ah, of course, I’m devastated! I’ve been rooting for him so hard. Man, our Min Ki’s gotten really good these days. Daon must’ve been blind.”

“This is a serious issue, so don’t joke about it.”

“I’m not joking at all.”

Kim Tak was serious this time.

Since he had always been skeptical about Lee Min Ki, he couldn’t help but feel a subtle sense of disappointment at his failure.

‘What if he doesn’t show up because he’s too shocked?’

That would be boring.

What’s the point of coming to the academy if he wasn’t there?

As the two of them were lost in their thoughts, the door creaked open.

A tall figure appeared.

“Hoo…”

It was Lee Min Ki.


It seemed like he had run to get here, as a small heat radiated from his body.

His appearance made both of their eyes widen in surprise.

“What’s wrong?”

Seeing their startled faces, Lee Min Ki looked confused and asked,

“Do I have something on my face?”

“No, it’s not that. We’re just happy to see you.”

“I’m the last to arrive today. I’ll go get some coffee.”

“I’ll have a hibiscus ade, and upsize it, please.”

“…….”

She really doesn’t hesitate to order the most expensive things.

Lee Min Ki sighed quietly to himself and asked,

“Sure. How about you, Seon Ah?”

“Oh, I can pay for mine.”

“It’s fine. I’ve been getting free coffee from you guys for a while.”

“…Then I’ll have an iced Americano.”

“I’ll be back soon.”

After dropping off his bag, Lee Min Ki quickly left the practice room.

His bright demeanor caught the two of them by surprise, and they quickly put their heads together.

“Is that guy okay?”

Kim Tak whispered in a shocked voice.

“He seems too cheerful, and it’s making me nervous.”

“Maybe he’s acting like that because he’s in shock? You know how it is. You seem fine at first, but then a few days later, it really hits you.”

“He’s pretending to be okay. Isn’t this a sign of depression?”

“I don’t know, but just in case, you should be careful with what you say today, Tak.”

“Why me?”

“Weren’t you about to suggest seeing a psychiatrist?”

“Busted.”

While the two of them whispered, Lee Min Ki’s thoughts were simple.

‘It feels refreshing.’

He didn’t feel bad at all.

Sure, he had failed the audition at Daon Entertainment.

But it wasn’t as if his life had fallen apart because of it.

‘I gave it my all.’

He wasn’t the type of person to be crushed by a single failure.

He had done his best.

He had prepared well under a good teacher, and he had improved during the process.

Lee Min Ki was content with just that.

Even though he had failed the audition, he had shown 100% of the performance he had prepared, with no regrets.

There was no reason to get down over one rejection when he had gained so much from the experience.

‘I’m used to failure.’

He felt disappointed, sure.

But being disappointed and being devastated were two very different things.

Even if it wasn’t Daon Entertainment, there would be other opportunities.

From now on, he just needed to prepare for those moments.

‘Alright, let’s work hard again.’

As he stepped outside the building, intending to walk to the café, something unexpected happened.

“Oh.”

“Huh?”

In the first-floor lobby, he ran into someone by chance.

A man who looked more suited to the word “unemployed” than “teacher”—Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

“Oh, Min Ki!”

Kim Ah Sung waved first and casually walked over.

“You look better than I expected. I was worried you’d be down and moping around like laundry hanging to dry.”

“…It’s all in the past now.”

“Right?”

Kim Ah Sung shook his head and said,

“Daon Entertainment isn’t all that. Just forget about it. They say setbacks can be opportunities, don’t they? When a junk car goes, a Benz comes.”

Was this supposed to be comforting?

Lee Min Ki smiled wryly at Trainer Kim Ah Sung, who had consistently criticized Daon Entertainment since their first meeting.

‘It’s easier to deal with him casually like this, rather than when he gets serious.’

As he was already planning to buy coffee, he thought he might as well get an extra one for Kim.

“And so, I brought a Benz.”

A Benz?

Despite the odd metaphor, a small glimmer of hope flickered in Lee Min Ki’s mind.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung, speaking in a cryptic tone, said,

“Want to hear about it? Over coffee.”

* * *

While sitting awkwardly in the café, the vibration bell rang.

“Ah.”

“I’ll get it.”

While Kim Ah Sung went to pick up the coffee, Lee Min Ki sighed deeply, feeling a bit relieved.

‘A Benz, huh.’

What in the world was he planning to say?

There was an air of mystery surrounding the whole situation.

His thoughts wandered, and his curiosity grew.

‘Is he going to introduce me to a company?’

No way.

Even he had to laugh at the ridiculousness of his own thought.

Did he really think they had become so close after just a month of lessons?

Trainer Kim Ah Sung was a well-known figure in the industry.

He probably had so many students that he couldn’t even remember all their names.

‘Let’s not get my hopes up.’

The higher the expectation, the greater the disappointment.

After all, disappointment only comes when you expect something.

‘Maybe he’s just going to give me a gift. Like a phone case, or a monthly subscription to Netflix. Maybe a movie coupon.’

He lowered his expectations.

Just as he was bracing himself, Kim Ah Sung returned and slid a cup of coffee toward him.

“Ah, thank y—”

“I don’t have much time, so I’ll get straight to the point.”

He wasn’t going to make small talk first?

He was getting right to it?

A few tense seconds passed, feeling as if time had stopped.

Then, the words that came out of Kim Ah Sung’s mouth hit Lee Min Ki like a hammer.

“Do you want to join JC?”

“Cough!”

It was an offer to join JC.

Lee Min Ki choked in shock.

“Cough! Ugh! Cough, cough.”

He couldn’t stop coughing.

Since his luck had returned, he hadn’t had this kind of choking fit before.

It seemed this situation was beyond even his newfound good fortune.

‘Wait, did he just ask if I wanted to join JC? Just like that?’

It was only natural for him to be shocked.

Even after he finally managed to calm himself down, his heart wouldn’t stop racing.

Was his reaction funny?

Trainer Kim Ah Sung laughed until tears welled up, wiping his eyes as he spoke.

“Min Ki, why are you so surprised?”

“No! Cough! How can you just casually say something like that without warning?”

“What do you mean, ‘without warning’? I told you.”

“Huh?”

Kim Ah Sung furrowed his brows, picking at his ear with one finger, and said,

“Don’t you remember? I said when a junk car goes, a Benz comes.”

“……”

“If Daon is the junk car, then obviously the Benz is another company. I thought you were smarter than this, Min Ki.”

Well, that’s true.

But who calls Daon a junk car?

Isn’t Daon one of the top three agencies, even on a bad day?

‘Stay calm. Stay calm. You know what kind of personality your teacher has. Arguing won’t get you anywhere.’

Lee Min Ki told himself.

Just like in acting, he tried to relax, emptying his mind to calm himself.

‘Nope, it’s not working.’

It wasn’t working.

With each repeated thought, his heart raced even faster.

JC.

Not just any agency, but JC.

JC wasn’t just a simple entertainment agency.

Its financial power and sheer size were so immense that even saying they had competitors felt like an insult.

Calling it an agency didn’t quite do it justice; it was more accurate to describe it as a media conglomerate.

And here he was, suddenly offered a chance to join.

‘Am I dreaming?’

He had thought that his luck had run out after being rejected by Daon, but apparently, it hadn’t.

As Lee Min Ki struggled to control his racing heart, Trainer Kim Ah Sung sipped his coffee and said,

“I’ve told you many times, Daon isn’t such a great place.”

“Hmm, yeah. I thought you were joking.”

“I don’t joke about that kind of thing in front of aspiring actors. If the word gets out wrong, I could get blacklisted in the industry.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung spoke in a calm tone.

“Of course, even if I introduce you to JC, it doesn’t mean you’ll automatically sign a contract. There’s a process.”

“A process?”

So, there was something else after all?

As soon as the doubt crept in, Trainer Kim Ah Sung swirled his coffee and said,

“Yeah, there’s a process that not even someone as amazing as me can bypass.”
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Trainer Kim Ah Sung spoke in a genuinely regretful tone.

“Yeah, even someone as great as me can’t just interfere with the procedure.”

“……”

He really thinks highly of himself.

Every word he said was drenched in self-love.

But at this moment, the voice of Trainer Kim Ah Sung was precious.

Because the bait was none other than JC.

“What procedure are you talking about?”

In response to Lee Min Ki’s question, Trainer Kim Ah Sung chuckled as if he had been waiting for it and said,

“You see, the company JC, despite its size, is surprisingly cautious, especially when it comes to selecting people. They’re very careful.”

It was a well-known trait of JC.

Compared to its size, the number of artists under its management was relatively small.

Though they weren’t as extreme as Daon Entertainment in terms of maintaining an elite few, they were still known for being meticulous about the quality of each individual they signed.

“That’s why a mere trainer like me can’t just drag in a trainee and force a contract. If I did, there’d be a lot of gossip behind my back, one hundred percent. And besides…”

After muttering for a while, Kim Ah Sung glanced sideways at Lee Min Ki and added,

“That wouldn’t be good for you either. You don’t want to be seen as a parachute case, right?”

“Hmm, that’s true.”

To be honest, even parachuting in didn’t seem so bad.

But this wasn’t the time to argue.


Kim Ah Sung smiled, satisfied, and said,

“I’m doing all this for your sake, Min Ki. Anyway…”

He blinked and continued,

“In a little while, I’m planning to bring some JC judges to this school for a private audition.”

A private audition.

It was a privilege that only a few schools received intermittently.

Finally, grasping the situation, Lee Min Ki asked,

“So you’re telling me to apply for that audition.”

“That’s right. Usually, these kinds of auditions aren’t open to just any student. They’re by recommendation, and I’m going to recommend you.”

“Me?”

When Lee Min Ki expressed mild surprise, Kim Ah Sung raised a finger and said,

“Of course, I’m not the only one judging. Other judges will be there too, so don’t think you’ll get in easily.”

“So that means…”

Lee Min Ki paused briefly, thinking, and then spoke quietly,

“I’ll have to convince the other judges with my skills.”

“Looks like your brain’s starting to work now.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung sipped his coffee and said,

“Of course, just because you’re a student I personally taught doesn’t mean I’ll give you an unfairly good evaluation. An audition is still an audition. It has to be fair, right? Otherwise, it wouldn’t be fair to the other students.”

What he meant was that Min Ki would be judged purely on his abilities, without favoritism.

To some, it might sound a bit disappointing.


But for Lee Min Ki…

“That’s actually better.”

He was grateful for such an attitude.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung, surprised by Min Ki’s straightforward response, smiled and asked,

“So you’re okay with failing?”

“If I’m someone who deserves to fail because of a lack of skill, then I should fail.”

That was the right answer.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung nearly burst out laughing at Min Ki’s reply.

Passing an audition was, after all, just passing an audition. If an actor’s life were like a novel, the audition would be no more than the prologue.

‘This guy is interesting.’

The fact that it didn’t seem like an empty boast but sincere made it even more intriguing.

After all, positions obtained through connections would eventually collapse at the hands of the public.

Knowing this better than anyone, Trainer Kim Ah Sung stood up and said,

“Alright, then let’s keep that in mind and work hard again starting today.”

“Yes!”

Min Ki felt excited once more.

It was then, as they returned to the practice room with Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

“Ah! Min Ki!”

Kim Tak, with wide eyes, looked at him with a slightly resentful expression and said,

“My coffee!”


“……”

Come to think of it, he had forgotten to bring the coffee.

As he considered whether to go back out for it, a thought crossed his mind.

‘What about the money?’

He was starting to feel the pinch of his living expenses.

Should he increase his part-time work?

Should he give up working out?

Should he try his luck with the lottery?

Even though a new audition was coming up, he was at a crossroads with his living expenses.

Being a trainee was always a hungry time.

His once bright dreams now had to make room for a bit of harsh reality.

* * *

Kwon Joon Yong, Gym Director.

He was the director of [Nearby Gym] located close to where Lee Min Ki lived, a beast of a man with an impressive career.

Contrary to his gentle face, his body was as intimidating as that of a giant predator.

Lately, however, a smile never seemed to leave his face.

“Hm-hm, hm-hm-hm, hm-hm.”

He was even humming along to an ill-suited song as he walked on the treadmill.

Seeing this, the members of the gym began to gossip.

“Director Kwon’s been acting a little strange lately, hasn’t he? He’s always smiling, like he’s gone senile or something.”

“Yeah, maybe he’s hitting the age for dementia.”

“Geez, what are we gonna do with him when he’s still so fit.”

They were a group of elderly men who had gathered at the gym by chance.

Their bodies were still robust, but their age showed through.

They felt something was off about Director Kwon’s recent change in demeanor.

“Hah, what are we gonna do about this?”

It seemed strange that they were so surprised by him simply being happy.

But they were people with too much time and energy to spare, and they could spend months talking about trivial things like this.

“Ah.”

Just then, one of the old men had a sudden realization.

“Isn’t it because of that young guy? You know, the one who’s been coming here frequently lately.”

He was referring to Lee Min Ki.

“The guy who looks like he’s just skin and bones?”

“Yeah, the one who looks like he’ll snap if you poke him.”

To be fair, Lee Min Ki wasn’t that frail.

He was slightly slimmer than the average person, sure, but as an aspiring actor, he had an appropriate body weight, and recently, he had been developing muscle, giving him a well-proportioned physique.

“I wonder if he’s eating properly.”

The elderly men didn’t care about such details.

To them, muscle mass and muscle definition were the ultimate priorities.

If you were too thin, it was a problem; if you had too much fat, that was also a problem.

To them, muscle was justice and virtue.

“If that’s the best his body can do in his prime, tsk tsk, what’s the point?”

“A man’s strength is everything.”

“Of course, absolutely.”

“He’s a handsome guy, but he looks like there’s nothing left to scrape out of him.”

And so, the gym members’ conversation shifted to focus on Lee Min Ki’s physique.

It didn’t take long for them to reach a consensus.

“Still, ever since he started coming here, the atmosphere has improved, hasn’t it?”

With Lee Min Ki’s arrival, the gym began to experience a positive change.

“That’s true. These days, we’ve even seen a few new people come in. Though most just come for a consultation and leave.”

“Remember that woman who came three times? She got a refund in the end, though.”

“It’s because he’s good-looking. They come just to check him out for a bit.”

“It’s a cause for celebration.”

Lee Min Ki was a frequent visitor.

Coincidentally, younger members had started showing up occasionally as well.

Whether or not this was truly a sign of change, or merely a coincidence, no one could be sure.

But for these gym members, the truth didn’t matter much.

As long as Director Kwon Joon Yong’s face had brightened, that was all that counted.

“It’d be great if we could keep him from quitting anytime soon.”

“Indeed.”

“Doesn’t he look like he’s short on money? Isn’t there anything we can do?”

“Right? He’s so strapped for cash he’s been taking domestic supplements.”

“Aigoo, his body’s going to suffer. Didn’t Director Kwon say he’s working a night shift at a convenience store?”

The conversation flowed without much substance.

Lee Min Ki was an essential member of this gym, but his life seemed pitiful.

Of course, the man himself was fairly content with his life.

In fact, he was happily convinced that his luck had improved.

But in these kinds of discussions, the subject’s opinion wasn’t usually a priority.

“Poor thing.”

“Yeah, it’s a shame.”

“A young man in such a sorry state.”

“If we could just help him with something, it’d make me feel so much better.”

As the conversation dragged on…

“Wait a minute, I’ve got a brilliant idea.”

One of the members said, his eyes gleaming fiercely.

“My son runs an online shopping mall, you see.”

* * *

A few days had passed since the results of the Daon audition were announced.

As is often the case with difficult exams, things only feel serious during the preparation phase. Once it’s over, everything just feels normal again, and there had been no changes in Lee Min Ki’s daily life.

‘It feels oddly anticlimactic.’

In the mornings, he ran to the academy.

Arriving early, he spent his morning self-studying with Yoo Seon Ah and Kim Tak.

In the afternoons, he attended classes, and at night, he worked a shift at a convenience store.

In between, he watched movies to gather input.

But that was now coming to an end.

Gradually, cracks were starting to appear in his once-peaceful routine.

And the cause?

‘…The money I’d been saving is starting to run out.’

His bank balance was dwindling.

Standing in front of an ATM, clutching his bankbook, Min Ki was in shock.

‘How did my money disappear so quickly?’

Of course, acting academy tuition is expensive.

It’s well-known that most aspiring actors come from wealthy backgrounds.

For someone like Lee Min Ki, who had nothing to fall back on and was grinding away, it was difficult just to live each day like everyone else.

On top of that, his recent decision to start working out had increased his expenses significantly.

‘My parents are just waiting for me to quit acting, so I can’t rely on them. Is there anywhere I can borrow money? Loans are too dangerous.’

He closed his eyes and thought deeply, but no solution came to mind.

‘Should I go back to the factory like before?’

But that would be hard too.

Right now, he was in the most important period of his life.

He was receiving one-on-one lessons from Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

Even if he had piles of money, it was rare to get the chance to take lessons from him.

‘Actually, if I brought bags of money, I could probably get in.’

Min Ki corrected his assessment of Trainer Kim Ah Sung, who casually accepted coffee from him on a daily basis.

Either way, the situation was now dire.

His convenience store job wasn’t going to cut it anymore.

‘Should I quit the gym?’

That was the only thing that came to mind.

But wasn’t working out also necessary if he wanted to be an actor?

‘Is taking out a loan my only option?’

Unable to make any decisions, and half in a state of panic, he had just finished jogging about 12 laps around the park near his house when—

Bzzt.

His phone buzzed.

At that moment, Min Ki frowned.

‘Ugh.’

He usually wasn’t fond of getting messages.

Having decided to dedicate himself entirely to acting, he’d severed ties with most people, leaving him with almost no one to contact.

If he received 10 messages, 8 of them were advertisements. That was the reality of Lee Min Ki’s life.

The other two were from Director Kwon Joon Yong.

The kind of messages where he asked Min Ki to send a photo of today’s meal.

‘If I say I didn’t take a picture, he’s going to say something about it again.’

Still, on the off chance it wasn’t him, Min Ki picked up his phone.

“Of course.”

He instinctively closed his eyes.

On the phone screen.

As expected, the message was from exactly who he thought it would be.

[Director: Min Ki]

It was a message from Kwon Joon Yong, the director of [Nearby Gym].

Min Ki sighed at the sight of another attempt from the director to relentlessly push diet and exercise advice on him.

The message was predictable.

But.

[Director: There’s something I wanted to ask you, Min Ki.]

Today’s message seemed a bit different.

[Director: I’ve heard that young people these days do part-time modeling jobs and things like that.]

[Director: Didn’t that one announcer pay for college by doing modeling before he got famous?]

After this flood of somewhat ominous messages, there was an unexpected suggestion at the end.

[Director: I was wondering if you might want to try doing a part-time modeling gig too.]
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‘Modeling part-time job?’

For a moment, Min Ki thought he had misread something.

There was as much distance between Director Kwon and the term “modeling part-time job” as there was between protein and cheesecake.

However, no matter how many times he read it, the sentence remained unchanged.

[Director: By any chance, Min Ki, would you consider taking on a modeling part-time job?]

It was indeed a modeling job.

Min Ki’s fingers froze mid-air in response to the sudden offer.

‘If it’s a modeling part-time job, it’s probably for a shopping mall fitting model.’

It was a familiar term.

After all, he had done it a few times in the past.

In this industry, with so many people around who have exceptional looks, it might not stand out much, but even Lee Min Ki was, in name at least, an actor.

He didn’t lack the looks necessary for a modeling job.

Over his seven years in the acting world, he had naturally experienced it a few times.

‘The pay is quite decent. The workload is manageable. It also helps with building recognition.’

At the very least, it paid more than 10,000 won per hour.

In an era when the minimum wage was barely 5,000 won, this type of part-time job was the pinnacle for aspiring individuals in this field.

However, Min Ki was already aware of the existence of this job.

He had even considered it before.

Still, the reason he hadn’t pursued it was:


‘It’s unstable.’

It was because the work wasn’t consistent.

If the jobs kept coming in, it would be far better than most part-time jobs. However, once the work stopped, it could halt indefinitely.

Moreover, due to the nature of the industry, which relied on verbal contracts, it wasn’t uncommon for payments to be delayed or withheld.

… That was the general knowledge about fitting model jobs, but truth be told, Min Ki had experienced particularly bad luck.

‘What should I do?’

Min Ki hesitated to give a definitive answer.

Even though the offer had come, it was difficult to accept immediately.

Perhaps it would be better to increase his night shifts, even if it meant sacrificing some sleep.

Caught at a crossroads, unable to make a decision, he hesitated for a moment.

[Director: It seems like the pay will be pretty good.]

[Director: So, what do you think?]

[Director: If you’re okay with it, they’d like to use you starting tomorrow.]

[Director: It’s urgent.]

Sighing at Director Kwon’s continued persuasion, Min Ki made his decision.

‘Fine, I’ll give it a try, at least once.’

There was no reason to refuse a job that had come to him on its own.

At least he could extinguish the immediate fire.

With that thought, Min Ki replied.

[Me: Uh, before that, I have a confession to make to you, Director.]


[Director: You didn’t take any photos, right?]

[Me: Actually, about that meal earlier today…]

[Me: Yes.]

[Director: ^^]

***

In a busy shopping mall.

A man moved nonstop, carrying and packing items.

His long, flowing hair and his outfit, reminiscent of a gypsy, were quite striking.

He was Yoo Gyu Eon, the rising star and owner of this shopping mall.

Suddenly, he stopped in front of the air conditioner, wiping the sweat from his forehead as he thought.

‘Busy.’

Work was hectic.

Extremely busy.

But being busy was a good thing.

Since anyone can easily try their hand at running a clothing mall, many don’t make it.

Most malls are much quieter.

For Yoo Gyu Eon’s business, which was transitioning from a small operation to a mid-sized one, being busy was a blessing.

However, even so, CEO Yoo couldn’t be entirely happy.

‘It’s about time for a change.’

Sales had dropped compared to last week.


He had a good idea of why.

The model who had originally been working with him had quit.

That model, a university student who had gained some fame online for his boyfriend-like looks, had suddenly gotten tired of the job and left.

It wasn’t something hard to understand.

Everyone has their own circumstances.

The problem was that he had been struggling to find a new model.

‘People keep quitting, they lack the basics, or they cause problems.’

Because anyone with good looks could try modeling, finding someone dependable was tough.

Verified A-list models were too busy, and rookies didn’t even know the basics of posing.

Some lacked manners or caused relationship issues.

Tardiness was a given.

Naturally, there was a shortage of good people.

‘Anyway, the person I was introduced to is supposed to come in about an hour.’

Would this person be normal?

His father had strongly recommended this model, so Yoo had agreed to the introduction reluctantly, with low expectations.

Portfolio photos were merely for reference, and he wouldn’t believe anything until he saw the person in the flesh.

‘If it doesn’t work out, I’ll just apologize to the model and wrap things up today.’

He had already resigned himself to the situation before even meeting Min Ki.

“Boss.”

One of his employees came running over, out of breath.

“They said they’ve arrived.”

“What? Already?”

As CEO Yoo showed a surprised expression, the employee, equally surprised, added.

“They finished their previous appointment early, so they’re nearby. They’re asking if it’s okay to start right away.”

“Hmm, the timing is perfect, but…”

Had they come too early?

Since the person was a rookie with no modeling experience, he had scheduled extra time for training.

After all, he couldn’t send them back right away if they couldn’t do the job.

Still, to arrive even earlier?

‘Interesting person.’

They probably didn’t have anything else to do.

Feeling a tinge of curiosity, Yoo replied, “Alright. Let’s start early and finish quickly.”

He had no idea what kind of person Lee Min Ki was.

***

Only an hour later.

In the end, Yoo Gyu Eon was nothing but astonished.

‘Is this guy really a rookie?’

It was all because of Lee Min Ki.

“Hey, this time, let’s try a slightly different pose…”

“Like this?”

Before Yoo could even finish speaking, Min Ki had adjusted his pose.

His movements flowed as naturally as water.

This had happened multiple times already.

Yoo had expected it would take quite some time to get the basics of posing down, but that wasn’t the case at all.

“Ah, that’s perfect.”

“Or like this?”

Once again, Min Ki adjusted perfectly without needing any corrections.

Yoo let out a small laugh and said, “…That’s great. Perfect.”

Min Ki wasn’t ordinary.

It was as if he had completely mastered posing.

No, more than mastering it, his body seemed accustomed to the motions.

‘No matter how I look at it, he seems like he’s done modeling before.’

From the moment he first saw him, Yoo had already approved of his looks.

‘His skin is naturally good, so minimal retouching is needed. The stylist even complimented him.’

But more than his face, it was his body.

His frame was solid, so whenever he put on any clothing, it looked good on him.

He could probably make rags look stylish.

On top of that, his well-toned muscles were an additional bonus.

In the world of fashion models, people often think that being as skinny as a skeleton is ideal, but that’s only true in high fashion.

In that world, where everyone knows what they’re looking for, the model’s body is secondary to the clothes they wear.

However, in shopping malls catering to the general public, it’s different.

Regular customers care about the overall appearance, so a slim body with well-defined muscles is more suitable.

And if the posture is good, even better.

It was something Min Ki had mastered from the start.

‘I thought it would take at least five hours, but at this rate, it might not even take three.’

Yoo Gyu Eon chuckled, watching Min Ki adjust his poses in real-time without needing much correction.

He was too skilled.

Since this was an outdoor shoot, they had originally planned for 40 minutes per outfit, but because Min Ki was a rookie, Yoo had anticipated it would take an hour per outfit.

He had scheduled plenty of time, but it seemed like they’d finish in no time.

“I think if we shoot from over there, it’ll give a nice feel.”

“Let’s finish this first.”

“Oh, did I say something unnecessary?”

erthe lighting, but he instinctively captured the texture of the clothes.

He didn’t just understand how to make the most of his body; he knew how to use the environment to his advantage.

‘If we finish this shoot early, should I still pay him for the full hours?’

Yoo Gyu Eon wasn’t sure whether to feel pleased or bemused as he asked:

“Excuse me, I’d like to ask you something.”

“Yes, go ahead.”

Even his voice projection was clear.

At this point, Yoo was no longer even surprised as he spoke.

“Just to confirm, this really is your first time modeling, right?”

Min Ki smiled brightly at the question.

“Yes, of course.”

Naturally, that wasn’t true.

Min Ki had over five years of experience.

His problem was that as soon as he started to adapt to a job, the opportunities would vanish.

Min Ki was a seasoned professional.

And a very diligent one at that.

‘Everyone here is so nice. The people I worked with before were really strict.’

But that wasn’t entirely true.

The reason the employers Min Ki had worked with in the past were so strict had one main cause.

They would nitpick to lower his pay.

They would complain that the photoshoot had taken too long and use that as an excuse to dock his pay.

Yoo Gyu Eon, on the other hand, was simply treating him normally.

And to Min Ki, that was enough to bring him joy.

“Let’s quickly start with the next outfit.”

As the years passed, he found himself enjoying how well the clothes suited him.

When the shoot ended in just 2 hours and 40 minutes, this time it was Min Ki’s turn to be surprised by Yoo Gyu Eon.

“…….”

He was paid in cash, and it was more than he had expected.

With a puzzled tone, Min Ki muttered.

“Um, this seems to be a bit more than we agreed on.”

The originally agreed-upon rate was 15,000 won per hour for five hours of work, so it should have totaled 75,000 won.

15,000 won was a bit higher than the average rookie model rate, but it was still three times the current minimum wage.

Moreover, they hadn’t even worked for the full three hours.

He was prepared to accept 45,000 won for finishing early.

But in the envelope, there was 100,000 won.

It was the amount you’d earn from working 20 full hours at a convenience store.

“Are you sure you didn’t make a mistake with the amount?”

Min Ki asked, still in disbelief, to which Yoo Gyu Eon replied as if it were obvious.

“You did such a great job that I added more.”

“…….”

“I had anticipated this would take five hours, but thanks to how proficient you were, we finished much earlier. You saved us a lot of time.”

Yoo’s words were sincere.

With the extra time saved, they could focus on other tasks.

Considering the hourly rate, 30,000 won wouldn’t have been unreasonable, but since this was their first meeting and Min Ki had come highly recommended, Yoo believed the pay was fair.

Though, Min Ki didn’t exactly see it that way.

‘What’s with this guy?’

He was suspicious to the point of doubting the situation.

It wasn’t that Min Ki was naturally distrustful, but his past experiences of getting scammed had made him wary.

Whenever he went to buy a phone, he was forced into a 36-month contract, and when he went to look at used cars, he was always shown wrecked vehicles.

Even when he rented an apartment, mold would start growing within days.

So, it was only natural to be suspicious when someone gave him more money, fearing there might be consequences later.

‘This is strange. Did I miss something? Is there something wrong with accepting this money?’

As he racked his brain, trying to recall any overlooked details.

“You startled me.”

Yoo Gyu Eon, with a bright smile, continued.

“If there’s another opportunity, I’d love to work with you again… or, if you’re available, how about making this a regular thing? We could schedule a weekly shoot.”

“Pardon?”

What did he just say?

Min Ki had almost missed his words, so he focused and listened again.

“We could meet every Wednesday, once a week, and do a five-hour shoot.”

“…….”

“If you continue working like today, I’ll make sure you’re paid the same. In fact, there will be even more work in the future. It’s a shame we had to finish so early today. Haha.”

With that, Yoo Gyu Eon kept talking.

And Min Ki finally realized that he was serious.

“Excuse me.”

Min Ki stepped forward and reached out to shake Yoo Gyu Eon’s hand.

“Yes?”

“Thank you, CEO. I look forward to working with you.”

Yoo instinctively took a step back, surprised by Min Ki’s voice, which was filled with more than just gratitude—it sounded like he was deeply moved.

“Likewise…”

—

That evening.

Yoo Gyu Eon met with a man for dinner.

However, the man mostly brought up one topic of conversation.

“He’s really good at his job.”

The topic was none other than Min Ki.

“He showed up an hour earlier than scheduled, and not only was he diligent, but he also had everything down perfectly. I don’t know how much research he did, but it’s rare to find someone so well-prepared, especially for a rookie. His attitude was perfect.”

Yoo’s compliments about how well Min Ki had done kept pouring out.

The man sitting across from him listened for a while before asking:

“What’s his name?”

“Did he say his name was Lee Min Ki?”

“Lee Min Ki?”

The man looked slightly surprised at the mention of that name.

“Why?”

“No, it just sounds familiar.”

“Does it?”

Yoo Gyu Eon continued cutting his steak, not giving it much thought.

“Lee Min Ki is a pretty common name.”

“Yeah, it is. It’s really common.”

The man nodded, repeating the name.

Lee Min Ki.

Come to think of it, he had recently heard that name somewhere.

As he repeated it to himself a few more times, he let out a small laugh and said.

“I know someone who’s always praising a guy named Lee Min Ki, too.”

“Who’s that?”

“Someone I know. He teaches acting, though his personality is a bit odd.”
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“Hehe.”

Lee Min Ki, who had been fully immersed in practice, let out a small laugh.

It wasn’t because something tickled him.

It was the kind of refreshing laugh that naturally came out when he was in an exceptionally good mood.

Hearing this, Yoo Seon Ah asked, as if it was a laugh worthy of a soda commercial.

“Min Ki, did something good happen?”

“Ah, yes. That’s right. Something did happen.”

“Was it about that modeling job?”

“Hehe, yes.”

Lee Min Ki chuckled again.

But it wasn’t just because of the modeling job.

There was something even better.

‘Who would have thought he’d pay for an entire month at once?’

It was his modeling salary.

Yoo Gyu Eon, the CEO, had decided it would be better to give him a lump sum rather than smaller, divided payments.

From now on, he would receive four weeks’ worth of pay on a designated day each month.

Of course, this was just a precaution in case Lee Min Ki ever thought of running away.

After all, it would be harder to quit after receiving a large sum of money at once.

But because of that, Lee Min Ki’s perception of CEO Yoo Gyu Eon had evolved far beyond that of a simple employer.


‘He’s an angel. The CEO is an angel.’

Because of this, Lee Min Ki had ordered all the things he had wanted to buy online.

Instead of bundled beef ramen, he got jjamppong ramen.

Instead of discounted rice nearing its expiration date, he bought fresh, clean Yugu rice, grown in the Yugu region.

Instead of his faded, worn-out T-shirts, he purchased crisp new shirts.

How could he not feel great?

‘To think that just spending one day a week on outside work could improve my life so much. It’s unbelievable.’

He was even humming a tune when Kim Tak, with a curious voice, asked him.

“Did you buy something nice?”

“I bought a few things here and there.”

“A car? A watch? Or maybe a house?”

“Hehe, you’re going overboard.”

“Hm? I wasn’t joking.”

Kim Tak tilted his head, looking genuinely confused.

“There are a lot of good deals on the market these days.”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it.”

Any further discussion would just be overkill.

That face he usually found so detestable.

But today, even that shameless expression didn’t seem so unbearable.

‘His image is hard to erase.’


Recently, Lee Min Ki had realized that Kim Tak wasn’t such a bad person after all.

At the very least, he didn’t seem to have any ill intent toward him.

Still, it’s not like years of bad feelings would just disappear overnight.

Well, it didn’t matter.

Today was a good day.

‘Why not? When I get home after class today, instead of chicken breast, I’ll treat myself to some pork shoulder.’

It was the moment he decided to indulge a little for the day.

Creak.

The door to the practice room opened, and a familiar man walked in.

“I’m here.”

It was Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

He let out a yawn, looking as if everything in the world was a bother, and said,

“Am I late?”

“Yes, you are.”

“I had a meeting that went late last night, so I overslept. But there’s something I need to tell you today.”

It seemed like something was going on.

Sensing the serious tone, all three of them perked up their ears.

“It’s not a big deal, just something special.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung scratched his neck as he spoke.

“The JC audition schedule is out.”


* * *

‘Finally!’

Lee Min Ki cheered inwardly.

The JC audition.

Ever since Trainer Kim Ah Sung had first mentioned it, he had been anxiously waiting for the moment it would be confirmed.

He had worried every day that the audition might just vanish into thin air.

But now, it was finally confirmed.

“There aren’t any major changes from what I mentioned before.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung continued in his usual nonchalant tone.

“It’ll be conducted privately, with a small number of participants, by invitation only. As I mentioned, two others besides me will attend, and Min Ki and Seon Ah, you two will participate.”

That’s right.

He wasn’t the only one participating in this audition. Yoo Seon Ah was also recommended.

‘Well, considering her skills, she deserves it.’

Yoo Seon Ah wasn’t regarded as one of the academy’s rising stars for nothing.

From what he had observed up close, her growth rate was remarkable—so much so that calling it extraordinary wouldn’t be an exaggeration.

Although she was still inexperienced and a bit clumsy, she would soon spread her wings.

“Min Ki, let’s do our best.”

She extended her hand to Min Ki, suggesting a handshake between fellow audition participants.

Just as Lee Min Ki instinctively reached out to shake her hand—

“What about me?”

Kim Tak raised his hand and asked Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

“Can’t I participate in that audition? From what I’ve heard, it sounds pretty good.”

“Hm, do you want to participate too?”

“Yes.”

“That’s something I’ll have to check. It’s not something I can decide on my own right away.”

“Aw.”

Kim Tak let out a disappointed sigh and stepped back.

As he watched this scene, Lee Min Ki thought,

‘Normally, they wouldn’t even tell someone about an audition unless they were a participant.’

It seemed that after spending the past month in the same class together, Trainer Kim Ah Sung had taken a liking to Kim Tak.

Or maybe he didn’t see him as someone who would cause unnecessary trouble.

In any case, things were becoming clearer.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung glanced at the three of them, deep in thought, without saying anything.

Since he remained silent, the three of them also stayed quiet.

For a moment, they just stared blankly at one another without any words to say.

“It won’t be easy.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung tilted his head as he spoke.

“I don’t think it’ll go well like this.”

“What do you mean?”

Yoo Seon Ah asked, looking puzzled, and Trainer Kim Ah Sung nodded his head as he explained.

“Have I not mentioned it before? The reason I come to this academy.”

“You said it was for special lessons.”

“That’s right. But the people receiving those special lessons are the ones participating in this audition.”

“…Are they that skilled?”

In response to her slightly anxious question, Trainer Kim Ah Sung chuckled and said,

“Well, that goes without saying.”

“…”

“Unfortunately, that’s just how this academy is structured. The students in the higher classes are, of course, better.”

The structure of Jam Acting School was broadly divided into two categories.

The hobby class and the debut preparation class.

The three people here now could all be considered part of the debut preparation class.

In a sense, they were customers who paid the academy to receive instruction. However, occasionally, special lectures were held under the director’s orders.

“Those over there are all attending on full scholarships.”

This was the scholarship system.

There were even students whom the academy itself financially supported to the point of putting money directly into their pockets.

Scholars.

As Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened at the mention of these students, Trainer Kim Ah Sung, maintaining his indifferent attitude, continued speaking.

“They’re all elites from theater and film programs, and some even have acting experience. Debuting is a given for them—what’s more important is where and when they’ll debut. Based on their skills alone, they’re already professionals.”

For the regular students, it was enough just to get placed in an agency, no matter where it was.

But the scholars aimed one level higher.

“They’re placed in agencies that anyone would recognize just by hearing the name.”

They didn’t even consider most agencies.

They only looked at agencies that could guarantee success.

This was directly tied to the academy’s reputation.

That’s why they went so far as to support these students financially.

‘That’s probably the reason they brought me here, too.’

JC wasn’t the absolute best, but it was close.

The director’s strategy was likely to use him as a stepping stone to place other students into the agency.

‘If things had gone differently, Min Ki could have had a chance at the scholarship system as well.’

It was disappointing that he hadn’t made it.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung let out a barely audible sigh, and at that moment, Lee Min Ki raised his hand and asked.

“Am I much worse than them?”

“Well…”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung blinked a few times before replying.

“Not necessarily.”

“Excuse me?”

“In fact, in some areas, you’re even better.”

But hadn’t he just said the scholars were skilled?

Now he was saying Min Ki was better.

Confused by the sudden change in tone, Min Ki pondered the statement, while Trainer Kim Ah Sung elaborated.

“For Min Ki, it’s not a matter of whether you’re good or bad. It’s more about… hmm, how should I put this? Yes, it’s about how much more you can shine.”

Shine?

Rather than clarifying things, this answer only left Min Ki more perplexed.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung snapped his fingers and explained.

“Auditions aren’t about beating your competitors; it’s about catching the judges’ eyes. So, while being better than the others is important, what you really need is presence. A presence so strong that you alone shine brighter than everyone else.”

“Ah.”

“That’s what Min Ki needs right now: an aura.”

This was what Trainer Kim Ah Sung had often sensed while watching Min Ki’s performances.

He was definitely good.

But his acting had a subtle nuance, as if he was instinctively trying to dim his own light.

‘This is usually something you see in actors who frequently play supporting roles or extras.’

Most rookies are the opposite.

They try so hard to outshine everyone else that they end up ruining the overall scene.

But Min Ki had the exact opposite problem.

It was as if he was habitually holding back.

As a trainer, this was a difficult phenomenon to understand.

‘Why? For someone with this level of skill, you’d expect some arrogance. Why does he keep diminishing himself?’

It was a mystery.

As things stood, Min Ki would already be great in a supporting role.

But an audition wasn’t about aiming for a supporting role; it was about aspiring to the lead.

Even if someone ultimately ended up in a supporting role, in the audition, they should aim to stand out as a lead.

A monitor that knows how to shine brightly can freely adjust its brightness, but a monitor with inherently low brightness will always seem dull when it really matters.

At the Daon Entertainment audition, they had leveraged this small brightness as an advantage.

But they couldn’t keep relying on that forever.

That’s why Min Ki needed to develop a presence strong enough to outshine the competition.

‘In a group of mediocre people, it wouldn’t matter as much. But to stand out among those who think they’re the best, you need to have a different flavor.’

Trainer Kim Ah Sung knew how Min Ki could quickly achieve that.

“Anyway, that’s that.”

He shrugged and added,

“Honestly, I don’t think you’re lacking much now, but you can’t make it as an actor if you’re content with just being ‘good enough,’ right?”

He poured out these words all at once.

“Exactly.”

Lee Min Ki responded with a calm expression, as if agreeing with what Kim Tak had been saying for a while.

“We have to get even better.”

The need to improve.

It was like saying he’d push the scholars down and make them supporting roles.

He said it as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung chuckled at his bold attitude, which seemed both reckless and oddly fitting.

‘It’s not something people usually say easily, even if I brought it up first.’

Indeed, his mindset was solid.

Min Ki’s mentality was fundamentally different from that of other aspiring actors.

In this industry, it was common to encounter people who didn’t have the mindset of a professional.

They blamed their failures on bad luck, a lack of connections, being out of sync with the times, or investors exploiting them.

There were countless excuses.

You couldn’t entirely deny these reasons.

After all, there’s a saying: “Luck is seven parts, skill is three parts.”

But in the long run—whether it be after a few years or ten years—the ones who remain standing are always those who steadily improved their skills.

“There’s an old saying from Buddha.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung, feeling a slight sense of pride, continued,

“From now on, I’ll give you teachings, so take notes. Use 12-point font, Batang style.”

Right.

Buddha never said anything like that.

Lee Min Ki chuckled brightly and nodded.

* * *

In the end, Trainer Kim Ah Sung didn’t give any underhanded advice.

He didn’t reveal the contents of the audition.

Nor did he suggest bribing or pulling strings behind the scenes.

Even the judges for the audition weren’t finalized until a few days before, so there was no point in trying to prepare for their preferences ahead of time.

However,

He did offer something worth calling guidance.

What was it, exactly?

‘…I’m not sure if this counts as training.’

Standing in the middle of a baseball stadium, Lee Min Ki chuckled to himself.

‘He said real experience beats practice.’

The best way to gain presence was to immerse yourself among people who were desperate to show off theirs.

He could understand that, at least in theory.

‘But I didn’t expect it to be like this.’

Lee Min Ki let out a hollow laugh, dazed, as the person next to him crushed a beer can in one hand and shouted,

“Disband if you’re going to play like that!”

Echoing his call, someone from behind shouted,

“Disband!”

“Disband!”

This was the home of Korean sports hooligans.

A baseball stadium.

That’s where Lee Min Ki had ended up.
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‘Amazing, this energy.’

Cheers from the crowd surged from all directions like waves.

Could this be what it feels like to stand in the middle of a tidal wave, watching the world from a distance?

Lee Min Ki stood dazed, staring at the stadium amidst the deafening roars that were enough to make his head spin.

‘It’s so far, and so small.’

The players looked tiny, like ants.

Having never had much interest in baseball, he couldn’t tell who was who.

“Get off the field!”

“For crying out loud! Is that the best you can throw?!”

“Ugh! My blood pressure! I swear, these guys are gonna kill me before my parents do!”

“Argh! Disband the team! Please, just disband them!”

He didn’t even know which side was theirs.

‘Judging by the uniforms, this should be our team, but why are they getting cursed at?’

He was simply baffled.

So, how did someone like Lee Min Ki, who knew nothing about baseball, end up here?

To understand that, it was necessary to recall something Kim Ah Sung, his trainer, had said.

[I told you, right? What you’re lacking, Min Ki, is presence. But do you know the best way to train presence? Should you go to a club and try to pick up women? No, that’s not it. The answer is much simpler. You need to go to a place where it’s okay to show off as much presence as you want.]

That place, apparently, was a baseball stadium.

The logic was that at a baseball stadium, everyone shouts to their heart’s content, displaying their presence.


So, it would be the perfect place to practice showing off one’s presence.

[As long as you don’t get drowned out by everyone else, you’ll do fine. Just shout as loud as you can and blend in.]

Being surrounded by so much presence…

In other words, it meant that no matter what you did, you wouldn’t stand out.

Thus, Kim Ah Sung had urged Lee Min Ki to stand out here.

‘Easier said than done.’

Min Ki sighed deeply.

The problem was how.

What could someone with zero interest in baseball possibly do after suddenly showing up at a baseball stadium?

‘I can’t even tell who’s on our side or the other team.’

Moreover, this was Sajik Stadium, notorious for being the most intense baseball venue in Korea.

‘Let’s see… In situations like this, it’s probably best to go with the flow and get a feel for the atmosphere.’

All he could see were the spectators.

No, if he looked closely, there were people among them who were particularly dominant in displaying their presence.

“Ma!”

“Ma!”

“Ma!!!”

The voices were loud and intimidating, though it was hard to tell whether they were scolding the opposing team or pressuring their own.

Among them, one person particularly stood out.

Their voice was even fiercer than the others, and they wore a whistle around their neck, standing atop a platform, leading the crowd with their shouts.


“Get ready! One! Two! One! Two! Strongest Nocdae! Noc! Dae! Noc! Dae! Strongest Nocdae! Noc! Dae!”

It was obvious at a glance.

That person was at least cheering for the team properly.

‘Is that the cheer captain?’

While the ticket had been given to him by Kim Ah Sung, Min Ki had done some research online beforehand.

He’d learned that at baseball games, the cheer captain often stood on a platform, leading chants and cheers for the crowd.

‘Let’s try following along.’

As he listened carefully, the cheer captain’s voice pattern started to sink into his ears.

“Noc! Dae! Nocdaenocdae Noc! Dae!”

It was the same chant he’d read about online.

Min Ki took a deep breath, hesitated for a moment, then slowly began to chant along in a quiet voice.

“Noc… dae nocdae, nocdae, noc… dae.”

It was as he was timidly trying to match the timing.

“Hey, you there, young man.”

“Y-yes?”

The person sitting next to him stared at him intently and said.

“You’ve got no energy! That’s not how you do it!”

“Huh?”

“Try it like this. Noc! Dae! Nocdaenocdae Noc! Dae!”

“Nocdaenoc…”


“No! Not like that! What, did you skip lunch or something?”

The voice stung his ears.

It drilled into his eardrums, leaving them ringing.

Even his pronunciation was starting to falter.

But he could understand what the person wanted.

‘He wants me to shout louder.’

As they bickered, the attention of the surrounding spectators gradually focused on Min Ki.

This meant that the intense energy that had been directed at the players just moments before was now being concentrated entirely on Min Ki.

“Tsk.”

“Doesn’t know how to do it.”

The overwhelming presence was suffocating.

Min Ki felt the hairs on his body stand on end, prickling from the pressure.

‘I’m starting to feel dizzy.’

At moments like this, he had two choices.

He could either shrink back and hide or take a step forward.

Usually, Min Ki opted for the former.

There weren’t many studios that liked having supporting actors or bit players stand out.

Most of the time, stepping back was the wisest choice.

But this time was different.

“What’s wrong?”

“Are you feeling unwell?”

“Hey, kid, you don’t look too good.”

There was no place for Min Ki to retreat.

Of course, no matter how overwhelming the pressure, these people weren’t bad people at heart.

If Min Ki kept his head down, they’d likely notice and back off.

But anyone could see that wasn’t the right answer.

That’s not why he had come here.

‘I don’t care anymore.’

In the end, the choice Min Ki made was this.

“Nocdae―!!!”

To shout.

He wasn’t even sure if it was in sync with the chant, but he yelled it out anyway.

Even if it was wrong, even if it ruined the mood.

Even if he ended up cringing under his blankets when he got home later, it didn’t matter.

At least for this moment, he wanted to fight back against the presence that was closing in on him.

“……”

Perhaps the ripple of his voice had reached them.

“Ma!”

“Now you’ve got it!”

“That’s it!”

The surrounding spectators finally smiled, satisfied.

It was the moment when Min Ki was truly accepted as part of the crowd.

They quickly returned to what they were doing.

Which was, of course.

“Noc! Dae! Nocdae!”

Resuming the chant.

Min Ki felt beads of cold sweat trickle down his skin, now that the pressure had lifted.

But he didn’t feel bad.

‘That felt good.’

Maybe it was because he had shouted louder than he ever had in his life.

His lungs ached pleasantly, and his head felt light, like someone waking up from a hangover.

At the same time, his vision cleared, and he took in the scene around him.

The wide, open stadium.

It was what caught Min Ki’s attention.

Now that he was this far, the next thought that naturally arose in his mind was this.

‘So, that was presence.’

To reveal oneself.

To have the people around you focus solely on you.

That clear sensation tickled Min Ki’s skin like a gentle spring breeze.

Once he acknowledged it, the next thought followed.

‘I want to feel it more.’

He wanted to continue that shout from earlier.

To not let himself get lost in the crowd, but to declare that he was there.

Loud enough for the players to hear, for the spectators across the stadium to hear.

He wanted to show off.

…Or so he thought, when suddenly.

“Hey, you!”

The cheer captain, who had been leading the chant just moments ago, shouted toward him.

“Come up here for a moment!”

Kim Ah Sung, the trainer.

Though he didn’t show it much, he was originally from Gyeongsang Province.

To be more specific, he was from Busan and happened to be a baseball fan as well.

The team he supported?

The Nocdae Yotuns.

Although his work in Korea’s entertainment industry kept him busy in the capital area, leaving him little time to visit Busan, his heart often lingered at Sajik Stadium during baseball season.

Today was no different.

While watching the live broadcast of the game, Trainer Kim Ah Sung had a thought.

‘Wow, this is amazing.’

Lee Min Ki.

Although he appeared only briefly in the game footage, he clearly showcased his presence.

[Ma!]

[Ma!]

It seemed like those were the only words he knew, as he kept shouting “Ma” or “Nocdae” in sync with the timing.

Yet, perhaps because of the desperate way he did it, his appearance unexpectedly caught the camera’s attention.

Every so often, he would show up on the game broadcast, standing on the cheerleader platform.

‘I only told him to go get a feel for it, but now he’s up there putting on a whole show. Whoa, does this usually happen?’

It’s not common at all for a spectator to get up on the cheerleader platform to cheer.

Even for die-hard baseball fans, this is a once-in-a-lifetime, big event.

But somehow, Min Ki ended up there.

Whether it was good luck or bad luck, who could say?

Of course.

‘Wow, Min Ki’s luck is really something.’

For a baseball fan like Kim Ah Sung, it was something to be jealous of—he could’ve rolled on the floor laughing.

But the game truly became more interesting after that moment.

‘He’s dancing too?’

Min Ki had started dancing right on the cheerleader platform.

‘Wow, this is going to become a cringeworthy memory.’

And it was a wild dance.

The kind that made you laugh just watching it.

In reality, baseball cheers have designated dances, but Min Ki’s dance was completely unrelated.

However, it surprisingly fit the atmosphere.

‘I told him to feel the presence, but I didn’t mean for him to stand out like that.’

This was something even Trainer Kim Ah Sung hadn’t anticipated.

But since it was someone else’s business, it was fun to watch.

“Hehehe.”

As he held his phone, he watched Min Ki’s antics unfold live on the other side of the peninsula.

“Ah Sung.”

A man poked his head over the partition and spoke to him.

“The meeting’s about to start. You know that, right?”

At first glance, this person stood out.

Not because of his face, but because of his impeccable sense of style.

A small head, long legs.

His excellent proportions made the long coat he was wearing fit him like a photoshoot straight out of a magazine.

Moreover, although he was in his 30s, he could easily pass for someone in their 20s.

What was even more surprising was what Kim Ah Sung called him.

“Director, I’m not done with this yet, so give me a moment.”

The man was a director.

In fact, despite his young age, this man held the title of director at JC Entertainment.

Sighing, the director said, “Are you watching baseball again? You should stop watching that at work.”

“I’m not watching the game. I’m watching my student.”

“……”

Hearing the word “student,” the man paused.

He would’ve believed it, if only it wasn’t coming from Kim Ah Sung.

“Does your student play baseball?”

“No, they’re on screen right now.”

Kim pointed at the screen as if to prove his point.

But five seconds.

Ten seconds.

Thirty seconds passed, and Lee Min Ki didn’t appear.

It seemed the broadcast had stopped showing him just before.

“Okay, okay, I believe you,” the director said with a sigh, though his tone suggested otherwise. Kim protested, looking wronged.

“No, seriously. Director, don’t you believe me?”

“Yes, I really do believe you. Now let’s go.”

“No, really.”

“Anyway,” the director cut him off, clearly uninterested in hearing more, “today’s meeting is because of you, isn’t it? The person responsible can’t be absent, right?”

He was right.

The meeting was about the Jam Acting School’s private audition, where they were to finalize the audition format and select the judging panel.

“Ugh.”

Feeling a sense of responsibility, Kim finally put down his phone and got up.

“And by the way,” the director said as he looked at him, “I might be part of the judging panel for this audition.”

Kim raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“You, Director? Personally?”

“Lately, with all the work I’ve been doing in shopping malls, I’ve started feeling like the next trend for rookies will be those who can wear clothes well.”

“Hm, that’s not easy.”

Kim paused as if pondering, then replied, “Wouldn’t it be easier to just go with good looks instead?”

“If the body’s good, the face can be made better.”

“Aha. So, with an Apgujeong-born concept?”

The two chatted lightheartedly as they headed to the meeting room.

That evening.

A post appeared on an online baseball site.

[Today’s Best]

[Title: Nocdae’s Legendary Fan Invasion.jpg]

[Upvotes: 382/71]

The post included a video.

In it, a handsome man stood on stage, shouting randomly and dancing wildly, yet somehow managing to capture all the attention.

The comments were unique.

[LOL it’s just a wild dance and random cheering, but it’s insanely addictive.]

[Today’s scene stealer, I admit it.]

[He’s so good-looking, it’s annoying.]

[Can we ban handsome guys from coming to stadiums?]

[This is literally a violation of the Geneva Convention.]

Whether they liked his cheering or not, they all agreed on one thing: he was good-looking.

Who? Lee Min Ki.

[Look at the girls’ eyes practically dripping honey.]

[Are they recruiting stadium-goers like this nowadays?]

[LOL this country is running so well~!!]

[Is he an actor?]

[Don’t care, not my problem LOL]

[↑ Block this guy.]

[There’s no way he was paid to show up. He’s flailing around like he knows nothing.]

[That’s part of the plan.]

In just a few hours, the video of Min Ki’s embarrassing moment had been turned into a gif and spread across various online communities.
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Luck comes silently.

Because it comes without warning, unexpectedly, it can be called luck.

‘No, should I really call this luck?’

Lee Min Ki sighed deeply while holding his phone.

On the screen, a post from a certain online community was displayed.

[Title: The Cheer Guy at Nokde Yotoons]

Inside the post, several animated clips (GIFs) had been uploaded.

A clip of a man dancing.

A clip of a man striking a pose, showing off his presence.

A clip of the man shouting enthusiastically.

The comments were filled with explosive reactions to these clips.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[He’s seriously enjoying it 10000% for real]

[Totally dedicated to cheering]

[But seriously, who is this guy? He’s handsome.]

[He’s good-looking but also hilarious ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Who is he? A celebrity? Doesn’t seem like just a regular guy.]

[Maybe he’s an idol trainee?]

[Which company is he training with?]


[Any more pictures? Does he have an SNS account?]

[I found the shopping mall where he took the photos!]

[ㄴWow, that fit is amazing!]

The post had over 20,000 views and more than 100 comments.

There was no need to search far to figure out who the star of the trending post was.

The man holding the phone, writhing in embarrassment.

Lee Min Ki himself was the subject of all the fuss.

‘Right! They say that any attention is better than none, but seriously, getting known for something like this before debut… it’s a bit much…!’

He had no one to blame but himself.

Kim Ah Sung had only instructed him to make his presence felt, but the one who overdid it was none other than him.

Still, he had learned something.

He now had a clear understanding of what ‘presence’ really meant.

Something that had previously felt vague now seemed almost tangible.

It felt like he now knew how to act in a way that would draw attention.

However.

“Aaaaaargh――!”

The embarrassment was still unbearable.

Lee Min Ki grabbed his head and rolled around on the floor.

The floor was cool to the touch.

‘At times like this, I’m thankful the practice room floor is made of soft wood… wait, that’s not the point! Aaaaargh!’


As Lee Min Ki battled silently with his past self, a voice interrupted him.

Creak.

The door suddenly opened, and before he could react, the man who appeared spoke.

“Wow, are you practicing b-boying now?”

It was Kim Tak.

He spoke with genuine admiration.

“Wow. As expected, you’ve got to prepare for everything before debut if you want to be an all-around entertainer later on.”

He even clapped, but Min Ki didn’t have the energy to argue.

In Min Ki’s eyes, Kim Tak wasn’t someone who would understand no matter how much he explained.

But he couldn’t help himself from responding to the next comment.

“You were at that baseball stadium before.”

“…You saw it?”

“Of course, you danced really well.”

His heart sank.

Min Ki knew that Kim Tak didn’t mean any harm.

That’s what made it worse.

Like a child innocently burning ants at the playground, Kim Tak’s pure goodwill felt as brutal as a punch from a top-tier boxer.

“What do you want to drink?”

“…Venti Java Chip Frappuccino, extra shot, extra drizzle, extra java chips.”

“You’re ordering something expensive. Are you sure you’re okay with the calories? You usually manage your diet strictly and only drink Americanos.”


“Today feels like one of those days.”

“How about a drink tonight?”

“No matter what, I’m not in the mood for that.”

“You’re so picky. Still, I’m proud of myself for being considerate of someone like you.”

With that, Kim Tak hummed a tune as he left the practice room.

Left alone, Lee Min Ki stared blankly into space for a moment.

‘…Did I just get pitied by Kim Tak?’

Just as he was about to burst into another fit of frustration, the door creaked open again.

This time, the person who entered said:

“Hey.”

It was Kim Ah Sung.

With a grin, he greeted him.

“Good morning, Nokde Cheer Guy.”

“Aaaaaaargh!”

This was too much for him to handle.

***

Unlike usual, they were sitting in a café instead of the practice room.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung, sitting with his legs crossed casually, spoke up.

“I believe each of you learned something from the last mission. Min Ki, you did, right?”

“…Yes.”

As much as he didn’t want to admit it, he had certainly learned something.

He had come to realize what it meant to have presence, and that he hadn’t been able to express it subconsciously before.

The process was just mortifying.

Kim Ah Sung chuckled and asked, “How about you, Seon Ah?”

“…”

“Seon Ah?”

“I managed.”

Yoo Seon Ah, who had been looking at Min Ki, nodded as she turned away.

“At first, I didn’t understand why you had me walk without my phone. But after doing it, I realized how many details I’d been missing.”

Yoo Seon Ah’s mission had simply been to walk.

Specifically, to walk slowly along the edge of a large lake without holding her phone.

Ten laps.

It had seemed boring at first, but gradually, she found herself becoming more relaxed, and without her phone in hand, she could focus more deeply.

“Yeah, that’s right. There was a kind of nervousness in your acting before. You’re already doing great, but once you learn how to naturally release tension from your body, it will lead to even more improvement in your acting.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung laughed as he continued.

“People often don’t realize what it means to act naturally. How high should your shoulders be? Where should you place your hands? What expression should you make? Knowing or not knowing these things is what separates top-tier actors from the rest.”

It was a well-known theory in the industry.

When a director asks you to stand naturally, if you can pull it off immediately, you’re considered a first-class actor.

Especially if you know how to position your hands naturally, it elevates you even more.

“Even special agents train the same way. Acting naturally is a skill they practice for their entire lives.”

Kim Ah Sung chuckled as he glanced at his watch, sensing it was the right moment.

“And the judge for your audition has been decided.”

“Suddenly?”

“Yeah, there was a meeting in the evening.”

Lee Min Ki flinched, but Trainer Kim Ah Sung continued speaking calmly.

“For now, only one more person besides me is coming.”

“Who is it?” Kim Tak asked.

“Is it the CEO of JC? Or a famous composer? Maybe an active actor?”

“Unfortunately, none of those. It’s someone more famous for their work in the sales side.”

“Sales?”

“Someone who goes around dealing with external companies. You could say he’s one of the key figures in JC.”

With the atmosphere building up, Trainer Kim Ah Sung finally revealed the identity of the person.

“He’s Director Seo Jung Woo.”

The moment he heard that name, someone flashed through Lee Min Ki’s mind.

“Seo Jung Woo from Gongseong?”

“Huh? You know him?”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung seemed surprised, and Min Ki awkwardly responded.

“Ah, yes, I’ve heard his name. They call him the god of celebrity casting.”

That’s right.

There were a few exceptional talents who played a significant role in growing JC into what it is today.

Among them, the two most famous were JC’s current CEO, Goo In Mo, and Director Seo Jung Woo.

Nicknamed “Goo In Mo of Defense” and “Seo Jung Woo of Offense.”

‘Goo In Mo keeps celebrities from leaving, while Seo Jung Woo is a master at bringing them in.’

These two had earned titles even within the industry.

It might sound silly, but their reputations were that highly regarded across the industry.

Especially, Seo Jung Woo’s casting skills.

He was, in every sense, JC’s alpha and omega.

‘Once he brings someone in, they’re guaranteed to make it big.’

Seo Jung Woo was known for his legendary casting ability.

[People questioned why he chose someone overweight and poorly groomed, but once they lost weight, they hit the jackpot.]

[Even though their voice was nasal and annoying, after training, they became a top-tier rapper in Korean hip-hop.]

[He picked a random person off the street, sent them to a variety show, and they went wild like a crazy horse.]

Seo Jung Woo had countless such stories to his name, and his trademark was his insane foresight.

People even joked that his eyes had a Photoshop function.

Some called him a manager with future vision.

Others said he was living his second life.

‘They even joked that his real job was being a shaman possessed by spirits.’

The fact that even someone as out of the loop as Lee Min Ki had heard about him said enough.

Of course, since Seo Jung Woo seemed so far out of reach, Min Ki had only heard the stories but had never seen the man in person.

As Min Ki tried to maintain a serious expression, Trainer Kim Ah Sung asked in surprise.

“Min Ki, you’re more informed than I thought?”

“Huh?”

“Not many people know about Director Seo Jung Woo.”

Ah.

So Seo Jung Woo wasn’t as famous during this time.

“I’ve just heard his name before.”

“Modest, aren’t you?”

As Lee Min Ki pondered the gap in time, Trainer Kim Ah Sung nodded and spoke.

“You two should learn from Min Ki. In this field, acting skill is important, but so is information. Having an eye for good investors, picking the right studio and director—all of that is part of your skill set. Remember that.”

Before Min Ki could say anything, Kim Tak and Yoo Seon Ah chimed in with admiration.

“Hey, share some of this insider info with us! Don’t keep it all to yourself!”

“Min Ki, you really know everything, don’t you?”

No, not at all.

It’s just a coincidence, really.

“Well, Min Ki’s right. Director Seo is a famous person, and his eye for talent is impressive. But there’s one thing to keep in mind.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung paused, seemingly pondering something before he continued.

“His standards are a bit… strange.”

“Strange how?”

“He has a very specific set of criteria, his own personal measuring stick, if you will. Every time he casts someone, he sets a theme for the selection. This time, I think the theme will be fashion.”

“Fashion… fashion… in an acting audition?”

Yoo Seon Ah closed her eyes and let out a short groan at the unexpected criteria.

“If it were just about acting, it would be easier.”

“You just have to accept it.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung carried on without hesitation.

“And while it’s true that the people he picks always succeed, you could also say he only picks those who are destined to succeed. No, more accurately, if you’re destined for success, then you’ll be selected.”

Only those destined for success will be chosen.

It was a statement of result and veered close to a belief in fate.

But there was someone present who had an especially acute sensitivity to such fatalistic notions.

‘He only picks people who will succeed in the future.’

That’s bad news for me.

Lee Min Ki muttered quietly to himself.

‘Wasn’t I originally destined for failure?’

Having once thoroughly wrecked his life, he harbored a certain anxiety.

Even though his luck had improved dramatically compared to his previous life, he still wasn’t completely confident that he was someone destined for success.

However.

After some contemplation, another thought rose in Min Ki’s mind.

‘I’ve changed too.’

He was no longer the person he once was.

Over the past few months, his life hadn’t changed by a full 180 degrees, but it had shifted by at least 20 degrees.

Despite some ups and downs, his trajectory was gradually trending upward.

As a result, alongside his instinctual fears, a sense of anticipation was beginning to grow.

‘I handled things at the baseball stadium, didn’t I? Maybe I can pull this off too.’

The mindset that successful people share.

Why not give it a try?

That mindset began to take root, if only slightly, in Lee Min Ki’s heart. The experience at the baseball stadium had given him that strength.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung continued.

“And another thing, he’s known for making his decisions on the spot without even looking at profiles beforehand.”

He took a sip of his coffee, as if his throat had gotten dry.

“But really, this is just gossip. The fundamental rule of auditions is that the best performer gets picked, so don’t overthink it. There are only three days left until the audition, and it’s not like there’s any special trick to it, right?”

He casually offered some last-minute advice, as if giving pointers on someone else’s game of Go.

“The best advice I can give is to pay a little more attention to your fashion that day. That’s about it. Oh, and the acting will be a free performance. Choose a scene from a JC-affiliated actor’s work.”

Fashion.

At least it was a useful tip.

‘I’ll have to ask the CEO to help me with my audition outfit.’

Min Ki made sure to cement that in his mind as he stood up.

He had done all he could to prepare.

Now, all that remained was to compete fairly.

Relying on luck because of Director Seo Jung Woo’s renowned foresight would be too much of a gamble.

That was the mindset of someone who had already given up.

Min Ki had something more reliable to believe in.

“Let’s get back to practice.”

That was the time he had invested.

For Min Ki, luck wasn’t something to wish for.

It was something to expect.

And so, he decided to put a little more trust in himself.
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The Morning of the Audition.

For the first time in his life, Lee Min Ki skipped his morning practice.

It wasn’t because he was scared of the important audition ahead or because he wanted to slack off for a day.

He had something to do that would slightly increase his chances of passing.

‘Director Seo Jung Woo said he pays a lot of attention to fashion.’

So, he sought out someone who knew fashion well.

That person was none other than Yoo Gyu Eon, the owner of the shopping mall where Lee Min Ki worked as a fitting model every week.

“You’ve come to the right place.”

Yoo Gyu Eon nodded with an unusually serious expression.

“As with any job, it’s best to leave things to the experts. Did you know? People often say that casual fashion is just about wearing something comfortable, but that’s what the uninformed say. Even with casual wear, the impression it leaves can be entirely different depending on how you style it.”

“……”

“That gray tracksuit a senior wore to class after coming back from a break looks so sloppy it’s hard to know where to look, but when a celebrity wears it on TV, the fit is killer. You know why? Every little wrinkle is calculated.”

He was unusually talkative, different from his usual self.

Had he always been such a strong opinionated person?

‘Now that I think about it, didn’t he say he originally studied to be a designer?’

Lee Min Ki’s guess was correct.

Yoo Gyu Eon didn’t start his clothing mall just to make money.

He started it as a means to sell the clothes he designed himself.

Naturally, he had a designer’s philosophy. And getting excited in front of a muse who could reflect his philosophy was only natural too.


“For today, I’ll show off my skills. You can look forward to it.”

Yoo Gyu Eon cracked his knuckles.

Seeing how enthusiastic he was about helping, more than just as a favor, made Lee Min Ki chuckle.

“Did something good happen recently?”

It was half a joke when he asked.

“Yes, it did.”

“I knew it. Maybe it’s something like romance?”

“It’s because of you, Min Ki.”

“Pardon?”

“Didn’t I tell you?”

Yoo Gyu Eon raised his eyebrows as if surprised that Min Ki didn’t know.

“Thanks to you, our shopping mall’s sales have skyrocketed recently.”

“What?”

Lee Min Ki’s eyes filled with confusion at his words.

‘The sales increased because of me? Did I have such a talent?’

Could it be that modeling was his true calling, not acting?

Had he been handling his talent all wrong?

As Lee Min Ki hesitated, unsure of what to think, Yoo Gyu Eon looked him directly in the eye and spoke again.

“The baseball stadium picture…”

“Ack!”


A pained sound escaped from Min Ki.

The baseball stadium.

It was a term that had become ingrained in his brain like a Pavlovian trigger.

Yoo Gyu Eon, puzzled by his reaction, asked in a bewildered voice.

“What’s wrong? Are you feeling unwell?”

“…No, no. Really, it’s nothing. Please continue.”

“Hmm, alright then.”

Though Yoo Gyu Eon narrowed his eyes at Min Ki’s strange reaction, he continued speaking.

“After your appearance at the baseball stadium, our sales suddenly doubled.”

“……”

“Of course, our sales were already improving ever since you started modeling for us.”

So that was the reason.

Finally realizing the truth, Lee Min Ki let out a small sigh.

‘At least the baseball stadium incident was helpful in some way.’

Well, it did spread everywhere.

Still, what made Min Ki feel strange about Yoo Gyu Eon’s treatment was that he hadn’t received this kind of favor before.

In recent years, no one had told him, ‘Things are going well thanks to you.’

Instead, it was more like, ‘Because of you, our company is going under.’

So it was only natural that Min Ki felt unfamiliar with receiving someone’s goodwill.

“I’ve often thought about how I could return the favor to you, Min Ki.”


Yoo Gyu Eon spoke in a content voice as he rummaged through the clothes neatly hung on the rack.

“That’s why when you asked me for a favor, I thought, ‘This is it!’ Thanks to you, I’ve been studying up for the past few days.”

“Haha… I guess I’m lucky. Getting so much help from you, I almost feel unworthy.”

“No, no. If you pass the audition and rise even higher, we’ll be able to help each other even more. So, in fact, I’m the lucky one.”

It was a simple idea of returning a favor.

But to Min Ki, that short explanation carried a special meaning.

Because it was something he had never experienced in his life until now.

‘Do most people live like this?’

While Min Ki was lost in sentimental thoughts, Yoo Gyu Eon clapped his hands together.

“Stylist! You know, right? Today’s a big day for Min Ki, so give it your all.”

“Yes!”

The stylist who usually handled Min Ki’s styling picked up her brush with determination.

Thus, after two hours of styling and preparations,

“We’ve done everything we can.”

Yoo Gyu Eon wiped the sweat from his forehead.

They tried on all the clothes they could.

In the end, they settled on the look that perfectly matched Min Ki’s face and physique.

Had all their efforts paid off?

The way Min Ki looked, fully dressed and styled by Yoo Gyu Eon’s expertise, was unlike his usual self.

‘He looks like he’s ready to appear in a fashion spread.’

As Min Ki stared at the mirror in amazement, Yoo Gyu Eon nodded in satisfaction.

“You’ll definitely pass. No, you will pass.”

“Thank you!”

A little while later.

Min Ki packed his things and left the office.

He had a good feeling.

Something about today felt different from the others.

As he walked out the door and made his way to the academy, someone suddenly caught his eye like a photograph.

‘Who is that?’

It was a man wearing a long coat, and his fit was amazing.

The overall look made Min Ki pause in his tracks for a moment.

But it was a busy time.

The man’s image quickly faded from Min Ki’s mind, replaced by thoughts of the upcoming audition.

‘I should hurry and warm up.’

As if he had never stopped walking, Min Ki resumed his pace.

Meanwhile.

After Min Ki left the office.

Yoo Gyu Eon, trying to maintain his calm façade, finally turned to the staff a few minutes later and asked,

“…Min Ki will pass, right?”

“Of course!”

The stylist who had just finished dressing up Min Ki clenched her fist confidently.

“I haven’t been doing this job for long, but I always get good vibes from Min Ki. If that judge has any sense, he’ll pick him right away.”

“I think so too, but…”

Somehow, he still felt nervous.

‘I did everything I could.’

It had been a long time since Yoo Gyu Eon felt this invested in someone else’s business as if it were his own. He was pacing around the office restlessly.

Clunk.

Suddenly, the door opened, and someone very familiar appeared. It was a man in a stylish coat.

Seeing him, Yoo Gyu Eon raised one eyebrow and spoke.

“You’re here?”

This was a man who often visited, frequently asking Yoo Gyu Eon for clothing-related favors.

A youthful-looking man for his age.

“What kind of greeting is that? You should say ‘Welcome’ politely to a guest.”

“You’re not a guest; you’re a nuisance.”

Ignoring Yoo Gyu Eon’s words, the man strolled around the office as if it were his living room, before speaking.

“You seem busy from early in the morning.”

“What are you talking about?”

“There are clothes scattered everywhere. Looks like you did some styling for someone. It seems kind of casual?”

“Oh, this.”

Yoo Gyu Eon glanced at the scattered clothes with a satisfied smile and spoke.

“Someone who’s headed to an audition was just here.”

“The guy you couldn’t stop praising over lunch the other day?”

“Yes, that person.”

“Hmm.”

The man chuckled, as if surprised, and then said,

“What a coincidence. I’m also on my way to an audition.”

* * *

By the time Lee Min Ki arrived at the academy, several people were already there warming up in the practice room.

The moment he opened the door and stepped inside, everyone’s eyes turned to him.

‘Who is that?’

Everyone blinked in disbelief.

For a brief moment, Lee Min Ki’s sharp appearance made him stand out far beyond the room’s average.

Once they began to notice him, they couldn’t help but glance his way, making their movements slightly awkward.

The first to speak was Kim Tak.

“Wow, Min Ki, you really went all out today since it’s an important day, huh?”

Being someone who didn’t think too deeply, a compliment was the first thing that came out.

“You should dress like this all the time. Don’t walk around looking shabby.”

The not-so-kind comment came right after.

Expecting something different was a mistake.

As Lee Min Ki found himself speechless, laughing awkwardly, Yoo Seon Ah stepped in.

“Tak, you’re being rude saying that right to his face.”

“But he was shabby.”

“It’s true, but still! You have no filter.”

Yoo Seon Ah scolded Kim Tak, even while sneaking glances at Lee Min Ki herself.

‘Wow.’

She was stunned.

Her already large eyes widened even further.

‘I knew he was a rough gem, but when he’s all dressed up, he looks this good?’

Lee Min Ki’s fashion wasn’t complicated—just jeans paired with a white shirt.

The jeans had a natural wash, and the shirt was slightly oversized to allow ease of movement.

His hair lightly covered his forehead, with a faint parting that stood out.

At a glance, it seemed like a simple look.

But the overall execution was flawless.

‘Why does he look so different?’

They didn’t know yet.

Lee Min Ki’s style was the perfect example of the “natural but styled” look, which would only start trending a few years later.

It wasn’t just Yoo Seon Ah who was surprised.

‘Was he always this cool?’

Even the students who were already practicing in the room couldn’t help but stop and sneak glances at him.

‘I thought he was just good at acting.’

‘Min Ki’s got muscles too, huh? Does he work out?’

‘When the foundation is good, even a little bit of styling makes such a big difference.’

Of course, Lee Min Ki had always had a good base to work with.

But what truly completed his look today was the power of fashion.

People often say that fashion is completed by the face, but in fact, it’s the styling that creates distinctions even among those with good visuals.

Moreover, with Lee Min Ki’s excellent body frame, clothes looked even better on him.

Although Yoo Gyu Eon focused on mass appeal and didn’t show off, his skill as a designer was first-rate.

With his meticulous touch, it was impossible for Min Ki to not stand out.

‘Ugh, why are they all staring at me like this?’

Lee Min Ki felt uncomfortable under all the gazes.

He had dressed up, sure, but being stared at from every direction made him so self-conscious that he didn’t know where to look.

Feeling like he’d meet someone’s eyes no matter where he turned, he finally managed to speak.

“Where’s the trainer?”

“Oh.”

At that simple question, Yoo Seon Ah, startled as if waking from a dream, quickly answered.

“He’s out doing some work right now. He said we’d meet at the audition venue in about an hour, and told us to warm up in the meantime. Oh, and he said not to acknowledge him when the audition starts.”

“Got it, thanks.”

“And also.”

As Lee Min Ki smiled and thanked her, Yoo Seon Ah hesitated and then spoke.

“This is just personal advice, but… you shouldn’t go around thanking people so easily.”

“Huh? Why not?”

“Just because.”

* * *

Only a few minutes before entry.

Even with the audition right around the corner, some people remained relaxed.

There were five of them.

Anyone could see they had striking appearances, and they were all Jam Acting School scholarship students.

“You know what? Korean hip-hop isn’t that cool.”

“This world is going downhill, all thanks to the obsession with appearances.”

They were either reviewing their scripts or engaging in casual conversation, just as they usually did.

There wasn’t much tension in the air.

These students weren’t in any rush to debut, nor were they desperate for a single closed audition.

‘JC Entertainment is a big deal, but there’s no need to be anxious.’

Kim Tae Yang, a man with shoulder-length hair and glasses, thought the same.

He wasn’t overly interested in the audition itself; his curiosity lay elsewhere.

‘Those people the teacher always praises, are they really that good?’

He was curious about the skill level of those auditioning alongside him.

Everyone here was somewhat intrigued by Lee Min Ki.

They could have checked him out personally, but ironically, they never ran into him.

Min Ki always practiced early in the morning, and after his academy lessons in the afternoon, he would immediately head to his part-time job.

“Now that I think about it.”

Kim Tae Yang spoke up.

“Do you think that guy, Lee Min Ki, is any good?”

It was a short question.

But it served as a trigger.

“Well, who knows?”

A woman who had been mumbling to herself while holding a script lifted her head.

“If he were that good, wouldn’t he have already debuted or at least received a scholarship? I heard he didn’t even graduate from a theater program. Plus, he’s already old and hasn’t had any acting roles yet. He’s been failing auditions left and right.”

For them, there wasn’t much reason to think highly of Min Ki.

At twenty-five, he still hadn’t debuted and was stuck in the academy.

While he might receive some praise from the teachers, without any actual achievements, that was all it was.

To those present, compliments like that were just common pleasantries.

“Still, if you’ve seen that baseball stadium clip, he seems like an interesting guy.”

“Oh, I saw that too. It was hilarious.”

“He’s good-looking, but is he really star material?”

As they enjoyed speculating about Min Ki’s true nature,

Tap, tap.

They turned their heads, hearing footsteps approaching from afar.

Two figures entered their view down the hallway.

It was Lee Min Ki and Yoo Seon Ah.

The first thought that crossed Kim Tae Yang’s mind when he saw them was this:

‘He doesn’t look nearly as good on camera, does he?’

No, that wasn’t it.
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Kim Tae Yang.

A third-year student in the prestigious Theater and Film Department at one of Korea’s leading universities for the arts, Hanye University.

He possessed both a naturally Western-like face and a tall, lean physique, along with an abundance of talent.

Not only did he enjoy acting from a young age, but he also loved the entire process of filmmaking. If there was something unique about him, it was that he didn’t rush into debuting.

“Debuting happens when the time is right.”

For now, he wanted to study leisurely.

He wanted to delve deeply into the essence of acting itself.

Just as good fermented sauce requires both the intense heat of summer and the cold of winter to mature, he regarded the entire process of preparation, including failures, as part of living the life of an actor.

In his eyes, Lee Min Ki was…

“His visuals are definitely something.”

He was someone who stood out.

Though he wasn’t sure about his acting, the moment he saw his fashion, he knew.

Fashion isn’t something you can just pull off by suddenly donning fancy clothes if you’ve never dressed well before.

Before the clothes, a person needs to have the right attitude to match them.

And Lee Min Ki had that.

“He knows how to wear his clothes, and his steps are natural.”

He took an instant liking to him.

Meanwhile, Lee Min Ki, upon seeing Kim Tae Yang, thought this:

“…Why is Kim Tae Yang here?”


He was stunned by the mere presence of Kim Tae Yang.

“This guy is an elite actor, one of the best. A first-rate talent, obsessed with acting.”

He was already a success.

Despite being a rookie, he had made an immediate impact with his insane acting skills and had captured everyone’s attention.

He was a top-tier actor, easily counted among the next generation’s top five male stars.

Even though Daon’s Kim Ji Hwan was successful, Kim Tae Yang was just as remarkable.

Who would have thought that this guy came from Jam Acting School?

“How did I not know?”

No, it made sense.

Maybe he had just enrolled without actually attending classes—just enough to show his face at auditions now and then.

“He wasn’t signed with JC, at least not from what I remember.”

As he stood there, still shocked by the future star in front of him, Kim Tae Yang approached him.

“Nice to meet you.”

Kim Tae Yang smiled as he walked over, greeting him with a bright smile.

“I’ve heard a lot about you from the teacher.”

The teacher must mean Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

“I’ve heard so many good things from him that I’m looking forward to it.”

The fact that this person praised me?

That guy, who would snicker at even the smallest mistake? It was hard to picture Kim Ah Sung complimenting anyone in his mind.

Caught off guard, Lee Min Ki shook the hand that Kim Tae Yang extended to him.


“Nice to meet you. And, uh, good luck with the audition.”

“Great. Let’s have a friendly competition today. I’m looking forward to it.”

A friendly competition, huh?

In that short sentence, Lee Min Ki found himself bracing for the challenge.

“Once I debut, Kim Ji Hwan or Kim Tae Yang—both will become my competitors.”

The competition was simply starting a little earlier than expected.

Lee Min Ki decided to see it that way.

And then…

“Come on in.”

The moment the seven participants entered the practice room assigned as the audition venue, Lee Min Ki recognized one of the judges sitting there.

“This guy?”

The man in the stylish beige coat.

The one he passed on the street earlier.

Looking at the nameplate in front of him, it was Director Seo Jung Woo.

* * *

“Oh, it’s him.”

Director Seo Jung Woo realized it the moment he saw him.

The pieces of the puzzle in his mind clicked into place.

The person he had only heard about by name over the past few weeks was standing right before him.

“Heh.”


“Why are you laughing?” asked Trainer Kim Ah Sung, noticing.

Wiping the corner of his eyes, Seo Jung Woo replied, “Just remembered a funny joke.”

“You’ll have to share it with me later.”

“Sure, after this.”

He couldn’t help but laugh.

“What are the odds?”

The person Trainer Kim Ah Sung had praised to no end and the one that CEO Yoo Gyu Eon had raved about—turned out to be the same person.

That’s right.

Director Seo Jung Woo realized the moment he saw Lee Min Ki.

“The clothes he’s wearing… it’s one of the designs Yoo Gyu Eon bragged about recently.”

He also remembered seeing him as a model for an online shopping mall.

Despite Trainer Kim Ah Sung’s high praise, he hadn’t realized it was Lee Min Ki, due to his own personal superstition.

He believed that knowing anything about a contestant would lead to biased judgment during auditions.

Being someone who valued fairness above all else, it was a rule he set for himself.

As someone responsible for personnel decisions, he was constantly being approached by people trying to introduce aspiring actors, so he made a point of ignoring it whenever possible.

But now that he knew, it was hard to act like he didn’t.

“Both sides said nothing but great things about him, huh?”

He was curious.

What kind of skills would this guy show?

His fashion, at least, was a pass.

Of course, it was, since Yoo Gyu Eon had dressed him personally.

“…”

Just by looking at how he stood there, one could tell.

His overall silhouette was great.

He wasn’t that tall, but he had a solid frame, and his head shape was attractive.

It was the kind of physique that Director Seo Jung Woo preferred.

“Most people think the best physique is a small head, long limbs, and broad shoulders like an alien, but if that’s the case, you should just pick a Westerner.”

Reality was a bit different.

In general, the public tended to prefer a physique that, while ideal, felt more relatable than something unrealistic.

The line between awe and admiration was very thin.

What made a successful actor wasn’t being awe-inspiring but evoking admiration.

A sense of aspiration.

The kind that makes people think, “I want to be like that.”

“Min Ki, right?”

“…Yes!”

At the mention of his name, a strong voice rang out.

Director Seo Jung Woo smiled faintly and said, “Since there aren’t many participants today, we’ll conduct a more in-depth audition. Before we start the acting portion, I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

“Yes!”

“Why do you want to act?”

It was a rather abstract question.

But after a brief moment of contemplation, Lee Min Ki opened his mouth.

“…Acting saved my life.”

The voice was a 3 out of 10.

It seemed like he hadn’t paid much attention to vocalization, something he would have to refine later.

Of course, that would only happen if he was chosen.

‘Or maybe not. Did he intentionally speak that way, as part of his acting?’

He needed to consider it.

As Director Seo Jung Woo evaluated every single movement, Lee Min Ki continued speaking.

“A few years ago, when I had given up on everything, I found strength again thanks to a movie that was showing at the cinema. After watching that movie, I thought to myself, ‘Movies have the power to save people.’ That’s why I want to become an actor who can give others strength.”

It was a contrived answer, but it was sincere.

In reality, Lee Min Ki had been someone who, due to severe misfortune, kept failing over and over.

By his early twenties, he had already given up on everything.

He continued to fail even into his thirties.

If it hadn’t been for that movie he watched by chance, he might have made an extreme choice.

And also…

In the world of films, at least, luck played no part.

“Hm, what’s the title of that movie?”

“That would be…”

Lee Min Ki composed his breath for a moment before answering.

“Ocean Man.”

Ocean Man.

It was a film about someone who had failed at everything in life, but attempted to cross the Pacific Ocean with nothing but a small sailboat.

“What a coincidence. I like that movie too.”

He got lucky.

While Lee Min Ki was subtly surprised, Director Seo Jung Woo smiled and asked,

“Do you have a favorite line from the movie?”

This time, he didn’t need even a moment to hesitate before answering.

“‘Live, not just survive.’ It’s a line from the latter half of the movie.”

It was a famous line that summarized the entire theme of the film in one sentence.

What meaning could there be in merely surviving life, like a plant without any will?

Better to live fiercely, even if it feels like you’re dying.

That’s the meaning behind the line.

“That’s a great line.”

Director Seo Jung Woo smiled brightly and said,

“But there’s another line that I truly love. Do you know what it is?”

This was the second question.

While Lee Min Ki grew nervous again, Director Seo Jung Woo spoke.

“‘The reason people despise wealth is because they have no hope of becoming rich.’”

Lee Min Ki responded to that.

“Of course. That’s my eleventh favorite line.”

“That’s unfortunate.”

Unfortunate?

It was an incomprehensible reaction that came out of Director Seo Jung Woo’s mouth at that moment.

Lee Min Ki continued speaking.

“It’s a line from the movie France is Bacon, isn’t it?”

“Aha.”

At that moment, a short laugh escaped.

Because Director Seo Jung Woo had asked about a quote from a different movie altogether.

He even clapped and replied,

“Wow, this is the first time I’ve met someone who knows that line. It’s not a very well-known movie.”

“Well, I make sure to watch every movie that gets released.”

“That’s a great attitude.”

Director Seo Jung Woo slowly nodded, seemingly pleased.

“Input is always better when there’s more of it. Surprisingly, many people claim they love acting but barely watch movies. When you accumulate enough input, it’ll shine one day. Just like now.”

His voice was overflowing with affection.

Anyone watching this scene could easily guess that Lee Min Ki had given an answer worth 140 points out of 100.

But the person in question, Lee Min Ki, was busy sweating nervously inside.

‘I almost fell for it.’

He had been just one step away from the cliff’s edge.

[The reason people despise wealth is because they have no hope of becoming rich.]

That line had come out so naturally.

If he had made the mistake of pretending it was a line from Ocean Man, he would’ve been torn apart on the spot.

‘Director Seo Jung Woo, I thought he was a clean-cut person based on his appearance, but I didn’t expect him to set such a trap.’

He was a true trickster.

But Lee Min Ki had handled it well in the end, and the atmosphere had brightened as a result.

“Oh, Director, you’re really mischievous.”

Kim Ah Sung, the trainer, gave up on keeping a serious tone and burst out laughing.

At the same time, someone at the audition bit their lips hard.

‘What’s with that guy?’

It was a few of the scholarship students.

They didn’t like the fact that Lee Min Ki had garnered attention over them.

‘I’ve seen Ocean Man too.’

‘Who hasn’t seen that movie? It’s a classic ranked in IMDb’s top 100. He’s just lucky he got an easy question.’

‘He’s pretending to know everything.’

Of course, even if they had been the ones up there, they would have stumbled at the second question.

But to them, the result was all that mattered.

In just a short conversation, Lee Min Ki had gained extra points. Or at least, it appeared that way.

And that was something they couldn’t stand.

Naturally.

‘That guy, Lee Min Ki, must really love movies. I wouldn’t have been able to handle that like he did.’

There were also people like Kim Tae Yang, who were purely impressed.

‘How does he manage to watch all those movies? Min Ki works part-time at a convenience store, does modeling, and goes to the gym. Does he have ten bodies or something?’

And people like Yoo Seon Ah, who were already inclined to be impressed by him.

As everyone reflected on the interview in their own ways,

“It seems like there’s no need for more questions.”

Director Seo Jung Woo’s voice had returned to its calm state.

“Now I’d like to see your acting. Can I expect an output as good as your input?”

Lee Min Ki, sensing that the real challenge was about to begin, responded.

“Yes!”
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At the time when Lee Min Ki was eliminated from the Daon audition, this was what he thought:

‘If I had done better, I would have passed.’

He judged that it was entirely due to his own lack of skill.

He didn’t know why he had been eliminated, but he didn’t want to attribute it to any external reasons.

He didn’t seek the cause outside himself.

At least, Lee Min Ki didn’t know the truth—that the audition already had a pre-selected candidate.

Not knowing that, he wasn’t wounded.

Since he wasn’t hurt, he didn’t make excuses.

Because he looked for the reason within himself, he was able to immediately take the best course of action.

‘Let’s do better next time.’

It was about taking one step forward.

‘What kind of acting could I do even better?’

Although he thought playing a thug was, strictly speaking, the best he could do at the time, he had ultimately failed.

He concluded that if he reused a role in which he had already failed once, he would only repeat the same failure.

‘Even if I act as a thug again, I can’t just be a typical thug. I need to add something different. At least, make it better than it is now.’

At times like this, the best method was:

‘Let’s go back to the basics.’

The basics of acting.

It was observing.


Lee Min Ki’s gaze moved from the monitor to reality.

He decided to draw motivation from people he could vividly observe in his surroundings.

And he found someone as a result.

[Eleven! Eleven and a half! Eleven and a half, and a quarter of a half! Eleven and a half, and a quarter of a half, and another quarter!]

It was the gym manager near his house, Kwon Joon Yong.

Aside from being terrible at math, he wasn’t a bad person.

Actually, he was rather fun.

Lee Min Ki decided to observe his behavior and incorporate it into his acting.

That’s how he found it.

“Sir, that’s because you only paid for 15 PT sessions for a month. There’s nothing I can do about it.”

He had found the character of a sleazy gym trainer.

“We don’t normally tell our customers this, but since this is the gym’s 8th anniversary, you’re getting an additional discount. Normally, it’s 1.5 million won for 50 sessions over three months, but this time we’re giving you a special discount—1.3 million won! And on top of that, I’m giving you an extra 100,000 won off as a personal favor. If you pay in cash, there’s another 100,000 won discount!”

It was transparent.

It was obvious that he was awkwardly trying to make a sale.

But precisely because of that, the peculiar brazenness made the character vividly come to life.

‘It’s a good thing I have a fitting script.’

About a year ago, there was a project in which a JC actor had participated.

The title of the work was God of Diet.

The trainer who appeared in it was notoriously unlikeable.

He was unlikeable but also couldn’t be entirely hated.


He was the kind of character who, after making a mistake, would awkwardly apologize and offer a scoop of protein powder to make up for it.

“In spring, you don’t exercise because you’re sleepy. In summer, it’s too hot to work out. In autumn, it’s harvest season, so you don’t exercise. And in winter, you don’t work out because you can cover up any weight gain with clothes. So, when exactly do you plan to exercise, sir?”

Of course, the nagging tone characteristic of the trainer was kept intact.

Lee Min Ki’s eyes almost rolled back, widening like a madman’s.

His arms reached out as if to grab someone by the collar.

“You think eating vegetables and fruits won’t make you fat? Sir, elephants and hippos are also herbivores. But the problem is, you barely move! Do you think the savannas of Africa are just some joke?”

The nonsense that flowed out of his mouth was shameless.

Anyone could tell it was utter rubbish.

But for some reason, you couldn’t stop listening to that nonsense.

In the original work, the character had muscles that looked like they were half-developed, and coincidentally, that was exactly what Lee Min Ki’s body looked like at the time.

Moreover, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon’s aesthetic sense made that body stand out even more.

‘I can do this.’

All the time Lee Min Ki had spent so far was condensed into this brief moment of acting.

His aptitude discovered in his previous life.

His portrayal of the thug, built from his Daon acting experiences, combined with the observational details he’d gathered about the trainer’s behavior.

Kwon Joon Yong’s training style and CEO Yoo Gyu Eon’s fashion sense.

Everything had come together, grain by grain, to create a mountain.

And the result?

“Heh heh heh.”

It was Director Seo Jung Woo’s laughter.


“Haha, ha… puhoot.”

One of the judges, who was supposed to be seriously observing his performance, couldn’t hold back and burst into laughter.

He even lowered his head onto the desk and kept laughing.

‘Did he laugh?’

Lee Min Ki was flustered.

Though he didn’t know it, the fact was that Director Seo Jung Woo had an easy trigger for laughter.

Especially when it came to this kind of ‘trainer gag.’

Even at this point, it was clear that his acting was a success.

But stopping here would be the mark of a second-rate performer.

‘I’ll keep going.’

Lee Min Ki decided to seal the deal and continued speaking.

“Can you see this? The muscle? I’ve really worked hard to build this body. Touch it. It’s thick, right? Solid, right? This didn’t just happen overnight. Hard training, cutting-edge sports science, and a strict diet. Without any of those, this body wouldn’t exist.”

With those words, Lee Min Ki turned and posed, spreading his back wide.

It was something he often did in front of the mirror at home.

“You want to build a body like this, don’t you, sir?”

No, no one would think that.

To anyone looking, his body didn’t inspire that thought at all.

In truth, Lee Min Ki’s body was mediocre at best. But that brazenness was exactly what made the character come to life.

“Puhuhut.”

Following Director Seo Jung Woo, even Kim Ah Sung the trainer burst into laughter. When those two laughed, the other judges followed suit, without worrying about appearances.

‘That guy’s amazing.’

Kim Tae Yang admired the sharp calculations behind Lee Min Ki’s performance.

‘He’s so annoying, it’s impressive.’

Yoo Seon Ah, too.

The only ones who couldn’t laugh in that moment were the other contestants.

‘Is this an audition for actors, or for comedians?’

‘Is he kidding?’

‘Isn’t this cheating?’

In short.

If you summed it up in one phrase—

Lee Min Ki had stolen the show.

***

The audition was over.

Since it was better to take the blows first, Lee Min Ki comfortably observed the other contestants’ performances.

And he realized:

‘Hmm, it’s subtler than I thought.’

The acting of the scholarship students wasn’t particularly special.

“You think the ground you’re standing on just appeared out of nowhere? All your seniors worked hard plowing the land instead of studying in school. You punk. You’re talking trash about laborers? We’re a nation of laborers.”

How should he put it?

‘It’s subtle.’

They seemed good, but that was all.

It was because Lee Min Ki had gained some experience on actual sets, even in minor roles.

No matter how talented these students were, there were plenty of talented people all over the country.

Few truly shined on set.

Besides, Lee Min Ki had expected too much from their abilities.

‘It’s a bit disappointing.’

And there was one more significant reason.

That reason was none other than Lee Min Ki himself.

‘I need to do better than that guy from earlier, but what should I do?’

‘Look at how cold the atmosphere is.’

‘They were laughing earlier, but why is there no reaction to my performance?’

Lee Min Ki’s earlier performance had completely taken over the audition room.

This meant that the other contestants’ psychology had been shaken.

An actor, no matter how calculated their acting is, can’t completely separate their emotions from their performance.

[A performance without emotion is like a meal without wine.]

A famous French actor had once said this.

And just like that, once someone starts wavering, there’s no way they can deliver a flawless performance.

Of course, there were exceptions.

‘I didn’t expect much from them.’

That exception was Yoo Seon Ah.

“Jiwoo, try this. Mom’s meeting a friend later this evening, okay? There’s some stew in the fridge, so heat it up and eat it. Don’t be late for school. And if Dad asks, just say Mom had to go out for something.”

Her performance didn’t falter in the slightest.

The reason was simple.

She had been practicing with Lee Min Ki, watching him closely all this time.

No matter how great Lee Min Ki’s acting was, she had already grown accustomed to it.

Instead, she couldn’t understand why the other contestants were so shaken.

Apart from her, maybe Kim Tae Yang was another exception.

‘I can already see where this is headed.’

Thanks to this, Kim Ah Sung the trainer could also relax a little.

Once all the contestants had finished their performances:

“Yes, please exit through the door on the left in order. We will inform you of the audition results individually in a few days.”

Even without seeing it, the contestants could somewhat predict the outcome.

Lee Min Ki was no exception.

‘…Did I do pretty well?’

He couldn’t be completely sure about passing, but he couldn’t deny that he had done well.

His condition had been near perfect.

If he didn’t pass this, he doubted he’d pass anywhere.

Good.

Lee Min Ki made up his mind.

‘At this rate, I can afford to treat myself to some pork belly on the way home.’

He decided to reward himself.

‘If not on a day like today, when would I? Sure, Kwon Joon Yong will say something, but I’ll deal with that when it comes.’

For a brief moment, Lee Min Ki allowed himself to become a bit cocky.

With a belly full of joy, he was about to exit the audition room as the last contestant when—

“Excuse me, Min Ki.”

A voice stopped him.

‘This voice…’

When he turned around, it was Director Seo Jung Woo.

He spoke with a faint smile on his face, his serious expression from earlier nowhere to be seen.

“I think you can expect good results from this audition.”

“What?”

“We’ll be in touch soon.”

What did he just say?

Lee Min Ki couldn’t believe what he had just heard.

It was something he hadn’t even dared to expect.

That night.

Lee Min Ki couldn’t sleep at all.

***

A few days later.

There was a place where Lee Min Ki had been urgently called.

That place was:

“You’re here?”

It was the office of the Director.

Director Park of Jam Acting School greeted him with a wide smile on his face.

His eyes darted around excitedly.

Feeling uncomfortable, Lee Min Ki took a slight step back and spoke.

“Um, what’s this about?”

“Oh, nothing much.”

Director Park put on a kind expression, honed from years of running the academy.

“I realized we haven’t had much of a chance to talk recently, so I made some time. I was just wondering if you’re satisfied with our academy.”

“Thanks to you, I’m doing well.”

“That’s a relief. I was worried you might be uncomfortable.”

Director Park smiled warmly once again.

As if he had always held great affection for Lee Min Ki.

“Please, have a seat. Would you like coffee or green tea?”

“Water, please.”

At that, Director Park personally fetched some water and placed it in front of Lee Min Ki.

His behavior was conspicuously unusual.

Each movement made Lee Min Ki’s antennae go up.

‘Why is he acting like this?’

This wasn’t how Director Park usually behaved.

Rather than being grateful for the sudden warmth, it felt awkward and uncomfortable.

In the entire year Lee Min Ki had been at Jam Acting School, he had never received this kind of treatment before.

The thought that crossed his mind was:

‘Is his attitude changing because I’m doing well now?’

It felt hypocritical.

He knew better than anyone what kind of treatment he had received at the academy until now.

It had been disregard.

Although things had improved over the past few months, before that, he had been treated like a failure.

By his peers, by the teachers, and even by Director Park.

No matter how much they tried not to show it, a person tends to notice such things.

Of course, Kim Tak had never thought much of it.

At least in regards to Director Park, all he had ever thought was that he was a strict person.

‘So why the sudden friendliness now?’

While Lee Min Ki awkwardly observed Director Park’s every move,

“Today, I called you for a specific reason.”

The next moment.

What he heard was something he never could have expected.

“I wanted to ask if you’d be interested in receiving a scholarship from our academy.”

“What?”

“Of course, only if you’re okay with it, Min Ki.”
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Scholarship.

Lee Min Ki couldn’t believe his ears when Director Park casually mentioned the word.

‘Does this make sense? All of a sudden?’

He had thought he would never be in a position to receive one.

Even now, as those words came directly from Director Park, he doubted if it had been a mistake.

No, he was doubtful because scholarships weren’t just one or two types.

However, Director Park made it clear.

“From now until your debut, we will fully waive your tuition fees.”

“……”

“In addition, we will refund 50% of the tuition fees you’ve paid so far.”

For a moment, he couldn’t breathe.

It felt as if a sudden rush hit his head, like a deer darting out in front of him while he was on guard duty, making his vision spin.

‘A 50% refund means I’d be getting over 5 million won back.’

Lee Min Ki hadn’t attended this academy for just a day or two.

He had been attending ever since he completed his military service, which had already been well over a year.

And now, they were offering to give that money back.

Saying it wouldn’t make his mouth water would be a lie.

He had been cutting down on sleep every day, working part-time at a convenience store and doing modeling gigs to cover living expenses and the high tuition fees.

But the misfortunes of his past triggered a red alert in his head.


‘There’s always a reason when someone is being overly nice.’

Director Park wasn’t making this offer purely out of goodwill.

There had to be conditions attached.

Something like having recently done well in an audition, or something similar.

“Is there a condition?”

At Min Ki’s question, Director Park’s expression slightly darkened.

“I’m not asking for much. Just that you allow us to use your name in future promotions for the academy. It would also be great if you could write a short review of your time here.”

Of course.

He knew it.

Min Ki sighed softly to himself.

‘It’s not impossible to do.’

Even though he didn’t have the best feelings toward Director Park, there was no real reason to reject an offer of several hundred thousand won.

Even if he was lucky enough to debut right away, that wouldn’t solve his immediate financial problems.

The scholarship would definitely be a huge help until then.

He knew that.

He understood it well.

But he couldn’t shake the bitter taste rising in his throat.

‘Why don’t I feel happy even though I’ve been recognized?’

He knew the reason without having to ask.

It was because Director Park’s attitude had changed too abruptly.


Accepting this was the right thing to do.

But his pride made Min Ki hesitate.

Just as a few seconds of silence passed, Director Park spoke again.

“To be honest, I don’t think you’ll see my offer in a favorable light.”

Min Ki responded with a confused look.

“……What?”

Director Park nodded as if he had expected that reaction.

“I probably come across as quite opportunistic, don’t I? I haven’t even had a proper conversation with you before, yet here I am suddenly offering you this out of nowhere. People are supposed to be consistent, after all.”

His tone was self-deprecating.

Min Ki blinked, unable to come up with a fitting response, as Director Park continued speaking.

“I’ve heard a lot from Instructor Kim Ah Sung. And I’ve also been secretly watching your practice sessions. Compared to before, there’s been a significant improvement. It’s because you’ve been showing up early every day, sweating and working hard.”

“……”

“Seeing that, my thoughts started to change.”

He was sincere about this.

Director Park had indeed looked down on Min Ki before.

Not just for emotional reasons, but because there were rational grounds for it.

He had seen too many people fail to succeed even after attending the academy.

Fewer than one in a hundred students remained in the industry, even as supporting actors.

Moreover, Min Ki wasn’t just someone who had failed regular agency auditions; he had also been rejected from every in-house audition for roles.

Paying equal attention to a student who was so behind would never end.


Only a select few would succeed.

As long as he focused on those few, he felt he had done his duty.

[This isn’t giving up. It’s about making choices and focusing.]

That’s what Director Park had always thought.

It had to be rational.

And then, Min Ki had changed that.

“As an educator, I realized I needed to reflect when I saw you.”

Min Ki had reminded him that if someone put in consistent effort over time, they could change.

Being rational was good.

Helping those with potential succeed was important.

But the true essence of education lay in helping those who couldn’t succeed on their own reach success.

“The scholarship is a small gift for students like you. Think of it that way. The whole thing about using your name for promotions? That’s just something I said. You don’t really have to do it.”

There was a brief moment of silence.

At this point, even Min Ki’s resolve wavered a bit.

‘Maybe it wasn’t just a random offer after all.’

It seemed that there was at least a small part of Director Park’s proposal that wasn’t entirely self-serving.

Min Ki still couldn’t fully trust his kindness.

He had learned over his life that it was as rare as lightning on a clear day for someone to truly change their mind.

But…

“Where do I write the review?”

He trusted Director Park just enough to reluctantly accept the scholarship.

***

The next day.

Min Ki officially received an acceptance notice from JC.

[Instructor Ah Sung: Min Ki, you’ll get an official acceptance call from our company later, so make sure to answer it.]

[Instructor Ah Sung: They’ll call you.]

[Instructor Ah Sung: If you don’t answer, you’re out.]

[Me: Really?]

[Instructor Ah Sung: Lol, kidding.]

It would be a lie to say he wasn’t happy.

He also had a large sum of money coming in.

It made him want to splurge on something, maybe even go on a trip.

But instead of giving in to those impulses, Min Ki decided to stick to his usual routine.

Early morning.

[I’m a superhero~ A world where dreams come true~ Even if I fall seven times, I’ll hit a home run in the ninth inning with two outs~]

“……”

The loud alarm woke him up.

The moment his eyes opened, he washed up while reviewing yesterday’s acting in his mind.

For breakfast, he ate chicken breast, roasted sweet potatoes, and a salad, matching his fitness regimen.

Only seven almonds were allowed.

Once everything was ready…

“Huff, huff.”

He jogged to the academy, breathing in the crisp morning air.

His legs tingled, and his body heated up, but his mind calmed and focused.

This was the time when Min Ki organized his thoughts for the day.

‘Getting accepted is great, but it’s too early to be satisfied. Signing with an agency is just another step in the process.’

Of course, in his previous life, even getting this far had seemed out of reach.

The agency he’d signed with wasn’t a big player; it had been established during the entertainment boom and lacked credibility.

All the roles he had landed had been nameless supporting roles or minor parts where his face barely showed.

But having spent time doing those bit parts, Min Ki had learned a bit about the industry.

The real competition began after you joined an agency.

‘The saying goes that the beginning is half the battle. I need to start off strong.’

Even after joining an agency, he still had to compete for roles.

The leniency given to trainees would now be replaced by the harsh judgment of a professional.

Many actors had ended up stuck in minor roles for years just because they hadn’t started out right.

Naive newcomers might think that signing with an agency was enough to make them celebrities.

‘Phew, I’ve already arrived.’

But Min Ki, on the contrary, was becoming even more cautious.

‘It seems like I’m getting to the academy earlier and earlier.’

Of course, he wasn’t Yoo Seon Ah.

“Min Ki! Congratulations! You’ve worked so hard!”

She greeted him with a bright voice as if his success were her own.

“……”

“Huh? You don’t seem happy?”

When he didn’t respond, she looked puzzled and asked.

“No, I’m happy.”

But the situation wasn’t one where he could fully rejoice.

Why?

‘How can I be excited when I succeeded and others failed?’

Everyone except for him had failed the audition.

Even Yoo Seon Ah, who had trained with him under Instructor Kim Ah Sung, hadn’t made it.

“Oh, is it because of me?”

She gave a small smile and said,

“You know…”

“There’s no need to worry about me, Min Ki. Is this the only opportunity we’ll ever get?”

“……”

“They say you have to fail a bunch of times before you finally succeed in auditions. Sure, I’m a little disappointed, but it doesn’t hurt that much. Some people get rejected over ten times just in the document screening.”

“You mean me?”

“Oh, no, that wasn’t directed at you…”

Seon Ah fumbled over her words for a moment, but then shook her head and said,

“I’ll catch up to you soon, so go ahead and pave the way.”

Her tone was more challenging than playful.

Min Ki gave a blank look before smiling.

“Got it. Thanks for congratulating me. I’ll treat you to a meal later.”

Finally, he managed to thank her for congratulating him.

Despite having failed herself, she had genuinely celebrated his success, and Min Ki felt lucky to have someone like her around as a fellow aspiring actor.

What he was feeling now could best be described as the “blessing of good relationships.”

Their awkward moment was about to pass when Seon Ah cautiously spoke again.

“Hey, Min Ki.”

She glanced at him and suggested,

“Why don’t we have a little party tonight to celebrate?”

“A party?”

“Yeah, with Instructor Kim and Tak too. There’s a nice wine bar next to the academy I’ve been wanting to try.”

“Hmm, a party sounds good.”

Min Ki hesitated before responding, a bit unsure.

“But I have a part-time job tonight.”

“Can’t you take a day off?”

“No, I can’t. If I skip out, it would cause trouble for my boss, and I also need to keep practicing.”

“Wow… You’re really a role model for life.”

At Min Ki’s firm answer, Kim Tak playfully clapped his hands, as if he were pretending to be castanets.

“How can a person manage themselves so well? Min Ki, are you like… a machine?”

“I’m not a machine.”

“Then are you living a second life?”

“…No, seriously, I’m not.”

Min Ki’s heart skipped a beat for a moment, but he pretended nothing was wrong.

He stretched as if brushing off the suspicion, saying,

“Besides, just because I passed the audition doesn’t mean JC will serve everything on a silver platter. Even with a good agency, most actors spend years in obscurity… So now I have to work even harder, right?”

What he said was practically the truth.

But it was also something much easier said than done, especially after just receiving an acceptance notice.

His words struck a chord with Seon Ah, who replied with a somewhat inspired tone.

“I was planning to take it easy today, but after hearing what you said, I feel a little ashamed.”

“No, taking breaks is important too.”

“…?”

Seon Ah gave him a puzzled look, surprised at what seemed like a contradiction in his words.

“I just want to live this way. For other people, taking breaks might actually help them do better.”

“……”

“And besides, I still have a few days left before my cheat day. If I drink today, Manager Kwon will tear me apart.”

“Oh, right, you mentioned you’re working out.”

“Yeah, so let’s plan for the weekend. Let’s do it properly then.”

“Hm, okay, that sounds good.”

Their little celebratory conversation ended on a simple note.

Min Ki, even after achieving some success, chose to continue his disciplined lifestyle, and Seon Ah seemed positively influenced by his attitude.

‘This guy is really something else.’

Even Kim Tak appeared to have gained a small insight.

And as for Kim Ah Sung…

“Oh, looks like we’re already here.”

He arrived a little later than the others.

“Instructor?”

“Min Ki, since you passed the audition, let’s do something different today instead of practice.”

He was suggesting they skip practice to do something else.

“Huh?”

Just as Min Ki was about to respond, Kim Tak jumped in, speaking for him.

“Instructor, no!”

“Huh? I was asking Min Ki, why are you answering, Tak?”

“Well, Min Ki said he was going to practice today. There’s plenty of time to hang out later.”

“Oh, really? That’s a great attitude.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung nodded, looking slightly confused, before saying,

“But actually, I wasn’t planning to take you out to just hang out today.”

“Huh?”

“You passed the audition, right? So I’m suggesting we go do something even better.”

He looked at Min Ki and pointed with his thumb towards outside the practice room.

“They’re filming something nearby and need an extra male actor.”
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‘No way, this is way too fast, isn’t it?’

At Kim Ah Sung’s words, a rush of heat passed through Lee Min Ki’s head.

‘I knew I’d start getting supporting or minor roles soon, but seriously, starting right on the first day? I haven’t even had 24 hours since I got the audition results!’

But regardless of what he thought, Kim Ah Sung didn’t care much.

He simply yawned leisurely and continued speaking.

“So, what?”

“Well, it’s just… a bit overwhelming.”

“What’s there to be overwhelmed about? Judging by your usual performance, I don’t see any reason why you wouldn’t do well. It’s not like you’re being cast as the lead in a huge production or anything. It’s just a minor role in a typical drama.”

“…”

“Min Ki, listen carefully. Being humble is good, but underestimating yourself is a different story. From now on, have confidence.”

Who said anything about confidence?

It wasn’t about lacking confidence. He was just startled by the sudden job offer.

Lee Min Ki gazed at Kim Ah Sung with a half-lidded stare, but Kim Ah Sung, looking proud as if he had just uttered a profound truth, continued.

“The genre is a campus romance comedy. It’s a cable drama airing on TVM right now, and it’s doing quite well. It’s pretty popular.”

“Isn’t that the Campus Story drama?”

“Oh? You know it?”

Kim Ah Sung’s face showed a hint of surprise.

“The ratings aren’t great, and mostly women watch it.”

“I try to keep up with as many shows as I can.”


To be exact, he had seen it a long time ago.

About seven years ago, to be exact.

‘Campus Story, huh? It wasn’t that highly rated because they used mostly rookie actors, but the production quality was quite good, and it’s been remembered as a classic over time.’

What was the plot again?

Wasn’t it about a guy who joins a folk guitar club at college?

The male lead lies about knowing how to play the guitar to impress a girl he likes, and then hastily starts learning it. That kind of story.

It was a light-hearted romance.

‘More than light-hearted, it was pretty cheesy. I remember there were a lot of cringey scenes too. Like the male lead confessing with flowers and candles everywhere.’

As Kim Ah Sung had mentioned, the show was especially popular among female viewers in their teens and twenties.

In contrast, it was almost completely ignored by the older audience.

“Come to think of it, didn’t you say something similar during the audition?”

Kim Ah Sung nodded as if understanding Min Ki’s vague comment.

“So, are you going or not? They’re in a rush. If you’re not going, we need to tell them, so they can make other arrangements. They’ve already mentioned bringing in a promising rookie.”

Wow, that’s impressive.

He had already finished the conversation without even consulting him.

But, whatever.

Who was he to turn down work as a rookie?

‘And if it’s Campus Story, that’s a show I actually liked. This works out well.’

Besides, it was a minor role, so there wouldn’t be too much pressure.

Lee Min Ki let out a tiny sigh and replied.


“I’ll go.”

“Great. It’s within walking distance, so let’s head out right away.”

The two of them packed up their things and rushed out of the practice room.

As they left, Yoo Seon Ah, who had been watching them go, muttered to herself.

“…I’m so jealous.”

“If you’re jealous, you should nail your next audition.”

“Tak, I told you to read the room.”

“Oh, right.”

* * *

Campus Story.

On the surface, it seemed to be sailing along with decent ratings, but the reality was far more chaotic.

‘There’s no time! No time!’

They were scrambling, rushing to film minute by minute, second by second.

Their stockpile of footage had run dry long ago.

If they stumbled even once, it would be like falling off a cliff.

That was no exaggeration.

‘And now we’ve got a hole in the schedule.’

On top of everything, a minor actor had been rushed to the hospital with acute appendicitis.

Even though it was a minor role, the character was important enough to straddle the line between a supporting and a minor role.

In other words, they couldn’t just grab anyone to fill the spot.


Park Yoo Chan, the PD responsible for this project, was on the verge of losing his mind.

Why?

Because Campus Story was his directorial debut.

Casting actors was one of the basics for any PD.

If something went wrong here, it would be like broadcasting his incompetence to the world.

‘This is driving me crazy. JC said they’d send a rookie, but still…’

They had already delayed the filming order to buy some time, but even that would soon hit its limit.

“We need to start filming soon. If we’re going to move to the next scene, it has to be now.”

The assistant director was urging him to begin.

Even if they finished filming, the editing team still needed time to work, so there was no room left to delay.

It would be great if they could cut the scene.

But for a rookie PD to meddle with the script of a famous writer would be a career suicide.

‘The universe is really out to get me.’

Park Yoo Chan was in the middle of pacing back and forth when—

“PD.”

A man approached him abruptly and spoke.

He looked like the cockiest man in the world.

“I’m from JC Entertainment.”

It was Kim Ah Sung.

He pushed Lee Min Ki forward with his palm and said, “I already contacted you. This is the guy.”

“What’s his name?”

“Lee Min Ki. This should be his first appearance in a production, right? Am I right?”

“Uh, yeah. Yes, that’s right.”

Seeing how clumsy he was acting, the wrinkles on PD Park Yoo Chan’s forehead deepened even further.

‘Lee Min Ki? Never heard of him. He looks decent enough, but why is he acting so awkward? Is he really a total newbie? JC is known for managing their actors well…’

The role they needed to fill wasn’t just any minor role.

It was one close to being a supporting character.

The role was crucial to the episode: a teaching assistant who antagonizes the female lead and stirs tension between her and the male lead.

They couldn’t just cast anyone for this.

‘Hmm, his face is a little too soft for a villain, though.’

After a brief internal debate, Park Yoo Chan made a decision.

‘There’s no time left anyway. We’ll just go with it. If it really doesn’t work out, I’ll have to beg the writer to adjust the script.’

With that, he handed Lee Min Ki over to the assistant director.

“Let’s move quickly. Get him the script first.”

He wasn’t expecting much.

He just hoped they could somehow get through one scene.

That was all Park Yoo Chan wanted from Lee Min Ki.

And then.

“Huh?”

It didn’t take long for his expectations to be surprisingly overturned.

* * *

The scene they were shooting for Campus Story was about this:

The female lead, Kim Ha Na, was struggling to juggle her college life while living in poverty.

If she missed even one semester of scholarship, she’d have to take a leave of absence and work to earn money.

Her nerves were on edge.

On top of that, her relationship with the male lead was in ruins.

Pushing her to her limits was the teaching assistant, Lee Nam Wook.

But the actor set to play Lee Nam Wook had just been rushed to the hospital with acute appendicitis.

Even if it was a minor role, they couldn’t cast just anyone.

No one expected anything from Lee Min Ki as they anxiously hoped he’d just manage to get through the scene.

But then—

‘Who is this guy?’

Suddenly, there was a shift in the atmosphere on set.

“I already explained everything during our meeting yesterday. If you need a recommendation letter, you’ll have to contact the professor directly. I don’t have the authority.”

“But isn’t the professor overseas and completely unreachable right now?”

“Yes, exactly, so there’s nothing I can do.”

“Is this even fair?”

The rookie actor, Lee Min Ki, was delivering his lines flawlessly.

Just a few minutes ago, he seemed like the most naive person in the world.

But now—

“Ha… Honestly, is it my fault that you can’t get a recommendation letter? It’s not, right?”

He had transformed into the most irritating person alive.

He had only changed his clothes and read the script for a few minutes, yet he had become the very embodiment of the teaching assistant character.

His rude, unkind demeanor was perfect for the role.

“Should I write you a recommendation letter? And if I get fired for document forgery, then what?”

“Can’t you just put in a word with the professor…?”

“How many times do I have to say the same thing? He’s not available! I have a ton of work to do too, you know. Look, I get it. I really do! But I can’t spend all day dealing with just this. Do you think standing here is going to solve anything?”

Every single line, not one bit of it sounded like it was coming from a rookie.

People watching were left with the urge to punch him in the face.

Normally, even a slight awkwardness in a rookie’s performance would stand out, but with Lee Min Ki, everything felt completely natural.

Park Yoo Chan PD blinked in disbelief at what he was seeing.

‘Is he really new to acting? How

is he this stable? I would’ve been happy if he just didn’t mess up the lines…’

And it was for a villain role, no less.

The success of a drama often depends on the villain’s performance, and Lee Min Ki’s acting was as polished as a ripe apple.

Of course, this was only natural.

After all, it wasn’t his first time acting.

More than 90% of Lee Min Ki’s unofficial acting career had been filled with minor roles.

‘This is a blessing.’

He was beyond happy, even thrilled.

‘I thought it’d just be a quick one-off role with a few lines, but this character actually has quite a bit of screen time.’

In the past, his roles had been like this:

Charging headfirst into a battlefield in a historical drama, only to get stabbed and collapse.

Getting shot while chasing the main character.

Ordering a coffee in a café, standing in line before the lead.

Just fleeting background roles.

But now, even though it was still a minor role, he was interacting directly with the lead actors.

‘This is amazing.’

Grateful for the opportunity, he put all his energy into his performance.

“And as for that recommendation letter… Ha, if you were cutting it close to the deadline, you should’ve applied earlier. Am I wrong?”

Of course, his character was still irritating.

The staff watching couldn’t help but think.

‘…He’s actually pretty handsome.’

Despite his annoying behavior, his good looks still shone through.

How should they put it?

If he was that annoying in real life, maybe they wouldn’t mind experiencing it once.

No, they’d even welcome it!

And it wasn’t just his face. His clothes somehow looked exceptionally good on him too.

‘If I’d had a teaching assistant like him when I was in college, I’d have studied way harder… Wait, that’s not the point.’

‘He must’ve been really popular as a student.’

Even though he was playing a villain, his tired-looking eyes drew people in, mesmerizing them.

Watching Lee Min Ki effortlessly become the hero of the moment on set, PD Park Yoo Chan thought to himself.

‘I don’t know… Ending this character as just a minor role feels like a waste.’
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The afternoon after returning from the unexpected bit part performance.

A grin wouldn’t leave Lee Min Ki’s face.

“Hehe, hehehehe.”

“Min Ki, are you that happy?”

Yoo Seon Ah’s words startled Lee Min Ki.

“Ah, did I show it too much?”

“No, it’s nice to see. I was just curious to hear the reason.”

“Well, you see…”

As Lee Min Ki started to recount the bit part performance that had happened in the morning, Yoo Seon Ah gasped.

“Was it that important of a role?”

“Yes, although most of it might get cut during editing.”

“Even if it’s cut, at least one line will remain, right?”

“I hope so. I’m not sure how it will turn out, though.”

“It definitely will!”

Yoo Seon Ah shouted so loudly it was like her voice would burst his eardrum.

“It’s your acting, Min Ki! Everyone will recognize it. How could they cut that out?”

“…….”

“Once it airs, the viewers will go wild! They’ll be asking, ‘Who is this guy?’ Aren’t you excited already?”

Well…


He was looking forward to it, but it seemed like Yoo Seon Ah was more excited than he was.

Still, it was nice that she empathized with him.

Lee Min Ki unknowingly smiled softly.

‘It would be nice if I stood out, even in a small role, but the odds aren’t that high.’

In a single project, if there are two lead actors, there are ten supporting actors and a hundred minor roles.

The chances of a minor role receiving attention were slim.

The number of aspiring actors was as many as the stars in the sky, and for rookies, the industry was endlessly harsh.

Hadn’t there been plenty of times when people swarmed just to land a role that flashed by for less than a second in a small commercial or drama?

‘There are so many people who spend their careers stuck in minor roles, only to end up giving up their dreams.’

Even Lee Min Ki himself had met his end living that kind of life.

Given his past, his perspective as an actor was naturally a bit different from the two people in front of him.

“Min Ki, there are always stories, you know? Someone gets cast in a minor role, and then catches the director’s eye, leading to a supporting role. You could be next!”

“Haha…”

“Wow, then Min Ki’s about to make it big, huh?”

Both Yoo Seon Ah and Kim Tak, being fresh-faced hopefuls, held great expectations even for minor roles.

They treated even the rarest industry anecdotes as if they were their own stories.

However, Lee Min Ki was a little different.

‘That would be nice. But unless my luck is through the roof, that sort of thing doesn’t happen often.’

He added a bit of reality to their expectations.

Of course.


There was one thing even Lee Min Ki had overlooked.

“Oh, Min Ki, you’re still here.”

“Teacher.”

Kim Ah Sung spoke as he returned to the practice room.

“They want to see you over there.”

“Over there? You mean…?”

What Lee Min Ki had overlooked was this:

His luck had actually started to improve.

“Yeah, the production team from earlier. The writer liked you, Min Ki.”

“…….”

“Surprised? It happens sometimes.”

Rare as it was, such things did happen in real life.

As Lee Min Ki stood dumbfounded, Yoo Seon Ah clapped her hands as if she had expected it all along.

“See? I told you they’d notice! I definitely said so, didn’t I?”

Kim Tak also chimed in.

“Man, that’s awesome. This is epic. Let it go!”

* * *

A general programming channel.

These stations typically bundled several genre-specific channels into one cable package.

Originally, general programming channels were more like gossip channels that only a few people watched, but recently, things had changed.


That’s because they had started hitting the jackpot with dramas.

Gaura

Her Boss

Five Meals a Day

Each quarter, they had at least one hit drama, heralding the era of general programming dramas.

Perhaps to put a turbo engine on this momentum, the stations aggressively recruited famous drama writers and actors, even at great expense, to capture viewers’ attention.

As a result, a common occurrence had emerged.

“Director, is that person really that good?”

“Yes, even the writer will be impressed when they see them.”

Writers had begun to overpower PDs (directors) with their authority.

Kim Hee Jin was what people called a “successful drama writer,” a name that guaranteed quality in any production.

“Kim Hee Jin’s dramas are trustworthy.”

“At the very least, she doesn’t fail.”

“Her campus romance story this time is pretty fun. I didn’t think she’d be good at youthful rom-coms.”

There weren’t just one or two viewers who tuned in solely because of her three-name guarantee.

Despite that, she chose to produce her new work on an unstable general programming channel because they offered a more flexible production environment compared to public networks.

On the other hand, Park Yoo Chan was a rookie PD who had just landed his debut project.

In this relationship, it was only natural that the balance of power leaned towards Kim Hee Jin.

“I have a certain confidence about this.”

Park Yoo Chan was someone who would gladly accept such a dynamic if it was necessary.

“Even though that actor is a rookie, they have a strong presence. Did you see the footage?”

“As much as you’re saying this, I’m getting curious, but honestly, there’s usually a reason why minor roles stay minor.”

Kim Hee Jin sipped her coffee through a straw with a somewhat displeased expression.

“Of course, viewer reactions will solidify things, but bringing back a villain has considerable risk for the story.”

It was a common issue.

Even if a villain character became popular, there were reasons why they weren’t forcefully reintroduced.

A villain should exit gracefully when the time comes.

Viewers would often demand the return of a charismatic villain, but when they actually did, those same viewers would complain about fatigue.

‘Maybe this rookie PD just doesn’t know yet.’

Kim Hee Jin glanced at Park Yoo Chan, thinking.

‘Having passion is good, but sometimes stability is just as important.’

Usually, it was the writer who pushed forward while the PD requested a more stable direction.

Dramas typically completed through such back-and-forth between PDs and writers, but maybe because this was a general programming channel, the system seemed different.

Moreover, what weighed on her was the drama’s overall quality.

‘It’s not bad, but it’s just that—only decent.’

The campus story was like that.

They cast good actors.

But the audience’s reaction was lukewarm, to say the least.

It was strange: the response was good, but the ratings were subtle.

Was it because it was on a general programming channel, or was the drama itself lacking buzz?

For someone accustomed to public network dramas, it was a hard situation to accept.

Praise alone wasn’t enough.

Drama writers were judged more by ratings than by artistic value.

A makjang drama with 20% viewership would always be rated higher than a well-crafted drama with only 15%.

‘The script’s quality is fine. So what’s the problem?’

At this rate, it would end as a hidden gem, known only to a select few.

Something had to change.

‘Still, I can’t mess this up further. I’ll see for myself, and if it doesn’t seem right, I’ll refuse.’

Whether or not he knew what she was thinking, Park Yoo Chan beamed as he said,

“You’ll be confident once you see him in person.”

“This coffee is pretty good.”

“Isn’t it? They use high-quality beans here. The owner told me they use almost double the amount compared to other franchises. Haha.”

As they were enjoying a brief moment of relaxation, the doorbell rang.

Two people walked into the cafe.

One was a laid-back-looking man, and the other looked naive.

But they were both handsome.

Kim Hee Jin stared at him, thinking absentmindedly.

‘That guy looks good.’

He had a very gentle impression, but there was something about him.

For one, his physique and posture were great.

He seemed like someone whose appearance could suit many different styles.

He had what people often called “a face with a thousand looks.”

Of course, he would need acting skills to back that up.

‘Is he an aspiring actor? Or just a regular person?’

The moment Kim Hee Jin’s curiosity was piqued, Park Yoo Chan stood up from his seat and called out.

“Min Ki! Over here!”

“…….”

In that moment, the straw Kim Hee Jin had been sipping fell from her lips.

Her eyes filled with astonishment.

‘That’s Lee Min Ki? The one who appeared in the bit part?’

The impression was drastically different from what she had seen on screen.

He looked like a completely different person.

On camera, he had looked like someone worn down by life, who found everything bothersome. But now, Lee Min Ki’s face was full of energy and eagerness.

It was like the difference between a senior and a freshman.

‘Is this someone else who just looks like him?’

His posture was perfect.

But no matter what she thought, reality was reality.

Lee Min Ki had already reached her.

“Hello, PD.”

“Yes, Min Ki, it’s nice to see you again after just a few hours. This is our drama’s writer, Kim Hee Jin. Say hello.”

“Hello, Writer. I’m rookie actor Lee Min Ki!”

With the brightest smile in the world, Lee Min Ki greeted her, and at that moment, Kim

Hee Jin made up her mind.

‘Problem solved.’

* * *

A sudden casting change had occurred.

Just like that.

[You can free up time every week, right?]

[Huh?]

[Starting with the next episode, no, the one after that, I think we’ll be seeing you more often, Min Ki.]

The network staff had decided to give Lee Min Ki more frequent appearances.

For someone used to only getting bit parts, this was an unexpected stroke of luck.

Something he had only heard about in industry legends had actually come to him.

And Lee Min Ki’s thought was this:

‘It’s gotta be JC.’

He credited the casting change to JC.

‘Haha, hehe.’

Even as he scanned barcodes at the convenience store, a smile never left his face.

It was JC, after all.

As expected, JC was living up to its reputation.

Surely it was because the agency had his back, making things different from anywhere else, even when he was just taking on bit parts.

A little effort, and they paid extra attention to him, treating him well.

‘Even if I fail a hundred auditions, I still need to land in a good agency.’

Of course, this was entirely his own misconception.

The truth was, it had nothing to do with JC and everything to do with the fact that he had honed his acting and appearance.

But there was no one to correct his misunderstanding.

Caught up in his delusion, an old man spoke to him from the other side of the counter.

“Oh my, something good happened to you, didn’t it?”

“Ah, sir.”

“Seeing you smile like that makes me feel better too. Here, take this.”

The old man placed a hot bar on the counter and then strolled out of the convenience store.

Receiving such a gift so smoothly, Lee Min Ki burst into laughter again.

‘What luck.’

In truth, it wasn’t just luck.

His appearance had completely changed from what it had been in his past life.

The Lee Min Ki who had been plagued by failure, exhaustion, and paranoia was gone.

In his place stood Lee Min Ki MK.2.

Now, he exuded confidence.

He slept soundly every night without interruption.

As a result of combining a quality diet with exercise, his skin glowed.

With the financial burden lifted thanks to his modeling gigs, his expression brightened even when he wasn’t doing anything.

People say every little bit adds up, and Lee Min Ki had built a tower.

The changes were already taking root.

He just hadn’t realized it yet.

‘Haha, hehehahaha, JC forever. Hahahaha.’

* * *

A few days later.

The latest episode of Campus Story was released.

And…

[Title: Did you guys watch the latest episode?]

Things had changed.

[Why is this villain so charming?]
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As you enjoy a work of art, sometimes, there were characters like that.

[Who is that guy?]

[His impression really sticks.]

[I can’t believe I’m hearing that line.]

[Look at how sharp the dialogue is, LOL.]

They might only appear for a short moment, no more than one scene, or at most, briefly in one episode before vanishing, yet they became impossible to forget.

Like a troublesome tenant who skips rent, they dug into your head and refused to leave.

To the point that when you heard the name of the show, that character’s face popped up before even the protagonist’s.

We had a term for such characters.

Scene Stealer.

That was the role Lee Min Ki played in Campus Story.

[The teaching assistant’s charm is overflowing.]

[He’s got that worn-out look, LOL.]

[He looks really exhausted. I feel like cooking him a meal.]

[If you think about it, wasn’t it the female lead’s fault?]

[For real! Why is she making a fuss with the teaching assistant? Isn’t it her own fault for submitting late?]

The character that Lee Min Ki played, Teaching Assistant Lee Nam Wook, was technically a villain.

After years of campus life, he’d grown tired of everything.

At first, he was a bright-eyed freshman, but the grueling life of a student turned him into a selfish person.


His only dream now was to get his degree as soon as possible, find a job, and leave.

— Ugh, this school really sucks.

To any normal person, it was hard to have any positive feelings toward him.

He was an outright villain by design.

After all, the image of the strict, no-nonsense teaching assistant was firmly ingrained in the minds of most college students.

However…

[Why doesn’t our school have a teaching assistant like him? Why is it only us who don’t?]

The teaching assistant character that Lee Min Ki portrayed turned out to be more attractive than anyone had expected.

[Campus Story Teaching Assistant Lee Nam Wook GIF Compilation]

[Legendary GIF… It really is.]

[Isn’t that the guy who played the attention-seeker at the baseball stadium last time?]

[Oh??]

[Wait, how are they the same person????]

[They look totally different!!]

[Oh, I looked it up, and he also worked as a model for a shopping mall.]

The audience’s judgment was honest.

A role that originally wasn’t supposed to stand out was taken on by Lee Min Ki, and it did.

What more could be said?

That was how episode 10 of Campus Story managed to create a turning point.

The same went for Lee Min Ki’s life.


* * *

“……”

Lee Min Ki was at a loss for words.

He had joined as a minor role, and when they offered him additional appearances, he just thought he was lucky.

Up to that point, he credited JC E&M’s influence.

He believed he needed to continue doing well.

But after seeing the audience’s reactions, he didn’t know what to think.

‘Is this happiness?’

His chest swelled with emotion.

He couldn’t stop the smile that hovered around his lips.

Even without eating, he felt full.

Of course, since he had to maintain his body, he made sure to eat properly.

Sweet potatoes, chicken breast, salad mix, and five almonds—he ate everything diligently.

Thanks to some recent financial leeway, he even mixed supplements neatly into his diet.

‘Good, everything’s going well. Let’s keep this momentum going.’

Following this rhythm, he planned to secure a supporting role in the next episodes.

It wasn’t too late.

Why couldn’t a miracle happen twice?

Thinking that, Lee Min Ki sat down and prepared for something.

It was…


“Ah, ah.”

A script reading.

“Hey, your parents are professors. You think the fact that you don’t have 10,000 won in your account is the same as me not having it in mine? If I slip up even once, I’ll end up homeless.”

In the script Lee Min Ki received from Writer Kim Hee Jin, the role of Lee Nam Wook was greatly expanded starting from this episode.

‘So, they gave him a reason for his twisted personality.’

In the original Campus Story that Lee Min Ki knew, Lee Nam Wook was just a lazy teaching assistant.

The typical type.

A teaching assistant caught between nagging undergraduates below him and being treated like a servant by the professors above.

But in the new script, the character had completely changed.

‘Just changing the way he’s framed brought the character to life.’

He grumbled to the female lead while trying to persuade the professor.

— Ah, how can you just ignore that? If she doesn’t get the scholarship, her life will fall apart… Do I really need to spell it out for you?

With just one scene, Lee Nam Wook was reborn as what people commonly called a tsundere character.

This was Writer Kim Hee Jin’s specialty.

Using stereotypes to craft characters, then twisting just one detail to create multidimensional figures.

That’s what Lee Nam Wook had become, the character Lee Min Ki was playing.

‘Good, this character… it really suits me.’

The purely cheerful expression on Lee Min Ki’s face had gradually disappeared.

The character of a “clumsy egoist,” weighed down by life but unable to completely ignore the circumstances around him, slowly emerged.

‘If I add just one more layer to this… hmm, what should it be?’

But as he went further into the script, Lee Min Ki’s concerns only deepened.

A minor character shouldn’t overshadow the main or supporting cast.

Yet, the character had to be strong enough to make an impression despite the limited screen time.

That’s why playing a minor role was no easy task.

“An Americano with two extra shots… Whoops. Ouch, ouch…”

While practicing, he bit his tongue by mistake.

It was a common accident when practicing relentlessly without rest.

‘I should take a break and practice my pronunciation again.’

There was a pronunciation technique Kim Ah Sung, his trainer, had taught him.

First, drink some water before starting.

“Pwah.”

After wetting his throat, Lee Min Ki dove back into his practice.

Meanwhile, somewhere else, something entirely unexpected was happening.

* * *

Do you know what it means when someone’s screen time in a drama increases?

It means that someone else’s time will decrease.

That’s what was happening with the original cast of Campus Story.

‘Ugh, so annoying.’

There was one person in particular who felt especially irritated by Lee Min Ki’s growing presence.

Rookie actor Park Tae Gyeon.

He had taken on the role of the secondary male lead in the drama.

In most rom-coms, the secondary male lead was practically a main character.

The broadcaster even promoted him as a lead to generate buzz, and depending on the show, the second male lead could even surpass the main in popularity.

But Campus Story was a bit different.

The secondary male lead felt stuck in an awkward position between the main characters and the supporting cast.

The show was just too much of a straightforward romantic comedy.

‘I’m already stressed out because my screen time is limited, and now, they’re cutting it even more. What do they expect me to do? Just sit quietly in a corner?’

Park Tae Gyeon felt that way.

Already dissatisfied with his small role, he was livid now that his screen time had been reduced even further to make room for Lee Min Ki.

‘Are you kidding me right now?’

Unable to contain his anger, Park Tae Gyeon stomped towards the waiting room.

In fact, Writer Kim Hee Jin never had any intention of developing the secondary male lead.

She just needed a versatile role, so she added one.

In truth, from the beginning, the secondary male lead had been more of a supporting character in disguise.

If anything, a rookie actor like Park Tae Gyeon should have been grateful for landing such a role, but he wasn’t that type of person.

‘That guy, there’s something off about him. Isn’t he with JC?’

It didn’t help that Lee Min Ki had grabbed the audience’s attention from his very first appearance.

For now, he was just a minor role, but who knew what could happen?

His screen time might increase even more.

Maybe enough to threaten Park Tae Gyeon’s position.

Of course, Writer Kim Hee Jin had no such plans.

‘The fact that they’re sharing scenes now, there’s definitely something up. There has to be.’

But there was no stopping the rookie actor’s spiraling paranoia.

He was stuck, overwhelmed by stress.

‘Huh?’

As Park Tae Gyeon walked down the corridor, he suddenly heard a voice from a distance.

The waiting room.

Though there was still a lot of time before filming began, someone was muttering inside the temporary waiting room.

Muttering loudly enough for it to be heard outside.

“Zigi, zigi, zaga, zaga, joo-gu, joo-gu, chiki, chiki, takataka, nani-nuneno.”

It was strange-sounding gibberish.

‘What the heck?’

Intrigued, one of Park Tae Gyeon’s eyebrows lifted slightly.

Out of curiosity, he slowly approached the open waiting room door and peeked inside.

‘Oh.’

The sight inside didn’t please him at all.

It was none other than Lee Min Ki.

He was seated and babbling in that strange pronunciation.

“Dag, dag, dag, nak, nak, nak, kak, kak, kak, tak, tak, tak,

pak, pak, pak.”

He was practicing pronunciation to prevent slurring.

Doing this consistently would create a clear and sharp diction that would be pleasant to the ear.

There was nothing odd about the practice itself.

Coming to the shared waiting room ahead of time to practice was simply a sign of dedication.

But to Park Tae Gyeon’s eyes, Lee Min Ki’s actions seemed, well…

‘What a pathetic attention-seeking show-off.’

It all just looked annoying.

He watched the scene for a moment before a mischievous thought began to grow in his chest.

Park Tae Gyeon slowly looked around.

‘It’s quiet.’

There wasn’t a soul in sight.

Since filming hadn’t started yet, they still had extra time.

After confirming that there was no one else around, a sly grin crept across Park Tae Gyeon’s lips.

‘Shall I give him a little lesson in humility?’

It was a bad habit of his.

Back in his university days as a theater and film major, he was known for being the “discipline enforcer.”

His target was just a newbie who’d landed his first minor role. Looking at that clueless face, his personality must be the same.

If he applied a little pressure now, there shouldn’t be a problem.

Especially since the next episode would pit them directly against each other.

He’d just press down on him a bit to break his confidence.

‘Newbies who act cocky need someone to put them in their place.’

He was just giving Lee Min Ki a preemptive initiation.

With that in mind, Park Tae Gyeon stepped into the waiting room with a stern attitude, ready to assert his authority as a senior.

Just as he took a large step onto the floor…

“Whoa?!”

His body tilted at an artistic angle, lifting into the air.

Crash!

His foot had slipped.

He had stepped on some water that Lee Min Ki had accidentally spilled earlier.

“Oww…”

He groaned as he rubbed his sore backside and slowly regained his composure, glaring up in frustration.

Then, an unexpected sight unfolded before him.

“Are you alright?”

It was Lee Min Ki.

He was looking down at Park Tae Gyeon with concern in his eyes.

“……”

For a moment, Park Tae Gyeon’s face flushed with heat.

How embarrassing.

He’d come in to scold the guy, only to end up like this from the start.

This wasn’t the way to assert dominance.

He could just walk away and be done with it.

But the mix of anger and humiliation clouded Park Tae Gyeon’s judgment.

“…Hey.”

Park Tae Gyeon growled.

“Do you have a death wish?”
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“Hey, you want to die?”

Park Tae Gyeon’s face twisted in a menacing scowl.

Embarrassment from his failed slapstick in front of a rookie and the bubbling dislike came together, turning him into a ticking time bomb, ready to explode.

Watching him, Lee Min Ki had one thought:

‘Why is he acting like this when he fell down first?’

It was absurd.

When he first met Park Tae Gyeon on the set, he had been genuinely glad to see him.

Park Tae Gyeon.

He had only worked for a few years before disappearing into retirement, but he had left behind a few significant pieces in that time.

His acting was quite decent, too.

Their debut years were only about a year apart, so Min Ki had thought they might become good friends.

But now, what was this situation?

“You think I’m a joke?”

Park Tae Gyeon jabbed a finger toward him.

“Aren’t you going to lower your eyes?”

“…”

“You think you’ll last long in this industry if you disrespect seniors like that?”

What was he supposed to do?

Park Tae Gyeon had made a fool of himself with that absurd physical gag, and now he was acting out.


Lee Min Ki genuinely had nothing to say.

“Hey! Lower your eyes! Are you going to or not?”

Park Tae Gyeon raised his palm threateningly, as if he were about to physically attack him.

“Do I look like I’m joking?”

He continued his threats, as if demanding Min Ki to kneel and apologize.

But.

‘What does he want me to do?’

No matter how much the man in front of him lashed out, Lee Min Ki remained completely calm.

This was because he had at least a basic understanding of how this industry worked.

‘In the end, all rookies in their first year are pretty much the same.’

The industry was small, so avoiding unnecessary fights was a good idea. But there was no need to bow down.

Especially since Park Tae Gyeon was someone who would retire soon anyway.

Given all these facts, Lee Min Ki calmly replied:

“Me? Why?”

It was his fault.

Hearing those words, the veins on Park Tae Gyeon’s forehead bulged even more.

And then, in the next moment—

“Damn it!”

Park Tae Gyeon’s raised fist swung toward Lee Min Ki’s face in a large arc.

But.


‘Oh?’

It merely brushed past the empty air right in front of Min Ki’s face.

An amateur’s sloppy punch.

The world wasn’t so kind that anyone would just stand there and take a wild swing that even a kindergartner could dodge with their eyes open.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“This…!”

Park Tae Gyeon tried to attack again.

But just like before, his fists only struck empty air.

A punch that kept a safe distance.

Despite several more repeated attempts by Park Tae Gyeon—no, Park Tae Kyeon—the result was the same.

In fact, things only got worse.

“Huh, huh, huh?”

His shoes were still wet.

Slipping, Park Tae Gyeon tumbled flamboyantly to the floor.

Thud!

His second fall of the day.

“Argh!”

It was embarrassing enough to miss all his punches, but now he had fallen again.

At this point, he was about to cry.

‘Why can’t I hit him?’


The reason wasn’t something far-fetched.

It wasn’t easy to land a punch on someone.

To successfully hit a target, one needed strong legs, proper technique, and precise range.

None of these were things Park Tae Gyeon possessed.

He was simply unlucky.

In the end, overcome with frustration, Park Tae Gyeon screamed.

“Hey! You bastard! Why are you dodging?!”

“Well, I can’t just stand there and take it. An actor’s face is their livelihood.”

Lee Min Ki calmly responded.

However, that composure only further infuriated Park Tae Gyeon.

‘This bastard is mocking me, isn’t he?’

With his temper flaring to the max, Park Tae Gyeon lunged at Lee Min Ki with his whole body.

But.

‘…Huh?’

Min Ki didn’t budge.

His legs stood firm like the deep-rooted trunk of a centuries-old tree, effortlessly blocking Park Tae Gyeon’s tackle.

It was what fighters called a “sprawl.”

When an opponent lunges for your waist, you press down from above, stopping them.

It was a perfect counter to a tackle.

However, it was easier said than done, and not everyone could pull it off.

To successfully sprawl, one needed strong legs, proper technique, and impeccable timing.

And.

‘Surprisingly, I can hold up.’

Min Ki had two out of the three.

‘Is it because I’ve been working out lately?’

He had been training at a gym near his house under the guidance of Gym Manager Kwon Joon Yong.

With his one-on-one coaching and Min Ki’s naturally strong build, his body had slowly developed into something more than just average.

It wasn’t quite the body of a serious bodybuilder, but it was getting there.

His focus had been on strengthening his legs, so his stability was remarkable.

And the timing?

He made up for that with luck.

“Nngh, ngh…!”

No matter how much Park Tae Gyeon pushed, Min Ki didn’t move.

‘How is this guy so strong? He looks like a scrawny weakling.’

He was losing even in strength.

By now, Park Tae Gyeon felt like crying.

His attempt at intimidation had failed.

All his punches had missed.

He had tried to tackle Min Ki but had been overpowered.

“…Can you stop now? This is getting embarrassing.”

Meanwhile, Min Ki, in his calm voice, sounded like he was mocking him.

Even worse, his voice was gentle.

Park Tae Gyeon screamed, filled with frustration.

“Let go of me, you bastard!”

“Then you’ll just try to hit me again.”

“I said, let go!”

“You have to stop resisting before I can let go.”

Park Tae Gyeon’s dignity as a senior actor was in shambles.

Of course, with less than a year between them, there wasn’t much of a hierarchy to speak of.

But to Park Tae Gyeon, who had experienced the strict seniority system of the acting department, it didn’t feel that way.

“…”

“…”

In this humiliating stalemate, the awkward tension between the two men stretched on.

“Why is it so noisy here?”

Finally, someone bothered by the noise appeared in the waiting room, and their face hardened.

“Gasp.”

And it didn’t stop at one person.

One by one, two, three, four people rushed in.

“What’s going on?”

“Whoa.”

In no time, the number grew to seven people.

Among them, Park Yoo Chan PD made his way through the group, looked around the chaotic waiting room, and spoke.

“…Are you two practicing action scenes?”

***

The situation calmed down.

The other people left, and only four remained in the waiting room.

The main parties involved: Park Tae Gyeon and Lee Min Ki.

And the on-site supervisor, Park Yoo Chan PD, along with Writer Kim Hee Jin, who had just happened to stop by.

The four sat around a table, facing each other.

“So, Tae Gyeon, you’re saying…”

Park Yoo Chan PD twitched his eyes in confusion.

“…Min Ki spilled water on the floor on purpose? To make you fall?”

“Yes.”

“Does that even make sense?”

“I’m telling you.”

“And even if you did fall, why would you try to settle it with fists? This isn’t a kids’ fight.”

“…”

It was the truth.

With that, Park Tae Gyeon’s head drooped.

Now that his hot temper had cooled, even he realized how embarrassing the situation was.

He muttered in a sulky voice, full of shame.

“I’m telling you, he was up to something shady in the waiting room.”

“Is that so?”

Park Yoo Chan PD sighed, turning to Lee Min Ki.

“Min Ki, what were you doing when you got to the waiting room early?”

“I was memorizing my lines.”

“Hm. Good job.”

There wasn’t much more to say.

No matter how much Park Tae Gyeon claimed to be the victim, Min Ki’s alibi didn’t give room for suspicion.

In fact, if anyone had the right to feel wronged, it was Min Ki.

But from Park Yoo Chan PD’s perspective, things weren’t that simple.

‘The lead actor and a supporting actor got into a fight. Does this even make sense?’

The drama’s ratings had improved significantly, and up until half an hour ago, he had felt like he was walking on clouds.

But now, this was a mess.

He would’ve liked to sweep it all under the rug, but there was no easy side to take.

‘I can’t just throw away the lead actor, but Min Ki didn’t do anything wrong either.’

The judgmental gaze of Writer Kim Hee Jin was also weighing on him.

Though she sat quietly, the way she looked at him, as if he were utterly pathetic, was impossible to miss.

Handling the people on set was the director’s responsibility.

He was sure she saw him as incompetent.

In the end, there was only one thing he could say in this situation.

“Should we check the CCTV?”

He suggested checking everything thoroughly.

But that suggestion left someone pale-faced.

“Huh? The CCTV?”

It was Park Tae Gyeon.

Park Yoo Chan PD pointed to the corner of the room.

“See that?”

There, a black CCTV camera quietly stood, its lens pointed toward them.

“This is a broadcast station, so there are times when incidents occur in the waiting rooms. That’s why we record everything.”

“…”

Park Tae Gyeon’s energy deflated instantly.

It was like dealing with a bunch of kindergartners.

It was clear now that he had been the one causing trouble.

Sighing as if he expected this, Park Yoo Chan PD spoke again.

“To be honest, we’re all here to work, aren’t we? There’s still a lot of filming left. If we let emotions run high, no one wins, right?”

“That’s true.”

Min Ki nodded.

He had nothing to hide, so going through everything wouldn’t bother him. But starting his acting career by smearing mud on someone else wasn’t his style either.

If he could avoid this fight quietly, it wouldn’t be a bad outcome.

In fact, it was a chance to make a good impression on both PD Park Yoo Chan and Writer Kim Hee Jin.

“Alright, let’s do this. The earlier mess? It never happened. No one saw it. We all just forget about it and move on.”

Sighing, PD Park Yoo Chan continued.

“Min Ki, do you agree?”

“Yes.”

“What about you, Tae Gyeon?”

“…”

“Tae Gyeon?”

“…Fine.”

Reluctantly, drowning in humiliation, Park Tae Gyeon nodded his head.

His gaze was fixed on Writer Kim Hee Jin.

‘Even now, he’s worried about how others see him.’

In any case, dragging this on was tiresome.

Feeling somewhat relieved that the situation was finally under control, PD Park Yoo Chan spoke up.

“Alright, the reading starts soon, so get ready. Min Ki, stay behind for a moment. We need to talk.”

“Yes.”

Park Tae Gyeon was the first to leave the waiting room.

Still fuming, his steps were heavy with frustration.

Watching his retreating back, PD Park Yoo Chan shook his head in disbelief for a moment before turning to Min Ki.

“You’ve been through a lot, huh?”

“No, PD, you’ve had it harder.”

“Let’s grab a drink sometime.”

“Ah, I’m currently watching my diet.”

“…Min Ki, you’re quite a character.”

Writer Kim Hee Jin, who had remained silent with her arms crossed the whole time, also chimed in.

“I’ll remember what happened today.”

And just like that, the situation in the waiting room was more or less resolved.

***

There’s a saying: “The revenge of a gentleman is never too late, even after ten years.”

But Park Tae Gyeon wasn’t a gentleman, and his revenge came just a few minutes later.

“Alright, let’s begin scene 23.”

Script reading.

It was a moment when, regardless of physical differences, actors could clash purely based on skill.

In scene 23, Park Tae Gyeon and Lee Min Ki would be acting together.

And it was a scene where their characters were in direct conflict.

‘I’ll crush him.’

Park Tae Gyeon clenched his teeth.

There was no way he could let go of the humiliation he had just suffered.

He could feel the eyes of all the actors around him, mocking him.

Even though they had agreed to keep it quiet, everyone must have heard about it.

Of course, the eyes of those actors were not focused on him but entirely on Lee Min Ki.

‘That’s the guy from the other day, right? Things were chaotic, but this should be interesting.’

‘He seems gentler than I expected.’

‘Is he good at script reading as well as on-site acting?’

With all eyes on him, Park Tae Gyeon gripped his script hard enough to crumple the pages.

“So you’re the bastard? The one who said something awful to Hana? What a goody-two-shoes.”

His tone was unnecessarily forceful.

His voice was thick with hostility.

In this scene, the second male lead was merely testing the main character, so there was no need to be so aggressive, but Park Tae Gyeon’s personal feelings were coming through.

‘Let’s see how you handle this.’

It was a common rookie mistake.

Many beginners believed that intense emotion equaled good acting.

But.

Lee Min Ki responded calmly.

“Who are you?”

His voice was devoid of emotion, utterly confused.

Just four words.

But it was more than enough to erase Park Tae Gyeon’s presence completely.

‘Great diction.’

‘So clean.’

‘He’s got character.’

Everyone quietly evaluated Min Ki’s performance.

Meanwhile, Writer Kim Hee Jin, who had been attending the reading, smiled softly.

‘As expected, he’s good.’
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The full-scale filming of [Campus Story] continued.

With only five episodes left until the finale, Lee Min Ki had been brought in as a scene-stealer.

It was a change that came as the drama reached its climax.

In a situation where receiving positive evaluations was not easy.

But the response was clear.

– MinXMin’s acting

– Who is rookie actor Lee Min Ki?

The articles proved it.

– Let’s learn more about Lee Min Ki, the buzzworthy supporting actor

– He boasts a pure look, but transforms into a regular citizen once he starts acting.

– Is this actor the same guy who cheered at that baseball game?

– Unbelievable maturity for a supporting role

– We’ve heard it from the set.

– Revealed as the next rookie from JC. As expected from JC, naturally JC.

The evaluation was good.

Not only was it considered excellent for a supporting role, but considering that most rookies’ first performances often end up as their darkest moments, this debut was more than ideal.

However, Lee Min Ki himself was feeling a certain amount of pressure.

‘…Why does it feel like my screen time keeps increasing?’

It was because his screen time had indeed grown.


Of course, there was no reason for him to complain about having more scenes.

As an actor, it was something to be thrilled about, something that could make him feel like he was flying in the sky.

After all, more screen time directly led to an increase in one’s value.

But the thing about camera time is that it’s fixed, and if Lee Min Ki’s screen time was increasing, it meant someone else’s was shrinking.

The real issue was where that screen time was coming from, and Min Ki knew the answer.

‘It’s that guy.’

It was Park Tae Gyeon.

The actor who had stirred up trouble with Min Ki not long ago—well, more accurately, the one who had unilaterally picked fights with him.

His scenes were getting cut down drastically in every episode.

Others might not notice.

But Lee Min Ki had no choice but to be aware.

‘My scenes are increasing compared to the past.’

This was because the original shooting schedule for [Campus Story] was ingrained in his mind.

‘Why though? Why is this happening?’

Although the overall framework of the drama remained the same, the details had changed significantly.

Especially with the disappearance of the sub-male lead’s presence.

“….”

Lee Min Ki could only feel baffled by the entire situation.

‘This scene wasn’t originally like this.’

There was a scene scheduled for filming now.


Namely, the one where Lee Nam Wook, the assistant instructor (played by Lee Min Ki), received a gift from the female lead as thanks for resolving her scholarship recommendation issue.

If his memory was correct, this was considered one of the iconic scenes in [Campus Story].

However, originally, it wasn’t the assistant instructor who was supposed to be in this scene—it should have been the sub-male lead.

‘Why am I doing this?’

He was bewildered.

But at the same time, it was obvious.

Writer Kim Hee Jin was subtly revising the script.

Gradually phasing out the original sub-male lead and pushing Lee Min Ki into his spot.

‘He probably doesn’t realize it, right? He shouldn’t realize it.’

Lee Min Ki’s gaze met Park Tae Gyeon’s from across the staff.

Sitting on a folding chair, Park trembled all over like a wounded animal.

As if he couldn’t contain his hostility and had to express it somehow.

Soon, he whipped his head away.

Lee Min Ki marveled inwardly at the sight of Park’s raw emotions showing so plainly.

He’s got quite the temper.

‘Now I see why he disappeared so quickly from the industry.’

Probably got into a big fight with someone.

Just as that thought crossed his mind, a female actor approached Lee Min Ki, her voice full of concern.

“Nam Wook-ssi, are you free later?”

“….”


“Nam Wook-ssi?”

“Oh, sorry, I was just lost in thought for a moment.”

Startled, Min Ki quickly replied.

They were still in the middle of filming.

His attention had been diverted to Park Tae Gyeon, making him lose focus.

‘We’re filming again.’

That would be a hassle.

What if the staff noticed and became irritated with him?

But standing in front of him was the female lead, actress Han Min Seo, who played the role of “Kim Ha Na,” continuing in a worried tone.

“Haven’t you been getting enough sleep lately? I noticed you nodding off during the lecture earlier.”

It wasn’t just casual concern.

It was a line.

Apparently, she had no intention of stopping the performance.

Grasping the situation quickly, Lee Min Ki scratched the corner of his eye as if bothered by her attention and replied.

“That’s how it is for assistants, isn’t it?”

“Here, take this.”

Han Min Seo took his hand and placed something into it.

It was a bottle of ParkX, a popular Korean energy drink and the eternal companion of office workers.

Of course, it was a PPL product.

As Min Ki felt the cold bottle in his hand, Han Min Seo smiled brightly and said,

“Thanks again for the last time.”

“Huh?”

“They said you persuaded the professor, didn’t you?”

“Did I?”

“Don’t pretend you don’t know. I already heard everything. You got scolded pretty badly, right?”

“…How does Ha Na-ssi know about that?”

“As the saying goes, ‘The birds hear the words spoken by day, and the mice hear the words spoken at night.’ Well, I have class now, so I’ll get going.”

With that, Kim Ha Na left briskly after delivering her lines.

Min Ki stood there for a moment, staring blankly at the ParkX bottle in his hand, then at the spot where she had been.

He chuckled lightly and opened the bottle just as the call came.

“Cut!”

Park Yoo Chan, the PD, shouted.

With his voice, the tension eased, and the shoot was over.

‘Oh no.’

Finally snapping back to reality, Min Ki remembered how he had zoned out earlier, wasting valuable time.

‘You idiot, you’re a supporting actor. It’s not enough to just focus on the shoot, so what if you get in trouble?’

Each step that PD Park Yoo Chan took towards him made Min Ki’s heart race wildly.

As Park closed in until his shadow loomed over Min Ki’s face, he finally spoke.

“Min Ki-ssi.”

He opened his mouth.

“Wow! That eye-acting just now was amazing!”

“….”

It was a compliment.

While Min Ki stood dumbfounded, PD Park ignored the people around them, throwing out his words enthusiastically.

“That’s it. Lee Nam Wook is that kind of character. He acts indifferent, but he’s actually very considerate of others, right? You need to control that tempo well, and Min Ki-ssi, you nailed it. Haha!”

“Right, Min Ki-ssi, that was really good.”

Before Min Ki could fully grasp the situation, actress Han Min Seo, who played Kim Ha Na, also approached and gave him a thumbs-up.

“Min Seo-ssi.”

“For some reason, whenever I act with Min Ki-ssi, it just flows smoothly. Are you used to working with others?”

“…”

“When I was a rookie, I used to have to reshoot scenes more than ten times each. Haha, not that it’s much different now.”

So she was complimenting him.

Even though Min Ki remained silent, PD Park and actress Han Min Seo continued exchanging remarks as if he were just a mannequin standing between them.

“Min Seo-ssi has been good at acting from the beginning.”

“As good as Min Ki-ssi?”

“We’ll have to see about that.”

“Huh? Really? But you said I did well!”

Min Ki, caught in the middle, could only feel more and more confused.

No matter what they were saying around him, in his head, all he could think about was Park Tae Gyeon’s sub-male lead performance.

‘Is it okay for me to be doing this here?’

It wasn’t about his role.

He didn’t care about any grudge Park Tae Gyeon might be harboring.

He was more concerned about the overall quality of the drama.

If they cut out the sub-male lead’s scenes and he replaced them, wouldn’t the viewers feel that something was off?

Wouldn’t he become the unwelcome outsider that upset the balance of the story?

In the end, though, Min Ki’s worries were completely unfounded.

‘Putting Min Ki-ssi in really enhances the scene.’

There was a reason why Kim Hee Jin was such a successful writer.

Even when she was busy and writing scripts on the fly, she could still keep the bigger picture in mind.

Adjusting the balance of the characters?

A simple task for her.

This was routine.

For her, a minor adjustment in the character’s screen time was easier than eating porridge.

In fact, she was grateful to have such a useful card in her hand.

‘I was worried this would end up being a mediocre project, but now that Min Ki-ssi is in the spotlight, the drama feels more alive.’

At least he was better than Park Tae Gyeon.

Park insisted on doing his own thing instead of working with others.

He lacked the ability to see the bigger picture.

A typical rookie actor’s dilemma.

Not to mention, his natural greed for more screen time probably played a role too.

‘Min Ki-ssi doesn’t have unnecessary ambitions, which is nice. He doesn’t try to outshine others. His chemistry works with anyone. And unlike someone else, he’s perceptive too. I’d like to work on another project with him someday.’

Her affection for him had reached its peak.

However, outwardly, Kim Hee Jin couldn’t show any of it.

The replacement of the sub-male lead had to proceed quietly, without anyone noticing.

Of course, there was one person who saw right through her intentions.

‘Why does the script keep coming back to me?’

It was Lee Min Ki.

He knew because he had seen it firsthand.

But even knowing, he couldn’t speak up.

‘Am I really just the newcomer that barged in?’

It was hard to accept that, as a mere supporting actor, he had become the center of the filming process.

He couldn’t show any signs of his discomfort.

At that moment, actress Han Min Seo approached him again, continuing to engage him in conversation.

“After the shoot today, we’re planning to hang out at a café. Do you want to come? It feels like fate that we’re working together.”

The more she asked, the more Min Ki could only smile.

“…I have a gym appointment tonight.”

“Actor-nim, do you even do personal training?”

“No, it’s not personal training, but something similar.”

The broadcast of [Campus Story] continued.

It was a show that had a dedicated audience, but remained highly praised only within that circle.

Its viewership rating had been consistently stuck at a middling level.

Considering they had brought in the famous writer Kim Hee Jin, the results were somewhat underwhelming.

However, with the introduction of Lee Min Ki in the role of assistant instructor Lee Nam Wook, the situation began to change.

– [Campus Story Viewership Trend]

– 2.44% -> 2.51% -> 2.7% -> 2.89%

The ratings were gradually rising with each episode.

This was the beginning of a turnaround.

Thanks to Lee Min Ki’s performance, his scenes started gaining traction in online drama communities.

– [Title: Compilation of Lee Min Ki’s Scenes from Today’s Episode]

– [Comments (41)]

– I think I’m switching to a new favorite actor.

– How old is he??

– I heard he’s in his mid-20s.

– Wow, he looks way younger than his age. Maybe he takes good care of his skin.

– Hahaha, I think he’s just good at playing a younger character.

– Isn’t he about the right age for an assistant instructor?

– He’s handsome, so who cares?

– His slight chuckles are the best… I wish he’d laugh like that next to me all the time.

– Can someone make an edited compilation of just his chuckling scenes?

As the ratings continued to climb, by the final episode…

– 3.13%

It settled into the 3% range, which was considered a respectable success for a weekend drama on cable TV.

Of course, considering the writer’s name, it was a break-even result at best.

But just achieving that break-even point significantly boosted Lee Min Ki’s value.

Thus, [Campus Story] became the rookie actor’s official declaration in the industry, signaling that a new talent was here to shake things up.

– [What’s his next project?]

Meanwhile, there were others feeling bitter about Lee Min Ki’s rise.

‘We should have signed him.’

Daon’s Director Kim Jong Hyuk.

Every time he checked the ratings, he felt as if he were about to cough up blood.

“Wow, that kid’s a huge hit.”

Standing beside him, Daon’s CEO Hwang In Goo commented.

“Director Kim, didn’t that guy apply to our agency?”

“Yes, in that audition a while back.”

“Really? Then why didn’t you sign him?”

“….”

How many times do I have to tell you?

You just didn’t listen.

Holding back the bile rising in his throat, Director Kim bit his lower lip while CEO Hwang waved his hand dismissively.

“Hmm, well, it’s all in the past now. Anyway, it’s time for us to start preparing too, right?”
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A few days later, Director Seo Jung Woo said the following when they met again.

“You really did a great job.”

“…”

“I only passed on the minor role thinking it could be a good experience, but I never expected you to make such a big impact. I’m truly astonished by what you’ve done, Min Ki. I have nothing else to say.”

He spoke with a gentle smile.

“Well, I did think this might happen.”

Upon hearing that, Lee Min Ki had a thought.

‘Was this person planning this from the beginning?’

It had all happened rather suddenly.

A minor role had unexpectedly been assigned to him, and it had come specifically from JC, not from his trainer, Kim Ah Sung.

He had been suspicious, wondering if something strange had occurred, and it turned out that Director Seo Jung Woo was behind it.

But there wasn’t anything wrong with that.

“Thanks to you, I got a great opportunity. I really appreciate it.”

His gratitude was genuine.

Starting with a minor role, he had earned a place as a supporting actor.

He had made a strong first impression with the audience, and there wasn’t anything better than that.

“No, it’s all because of your excellent performance, Min Ki.”

Director Seo Jung Woo smiled softly as he continued.

“We did receive the script, but we thought it would be fine even if you didn’t succeed in the role. It was meant to help you gain experience. Even if the same opportunity is given, how it’s utilized is up to the individual.”


Min Ki’s success was credited to his own abilities.

“But the reason I called you today isn’t just to talk about that. I have something I’d like to discuss with you.”

After the small talk ended, the main topic finally came up.

“What is it you want to discuss?”

“It’s this.”

Director Seo Jung Woo slid a stack of papers across the desk.

“Please take a look.”

The bundle of papers felt quite thick.

There were over ten sheets held together by a clip.

Min Ki carefully picked it up and began leafing through the pages slowly.

And soon, he realized what it was.

‘Audition applications.’

It was a collection of scripts for various films and dramas.

Each one had a brief summary, descriptions of the roles, and lines to prepare for the auditions.

Although it wasn’t too detailed, he could get a rough idea of each project.

And the content seemed somewhat familiar to him.

‘This is great.’

Min Ki had a vast reservoir of input from all the works he had consumed.

In other words, he could remember the general storylines of whatever he had watched.

It was like looking at a cheat sheet and choosing the answers to a test.


There were even some projects that he vaguely recalled had succeeded.

By presenting these scripts, it was clear that Director Seo wanted him to choose a project to audition for.

As Min Ki went through the list, Director Seo spoke again.

“These are the projects that will start filming soon. They’re also the ones you’ll need to choose from, Min Ki. Although, just because you choose one doesn’t mean you’ll definitely get the role.”

As expected, Min Ki’s guess was right.

That’s why he needed to make a sure, careful decision.

‘You never know which project will succeed.’

Even though he could remember the future, things could change during production.

Take Campus Story for instance. It was originally set to be a mediocre drama at best, but when he joined, it had transformed into something close to a hit.

The same could happen again.

He could choose a project and make it more successful, but conversely, a project that was bound to succeed could flop because of his involvement.

‘I should trust my memory, but not rely on it too much.’

Still, he hoped to hedge his bets by picking a project that had succeeded in his past life. If he could land a decent role in one of those, that would be ideal.

‘There aren’t as many options as I thought.’

Min Ki let out a brief sigh.

‘Menooha… This was a successful film, but the role is a bit mediocre.’

Menooha was a comedy about someone on vacation experiencing strange events in a seaside village.

It had attracted over 2 million viewers nationwide and was a moderate box-office success.

But the role he would play felt ambiguous.

‘Forever Green… The role itself isn’t bad, and the story is decent. It was a talked-about film, but… for all that buzz, the film’s performance was underwhelming.’


Forever Green.

Despite its refreshing title, it was actually a crime thriller.

The film had been fairly well-received and had stayed in discussions among moviegoers for a while.

The director was a well-known figure.

In fact, Min Ki distinctly remembered enjoying the film immensely.

At one point, he had even thought it would be great to appear in one of the director’s works if he ever got the chance.

‘But since it’s a big-name director’s project, the competition will be fierce, and the box office returns weren’t as great as expected.’

It was a picaresque film, and the overly serious tone was probably what hindered its commercial success.

After all, most films that do well in theaters tend to have a bit of humor mixed in, even when the overall tone is serious.

‘No matter which one I look at, there’s something that bugs me.’

It wasn’t easy.

Knowing too much made it harder.

As Min Ki was deeply engrossed in his dilemma, flipping through the stack of papers, Director Seo finally spoke up.

“Are you struggling with the choice?”

“Ah, yes.”

Min Ki hesitated for a moment before nodding.

Director Seo, as if expecting this, said knowingly, “This is something you’ll need to get used to from now on. The thing about projects is, whether they fail or succeed, the responsibility ultimately lies with the actor. Some actors blame bad project choices for their poor careers, but…”

Director Seo scanned the synopsis pages with a disinterested look and continued.

“Actors like that tend to keep making poor project choices. Do you know why?”

It was a question.

But it wasn’t just a simple question.

It was an attempt to teach Min Ki something about being an actor.

An education on how to evaluate projects.

‘I need to answer carefully.’

Min Ki blinked a few times and then opened his mouth.

“Because having an eye for projects is also part of an actor’s skill?”

He thought he had given the perfect answer, one that made sense no matter how you looked at it.

Director Seo, however, responded with a somewhat lukewarm answer.

“You’re 10% right and 90% wrong.”

It was an awkward response.

Was that not the answer?

It seemed like a logical answer to him.

As Min Ki stood puzzled, Director Seo, looking amused, nodded and continued.

“What’s wrong is that when an actor keeps choosing bad projects, it’s because they themselves made those choices.”

“Made those choices?”

“Yes, there’s actually a formula for choosing commercially successful projects.”

Director Seo tapped the pen on the papers as he explained.

“If you pick wisely within certain boundaries—like choosing a good director, a good cast, a good production team, a solid genre, and reliable investors—you generally won’t miss the mark.”

“Ah.”

The moment he heard that, Min Ki’s mind clicked with several ideas.

Director Seo continued speaking, his tone upbeat.

“Even if you strike out with two or three projects, if you follow the success formula, at least one will hit the mark. Even if the actor doesn’t choose themselves, the agency will at least guide them to decent projects. So, why do some actors keep failing?”

“Maybe because, without realizing it, they subconsciously lean towards more obscure, unconventional choices?”

“Exactly.”

Director Seo nodded.

“You can’t completely separate an actor’s preferences from their choices. I think that’s just part of being an actor. Even if you aim for commercial success, you can’t entirely ignore your artistic inclinations.”

There was a sense of certainty in his words.

It might not be the absolute truth.

But it was something worth keeping in mind, so Min Ki asked.

“Then what’s the 10% that was right?”

“Well, this is extremely rare, but…”

Director Seo chuckled, as if about to share some kind of absurd joke.

“Sometimes, there are people who are just exceptionally unlucky.”

“…”

Min Ki felt a sudden pang in his chest.

Seeing his silence, Director Seo looked puzzled and asked, “Is something wrong?”

“No, nothing at all.”

“To continue, there are those who, no matter what they do, seem to fail. Whether they fall forwards or backwards, they always land face-first. Those kinds of people.”

“…”

 

“No matter how hard they try, they just can’t succeed. But who would believe something like that? It’s just superstition. So, I don’t even consider that possibility.”

“…”

“Still, I wouldn’t want to be around those types. They say bad luck can spread like a disease.”

“…”

“If you ever meet someone like that, Min Ki, be sure to stay cautious.”

Sorry, but each word feels like an arrow piercing my chest.

As Min Ki suffered in silence, Director Seo continued speaking.

“But fortunately, you’re a lucky person, Min Ki.”

“Ahem.”

“You’ve made an excellent start as an actor. You left a great first impression with your debut work, and now you have someone as skilled as me to help you choose your next project. Isn’t that wonderful?”

Director Seo kept talking, and in the middle of his long speech, he pulled out one particular script.

“So, this is the project I recommend.”

The bundle of papers he picked up was a script Min Ki was quite familiar with.

No, familiar was an understatement.

It was something more than that.

Under the Sky.

It was a story about a young man who, weary of city life, moves to the countryside and finds healing and love there.

The genre was, of course, a drama.

“The director, who achieved success with his last work, is in charge of this one as well. Most of the actors participating are reliable, and the role doesn’t seem too demanding either.”

“The structure looks solid.”

“For a rookie actor who just made their name known, this is ideal. The distributor is experienced, so the marketing will be strong as well.”

From Director Seo’s explanation, it sounded like the epitome of safe choices.

And indeed, that level of safety was well-suited for a rookie actor like him.

After all, dramas had always been like that.

They were essentially gateways for new actors. It wasn’t too much to expect moderate success from it.

‘And it did hit a decent level of success.’

Under the Sky was a well-made project.

As Min Ki pondered its details and nodded, Director Seo added.

“The role is also quite nice. It’s the protagonist’s close friend, so while it’s a step below the lead, you can still stand out.”

The role was solid too.

However.

Min Ki remembered Under the Sky in a slightly different light.

‘The actor who took this role had insane talent.’

That’s right.

Under the Sky was a successful project.

The problem was that each role had been filled by actors who were practically an all-star lineup in terms of acting ability.

They had been some of the rising stars of the next generation, known for their exceptional talent.

Could he really compete with them in the audition and secure the role?

“Hmm…”

As Min Ki wrestled with his thoughts, Director Seo asked, “Is something bothering you?”

“No, the role is definitely good, but because it’s so good, I feel like a lot of skilled actors will be competing for it.”

“You’re probably right. This is the time when rookies are being refreshed, so a lot of people will apply.”

Director Seo nodded, acknowledging Min Ki’s valid concerns.

Then, with confidence, he declared, “That’s exactly why you should apply for it.”

“Pardon?”

“It’s natural for a good role to come with high competition. Are you always going to back down because of that? The higher the competition, the more worthwhile it is to try.”

He was saying that the high competition was actually a green light.

Right.

Theoretically, it was a completely sound argument.

“Successful actors are those who overcome competition, not those who avoid it.”

There was a kind of passion in Director Seo’s voice.

As Min Ki felt overwhelmed by that intensity, Director Seo suddenly returned to his usual calm demeanor and said, “But of course, the choice is entirely yours. Your decision is what matters most to us.”

It felt a little like he was saying, “I already know what I want you to choose.”

Telling him to make a choice, but then criticizing his concerns—there was a sense of pushing him toward a specific decision.

He understood that this was an educational moment, but it was a bit of a tiring way to teach.

‘This is giving me a headache.’

However.

All those exhausting words made Min Ki realize something important.

‘That’s right, if I think the role is good, others will too.’

The ability to judge a project was universal.

A successful project with low competition was rare.

If he waited around for the perfect project with low competition to fall into his lap, he would never grow as an actor.

The problem was focusing too much on success.

Success and competition were inseparable.

‘I need to decide whether I want social success, or if I want to succeed as an actor.’

What did he really want to be?

What kind of actor did he aspire to be?

After thinking for a moment.

‘I get it now.’

He had made a small decision.

‘I won’t disregard success, but I won’t fear competition either.’

He had found his answer.

And he would not rely solely on his memories.

It would be enough to use his knowledge to avoid projects that were bound to fail.

‘I’ll choose the project I genuinely want to be a part of, even if the competition is fierce.’

Min Ki took a deep breath and finally picked out one script.

“I’ll go with this one.”

At that moment.

“This is… unexpected.”

Director Seo flipped through the papers, his expression slightly surprised.

“This project could underperform. Are you sure about it?”

“Yes, I have a good feeling about it.”

Min Ki’s voice brimmed with confidence.

“I want to be in this film.”

“Isn’t the genre a bit too challenging for a rookie? The other actors are all extremely skilled, so you might end up getting overshadowed. Acting talent can be quite relative.”

“That’s exactly why I feel I can grow more from this.”

Min Ki, resolute in his decision, placed his hand firmly on the paper.

“I want to be in Forever Green.”

Forever Green.

The same project he had initially passed on because of its fierce competition and slightly underwhelming performance.

But it was undeniably a project he wanted to act in.

“Are you sure you won’t regret it?”

“Yes!”

His firm answer caused Director Seo to blink for a moment.

Then, with a faint smile, he said, “Do you know? New actors usually fall into two categories.”

Min Ki tilted his head, curious to hear what he would say next.

“There are those who are obsessed with box office success and pursue only safe, stable projects. And then there are those who strive to be part of quality work, no matter the risk.”

“…”

“The irony is that, in my experience, the latter tend to be more successful in the long run.”

Weren’t you just saying that unconventional actors fail?

His words seemed contradictory to what he had said earlier, but Director Seo stood up from his seat, extended his hand, and said,

“Min Ki, welcome to the world of real actors.”

The world of real actors.

As Director Seo spoke those words, there was a certain satisfaction in his eyes as he looked at Min Ki.

“Oh, right.”

Without thinking, Min Ki grabbed his outstretched hand.

At that moment, Director Seo pulled his hand away and said,

“No, I was asking for the paperwork, not a handshake.”

“Oh.”

“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting to attend.”

As he left the office.

Min Ki sat alone in the room, reflecting.

‘…Did I overdo it?’

He felt like he had gotten a bit carried away in the moment.
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Lee Min Ki’s official participation in his first casting audition had been decided.

[Forever Green].

At this point in time, the crime thriller project was entering production and had already become quite the buzz.

_What was the storyline again?_

‘Wasn’t it about a detective who’s also a killer?’

The plot involved a detective who used his own internal information network to commit murders.

Among the memorable scenes was the last one.

_“The intensity was no joke in that scene where he argued, ‘What’s the problem with killing someone who deserved it?’”_

The lead actor, an immensely talented performer, had left such a strong impression that, even now, Min Ki could almost see the scene vividly in his mind whenever he closed his eyes.

However, Min Ki’s role wasn’t the lead.

It was a supporting role, somewhere in the middle or even lower than that.

In other words…

“This is a perfect project for you, Actor! Playing a civilian cooperating with the investigation, it’s practically a supporting role on par with the lead!”

He would be playing an ordinary person.

A resident who lived next door to the detective, suspecting his behavior, only to end up being unjustly murdered.

The killer in the story operated with the belief that they only killed criminals, but in this case, they would kill an innocent civilian, pushing themselves into a self-contradiction.

It was a fairly significant role, despite being a victim.

The role itself was good.

_‘Though the screen time is short, if I play it right, I can leave a strong impression.’_


He felt satisfied.

He had always wanted to try acting as a victim, and while it was unfortunate that the role was brief, he was still a rookie.

_‘Yeah, it’s fine.’_

The only problem was the person in front of him, chattering away with excitement.

“I’m really excited to be working with you, Actor! Hahaha!”

“Haha…”

Lee Min Ki gave a polite laugh in response to the loud voice of the person who would be helping him as his manager from now on.

_‘His name was Park Han Mo, right?’_

It was an unusual name.

How could someone’s name be Park Han Mo?

_‘I feel like buying a fresh block of tofu on my way home, slicing it, and pairing it with aged kimchi.’_

Min Ki barely managed to swallow the random thought that had surfaced.

The person himself seemed fine, though.

Aside from the fact that he talked too much.

“I watched your latest project too, Actor! _Campus Story_, right? It was so good that I binge-watched it over the weekend from the first episode to the last. I was getting a bit bored until you appeared, and boom, the whole project lit up!”

Park Han Mo, who was driving, kept the conversation going with endless chatter.

“I love youthful dramas like that. I’ve also watched all the sitcoms like _Low Kick Through the Floor_. Haha.”

He sure talked a lot.

Min Ki found it overwhelming.

The artificial fresh scent of the car’s air freshener didn’t help either; it only added to his discomfort.


Having a talkative personality wasn’t necessarily a flaw.

In fact, a lively personality could be an advantage for a manager dealing with a tough job.

If a manager’s mood was down, it could affect the actor too.

However, there was a drawback to people who talked too much.

It made them seem less credible, even when they said the right things.

_‘I’ll have to discuss a lot of things with him regarding future projects.’_

Whether they matched well or not, they’d have to work together.

It wasn’t like a rookie could just demand a manager change.

In the first place, he was already fortunate that they had assigned him a manager, considering he was a promising rookie.

After all, it was JC E&M.

_‘Maybe things will align once we get to know each other better.’_

Determined to build a good relationship, Min Ki asked him a question.

“By the way, about this project…”

“Are you talking about _Forever Green_?”

“Yes. Have you read the casting call for the role?”

“Of course. I probably read it before you did! JC makes us memorize everything when they send us those notices.”

“…Seriously?”

“Pardon? What do you mean?”

“I mean, do you actually memorize those casting notices? Every single one?”

At Min Ki’s startled question, Park Han Mo looked slightly puzzled as he replied.


“Well, isn’t that just common sense? I think there were about twelve. _Menucha_, _Coffee and You_, _Beautiful Dental Clinic_, and so on…”

The titles and details of the notices Min Ki had received flowed smoothly from Park Han Mo’s mouth without a single mistake.

Amazed, Min Ki asked, “How did you memorize all that?”

“Oh, come on, you can’t call yourself a manager if you don’t even know what projects your actor is working on. Haha.”

He spoke as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

As though it would be odd not to know.

Min Ki couldn’t help but be impressed.

_‘As expected of a top-tier agency. JC makes their managers thoroughly study the projects too.’_

In a way, it was only natural.

It was basic common sense for a company to understand the projects its actors were involved in.

Failing to do so would be a much bigger problem.

But for Min Ki, it wasn’t always this way.

_‘Back at my old agency, the CEO didn’t even know the title of the project I was in!’_

That’s right, the agency he had experienced in the past was nothing like this.

Not only had they not provided him with a manager, but there were even bigger issues.

_‘The staff had to handle everything—sales, accounting, packing boxes, and even deliveries. They’d quit every few months because of it. When you’d try to contact them, they’d either ignore you or tell you they had switched jobs.’_

Just thinking about it made his teeth clench.

While Min Ki shuddered at the thought, Park Han Mo laughed heartily and glanced at him through the rearview mirror.

“This might be a bit late to ask on our way to the audition, but what do you think about this role, Actor?”

“Hmm, well…”

Min Ki gazed out the window for a moment before replying.

“It’s a challenging role but worth trying. There’s a chance I might not get it.”

“Oh, come on, you’re not going to fail.”

“The director is really well-known, and the project is solid. I think a lot of talented people will be applying. It’s a bit daunting.”

“Haha, no need to be so modest. You’ll handle it just fine, Actor.”

“What do you mean? I’m just a rookie who’s finished one project.”

Min Ki laughed softly.

“All I can do is try my best.”

“That’s true. Giving your best is always the right way.”

At that moment, the overly enthusiastic atmosphere that had filled the car began to settle slightly.

Sensing a small shift, Park Han Mo spoke up again.

“Actor, this is just my opinion, and I mean no offense, but I don’t think this character suits you perfectly.”

“What?”

It was an unexpected statement.

In a way, it felt like criticism.

_‘He’s criticizing me when we’ve barely gotten to know each other?’_

Criticism was fine, but considering they were still practically strangers, it was awkward to have this conversation.

While Min Ki tensed up slightly, Park Han Mo continued.

“It’s not that the role you’ve taken is bad. But there’s something like compatibility between actors and their roles, right? The character you’re playing is a bit dry.”

“That’s true.”

“But the characters that suit you, Actor, should have a bit more spice. Something intense! A salty flavor that slowly seeps in!”

“Hmmm…”

Min Ki couldn’t quite find the right response and let his words trail off.

_‘Is that really the kind of character I fit?’_

He wasn’t sure.

But whether it was true or not, it was always good to listen to others’ perspectives.

Feeling slightly thankful, Min Ki responded sincerely.

“Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind for my performance.”

“Haha, don’t take it too seriously. You know your own acting better than anyone.”

Park Han Mo chuckled as he went on.

“And you know, after meeting you, I can tell—you could play any role. You’re a chameleon! A versatile actor! A hexagonal status! A thousand faces! And I heard you practice a lot too, right?”

“…”

This guy really did talk a lot.

If Min Ki tried to respond to everything, he’d be exhausted before they even arrived at the audition.

“I also heard Trainer Kim Ah Sung constantly bragging about you to everyone at the company.”

“He bragged about me?”

“Yeah! He kept saying, ‘We’re bringing in a super rookie soon, so roll out the red carpet!’ He wouldn’t stop talking about it.”

Ah.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung was also quite the talker.

“He even said that since you’re his prized student, if anyone treats you poorly or pushes you too hard, he’d quit right away.”

“…”

_He really does talk a lot._

* * *

Crime thriller.

As the name suggests, a thriller based on crime.

In South Korea, this genre had a distinct characteristic.

[Even the slightest slip in acting, and you’re out.]

More than the story, the performances of the actors were crucial.

[Thrillers, you see. The plot is usually somewhat predetermined, so the direction and acting are key.]

[Even the greatest director can’t make a masterpiece with bad actors, especially in a thriller.]

Because of this, many newcomers used this genre to prove their acting skills, and there were plenty of people who had delivered career-defining performances in the Korean film industry through crime thrillers.

It was also typical for actors who had done well in this genre to keep coming back to it.

At any rate, there was one director who was particularly renowned for his dedication to this genre.

“Ahem.”

“Are you alright, sir?”

“It seems I haven’t been getting enough sleep. My eyes feel strained.”

“That’s because Director Yeom works nonstop, even after going home. Haha.”

Yeom Gwang Ho, the director in question.

He was one of the most notorious workaholics in the Korean film industry.

The art director working alongside him asked, “Director Yeom, aren’t you overworking yourself lately?”

“How can I work any less? There’s more I want to do but can’t.”

“You’ll wear yourself out. You need to keep making films for years to come.”

“I won’t worry about that until I’ve made a true masterpiece.”

“Come on, Director Yeom. You’re already someone audiences trust. Didn’t your last film bring in four million viewers despite being rated R?”

“Sure, it was successful. But that’s not what I’m aiming for. We need to make something like _The Silence of the Lambs_ here in Korea. Then I’ll be able to rest easy, even if I’m buried tomorrow.”

Director Yeom Gwang Ho.

He didn’t just make crime films; he put his soul into them.

_‘I want to leave a mark in film history.’_

His goal was to get one of his films ranked in the top 250 on IMDb.

He set the bar high.

Because of this, he obsessed over the smallest details, to the point of personally handling even minor props in his films.

It was almost a compulsive way of working.

But it often left him exhausted, practically a walking corpse during production.

Perhaps understanding this, the art director, though respectful of his dedication, asked, “Haha, but do you really need to personally attend this minor supporting role’s audition, Director?”

The topic shifted to the current casting audition.

Yeom Gwang Ho waved his hand in dismissal.

“The director should always be the one casting the actors.”

“That’s true for important roles. But isn’t this role kind of minor?”

When casting calls were sent out, they didn’t include the full script.

Just the general synopsis of the project and the role description, along with a few cut scenes.

_‘No one else would know, but I’m well aware this role barely gets five minutes of screen time.’_

Knowing the internal details, the art director made his comment, but Director Yeom responded as if it were obvious.

“Well, I might only have to glance at them and make a decision, but for the actors, this is their life on the line. How could I just dismiss that?”

“Most directors don’t think like that.”

“If you approach it with an average mindset, you’ll only make average films.”

“Haha, I can’t match your passion, Director Yeom.”

Their casual banter ended there.

“Shh, it’s about to start.”

The audition was about to begin.

They quieted down and waited for the participants to enter the audition room.

After a moment of silence, the art director, curious about a previous casting decision, asked, “What about that role from last time?”

“Which role?”

“The one you left unfilled on purpose. The one you said you were being extra cautious about.”

“Ah, that role.”

Director Yeom hesitated for a moment before replying.

“I’m not sure yet.”

“Still?”

The art director sounded incredulous.

“Filming is just around the corner.”

“That’s how important it is.”

“But…”

“Shh.”

Cutting him off, Director Yeom said, “Maybe we’ll find the right person today. If they’re out there.”
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The typical process for a role audition is as follows.

First, the production company sends out a document with a brief synopsis and character descriptions to each agency and academy.

After gathering the participants for the audition, they provide the script excerpts on the spot.

These are scenes from the actual movie that will be filmed.

The participants then review the script on-site and perform in front of the judges.

This part is crucial.

‘The amount of time given to participants to memorize the script varies drastically.’

There were places where they handed over two or three pages of the script, giving participants around ten minutes to memorize it.

This time, the production company for Forever Green, Ultra Studio, was one of those places.

Although it’s an impromptu script, it was three pages densely packed with words.

In that short time, they had to memorize the lines, analyze the character, and modify it to suit themselves.

It was by no means an easy task.

But in Lee Min Ki’s experience, places like this were still lenient.

Sometimes, they’d barely allow time to read the script once or twice before asking you to perform right away.

‘Shall we start now?’

The audition waiting room.

Before grabbing the script handed over by the staff, Min Ki briefly scanned the surroundings.

In the waiting room, the audition participants were each absorbed in their scripts, each showing their unique personality.

First, there were those who already looked anxious.


“Phew.”

“A… A…”

Without saying a word, some were fixated on their scripts, biting their nails or nervously shaking their legs.

There were even people quietly praying with their hands clasped together.

Those were mostly rookies.

‘I had times like that too. Actually, I still do.’

The weight of an audition for a rookie role was no joke.

Even a single rejection could make it feel like you might be abandoned by your agency.

But the veterans’ approach was a bit different.

It was like this:

‘Let’s think more deeply about the character.’

There were people calmly sitting, holding their scripts, muttering softly to themselves.

‘Those people are the real competitors.’

Min Ki took a deep breath, pulled out his phone, and revisited what Trainer Kim Ah Sung had told him.

[Min Ki, remember. Even if you don’t memorize during the audition, they won’t give you much time on set to memorize the script. Sometimes, things are improvised on the spot. So what’s important? Quickly grasping the script. That’s the key point.]

Trainer Kim Ah Sung had said, snapping his fingers.

[Don’t memorize. You don’t need to perfectly remember every single word. Just understand the context, let it flow naturally, and deeply analyze what kind of character it is.]

He was essentially telling him to give up on perfectly memorizing the script.

There was a time when Min Ki had been excessively obsessed with memorizing scripts.

He firmly believed that the more thoroughly he memorized the script, the better his acting would be.


He also expected the judges to appreciate his quick thinking or diligence.

But now, he knew.

That was the wrong approach.

[If you memorize the script, the lines will be precise. But if you let go of the script, the acting comes to life. What do you think the judges want to see? It’s obvious, right?]

Trainer Kim Ah Sung was right.

‘What the judges really want to see is the character.’

Even if the lines were slightly off, they preferred someone who could embody the character they envisioned.

A slight lack of memorization wasn’t a big deal.

That was something that could be fixed with a little more time.

But finding someone who could bring the character to life was much harder, even if given more time.

That’s why Min Ki changed his approach.

‘Memorize the character.’

After finishing his thoughts, Min Ki flipped through the pages of the script.

It was a familiar scene.

Forever Green – Bae Jung Wook

“That person next door? Ah, come to think of it, they were suspicious. There was this strange fishy smell coming from their house or something.”

“I’d run into them in the hallway occasionally. They always wore these thick clothes, like… what’s it called? A raincoat? Yes, that’s it, a raincoat. They’d pull it over their face so you couldn’t see them.”

“And their eyes were always bloodshot. They carried this weird tool case with them too.”

“Sometimes, they’d bring someone into the house, but once they went in, they wouldn’t come out for a long time.”

“They brought someone inside, you know.”


“Shouldn’t you be able to hear something? Like talking or something, but there’s nothing.”

“I really don’t know what’s going on in that house.”

“What? Do you think I’m strange? Because I’m too interested in my neighbor? You don’t get it. They make such a fuss in their own home whenever there’s the slightest noise from upstairs.”

…

…

Min Ki let out a small breath.

Trying to memorize all of this at once would obviously be difficult.

But this time, it was different.

There was one advantage Min Ki had in this audition waiting room.

‘I already know this film’s story.’

He knew it because he had seen it.

Although Min Ki had watched almost all of Director Yeom Gwang Ho’s films, he had watched Forever Green a full three times.

He hadn’t memorized all the lines.

But he knew how the actors had delivered them, who the character was talking to, and the entire context of the dialogue.

It was still vivid in his mind.

‘This character isn’t just a random citizen. He’s a neighbor who lives next door to a killer who’s set up shop for his gruesome work. He’s annoyed because he’s had a few drinks, and he’s being questioned unexpectedly, so there’s a subtle hint of irritation.’

He didn’t know the person next door was a killer, and of course, he didn’t know the person questioning him was a detective either.

The detective had never visited in uniform, after all.

‘Standing in front of that narrow door, I’d naturally lean forward. I’d feel boxed in and anxious. It would be uncomfortable.’

Even with the same acting, knowing the exact situation versus not knowing made an enormous difference.

And in Min Ki’s mind, the completed scene was already there.

A scene that not even the director knew at this point.

Min Ki’s only task was to analyze the character to fit himself.

However.

‘…’

Suddenly, he hit a wall.

What should he call this?

There are times when something insignificant gets lodged in your mind like a fishbone in your throat.

Like sand stuck between your toes.

Like that tiny sliver of cucumber in jjajangmyeon that you can barely taste.

This time, it was something Manager Park Han Mo had said to him earlier.

[You know, there’s compatibility between an actor and a role, right? Your role is a bit dry. But you, as an actor, have a bit more… let’s say, a more stimulating flavor. You need something intense! Like that subtle salty taste that creeps in!]

He’d said Min Ki’s character was a bit more stimulating.

There was no need to follow the manager’s suggestion to a T.

But he had asked him to analyze the character, not imitate it.

Was mimicking the performance from the completed film really Min Ki’s acting? Was that what the director wanted to see?

Was that really the kind of acting he aspired to?

If he painted the image of another’s performance in his head and followed it, would it really capture the essence of the scene?

‘What is my acting style?’

Min Ki found himself momentarily lost in thought.

And then.

‘I’m just overthinking again. Let’s focus on the task at hand first.’

Min Ki put his thoughts into action.

It had only been one minute and thirty seconds since receiving the script.

* * *

Inside the audition room.

“Yes, thank you. That was contestant number eight, Kim Dae Chul.”

“Thank you! I’m Kim Dae Chul, contestant number eight!”

“Alright, you can go.”

Director Yeom Gwang Ho, who had finished judging the eight previous participants, let out a tired sigh.

“Phew.”

“Director, are you alright?”

The artistic director asked with concern.

“You’re really overworked, after all.”

“No, it’s not that. My mind is clear.”

“Then, is it the audition?”

“Yes.”

Director Yeom Gwang Ho nodded in agreement with the artistic director’s comment and said,

“There’s nothing that really grabs me yet. Is it because the character is just a normal neighbor living next to the criminal? It seems like they’re all just trying to play an average, ordinary citizen.”

“Well, they are ordinary citizens, after all.”

“Yes, they are. But it feels a little off from what I envisioned.”

Something was missing.

It was like flat cola, lacking that essential fizz.

It was a hard aspect to overlook.

In thrillers, where acting was crucial, even small details like these could affect the overall quality of the work.

“Haha, it’ll be fine.”

The artistic director gave a lighthearted laugh, trying to reassure Director Yeom.

“There are still plenty of participants left. Surely one will stand out.”

“Yes, I hope so. Ah, it looks like the next one is about to begin.”

A moment later, the sound of footsteps could be heard from behind the audition room’s curtain, which doubled as the stage entrance.

Step, step.

The stage was dark.

A faint spotlight illuminated the figure of a man stepping forward.

The name of this contestant was…

“I’m number nine, Lee Min Ki.”

It was Min Ki.

‘Hmm.’

The first thought that came to Director Yeom Gwang Ho’s mind when he saw him was this:

‘His look isn’t bad.’

His face suited the role.

He had a somewhat delicate face that fit the role of an ordinary citizen.

There was some concern that his slightly handsome features might break immersion, but it was nothing that couldn’t be fixed with makeup.

The contestants didn’t know this, but the scene would likely be shot with flushed, inebriated faces from drinking.

“Begin.”

At Director Yeom’s command, Min Ki took a deep breath.

And three seconds later.

A change appeared in an instant.

‘Oh?’

Min Ki’s transformation was immediate.

“Is that the neighbor? Ah… who was it? They seemed a bit suspicious. Should I say there was a strange fishy smell coming from their house? Yeah, that was it.”

He became nonchalant.

Particularly, he added unnecessary remarks to the lines.

His demeanor and expressions showed a man who seemed slightly fed up with life itself.

‘Was that intentional?’

Director Yeom Gwang Ho raised his eyebrows, surprised by a side he hadn’t seen in any of the previous participants.

But there was still more to see.

Then.

“When they bring someone into the house, they lock the door. And they don’t come out for a long time.”

As the performance continued, the dialogue strayed further from the original.

It wasn’t bad.

In fact, the slightly provocative shift to informal speech fit perfectly.

The irritation directed at the police officer who had come to question him was palpable.

This wasn’t an ordinary citizen.

But it was precisely because he wasn’t an ordinary citizen that the character emerged.

‘He’s gone beyond just memorizing and reciting lines. Did they say he was a rookie? Judging by his instincts, it seems like he’s been in and out of audition rooms quite a bit.’

At that moment, Director Yeom Gwang Ho could already see Min Ki standing on the set of the film.

‘If we shoot that… hmm, what angle should we use? Should I try a knee shot? That’d really bring out the feeling of anxiety. Or maybe mix in a down angle?’

This was a good sign.

Watching Min Ki’s performance, Director Yeom was no longer simply evaluating his acting; he was already imagining how to use it.

Had Min Ki known, he would have danced with joy.

However, the audition wasn’t over yet.

Min Ki continued his performance, now half-improvising his monologue as if he’d long since forgotten the script.

“Hey, why are you so eager to barge into someone’s house? Do you have a warrant? You’re just going to break in without one? You know that’s a crime, right? Look, I’m a tax-paying citizen of South Korea too.”

And about 20 seconds later.

Min Ki’s performance came to an end, leaving just a slight sense of lingering regret.

“Thank you. That was contestant number nine, Lee Min Ki.”

But how should it be described?

There was a subtle hint of disappointment in Director Yeom Gwang Ho’s gaze.

It wasn’t a matter of acting ability.

It wasn’t a character issue either.

If they hired him based on that performance alone, there wouldn’t be any major problems.

But there was a more fundamental thirst.

A thirst to utilize him in a different way.

Yes, for example.

“One moment.”

Director Yeom Gwang Ho unconsciously raised his hand.

“Yes?”

Min Ki, startled, paused his steps as he was about to leave, while Director Yeom Gwang Ho moved his lips, as if searching for an excuse for his actions.

After a few seconds.

Finally, making up his mind, he spoke.

“Your performance was good enough. But try reading this script too.”
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“……What?”

Lee Min Ki, who was about to leave the audition hall, stopped in his tracks.

It was because of the unexpected words from Director Yeom Gwang Ho.

“Read this script.”

His head started spinning.

He had already made up his mind to accept the outcome, even if he failed this audition.

After all, he had challenged himself with a character interpretation he usually wouldn’t try.

Instead of the typical ordinary citizen role from the original movie, he had gone for a more provocative character.

Given the short amount of time he had to contemplate, he thought the quality of his performance might be lacking.

Although Manager Park Han Mo’s words bothered him, the choice was ultimately his own.

Even if that choice led to his elimination from the role, he was fully prepared to accept it.

But now, what was this situation?

“Hurry up. There’s no time.”

“Ah.”

At Director Yeom Gwang Ho’s repeated urging, Lee Min Ki barely managed to regain his composure and walked over to receive the script.

His heart was pounding like crazy.

Auditions always had this effect, but this time it was even more intense.

His entire body felt hypersensitive, to the point where the high-lumen lights pouring down on him felt scorching, despite the dim interior of the room.

But his task was clear.


‘Act.’

That was all there was to it—accept the director’s proposal.

What more could there be?

“Let’s see.”

Director Yeom Gwang Ho glanced at his wristwatch before speaking.

“I’ll give you a little more time. Read it calmly, and we’ll start afterward. I won’t take any questions about the content.”

“Yes.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Lee Min Ki took a deep breath and began to furiously read through the script.

And then, as he read, he felt dizzy and realized something.

‘This… this is a much bigger role.’

It was a far more significant role than the one he had just auditioned for.

[Detective Goo Hak Jin]

A secondary protagonist, a sidekick to a corrupt detective, who was chasing the murderous main character.

–

No, I’m telling you, it’s him!

Ha, I already told you something didn’t smell right.

Where in the world is there a perfect person?

Everyone’s the same.

We all poop, right? The important thing is how much we do it.

And the ones who poop in secret are the worst.


Why don’t you get that, senior?

Ah! Seriously! Ugh!

–

He was a character who spent the whole time on the verge of exploding in anger under the corrupt detective.

A supporting role, but practically a lead.

Of course, only Lee Min Ki knew this level of detail.

Not only was it not explained in the official notice, but even in the excerpted script, the character’s significance wasn’t fully revealed.

But Lee Min Ki knew.

He had seen the finished version in the theater, so he knew very well.

‘Are they offering me a better role?’

After briefly contemplating, Lee Min Ki bit his lip and shook off the unnecessary thoughts.

‘I need to let go of the idea that I’m the only one getting this special opportunity. They might have said the same thing to other candidates. For now, I need to clear my head and focus solely on acting.’

Before and after reading the script, now and in the future, his task remained clear:

To act.

As Lee Min Ki started memorizing the lines, someone watching this scene was lost in complicated thoughts.

‘What was I thinking?’

It was Director Yeom Gwang Ho.

After seeing Lee Min Ki’s acting, he had a thought.

Though a rookie, his acting skills were impressive.

He felt confident that whatever role he gave him, Lee Min Ki would at least meet expectations.


Moreover, his gentle, unassuming face suited the role of an ordinary citizen.

But something made him think there was even greater potential to be drawn out.

He began to consider giving him a bigger role.

The kind of role that could add seasoning to the entire production.

Someone needed to play such a part.

But it couldn’t just be anyone.

Characters come with a natural color, and only those who match that color can produce the best results.

Of course, there are people with overwhelming talent who can transcend a character, but that’s rare.

In terms of his physicality, Lee Min Ki wasn’t a natural fit for the role of Detective Goo Hak Jin.

Yet his acting style unmistakably matched the character.

‘Will it work?’

He was dying to see how it would turn out, as if he wanted to lift the lid of a bubbling pot and peek inside.

But for now, it was time to wait.

Wait until Lee Min Ki read the script, analyzed it, and finally accepted it.

“……”

“……”

At this moment, Lee Min Ki felt time ticking by as slowly as a second hand.

For Director Yeom Gwang Ho, however, the second hand felt like a minute hand.

A moment later, with both of them feeling different speeds of time as they awaited the same outcome—

“Begin.”

Unable to hold back any longer, Director Yeom Gwang Ho spoke first. As the acting started, it took just a few seconds.

Only a few seconds in, and he couldn’t suppress his grin.

‘I found him.’

***

On his way out of the audition hall, Lee Min Ki stared blankly up at the sky.

‘I never thought things would turn out like this.’

He had come for a minor supporting role audition.

But now, that role had flown out the window.

‘I can’t believe I got cast as Detective Goo Hak Jin.’

He had stuck to an entirely different role.

He had thought they’d notify him of the result later, but right there on the spot, they had declared him successful.

Director Yeom Gwang Ho’s voice still echoed in his ears.

[There’s no need to see more.]

At first, he thought he had failed. But instead, they told him he’d passed.

Lee Min Ki was not the only one shocked.

Another director sitting next to Yeom Gwang Ho had looked like his jaw would drop in astonishment.

“Hehe, hehehe, hahaha!”

Laughter spilled out of him involuntarily.

Anyone walking by might think he looked ridiculous, but at this moment, he couldn’t help but laugh.

Chills ran up from the soles of his feet to the top of his head.

‘Is this what luck feels like?’

That was half right and half wrong.

Strictly speaking, luck had brought him this great role.

But everyone makes choices.

Lee Min Ki had chosen the performance he was capable of, over a textbook-perfect one.

Director Yeom Gwang Ho had chosen Lee Min Ki after watching that performance.

While luck had given Lee Min Ki the opportunity, it was his skill that allowed him to seize it.

‘I should treat the manager to a meal later.’

Unfortunately, the manager had only dropped him off and hadn’t waited until the end to take him back.

No matter how big a company it was, assigning a dedicated manager to a rookie actor was apparently seen as a waste of manpower.

But that didn’t matter.

Right now, he was in the mood to savor the joy of success with a nice walk.

‘Okay, maybe I’ll run all the way to the gym today. Cardio is the best for warming up, and the weather’s perfect for it, too.’

Ah, but before that, there was something else to do.

He needed to spread the news far and wide.

Starting with Manager Park Han Mo and Trainer Kim Ah Sung, then moving on to Yoo Seon Ah, Kim Tak, and his classmates at Jam Acting School.

‘Just boasting would be a bit too much, so I should buy them dinner while I’m at it.’

As the saying goes, when you have good news and want to boast, you should always treat others to a meal.

That way, there’d be no hard feelings afterward.

Lee Min Ki was a firm believer in this old adage.

‘Since I passed the audition… hmm, I guess beef would be the best option. Sirloin and short ribs have too much fat, though, so maybe beef sashimi? Or should I splurge a little more for tenderloin…!’

It was a bit expensive, but you had to spend when it mattered.

He still had plenty of his signing bonus left from the company, and he had even gotten a refund for his academy fees recently, so he had a decent amount saved up.

‘I can finally afford weekly beef dinners now!’

He was overcome with emotion, trembling as he realized how far he’d come.

After sending out light-hearted messages of congratulations to his contacts, just as he was about to set off, his phone buzzed.

But the message he received was a bit unexpected.

[Min Seo: Hey]

[Min Seo: What are you up to?]

It was a message from his family.

***

How would one describe Lee Min Ki’s family?

They were ordinary.

Not just ordinary—textbook examples of an average working-class family.

His parents were still around, and he had one older sister.

His sister, Lee Min Seo, had always been academically gifted and had gone to a good university.

But Lee Min Ki was different.

He had no particular talent for studying, and fundamentally, he had terrible luck.

Whenever there was a multiple-choice question, he would always pick the wrong answer.

When he applied to a lower-tier university, that year, the competition skyrocketed.

Even when he barely got a waitlist number, his spot was cut off just before his turn came up.

In short, his college entrance attempt had been a disaster.

And his family wasn’t in a position to support him retaking the exam.

So, Lee Min Ki gave up on it.

Instead, he spent his early twenties doing odd jobs, thinking he would at least help support the family.

At this point, his parents still saw him as a son to be proud of.

If only he hadn’t made one particular choice afterward.

[I want to become an actor.]

With confidence, Lee Min Ki declared that he wanted to start studying acting at an age that was already considered late for an aspiring actor.

His mother’s reaction to this was simple:

[A kid with luck as rotten as a crumbled cookie wants to be an actor?]

She was horrified.

But Lee Min Ki’s determination was as strong as steel, and after long persuasion, the outcome was this:

[Son… it doesn’t matter what you do, just do something else, okay?]

Not only his parents.

Even his sister, who he had always trusted, wasn’t on his side.

[Look, I never said this out loud, but I’ve always been kind of proud of you, you know? I’ve told people how great my brother is… But being an actor? That’s a no. How about we try again with the entrance exams? I’ll even take a leave of absence from school to help you. I can teach you too.]

His entire family was firmly against it.

Looking at it objectively, their reaction was understandable.

Even in an ordinary family, wanting to become an actor might be met with strong opposition, and considering how unlucky Lee Min Ki had been for over 20 years, it was even more so.

Given the circumstances, what choice did he have?

Lee Min Ki had only one option.

Either give up on becoming an actor.

[I’ll come back stronger.]

Or give up on his family.

So, he packed his bags and left home with all the money he had saved.

Years had passed since then.

The last time Lee Min Ki had been in touch with his family was months ago.

Though it felt like nearly five years had passed, considering his experiences from the previous life.

He had spent his early-to-mid twenties aspiring to be an actor, only to repeatedly fail well into his thirties.

No matter what his family thought of him, the awkwardness between them led him to avoid them for a while, until eventually, he completely cut off contact.

It had been so long that their faces were almost a blur.

‘But that’s over now.’

This time, he finally had something to show for himself.

At least he was much better off than before.

It wasn’t exactly a triumphant return, but it could be considered a modest one.

‘There’s no rule saying I have to live glued to my family, but I should at least stop them from worrying.’

Today, his sister Lee Min Seo was scheduled to visit.

Ostensibly, she was delivering kimchi their parents had made.

But that was just the surface reason—her real task was likely something else.

She was probably there to check up on his lifestyle and report back to their parents.

‘The path to mending relationships starts here.’

He would show her only his best side.

So, Lee Min Ki dressed more neatly than usual and headed to a café.

Since his place was too small, he had suggested they meet at the café.

“Phew.”

Arriving at the café alone, he sipped on the Americano he had ordered and couldn’t help but notice the attention from those around him.

It was probably because he was being too sensitive.

Even veterans get nervous before a big battle, after all.

…Or so Lee Min Ki thought, but in reality, it was this:

“Isn’t that Lee Min Ki?”

Someone in the café recognized him.

They were a viewer of Campus Story, the drama that had gained decent popularity among women in their teens to thirties.

That’s right.

He was now at the point where, while he might not have full-fledged fans yet, there were people here and there who would recognize him.

“Who is he?”

“You know, the second male lead… or something? Anyway, someone who had a pretty significant role.”

“Oh, he’s handsome. He looks even better in person.”

As the two of them chatted for a bit, one of them finally made up her mind.

“Should I ask him for an autograph?”
Top Star by Luck - Chapter 32

				
Chapter 32

What should he say?

As people live their lives, they occasionally encounter unexpected events.

Like a natural disaster, something you simply can’t prepare for.

Right now, Lee Min Ki was experiencing just that.

“Me?”

He was just sitting quietly in a café when someone came up to talk to him.

Wondering what this could be about, she spoke up.

“Yes, you’re Actor Lee Min Ki, right?”

“My name is Lee Min Ki, but…”

At Min Ki’s words, the woman in front of him smiled so brightly that her eyes curved into crescent moons.

She looked like she could die from happiness.

“I told you it was him.”

She excitedly told the woman next to her and then turned her gaze back to Min Ki.

“You’re so handsome!”

“Haha… Thank you.”

“But, um, could I get your autograph, by any chance?”

“My… autograph?”

Min Ki coughed again.

It wasn’t just any random request; they were asking for his autograph.


She had come up to him first and asked for it.

‘Unbelievable.’

In his past life, he had also worked as an actor, but back then, there were almost no people who recognized him.

Mostly because he was cast in minor or supporting roles.

So if someone asked whether he could even give an autograph…

“Of course, I’ll do it.”

It was only natural for him to oblige.

Min Ki skillfully reached into his bag to take out a pen, but the woman handed him a notebook.

“Please sign here.”

“What should I write?”

“Please write: ‘To Hwang Ye Seo, with infinite love from Lee Min Ki.'”

At that, the tip of Min Ki’s pen glided smoothly across the paper.

Anyone could tell it wasn’t the first time he had done this—the graceful handwriting was proof enough.

Thanks to years of practice, his signature had become quite polished.

Is there any aspiring actor who hasn’t practiced their autograph?

Everyone, at the very least, creates their own unique signature.

Min Ki was no different.

“Your handwriting is so beautiful. And your hands too!”

“Can I get one as well?”

The woman who had come along also followed up.


There was no reason to refuse.

“Oh, of course. How would you like me to write it?”

“Please write, ‘Good luck with your entrance exam!'”

“Good… luck… with your… entrance exam.”

A moment later, another excited scream rang out.

It had only taken seconds to give them the autographs, but they looked like they were about to explode with joy.

However, the one who truly felt like he could explode from happiness was Min Ki.

‘This is why people become actors.’

He could even feel a sense of pride in his career choice.

A thrill that made him want to tremble.

In the end, Min Ki made a decision as he looked at the scene in front of him.

‘I can’t just send them off like this.’

An urge to do something more for them suddenly arose.

“Shall we take a picture together?”

“Really?! Wow, I’d love that!”

The woman shouted in an even more thrilled voice as she pulled out her phone.

Her movements were so fluid it was like she had been preparing for this all along.

Click!

The moment they took the picture.

‘Oh?’


Min Ki realized he had missed two things up until now.

The first was that this place, being a café near his home, was a public space.

And the other…

People, even those who don’t know someone, tend to show up when they hear there’s an autograph session, just to grab one for themselves.

“Hey, that guy’s an actor?”

“Who?”

“They say his name is Lee Min Ki.”

“Let me see… if I search for him… Oh? He recently appeared in a drama?”

“He’s a rookie. Wow, he looks pretty cool.”

“He signed with JC E&M.”

Some people there already knew who Min Ki was.

“It was the baseball stadium, right?”

“Yeah, that guy from the stadium.”

“If you get his autograph and post it, it’s worth a lot.”

“Yeah, instant likes!”

Other people had different reasons for wanting Min Ki’s autograph.

And then…

“An autograph might be valuable later, right?”

Yet another reason for wanting to grab a signature.

Soon enough, a line began to form in front of Min Ki.

There were only about twenty people in the café.

Among them, only one had been Min Ki’s fan.

But, like a spark igniting a fuse, more people gradually joined in, and the line grew past ten people.

‘How did it end up like this?’

It was overwhelming.

He was excited, but even more than that, he was confused.

Still, he was thrilled.

The autographs Min Ki thought he wouldn’t be signing for a while were coming out one after another, as smoothly as pulling out a long string of taffy.

Each time he signed, the not-quite-fans followed up with a compliment.

“You’re even more handsome in person.”

“Thank you.”

“I’ll be your fan from today!”

“Thank you.”

“Can you say, ‘Good luck, Strong Nockdae!’ for me?”

“Sorry?”

“Good luck, Strong Nockdae!”

“…Good luck, Strong Nockdae.”

“Thank you! Haha.”

Min Ki continued signing for a while.

Then, beyond the line of people, he noticed someone looking at him with a surprised expression.

And that someone was…

‘My sister?’

It was Lee Min Seo, Min Ki’s older sister.

From a distance, she was sitting with her legs crossed, watching him while constantly snapping pictures.

“…”

Whether this was good luck or bad luck, Min Ki couldn’t tell.

That’s what he thought as he moved his arm even faster to keep signing.

***

By the time the impromptu autograph session was over, Min Ki headed home with his sister Lee Min Seo.

It was cramped, but there was no other choice.

There was no way they could talk properly at the café.

Even after they got home, Min Seo couldn’t wipe the grin off her face.

“Wow, my little brother has become a star.”

“…”

“Good luck, Strong Nockdae~”

“Ah! I told you not to do that.”

“Ugh, strong luck-de luck-de~”

“Come on, sis…”

“Wow, you’re even better-looking in person. Way better than on screen.”

“…”

It was a losing battle.

It was just the two of them—an older sister having fun teasing her little brother and the little brother who had no choice but to endure it.

‘How did this happen?’

Min Ki felt utterly defeated.

He had gone out today, hoping to show off his cool side, or at least maintain some dignity.

He had even dressed up carefully to avoid giving his sister anything to tease him about.

But here they were.

Min Seo’s laughter filled the room.

When Min Ki looked more closely, he noticed she was even tearing up from how much she was laughing.

Eventually, Min Ki gave up trying to maintain his cool image and spoke.

“Is it really that funny?”

“Of course. My little brother’s a real celebrity now.”

“Ugh, come on.”

“Why are you getting mad at me? You’re the one who held an autograph session. Why are you taking it out on me?”

“…”

“I’m just kidding, sorry, sorry.”

Min Seo waved her hand dismissively, as if she had already laughed enough to last her for the rest of the year.

“I used to worry you’d just sit around all miserable and moldy, but you’ve really changed.”

“Come on…”

“I’m not teasing. I mean it.”

Min Seo’s eyes swept around Min Ki’s room.

The house itself hadn’t changed much.

Though he seemed to be finding some success in his career, that wasn’t what mattered.

To Min Seo, the real change was in Min Ki himself.

‘He’s become more mature. Brighter.’

The Min Ki she remembered had always been a gloomy, negative person.

But it wasn’t surprising.

‘Since he was young, he’s had worse luck than most. He used to joke that nothing ever worked out for him, no matter what he tried.’

When the soul grows bitter, it seeps into the way a person presents themselves.

Min Ki had always been that way.

His expressions never seemed confident, his posture was hunched, and his words were always mumbled.

It had always been hard to see any trace of confidence in him.

He was constantly anxious, as if he were being chased by loan sharks.

But the Min Ki that Min Seo saw now was completely different.

‘How long has it been? About half a year? A person can change this much in such a short time.’

As family, she could tell.

He still felt embarrassed, but he no longer seemed timid. His posture was upright, his voice clear.

And, subtly, he had become more mature.

He had fundamentally changed.

“You don’t even need to tell me.”

“About what?”

“That you’re doing well, Min Ki.”

“I have to do well. I told you I’d make it.”

“You know you were boasting, right?”

Min Seo laughed, then stood up.

“Well, I’m off now.”

“You’re leaving already?”

Min Ki asked in surprise at her unexpected words.

“We should at least have a meal together. I found a really good restaurant nearby.”

“I’d love to, but I have plans with friends later. I only stopped by to drop off some kimchi.”

“What a shame. I was going to treat you to a meal.”

“Please. If I let a newbie like you treat me, I’d be jinxed for three generations.”

“We’re family, though.”

“Are you cursing me?”

With that, Min Seo hurriedly stuffed her things into her bag and stood up.

“If you really want to treat me, make a lot of money and take our parents out for a nice meal later. Something like prime Korean beef steak.”

“That’s expensive.”

“Exactly. If it’s not that much, I won’t accept it.”

Her words were resolute, and Min Ki looked at her with disappointment.

But Min Seo, looking even more carefree, walked briskly to the door.

“Alright, I’m off.”

“Okay, make sure you say hi to Mom and Dad for me.”

“I will.”

And that was it.

Clunk!

Min Seo, after barely any conversation, left Min Ki’s apartment without hesitation.

‘She really left. How cold.’

He couldn’t believe how much he missed his annoying sister.

Seeing her again after so long felt surreal.

Had it really been five years?

Min Ki blinked for a moment, and his gaze fell on the kimchi container his sister had left behind.

‘Come to think of it, I haven’t had kimchi in a while living alone.’

Kimchi could be surprisingly expensive.

For someone living alone in a modest apartment, it was practically a luxury.

‘It’s about time for dinner anyway. Let’s give it a try.’

With that, Min Ki served himself some rice from the cooker.

Brown rice, reheated smoked chicken breast, and seven almonds.

He added a piece of kimchi to his usual meal.

Picking out a large leaf of kimchi, he wrapped it around the rice and took a bite.

“…”

Min Ki sat there, forgetting to chew as he stared blankly ahead.

What could he say?

It was a feeling too difficult to put into words.

‘So this is what Mom’s kimchi tastes like.’

Kimchi was just kimchi, but it had been so long since he’d had any.

It was his parents’ kimchi, eaten for the first time in five years.

It had never tasted particularly special before, but now it hit him so deeply that he found it hard to swallow.

Gulp.

After chewing for a long time, he finally swallowed.

At that moment, Min Ki made up his mind.

‘I have to succeed.’

Success as an actor was important.

But in this life, he wasn’t going to let go of his relationships either.

To do that, he would need to start with his next project.

He would eat well and then go work out.

With that thought, Min Ki picked up his chopsticks again.

Clink, clink.

The quiet sound of dishes clinking filled the stillness of his small apartment for quite some time.
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Time passed, and the day of filming When the Green Lasts Forever had finally arrived.

In the cold air of the early morning, Lee Min Ki busily observed the surroundings in front of the bustling studio.

‘I really made it here.’

When the Green Lasts Forever.

He never imagined he would stand on the set of a film like this.

Of course, he wasn’t talking about a lead or a significant supporting role.

Getting a small part was understandable.

But whether he could proudly claim it as part of his official career was another story.

“We’re meeting again after the last shoot?”

“Oh, I should have greeted you first, senior.”

“No need. It’s good to see you again, Cha. Let’s work well together.”

Some actors, seemingly familiar with each other, exchanged greetings.

The lead actors and A-list supporting cast exuded an aura of exclusivity, as if they had their own social circle.

You could feel the aura around them.

Their confident energy, as if the familiar faces and the studio were their own backyard, created an unapproachable atmosphere.

Even their casual conversations reflected this.

“Does my face look puffy? I shouldn’t have eaten late-night snacks yesterday.”

“You look fine. Makeup can cover it.”

“So you’re saying without makeup, it’s noticeable?”


“Oh, come on. You’re not that old.”

To an outsider, the conversation seemed ordinary.

But in a high-pressure environment like this, where tension filled the air, that sort of casual banter was a privilege.

“Ugh, but the director is really late. Did he drink last night or something?”

Among them, the middle-aged lead actor, Kang Do Won, stood out.

He chuckled as he spoke.

“That’s why I keep telling him to quit drinking.”

“Haha, but it’s Director Yeom we’re talking about. He says he draws inspiration from alcohol. If he quits drinking, we’re doomed.”

Look at the way they joke around.

How could someone without recognition dare make jokes like that?

For a no-name actor to even voice complaints on set would be a miracle if they didn’t get scolded.

That kind of conversation was only possible when backed by their stature.

‘Everywhere I look, I see familiar faces.’

Of course, none of them knew who Lee Min Ki was.

Or at least, that’s what he thought.

“Excuse me, are you perhaps Actor Lee Min Ki?”

A woman approached him, her small face and neatly arranged features giving her a striking appearance that was quite different from the average person.

“Huh? Me?”

Startled, Lee Min Ki looked at her, and she eagerly nodded her head.

“I saw you in Campus Story. I also remember you from that baseball video.”


“Oh…!”

“Are you okay?”

“No, it’s nothing, just a personal thing.”

It was true that the baseball video had helped raise his profile.

Embarrassing as it was, looking back on it, he felt a sense of gratitude.

Still, embarrassment was embarrassment.

As his face slightly flushed, she giggled and introduced herself.

“I’m Joo Ha Na. This is my first supporting role in a film.”

“I’m Lee Min Ki. This isn’t my first… but it’s my second appearance.”

He awkwardly tried to gloss over his words, causing Joo Ha Na to chuckle again.

Her laugh was as fresh as a flower blooming for the first time in spring.

From the moment he first saw her, Lee Min Ki’s heart pounded, but not in a romantic sense—rather, for a different reason.

‘Joo Ha Na… that’s her.’

There was one rookie actress who had gained a lot of notoriety in the past few years.

Not for her acting skills or career, but for something else.

‘She had that “fishing” scandal, didn’t she?’

What was it again?

Joo Ha Na had been the subject of rumors that she flirted with multiple men on set.

Though it wasn’t a huge story, he remembered seeing an article about it.

Her personality wasn’t necessarily bad, but scandals could be a disaster for an actor’s image.


‘There was even an actress whose advertising revenue halved because of a single scandal.’

Especially for actresses, the damage could be enormous.

Joo Ha Na herself had suffered from a significant drop in her value during her rookie days due to the “fishing” scandal.

Once he recalled this fact, even her sweet, smiling face began to look suspicious.

‘I’d better be careful.’

Who knew if she would target him next?

He might just be jumping to conclusions, but caution never hurt anyone.

“I’ve always wanted to act with you after watching your work, so I’m glad we finally get the chance.”

“Haha… yeah, me too.”

“You’re more muscular than I expected. Do you work out?”

“I do when I have time.”

He kept the conversation light, but he could feel attention starting to shift toward them.

Up close, it was obvious that Lee Min Ki was trying to avoid the conversation.

But from a distance, it wasn’t so clear.

For instance, one couldn’t notice the subtle buildup of dislike.

‘Well, it’s good that rookie actors get along and all…’

‘But those types don’t last long.’

‘Do they think the studio is their dating ground?’

‘Ah, so fresh.’

Even before the real work began, Lee Min Ki had already left a different impression.

Soon after, Director Yeom Gwang Ho, looking a bit disheveled, appeared on set and said,

“We’ll start with the script reading.”

* * *

A script reading.

It was a preparatory session where the actors gathered to check their performances and how well they had memorized their lines before filming began.

A kind of rehearsal.

However, script readings had two additional purposes.

The first was as an icebreaker.

It shattered the tense atmosphere of the first day, helping the shoot proceed more smoothly.

The second purpose was clear.

‘Let’s see how good they are.’

It was a way to gauge the actors’ skills.

While one could argue that true talent only emerged during actual filming, one could still get a good sense of an actor’s abilities during a script reading—especially for rookies.

Some veteran actors even said they enjoyed script readings the most.

Occasionally, they would playfully tease the newcomers during this session.

Today, there were two main targets: Lee Min Ki and Joo Ha Na.

‘So, that’s Lee Min Ki, huh?’

‘They both look decent, but there are plenty of good-looking actors.’

‘I doubt Director Yeom would have cast just anyone, though… hmm.’

‘Oh, look at him. He’s so nervous. How cute.’

‘That’s Joo Ha Na, right? She’s smiling even in this situation?’

Among the cast of When the Green Lasts Forever, there were only two rookies with significant roles.

Normally, the barrier to entry for rookies was high, especially since Director Yeom was known for being strict about acting skills.

‘Let’s see what kind of performance they bring.’

Yet, many still had their doubts about Lee Min Ki’s acting ability.

Or rather, it wasn’t so much doubt as the fact that they simply didn’t know him.

Though he had made his debut in Campus Story, most actors, busy with their own schedules, rarely had the time to watch cable dramas.

While these suspicions and expectations swirled around the room, the time finally came.

“Scene number 9, let’s begin.”

It was Lee Min Ki’s turn.

‘Scene 9, where the story inside the police station starts in earnest.’

Scenes 1 through 8 focused entirely on the protagonist, a serial killer.

But starting with Scene 9, the second protagonist, the corrupt detective [Oh Man Shik], made his full-fledged appearance, along with his subordinate, [Goo Hak Jin].

In other words, this was the scene where Lee Min Ki’s performance began.

“Wow, this guy’s quite the piece of work.”

The first to begin the reading was the seasoned actor playing the corrupt detective, Kang Do Won.

His wrinkled face, sharp eyes, and rugged beard combined to create a unique atmosphere befitting a middle-aged actor.

Rather than being referred to as “Actor Kang,” he was more often called “Teacher Kang,” a title befitting one of Korea’s finest actors.

With a hearty laugh, Kang Do Won spoke.

“He’s no amateur.”

With his deep voice, the scene instantly transformed into the middle of a busy police department.

“Anyone can stab a person. Even a grade schooler could stab a gut if you hand them a knife. But what’s important is the cleanup. This guy’s a pro. He slipped out of the investigation without leaving a single trace, as if he had perfect knowledge of the police’s procedures.”

Though the detective was corrupt, he still had enough experience to suspect that the culprit might be someone within the system.

This served as a hint for later in the story.

But for now, all eyes were on how Lee Min Ki would respond.

‘Teacher Do Won’s acting is amazing.’

‘Wow, if I had to act alongside that, I wouldn’t even try.’

‘Anyone else would be completely overshadowed.’

With just a few lines, any doubts about Lee Min Ki had vanished, replaced by an overwhelming sense of pity for him.

Why was Kang Do Won so famous?

There was no other reason needed—his acting was superb, plain and simple.

But his fame also came with a certain reputation.

The infamous nickname.

[Script Reading Killer].

It was said that he could “kill” his acting partner in a script reading.

‘The key in front of Kang Do Won isn’t if you’ll be overwhelmed, but how much.’

Director Yeom, sitting in the middle of the room like a judge, chuckled internally.

‘On set, you can save a performance with retakes and editing. But in a script reading? There’s no such luck.’

Script readings were purely about the script and acting ability.

There were no tricks to rely on.

In some ways, a script reading was even purer than an audition.

‘Even seasoned actors struggle when paired with Kang Do Won. A rookie like him must be even more nervous.’

Director Yeom glanced sympathetically at Lee Min Ki.

He wasn’t alone.

Everyone in the room felt the same way.

‘Look at him. His face has gone completely pale.’

‘Teacher Do Won should take it easy. The poor kid’s going to cry when he gets home.’

Another victim claimed by the Script Reading Killer.

Lee Min Ki was bound to mess up.

He would stutter, or maybe even gag from the pressure.

In that moment, everyone in the room predicted the same outcome.

“Senior.”

A surprisingly calm word flowed from Lee Min Ki’s mouth.

“Are you saying the real culprit is another detective?”

It was plain.

Utterly plain.

His voice was that of a rookie detective, [Goo Hak Jin], burning with righteous determination.

It was clean but nothing more than that.

In a regular script reading, it would’ve been fine. But against a top-tier actor like Kang Do Won, it was clearly lacking.

Lee Min Ki’s script reading was just that—ordinary.

But as mentioned earlier, in a moment where you’re expected not to be ordinary, being ordinary can be a huge twist.

“You punk, do you think words are enough? Lower your voice.”

At Kang Do Won’s rebuke, Lee Min Ki frowned and retorted.

“Isn’t it strange? It fits together too perfectly. There victim—no, the culprit had just been released, and the news wasn’t even out yet. How could someone from outside know and act that fast?”

He made his point.

Faced with the pressure of a top actor, Lee Min Ki didn’t falter.

He delivered his lines without a single mistake. Just that alone filled the actors with undeniable surprise.

‘Look at this kid.’

Even Kang Do Won was inwardly impressed.

Had there ever been a rookie actor this confident in front of him?

Even seasoned actors often wavered when facing him, yet here was this rookie, holding his ground.

‘Let’s see if he can keep up with this.’

Kang Do Won, feeling a bit of enjoyment now, read the next line.

“Hey, Goo Hak Jin, do my words sound like crap to you?”

His voice was as hard as concrete.

The pressure it carried was enough to make Lee Min Ki’s mind go blank.

‘It’s heavy.’

His voice was so heavy.

Even watching him on the screen felt suffocating, but to face him directly in a performance felt like it would cause his lungs to seize.

That’s right.

For Lee Min Ki, holding his ground against Kang Do Won’s acting was no easy task.

He could only endure thanks to his preparation.

‘I’m glad I practiced.’

He had rehearsed not dozens, but hundreds of times before the reading.

He already knew the plot of the movie.

So he repeatedly imagined how the performance would play out, over and over again.

Just like how a martial artist prepares to take a punch by bracing themselves, Lee Min Ki prepared himself for Kang Do Won’s overwhelming pressure.

‘Focus, this is the first script reading. You can’t mess up here.’

Not much was left.

Gritting his teeth to refocus, Lee Min Ki continued his lines.

“…You know that’s not what I meant, senior.”

And just then.

The moment he finished speaking, he realized.

‘Damn, I failed.’

Had the pressure gotten to him? He couldn’t maintain a smooth performance.

He hadn’t fully withstood Kang Do Won’s intensity.

Like ripples in a pond after a pebble is dropped, a slight tremor was audible in Lee Min Ki’s voice.

His spirit was shaken.

But.

There was one key factor.

His acting partner was none other than Kang Do Won.

In front of such overwhelming pressure, a wavering voice wasn’t strange.

No, it was expected.

‘He’s even going for that detail?’

Lee Min Ki’s portrayal of Detective [Goo Hak Jin] had a touch of realism that stunned the other actors.

‘Wow, it’s his first reading, and he’s pulling off all these nuances in front of Teacher Kang? So composed.’

‘I thought he was just some kid with a pretty face.’

‘He’s not just reading the script, but considering the entire situation? This guy’s interesting.’

The previous part of the reading hadn’t been a fluke.

The waves of re-evaluation spread rapidly.

‘He almost fooled me.’

Even Kang Do Won, subtly impressed, continued the scene.

“Kid, how many people do you think would hold a grudge against a guy with 11 prior convictions? There are plenty of people who’d want to bash his head in with a rock, knowing he’s about to be out on the streets.”

“But the method was too precise….”

“Maybe he’s just used to it after being arrested so many times.”

“Senior!”

“I have a meeting, so we’ll talk later. Organize the documents while I’m gone.”

And with that, Scene 9 ended.

But no one in the room spoke.

All they could do was silently exchange glances.

Lee Min Ki had held his own during the reading, despite Kang Do Won’s overwhelming performance.

Yet, no one dared to say anything aloud, either because they were too astonished or because they were still processing what had just happened.

In this quiet room, the only person who could break the silence was someone not intimidated by Kang Do Won.

“Wow.”

Director Yeom Gwang Ho.

He clapped his hands and said,

“The two of you have pretty good chemistry, huh?”
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Chemistry Works

Chemistry.

It referred to the harmony between two actors, making their interactions enjoyable to watch.

It was a term that people who claimed to know a thing or two about the industry habitually used.

To the casual listener, it might not have sounded particularly special, just a common compliment.

But when this word came out of Director Yeom’s mouth, things were different.

-“Did Director Yeom just give a compliment?”

Everyone in the reading room, actors and staff alike, was in shock.

_“He did well at the reading, but…?”_

_“And his co-star is Kang Do Won?”_

Who was Director Yeom? He was known for having a keen eye for acting, strict to a fault.

His personality was as bold as the works he filmed, and if someone on set performed even a little clumsily, he would blow up in anger like a raging fire.

So, when he praised Lee Min Ki right after seeing his reading, it meant only one thing to those present on set.

_“This could bring changes to the project.”_

It suggested a potential shift in importance within the production.

Director Yeom wasn’t someone who shot strictly according to the script.

If necessary, he would freely modify the script and direction, making the work more dynamic.

For him, fun was his guiding principle, almost like a Bible.

As the actors’ hairs stood on end, he continued speaking.

“To be honest, I wasn’t sure how it would go since Min Ki is a rookie, but seeing how he handled the scenes, I liked what I saw.”


It was yet another positive evaluation.

“Newcomers are really impressive these days. Didn’t he show promise even back in *Campus Story*?”

More praise followed.

The mention of _Campus Story_ made the actors flinch.

It wasn’t a title they had been particularly conscious of, but the hint given about Lee Min Ki’s role in that project made them pay attention.

However, Lee Min Ki himself was feeling increasingly awkward.

_“This praise feels a bit excessive.”_

He didn’t particularly feel like he had delivered an outstanding performance.

No, even if he had, he couldn’t think of anything to say in response to the situation.

Dozens of eyes in the reading room were all staring at him.

With so much praise, the pressure grew.

And as he stood there frozen…

“If this goes well, we might have to increase Goo Hak Jin’s screen time.”

A dangerous compliment followed.

More than just flattery, it was a statement that could shake the established order among the cast.

It was unclear whether Director Yeom intended it or not, but whatever Lee Min Ki said at this moment would likely backfire.

At that tense moment, someone spoke up.

“Haha, Director, aren’t you favoring the rookie a bit too much?”

It wasn’t Lee Min Ki who responded.

_“Who is this person?”_


Lee Min Ki turned to look in the direction of the voice, startled.

The man sitting there was someone he knew very well.

No, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that the whole nation knew him.

Choi Yoo Chang.

He was the other lead in this project.

A veteran actor just as prominent as Kang Do Won, and a top-tier star who had brought in over ten million theatergoers.

He suddenly jumped into the conversation, smiling brightly as he spoke.

“Director, please share some of that love with us too!”

“No, Yoo Chang, that’s not what I meant…”

“If you cut my screen time to give the rookie more, I’m going to sulk, okay? I’m Choi Yoo Chang, the ten-million-viewer actor, Director!”

Despite the words, it was clearly a joke.

A playful remark to gently defuse the overwhelming attention on Lee Min Ki.

Those few lines caused soft laughter to spread throughout the reading room, and Lee Min Ki could finally breathe easier.

Just enough to manage a proper response.

_“Focus.”_

Finally, Lee Min Ki bowed his head and spoke.

“Thank you, Director. I’ll continue to work hard.”

“Wow, he’s so polite too.”

With Choi Yoo Chang’s well-timed reaction, the laughter grew even louder.

Director Yeom cleared his throat and said, “Alright, shall we continue?”


Thus, the first reading session proceeded peacefully.

And with it, the presence of a major new star named Lee Min Ki was firmly embedded in everyone’s mind.

And also…

_“That guy… he’s pretty amazing.”_

He quietly earned the subtle favor of Joo Ha Na as well.

—

**Empty Rooftop.**

_Ssshhh._

Kang Do Won lit a cigarette, deep in thought.

_“What was that line from earlier?”_

There was something he wanted to ask Lee Min Ki.

The line he had thrown at him during the reading session as an example:

[“Hey, Goo Hak Jin, do my words sound like crap to you?”]

The way Lee Min Ki responded had been refreshingly unexpected.

[“…You know that wasn’t my intention, right, sunbae?”]

The exchange had left such an impression that it lingered in his mind.

Was the subtle tremor in his voice something Lee Min Ki had consciously added as a detail? Or had it been a coincidence?

_“If that was intentional, he’s no rookie.”_

There was a saying among actors:

[If you’re only good at your own acting, you’re third-rate. If you’re good at watching others, you’re second-rate. If you can combine both, you’re first-rate.]

Judging by that standard, Lee Min Ki had observed Kang Do Won’s performance and adjusted his accordingly, meaning he had the potential to become a first-rate actor in the future.

But still…

“…”

Kang Do Won watched the cigarette smoke float and scatter into the air for a moment before…

_Ssshhh――_

He pressed the cigarette into the ashtray and thought to himself.

_“I’ll know for sure once filming starts.”_

The recent shoots had been dull, but with this rookie on board, they had just become a lot more interesting.

—

After the reading session, the first day’s schedule wrapped up with a quick tour of the set.

The first reading had felt more like an orientation.

Filming would officially resume after a one-day break, starting the day after tomorrow.

[“Min Ki, we should bond like comrades, right?”]

Lee Min Ki politely declined actor Park Yoo Chang’s invitation to drinks and left the set. His mind was a whirlwind of thoughts.

_“It’s nice to get attention, but it’s also overwhelming. But to be honest… it feels good.”_

Yes, it felt good.

In the past, he’d exchanged a few words with famous actors.

But it was always as a bit part, never with the feeling of being a true member of the cast.

Now, having received direct praise from those very people, it felt like he was walking on air.

Besides, the reading had been tough at first, but after a while, it became manageable.

Once his body adjusted to the tension, he could smoothly display the acting skills he had practiced so diligently.

_“Overall, I did well.”_

As Lee Min Ki gazed out the window of the moving car, a satisfied smile spread across his face.

“Seems like you’re in a good mood?”

Manager Park Han Mo, who was driving, glanced at him through the rearview mirror and asked.

It must have been obvious from the way he was grinning.

Clearing his throat, Lee Min Ki replied, “Well, yeah.”

“How did it go? Tell me, I’m curious.”

In fact, Lee Min Ki had secured this role partly thanks to Park Han Mo’s advice.

Since they would continue working together, Lee Min Ki decided to be honest.

“Actually, during the reading…”

And so, they chatted for a while.

After listening, Park Han Mo laughed and said, “Wow, really? Kang Do Won is famous for never complimenting others. The same goes for Choi Yoo Chang.”

“Really?”

Lee Min Ki answered in surprise at this unexpected revelation.

“No way. They were saying nice things all day.”

“They only said that because you were genuinely good. Do you know Kang Do Won’s nickname? Have you ever heard of ‘the reading killer’?”

“The reading… what killer?”

“The reading killer. He’s called that because he crushes whoever he’s reading with. He overwhelms them during readings.”

Was Kang Do Won really that kind of person?

This was the first time Lee Min Ki had heard of such a nickname, and it didn’t match the gentlemanly image he had seen today.

But there was no reason to doubt his manager’s words.

_“I guess there’s a lot I don’t know, and Manager Park knows quite a bit.”_

In the past, his acting career had only been a shallow experience.

He carried the title of actor and signed contracts, but no one recognized him as an actor.

It was like carrying a passport from an English village to the airport.

_“I used to scrape by with part-time jobs and wonder if I could really call myself an actor.”_

But now, things were different.

_“Now I really am an actor.”_

He could feel it in his bones that he was genuinely doing the work of an actor

.

Overall, he felt satisfied.

If it were up to him, he’d be humming with joy right now.

As these thoughts filled his head, Park Han Mo spoke up teasingly.

“But don’t let it show too much on your face. You know you’ve got to manage your expression, right?”

“Oh.”

At those words, Lee Min Ki pulled himself together and replied.

“Yeah, I’ll make sure to be careful.”

Actually, he had another engagement today.

Why else would he have turned down a drinking session with senior actors?

It was because he had an important task ahead, one that he absolutely couldn’t miss.

Park Han Mo calmly reminded him.

“Your first interview is crucial.”

That’s right.

It was an interview.

Having appeared in a supporting role in his debut project and gained some attention, it was now time to officially introduce himself to the media.

This first step was an interview with the press.

“The moment when rookie actors receive the most attention is when they release their debut work and do their first interview. Even though it may seem like nobody’s watching, quite a lot of people are paying attention. It spreads through press releases, and industry insiders also quietly take note. You’d be surprised how much of an actor’s mindset can come through in these interviews. And rumors spread fast among journalists.”

Park Han Mo explained calmly.

“And this time, your interview will be with *Star Magazine*, which isn’t known for sugarcoating things.”

Lee Min Ki knew what that meant.

He had heard of *Star Magazine*’s reputation and notoriety.

_“Most entertainment magazines are all about gossip and sensational headlines, but *Star Magazine* is pretty objective.”_

They praised what deserved praise.

But they were also known to criticize harshly when needed.

Because of this fairness, they were highly trusted by readers.

To the point where people said you could believe what *Star Magazine* reported without fact-checking.

“Ugh…”

Lee Min Ki groaned.

_“It was nice when I was just reading the magazine, but being the subject is a whole different story.”_

Thankfully, they had sent over a list of questions beforehand.

Over the past two days, Lee Min Ki had rehearsed responses to each one, memorizing countless potential answers in his head.

Some might say he was overreacting.

But for Lee Min Ki, it wasn’t an overreaction at all.

_“A single word can cause so much trouble.”_

He had often seen how an innocent remark could be misunderstood and spread in unintended ways.

_“I once complimented a friend’s clothes, and it turned into gossip that I was judging their taste. I mentioned seeing a friend’s sister in passing, and suddenly people thought I was stalking her.”_

Like the flapping of a butterfly’s wings causing a storm on the other side of the world, Lee Min Ki had often experienced how his words could spiral out of control.

_“I even got badmouthed just because I went to a cram school for counseling, and the building happened to have a hostess bar on the upper floor.”_

The rumors always spread.

It was purely due to bad luck.

Even though timing and place were everything when it came to words, somehow Lee Min Ki’s comments always seemed to end up twisted in the worst way.

And people around him were eager to tear him down.

As he sat in the seat, shivering from these unpleasant memories, Park Han Mo smiled and said, “But I believe in you.”

“Huh?”

“Sure, I haven’t met a ton of people in this industry, but I’ve noticed that most celebrities who get into trouble over their words usually give off a certain vibe beforehand. It’s like they have a

sense of entitlement or something. They get overly defensive about the smallest things, and you can see it even on their social media.”

“Well, I don’t use social media, do I?”

“Haha, true. But when you talk, you’re always considerate with your words. I believe that will come through in your interview as well.”

“…I hope you’re right.”

“It’s all about people in the end, right? Good people end up having good things come their way.”

His words were heartwarming, but sadly, they were the exact opposite of the experiences Lee Min Ki had faced.

He had no confidence in his ability to foster good relationships.

_“But who knows?”_

Hoping that the interview would go well, Lee Min Ki said, “If this project succeeds, I’ll treat you to an expensive meal.”

“Haha, I’ll remember that. By the way, I only eat premium Hanwoo beef, grade 2+. Nothing less.”

“…”

The manager’s bold statement made Lee Min Ki’s facial muscles twitch.

Why did everyone he met recently seem to have such a fondness for top-grade Hanwoo?

—

JC was a large company.

Most acting agencies tended to be small and specialized, with compact offices. But JC was an exception.

Perhaps because they dabbled in music, acting, variety shows, and video production, they stood out from the rest with their sheer scale.

The JC office Lee Min Ki visited today was no different.

A building in Mapo-gu entirely dedicated to JC.

From the entrance of the first floor, the large letters of “JC Entertainment” stood boldly on display.

On that first floor, Lee Min Ki checked his reflection in the glass wall once more.

_“Skin looks good, the clothes are fine, hair’s perfect.”_

He was wearing a white sweater and black pants.

It was a clean, neat style that wouldn’t appear too flashy but would leave a positive impression.

Since it was his first interview, JC had made sure to take care of his appearance.

The company’s internal stylist was skilled.

It was a simple outfit, but even a thorough inspection wouldn’t reveal a single flaw, not even the tiniest bit of fuzz.

_“The reporter said they’d arrive soon, right?”_

The interview was scheduled to begin in about 20 minutes.

But before that, Lee Min Ki decided to review his interview notes in the first-floor lobby’s cafeteria.

Or rather, he was about to—

*Splash!*

Suddenly, he was drenched.

No, looking at the drops falling from his hair and the way his white sweater was turning brown, it wasn’t just water. It was a splash of iced Americano.
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Every profession has its own dynamics.

A symbiotic relationship.

For one side to succeed, the other must thrive too.

Both lift each other up while becoming each other’s sustenance.

Like a crocodile and a crocodile bird.

Like a smartphone manufacturer and the company that makes the chips inside.

Like a chip manufacturer and the foundry that makes its AP.

Somehow, they all end up intertwined.

There was one industry where this symbiotic relationship was particularly strong.

That was the entertainment industry.

To be more specific, the relationship between celebrities and entertainment journalists.

“[A good journalist always follows a good celebrity.]”

“[Exclusive scoops don’t just fall into your lap while you wait. If you want to land quick and exclusive reports, you need to build a good relationship with the celebrity from their rookie days.]”

Celebrities can only survive if they stay in the public eye.

Entertainment journalists can only produce results if the celebrity remains relevant.

The two are almost like one body.

However, the structure of the celebrity world is more like a pyramid—or even a tack-shaped structure.

While mid-level celebrities are scattered like fish on the seashore, the number of top-tier celebrities is incredibly small.

Naturally, not every celebrity can have a good journalist attached to them.


As a result, veteran journalists usually stick to famous celebrities, while rookie journalists cover rookie stars.

This was the standard practice.

“[That’s how everyone starts.]”

“[When the celebrity you cover rises, the journalist rises too.]”

“[You never know when someone will hit it big. So, don’t look down on someone just because they’re a nobody right now—build that relationship from the beginning.]”

Journalist Hong Yoo Joo, who had just been assigned her first celebrity, was one such person.

‘The endless grunt work is finally over. This is the real start of my life as an entertainment journalist.’

She became a journalist because she loved celebrities.

But contrary to her dreams, the reality of her work so far had been nothing more than handling errands while following her senior reporters around.

But that was all in the past now.

Finally, Hong Yoo Joo had been assigned a celebrity to cover.

Of course, one senior journalist and a VJ (video journalist) would be accompanying her on-site, but what did that matter?

As she gained more experience, she’d surely get the chance to do interviews on her own.

“One iced Americano, please. Size Venti.”

“Would you like it in a mug or a disposable cup?”

“Mug, please.”

Hong Yoo Joo, as a newcomer, had arrived at the scene a step earlier than others, busy preparing for today’s interview in advance.

Arriving early and waiting was just basic etiquette.

Her plan was to stick around until her senior arrived and get a feel for the place.

‘He’s called Lee Min Ki, right? He’s so handsome. For a rookie, his career seems to be going pretty well, too.’


Even just looking at his photo on her phone, she could sense it.

He had potential.

The idea was that she would grow along with him, supporting each other.

And as her standing in the company grew, she’d likely get sent to cover better assignments too.

‘But I’m a journalist, so I can’t just write favorable pieces all the time. I need to balance objectivity and subjectivity to create articles that will satisfy the most readers possible!’

As she was lost in her dreams.

“Order number 21, your Venti iced Americano is ready.”

“Yes!”

As she retrieved her iced Americano and walked back to her seat.

Suddenly, someone sitting in a chair stood up, and her body collided with theirs.

“Ah!”

At the same time, she stumbled as if she were about to fall.

In that moment, she lost focus, and the iced Americano she was holding flew forward.

Splaash!

The cold drink drenched someone’s head.

‘…I’m doomed.’

As she lay on the floor, taking stock of the situation, Hong Yoo Joo’s face turned pale.

This was JC’s building.

If someone was sitting in the cafeteria on the first floor of this building in the middle of the day, chances were they were in the industry.

In other words, her hopeful first step had just gone completely wrong.


But it wasn’t over yet.

At that moment, the person who had been soaked with iced Americano looked back at her, startled.

“…Haha.”

Hong Yoo Joo could only force a laugh.

‘…My life is over.’

The person drenched in iced Americano.

It was a face she knew all too well.

Lee Min Ki.

The very celebrity she had been assigned to cover and was supposed to interview today.

‘A rookie journalist spills coffee on the celebrity she’s meeting for the first time? I won’t just have to write a formal apology—I’m sure I’ll be banned from fieldwork for a while, too.’

She was so dazed that she couldn’t even think to apologize.

“Are you okay?”

Lee Min Ki spoke up.

With a face and voice full of concern, he looked directly at her and asked,

“You didn’t hurt yourself, did you?”

At that moment, one thought ran through Hong Yoo Joo’s mind.

‘He looks even better in person.’

It felt as if she could hear angels singing, and the cafe was filled with the warmth of spring breezes and sunlight.

The situation was the complete opposite, though.

* * *

The first interview was already going off the rails.

Since things had already gone wrong, he was getting his styling redone in the dressing room.

“Haha, hahahahah, haha! Ack! Hah! Hah! Hahahaha!”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung, who had just happened to walk by, burst out laughing.

He laughed so hard he clutched his stomach.

“Haha! Hahaha!”

He laughed until it seemed like he was about to pass out.

He even cried from laughing so much.

He really was laughing hard.

As he laughed, the stylist mumbled to herself in frustration.

“Min Ki, don’t pay any attention to Ah Sung. He’s always like that.”

“……”

After a long time.

Kim Ah Sung finally caught his breath and spoke while doing deep breathing exercises.

“Wow, how does everything Min Ki does end up being so funny?”

“Why?”

“How could you get coffee spilled on you on the day of your first interview? Is your life some kind of variety show? Is this a hidden camera prank or something? Hahaha!”

No sooner had he calmed down than he started laughing again.

His behavior was reminiscent of an audience watching a comedy show, and Lee Min Ki, who had just changed into a fresh set of clothes, pouted his lips and muttered.

“…I guess my life really is a variety show.”

He had been unlucky.

There was no other way to describe it.

He had dressed perfectly and come out for an interview, only to have the journalist herself dump coffee on him.

Was this even a realistic scenario? What were the odds?

No, was there anyone else on Earth this unlucky?

“Sigh…”

Fortunately, there had been spare clothes, so he managed to get a new outfit together.

‘Thanks to the stylist, I’m saved.’

It was no wonder she worked for JC; in just ten minutes, she had managed to restore his look.

However, it was still far from the calm, polished look he would have had if he’d been able to take his time.

“Hmm, it feels a bit different from natural drying, but a little moisture makes it look better. Min Ki, you look fine. Actually, I think you look even better this way.”

That’s what the stylist said, but all he could do was sigh.

“Don’t be too down, Min Ki.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung wiped away the tears from his eyes as he spoke to Lee Min Ki.

“It’s the media who messed up with you.”

“That’s true.”

“So, who knows? Maybe they’ll write a flattering article to make up for it? They’re probably feeling the pressure. I bet they’ll do something.”

“Do you really think so?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been through something like this before. Haha!”

Kim Ah Sung started laughing again, even though he had barely stopped.

He was a very capable man, but in situations like this, he was utterly useless.

The stylist glared at him as he rolled around laughing.

“Ah Sung, if you’re going to be a nuisance, just leave.”

“Oh, sorry.”

Just listening to him was giving Min Ki a headache.

‘Forget it.’

There was no use stressing over something that couldn’t be changed.

‘Don’t think about it.’

This was a coping mechanism Lee Min Ki had developed after years of bad luck.

Let the past be the past.

No matter how much you stew over it, all it does is make you sweat.

No one’s going to show up with a time stone and change history for you.

‘Whatever happens, it can’t be worse than before.’

With that thought in mind, Lee Min Ki stretched his arms and stood up.

“Coach, I’ll be heading to the interview now.”

“Yeah, grab me an iced Americano. Just don’t spill it all over your clothes.”

“……”

He was a hopeless case.

As he felt his affection for Kim Ah Sung rapidly declining, Lee Min Ki left the dressing room and walked to the company’s break room.

When he arrived.

“I’m sorry!”

“……”

Two people were standing before him, bowing low in apology.

To be precise, they were almost bowing at the waist.

* * *

In the meeting room.

Across from Lee Min Ki and Manager Park Han Mo sat two people.

Among them, journalist Hong Yoo Joo sat nervously, her head hung low, like a drenched mouse, unable to say a word.

On the contrary.

“I don’t know what more I can say to apologize.”

Another journalist, who looked a bit older, was busy apologizing like a nanny.

“Reporter Hong is a rookie, and she let her enthusiasm get the better of her. I can’t apologize enough for this situation, no matter how many times I say it.”

His name was Reporter Kim.

He was a veteran journalist from [Star Magazine], one of the major media outlets with significant influence.

Typically, journalists were known to be aloof, but Reporter Kim was too busy apologizing, as if embarrassed by the mistake of his junior colleague.

Someone else was chatting with him, smiling broadly.

“Ah, things like this happen when you’re working.”

It was Manager Park Han Mo.

“Mistakes happen because they’re unavoidable.”

“No, once we return, we will reprimand her severely. And we’ll make sure to issue a formal apology to Mr. Min Ki as well…”

“It’s fine. When I first started, I made plenty of mistakes myself.”

Of course, his mistakes likely didn’t involve spilling water on a client.

‘This same pattern again.’

To Lee Min Ki, this situation seemed all too familiar.

Reporter Kim continued to apologize endlessly, while Manager Park Han Mo kept dismissing it.

But what should he say?

In truth, Min Ki found it difficult to take the situation too seriously.

‘It’s not like they did it on purpose.’

It wasn’t like a rookie journalist would deliberately target the celebrity she was assigned to interview.

It was clearly an accident.

Though the stylist had scolded him for ruining her hard work, that was all.

He had lost some time, sure.

But that was it.

He didn’t feel the need to drag it out by making a big deal out of who was at fault.

In fact, something else was bothering him more.

‘If this ends up ruining the interview, that would be a bigger problem.’

The interview.

He had even skipped the after-party for [Forever Green] to come to this interview.

The last thing he wanted was to waste the day accepting endless apologies without completing the interview.

But given the current situation, it seemed difficult to get things back on track.

‘What do I do now?’

He was busy trying to figure out how to steer the conversation back toward the interview.

“Reporter Hong, apologize again.”

“I’m truly sorry…”

“We’ll deal with our mistakes formally next time.”

“No, it’s really fine. Our actor has a broad heart; he’ll laugh this off easily. Right, Mr. Min Ki?”

Manager Park Han Mo handed the baton over to him.

At that moment, Min Ki instinctively realized.

The response he gave now would decide whether today would end with endless apologies or whether they could proceed with the interview, making the day worthwhile for both sides.

The moment stretched out like an hour.

‘Wait, isn’t it getting late?’

Glancing at the clock, Lee Min Ki, startled, finally spoke.

“How about we do the interview first?”

“……”

His brief statement brought a sudden silence to the meeting room.

The situation had been passed to him to make the decision, but instead of discussing the apologies, Min Ki had essentially said he didn’t care about them.

One person was particularly shocked.

‘He wants to do the interview first?’

It was Reporter Kim.

‘Is this guy for real?’

In his experience, most celebrities were difficult to deal with.

There were exceptions, but the majority carried a sense of entitlement.

And rookies were often worse.

Not knowing the impact of their words, they’d naturally act entitled.

Most of them lacked basic social experience, which was part of the problem.

That’s why even small issues could blow up into big problems, and everyone had to tread carefully.

…Or so he had thought.

“Ah, it’s just that I have a late appointment. I have to go to the gym and work out. If we delay any further, my trainer will add extra sets. Haha… I’m sorry, but can we please start the interview now?”

Min Ki’s response was far from what a typical rookie would say.

‘The gym?’

The word seemed out of place, even random.

Or was it?

‘Wait, maybe not.’

A thought crossed Reporter Kim’s mind.

Though the actor spoke with an innocent smile, he wouldn’t have said something like that without an underlying intention.

Clearly, he was signaling that he was willing to let this go.

‘No way. Could it really be?’

Still, Kim wasn’t entirely sure.

He hesitated, thinking there might still be a chance, like a cautious outfielder preparing for a last-minute home run.

“If I’m late, it’s a big deal. My trainer is really strict. I’m serious. If I’m even one minute late, they add another set.”

Min Ki urged them with a sincere and desperate voice.

“Let’s start the interview first, and you’ll be saving a person’s life.”

At that moment, it all clicked.

‘Ah.’

Reporter Kim felt his tension melt away.

It was clear now.

‘He’s willing to let this go.’

What had been a suspicion now became a certainty.

There wasn’t even the slightest hint of anger or a desire to dig deeper in Min Ki’s words or tone.

The whole bit about his workout and trainer?

If he wasn’t willing to let this go, he wouldn’t have come up with such an excuse.

The meaning was clear.

‘He’s quite clever.’

In other words, Min Ki was signaling that he’d let this go, as long as they owed him a favor.

Sure, they could push back and argue, but that wouldn’t benefit either side.

Min Ki was basically saying he’d take responsibility for smoothing things over.

That was easier said than done, especially in this industry, where a rookie willing to do so was as rare as the Loch Ness Monster. Reporter Kim was stunned.

‘Is this guy a saint?’

Hong Yoo Joo was equally surprised.

If the interview were to be canceled, she’d have to bear much of the responsibility within the company.

It was a basic rule of journalism to ensure you got a story, no matter the circumstances.

She had resigned herself to a wasted day, but now Min Ki was offering to save it for her.

And he was doing it with lighthearted excuses that defused the tension.

‘He’s a saint. Actor Lee Min Ki is a saint.’

Meanwhile…

‘Oh no, I really don’t have much time left.’

Min Ki was actually looking at the clock, anxious about the time, as he still had to go to the gym.

‘If I get to the gym by 9, I can grab a coffee by 8:30, work out until 10, drink a protein shake, and hit the afterburn (the effect after anaerobic exercise) by 11, then sleep by 11 and wake up at 7 to keep my schedule intact.’

And there was one more important factor.

The gym near his house had a strict rule: for every minute he was late, one set was added.

No joke, really.

[“You’re leaving already? You’ve still got four sets left.”]

[“Huh?”]

[“You were four minutes late today.”]

[“But that was because of filming.”]

[“Mr. Min Ki, that’s your problem, not mine. Is only your time important and no one else’s?”]

His trainer had even stopped calling him “member” and now used “Mr. Min Ki” instead.

That chilling change in tone had shrunk his chest—literally, since it had been chest day at the gym.

‘It was hell.’

Min Ki shuddered at the memory.

Have you ever woken up and stretched in the morning, only to be hit by such intense pain that you ended up rolling on the floor?

For a moment, he thought his long-forgotten bad luck had returned.

Like back when he couldn’t even yawn properly in the morning without his jaw locking up.

As Min Ki bit his lip, bracing for the possibility of being late, Manager Park Han Mo spoke up with a grin.

“That’s what he’s saying.”

“Our actor is right. As an actor, maintaining physical condition is crucial. Our actor is so diligent about this. He’s a role model, the epitome of an actor, the standard all actors should follow.”

“……”

“He treats time as precious, as should all professionals. I’m constantly learning from him.”

Alright, that was a bit much.

But since the mistake had already happened, Reporter Kim couldn’t argue, even in jest.

While he was stuck, unable to move, Manager Park continued.

“So, how about we proceed with the interview now and discuss everything else afterward?”

He gave a knowing look, suggesting they not waste any more time.

“I have another meeting shortly, too.”

“Ah, yes, sounds good.”

Reporter Kim quickly nodded in agreement.

“If Mr. Min Ki is busy, let’s proceed with the interview first. Reporter Hong, you’ve got the camera ready, right? Set it up.”

“Oh, yes!”

They all silently agreed to put the issue behind them.

Thus, the first meeting between Lee Min Ki and the press ended amidst the anxious thoughts and uncertain glances of the three people involved, not including Min Ki himself.

* * *

And the next day.

Whether it was because of the generosity Min Ki had shown—whether he realized it or not—he received an unexpected reward.

[Lee Min Ki: The Rise of the Next Generation Star]

A large banner article was displayed prominently on the homepage of the media outlet.

[Lee Min Ki: The Rise of the Next Generation Star]

[This is what the rookie actor we met at JC was like.]

[Lee Min Ki: “I want to become an actor who is loved by the public.”]

[Kim’s Entertainment Behind-the-Scenes: ‘Lee Min Ki’]

[Today’s Star Magazine]

[What Does the Public Expect from Newcomers?]

Each headline was slightly different.

And all day long.

[LOL, why so many photos?]

[Reporter really seems into him today.]

There were notably a lot of accompanying photos too.
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Vroom.

They were speeding toward the filming site in the car driven by Manager Park Han Mo.

Lee Min Ki rubbed his eyes with his fingers, unable to believe the screen of the smartphone he was holding.

‘Did I see this wrong?’

But Lee Min Ki wasn’t a psychic.

This world, too, wasn’t one where things changed just because you rubbed your eyes a little harder.

The article on his smartphone remained exactly the same, not a single word altered.

> [Today’s Star Magazine: Why Should We Pay Attention to This Rookie Actor? (Part 1)]

Today’s Star Magazine, also known as OSMA.

It was a weekly feature that introduced actors, a corner notorious for its sharp analysis of actors’ strengths and weaknesses. It was the very identity of Star Magazine itself.

And there, it was written:

> [Last Wednesday, Reporter Kim and Reporter Hong visited JC headquarters to investigate the rookie actor named Lee Min Ki. Our first impression upon meeting this man was, ‘This is the one.’]

The article was flooded with praise.

Praise for Lee Min Ki.

It said he was handsome, had a good personality, a nice voice, and spoke softly and gently.

In short, it declared that he was exceptional.

> [Kim’s Viewpoint: Watch for his next project. A rookie actor’s true worth is not revealed in their debut but in their second work.]

> [Hong’s Viewpoint: He looks better on screen than in photos, and even better in person than on screen. His face, voice, and personality.]

Of course, there were a few criticisms, but they were essentially negligible.


> [If I had to find a flaw, it’s that he has a somewhat delicate image. However, this could also be turned into a strength depending on the character. He has already shown his unexpected charms in Campus Story.]

In short, it was like reading propaganda from the northern land’s puppet regime.

“…”

With a heavy heart, Lee Min Ki raised his hands and covered his face.

It didn’t need to be said, but Lee Min Ki had been a longtime reader of Star Magazine.

He knew very well how they wrote their articles.

When there was praise, there was criticism.

When there was only criticism, it was harsh.

That was what made Star Magazine trustworthy to its readers.

‘But to see nothing but praise like this?’

If it had been just one article, it wouldn’t be an issue.

The problem wasn’t the quality; it was the quantity.

In just two days, Star Magazine had published five exclusive articles about him.

“Hoo…”

“Hahaha, you must be pleased, sir. It’s rare for Star Magazine to give someone such a positive evaluation. Even we get nervous when there’s an interview with Star Magazine.”

Manager Park Han Mo couldn’t hold back his laughter.

But his laughter only pushed Lee Min Ki further into a corner.

“Praise is nice. But when it’s this blatant…”

“You mean people might think it’s all for viral marketing?”

“…Yes. After all, I’m just a rookie who barely debuted.”


As he said, the online communities were already buzzing with similar reactions.

> [Did you see this week’s Star Magazine?]

> [There are so many articles just hyping up that rookie from JC, lol.]

> [Seriously, this is the first time I’ve seen Star Magazine push a rookie this hard.]

> [Did they get a huge bribe?]

> [He is good-looking, though. Not exactly a pretty boy or a chiseled statue, but a guardian of balance.]

> [But there are plenty of top-tier rookies. Why him?]

> [JC must be doing a good job.]

> [Why can’t my actor’s agency do that?]

> [Star Magazine isn’t just any magazine. If they’re talking this highly, there’s gotta be a reason.]

Opinions were divided.

But one thing was certain:

> [Let’s see how well he really acts.]

Expectations for his next project were through the roof.

“It’s not easy.”

He knew very well what happened to rookies who got too much attention compared to their actual skills.

If his acting was mediocre, people would be disappointed.

If it was bad, they’d be even more disappointed.

That pressure weighed heavily on him.

“I’m afraid I’m being overrated.”


“With most media, that would be true. But Star Magazine is different. The readers would think,

‘Wow, if Star Magazine, known for being strict, is praising him this much, he must be something special. I have to see this for myself!’”

“Who are you imitating?”

“I’m copying Trainer Kim Ah Sung.”

“Pfft.”

At that, Lee Min Ki burst into laughter.

No wonder it felt familiar.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung used to make such a fuss when teasing people, and Manager Park Han Mo had perfectly mimicked him.

“Haha, just a little joke.”

Though his laughing voice was more restrained, that was all.

There wasn’t a single normal person around him.

As Lee Min Ki shook his head and was about to sink into a mood of solitary reflection, Manager Park Han Mo spoke again.

“Still, things are going well, aren’t they?”

“Pardon?”

“Thanks to Star Magazine’s positive coverage, other media outlets are quickly requesting follow-up interviews.”

“What if they meet me and end up disappointed because of their high expectations?”

“Well, so what? People say bad attention is better than no attention at all. Few would disagree these days. But classics are classics for a reason.”

Manager Park Han Mo calmly continued.

“More people will expect great things from you now. All you have to do is prove them right. Then everything Star Magazine said will become true. Simple, right?”

In other words, he just had to prove it through his acting.

There was more than just encouragement in Manager Park’s words; there was a deep-seated conviction.

An unshakable belief that Lee Min Ki would do well.

It was strange how, despite having not known him for long, he seemed so confident.

Lee Min Ki smiled faintly without even realizing it.

‘Still, having someone speak to me like this does make me feel a bit more at ease.’

Sometimes, you needed someone who could say bright things without a care. It was much better than being downcast together.

Yeah, that’s it.

Lee Min Ki sighed, resigned.

“You’re right. I’ll prove whether Star Magazine was right or wrong with this project. That’s all I can do.”

“And then you’ll buy me some top-grade Korean beef, 2+ sirloin. Haha.”

That 2+ Korean beef again.

He hadn’t forgotten it yet.

Just as he was about to laugh at Manager Park’s relentless persistence, the car came to a stop.

“Well, good luck today.”

“Thank you for the ride.”

“Haha, don’t mention it. I’m the one who should be grateful.”

He should be grateful?

What was he grateful for?

‘Is it just something he said out of politeness?’

Feeling a bit perplexed by Manager Park’s comment, Lee Min Ki headed toward the filming site.

In truth, he had no idea.

That it was surprisingly rare for a rookie actor to express thanks both when getting in and out of the car.

***

How exactly is a movie filmed?

Is it shot in the same order that the audience watches it in?

Or is it filmed in the most convenient order?

The answer is:

‘It’s up to the director.’

That’s what it comes down to.

Ignoring the script’s order is a given.

When overseas filming is involved, domestic scenes might be completed six months in advance.

Some directors prefer to shoot scenes sequentially from the first, allowing actors to immerse themselves gradually.

Others deconstruct every scene down to the minute and then piece it together during editing.

But the one overarching rule is this:

As long as the result is good, nothing else matters.

Director Yeom was one such person.

> [How would you describe Director Yeom’s style? He’s a genius.]

There was an actor’s interview.

> [It’s like the complete film is already inside his head. On set, he just puts everything together. It’s almost as if he ignores the script. You have no idea how it’ll come together in the final product.]

> [Doesn’t he explain it to you?]

> [He’s not very kind. He can’t possibly explain everything to everyone during filming. You just have to trust him. But when you see the final result, yes, you understand everything.]

Director Yeom was a meticulous planner.

He had the whole movie in his head, so even if the shoot seemed spontaneous, everything fit into place perfectly in the end.

At least, that’s what people thought.

In reality, it was a misconception.

Director Yeom was purely driven by his mood.

Though a script existed, once he became fixated on a specific scene, he would rearrange everything to suit that one scene.

But since the results were always stellar, his process was retroactively glorified.

Thus, today’s filming schedule was entirely at the discretion of Director Yeom.

“Alright, we’ll start with Scene 23. Min Ki, get ready.”

They were starting with a scene where Lee Min Ki would be filming alone.

‘…I’m going first?’

Lee Min Ki’s eye twitched.

In the script, his first appearance wasn’t until Scene 9.

In terms of time, his character wouldn’t appear until about 10 minutes into the movie.

Moreover, since it was the first day, he thought he’d join later, but now they were throwing him in right from the start.

“You have the storyboard I gave you during the last reading, right?”

Director Yeom said as he strolled lazily through the center of the set.

“We’ll start as soon as the lighting is finalized, so review it at least three times before we begin.”

At those words, Lee Min Ki hurriedly looked through the storyboard.

Was Director Yeom eager to see his acting quickly?

Or was it just a coincidence?

More likely, he had judged that starting with this scene would be the most efficient.

But the people on set didn’t see it that way.

‘The director must be curious too.’

They thought Director Yeom wanted to see the real deal, the true ability of the rookie named Lee Min Ki.

‘This guy was featured all over Star Magazine yesterday, right?’

‘I was shredded by them.’

‘Is Lee Min Ki really that good?’

‘He was great during the script reading, but what about on set?’

That curiosity was reflected in today’s atmosphere.

Not a single member of the cast was absent from the set, all of them watching.

They wanted to see Lee Min Ki’s acting.

Especially Choi Yoo Chang.

‘Even he’s curious. He usually doesn’t stick around when it’s not his turn to shoot.’

Kang Do Won glanced at him from the corner of his eye.

Sitting in his designated chair with his name on it, Choi Yoo Chang had a wide grin plastered on his face as he fixed his gaze on Lee Min Ki.

But he wasn’t the only one who was curious.

Kang Do Won was also eager to see how Lee Min Ki would perform in person.

About ten minutes later, when everyone’s eyes were focused on Lee Min Ki and the atmosphere had reached a peak, Director Yeom finally called out.

“Ready.”

The director’s voice rang out.

“Action.”

Scene 23’s action went as follows:

Lee Min Ki’s character, Detective Goo Hak Jin, was furious at his senior for not understanding his deductions.

He vented his frustration over the phone to a friend.

Of course, it wasn’t an actual phone call.

He was on a rooftop, holding his phone and talking to himself.

‘Can he really pull off this kind of scene?’

A sense of anticipation slowly built up inside Director Yeom’s chest.

For rookie actors, it was one thing to act with a scene partner, but monologues tended to reveal their awkwardness.

One might think rookies would be skilled at monologues due to endless practice, but this was entirely different from an audition.

Dozens of pairs of eyes.

There were dozens of eyes on set—staff and actors alike—watching him intently.

It required immense focus to stay fully immersed in the performance.

‘Can this rookie stand out in front of all these industry people?’

Director Yeom’s full attention was now on Lee Min Ki’s every move.

This monologue was more than just a good opportunity.

In a way, it was like putting him bare on a trial platform.

And then…

“Ah! Damn it! That stubborn jerk doesn’t listen at all!”

Lee Min Ki thought, ‘Well, this is easier than acting in front of a baseball stadium full of people.’
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[Forever Green] Scene 23.

The content could be summarized as follows:

>[Detective Goo Hak Jin is a passionate person. He became a police officer because he truly wanted to catch real criminals, but he’s growing sick of the internal politics that are far from what he imagined.

>

>He works hard.

>

>However, his senior detective, [Oh Man Shik], keeps blocking him, forcing him to stay silent.

>

>There’s enough reason for it, but from Detective Goo Hak Jin’s perspective, even though he understands it in his head, his heart just can’t accept it.

>

>He vents all of this to his friend over the phone.

>

>He explains how far he’s dug into the case, where he got stuck, and laments why he has to go through such hell.

>

>This happens to reach the criminal’s ears by coincidence.]

This scene marks the beginning of Detective Goo Hak Jin facing a real crisis.

This particular phone call becomes the turning point where Detective and serial killer Kim Jong Hak starts seeing him as a threat.

The pace control of this scene was critical.

The information needed to be leaked in a way that the criminal could overhear, but without making it obvious that it was done on purpose.

The nuance of pacing was crucial.

Scene 23 was a key scene for this very reason.

Moreover, as a rookie actor, the added pressure of enduring the intensity on set was a burden in itself.

As for Lee Min Ki…

“Why is it always me? Like I’m the only one they pick on. If they needed a janitor, they should’ve hired one instead of a detective. Why did they even pick me? Did I study like crazy in Noryangjin just to end up like this, slamming my head against the desk? I have a good idea of who the criminal is and I want to investigate, but they keep blocking me from getting close! Damn it, should I just quit?”

Lee Min Ki portrayed [Detective Goo Hak Jin] masterfully.

He unleashed the frustration of living a police life completely different from what he imagined, pouring out the feelings of isolation with no one to confide in.

“I get it too, you know? No one wants a public servant running around like a rat in a burning house. But I’m a police officer! Hell, that’s my job! So why won’t they let me do it?!”

The current Lee Min Ki seemed like a completely different person from his usual self.

He was hot-blooded.

A youth unable to control his fiery temperament.

He was a low-ranking revolutionary, yearning to overturn the world but lacking the authority to do so, his anger bubbling inside.


Thud, thud, thud, thud.

Lee Min Ki strode briskly along the edge of the parking lot, reciting the more than twenty lines of the script continuously as his footsteps echoed sharply.

There were no mistakes.

Well, actually, there was one.

“Uh, you know what I mean, right?”

He fumbled through a minor line, but it passed as an impromptu ad-lib.

It wasn’t a big deal.

But, for a rookie, such flexibility was not an easy feat.

Rookies tend to obsess over strictly following the script, so when they miss a line, they often freeze up, like a robot running out of battery.

Of course, for an ad-lib to be successful, the final result has to be good.

However.

The fact that Director Yeom didn’t point out his mistake was as good as an order to keep going as is.

“Not bad.”

He smiled inwardly.

“Yeah, if it’s not a critical part, we can just cut it out in editing. Show as much as you can for now.”

It was better than cutting the camera.

If it had been a clumsy ad-lib, he would’ve shouted at him immediately, but at this level, it was tolerable.

Still, there was something curious.

“He’s quite comfortable on set. Is he naturally camera-friendly? There’s not a hint of nervousness.”

Lee Min Ki’s movements were too natural.


The truth was this:

Lee Min Ki had both experience and a backstory.

Even though he had only played minor roles and low-ranking supporting characters, he had experienced many sets over the years, becoming accustomed to the environment itself.

During that time, he nurtured a dream of one day standing among the lead actors.

But despite all that accumulated input, he had encountered obstacles in fully displaying his talent.

He was stifled.

His psychological state as a minor actor prevented him from revealing his full abilities.

Without him even realizing it, his confidence had been tightly bound.

Thanks to the continuous “nagging” — no, guidance — of Trainer Kim Ah Sung, that mental restraint had loosened somewhat.

The baseball field incident was a turning point.

“Tell them to go eat lettuce wraps with pork belly, damn it.”

This role also aligned well with his true nature.

He had always wanted to achieve something but had never been able to.

Director Yeom probably wasn’t aware of it, but the character [Detective Goo Hak Jin] represented a part of Lee Min Ki himself.

When the dam he’d been building up burst, it flooded out.

Now, Lee Min Ki had risen above the level of a typical rookie.

“Cut!”

At that moment, Director Yeom’s voice rang out, signaling the end of the take.

At the same time, the actors and crew snapped out of their immersion and visibly shuddered.

“Huuuu…”


Lee Min Ki, who had been delivering a long monologue, finally exhaled deeply.

And then…

His face flushed red.

‘Did I go a bit overboard?’

He had deliberately intensified the emotional line, knowing that the pressure of the gaze would be tough to handle.

But as he acted, something strange happened.

The lines struck a deep chord within him.

It felt as if Detective Goo Hak Jin’s lines were telling his own story.

When practicing with just the script, he had consciously controlled his emotions, but on set, everything turned white, and he let loose.

‘Maybe I overdid it.’

He instinctively braced himself for criticism and a retake.

“Min Ki.”

Director Yeom clapped his hands and said.

“That was great.”

“Huh?”

Lee Min Ki blinked, surprised by the unexpected words, and Director Yeom continued.

“You definitely have a knack for it. You know exactly where to emphasize and where to hold back in the lines. It’s something you learn from being on set a lot.”

Director Yeom then glanced up and down at Lee Min Ki’s physique, evaluating him as he muttered to himself before asking a question.

“Did you perhaps work under another stage name?”

“Huh? No, I’ve always been Lee Min Ki, using my real name.”

“Then as a child actor?”

“No.”

“Did you do theater?”

“That was just for a short time in a club.”

“I see. So you do have some experience.”

Nodding as if he had just realized something, Director Yeom said.

“Let’s shoot a few more takes. What we have now isn’t bad, but I think we can get something even better.”

“…!”

It was praise from Director Yeom, known for ruthlessly tearing apart even the smallest flaws.

Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened in surprise, and he shouted energetically.

“Yes! I’ll do it a hundred times if needed!”

“No, we don’t need that many.”

Meanwhile, at the same time…

Actors Choi Yoo Chang and Kang Do Won were standing at a distance, watching Lee Min Ki’s performance with quiet admiration.

“He doesn’t seem like a rookie. Come to think of it, doesn’t he remind you of when you first started, Do Won?”

“Did something happen with me?”

“When you were a rookie, they banned you from set because you made all the senior actors feel small. They said you were too arrogant, remember? Hahaha!”

“…”

Kang Do Won frowned at the memories, which were not exactly sweet.

Still, he could relate to some extent.

‘There are plenty of people who are bitter about the rise of a skilled rookie.’

Kang Do Won briefly drifted into old thoughts before shaking them off.

Enough.

He only needed to avoid perpetuating such toxic traditions.

With that thought, Kang Do Won stood up and muttered.

“I’ll have to work harder.”

“Are you talking about him?”

“No, I’m talking about the two of us.”

* * *

It had been two weeks since filming started.

A change had come to Lee Min Ki.

“Good, good. Let’s move on to the next scene. Min Ki, get ready.”

“Yes!”

He had fully adapted to the environment and melted into the scene.

It wasn’t that he hadn’t had the opportunity to prove himself before, but once he did, the recognition came quickly.

Especially from his colleagues on set.

“Min Ki, do you know a bit about action scenes? I’m supposed to get into a fight with you in the latter part. You’ll go easy on an old guy like me, right?”

“Haha… haha…”

Actor Choi Yoo Chang, in particular, couldn’t seem to stop chatting, as if he found Lee Min Ki utterly adorable.

“Now that I think about it, you seem to have a sturdy build. Do you go to the gym? Do you have a personal trainer?”

“I just go to a gym near my house.”

“That’s right. The best gym is always the one closest to home. When it’s far, it’s too hot to go in the summer and too cold to go in the winter.”

He rambled on, endlessly.

This was a characteristic of actor Choi Yoo Chang.

A “too much talker.”

Or TMI (too much information).

In the industry, he was infamous for talking too much.

There was even a joke that if he hadn’t become an actor, he might have become either a snake-oil salesman or a cult leader.

>[I once saw him at a restaurant and asked for his autograph. He ended up planning out my entire life for me.]

Someone like him wasn’t going to ignore a rookie like Lee Min Ki.

Throughout the filming, he was practically glued to Lee Min Ki’s side.

“Yoo Chang, aren’t you being a bit too friendly?”

Kang Do Won actor spoke up, sounding somewhat uncomfortable.

“Min Ki seems uncomfortable. Maybe you shouldn’t be so overbearing.”

“Oh, I don’t mind,” Lee Min Ki was about to protest.

“Hey, Do Won, what’s wrong with actors getting to know each other?”

Choi Yoo Chang laughed heartily in response.

“A senior actor can find a junior charming, right?”

“I mean, rookies can get their emotional acting thrown off if they get too familiar with their seniors. You’ll be fighting later, so how are you going to make that look real?”

“That’s only for rookies who don’t know what they’re doing.”

Was he implying he wasn’t a rookie?

Lee Min Ki’s eyes twitched slightly as Choi Yoo Chang snorted and said.

“Ah, I get it. You’re jealous that I’m getting along with a younger guy while you can’t even talk to anyone. Right?”

“… Yoo Chang, have you been drinking?”

“Ohh, if you can’t argue with the message, you attack the messenger.”

“Ugh, I should stop talking. Min Ki, be careful around this guy.”

“Ah, thank you.”

As soon as Lee Min Ki bowed his head to the senior actor’s advice…

“What? Min Ki, I’ve been looking after you, and now I’m the one to be careful of? Is that how it is between us?”

Choi Yoo Chang muttered as if feeling offended.

“…”

What kind of relationship was this?

Although Lee Min Ki had seen Choi Yoo Chang on TV, they had only worked together for less than a week on set.

‘This is really disappointing.’

What did Lee Min Ki think of Choi Yoo Chang?

He was a symbol of veteran actors.

Solid and intense.

He often played stiff characters on screen, which only amplified this image.

He was respected by his seniors and admired by his juniors—a distant role model.

Who could have imagined that, in reality, he had the personality of an uncle who wanders around in his boxers on weekends?

‘Give me back my fantasy.’

But why was he sticking so close?

There were plenty of other rookies and talented actors around.

Why was he so focused on Lee Min Ki?

The absurd affection only deepened Lee Min Ki’s suspicion.

In truth, this was all because of his talent.

‘This guy is fun to tease.’

Choi Yoo Chang chuckled to himself.

To him, Lee Min Ki was humble despite his skills.

Even when it wasn’t his turn, he attentively observed and learned, taking notes.

He didn’t go out of his way to impress his seniors, which made him an exceptionally likable junior.

And Choi Yoo Chang wasn’t the only one who thought highly of him.

There was one more.

“You really are something special, actor.”

Joo Ha Na, who seemed to follow Lee Min Ki around like a shadow, also admired him.

“When I watch your acting, it feels like I’m seeing the real thing. It gives me chills.”

“Haha, thank you.”

Unfortunately, Lee Min Ki wasn’t too thrilled about her interest.

‘She’s a bit overwhelming.’

Joo Ha Na had gained fame through scandals.

It was hard not to be wary of someone who had been notorious for leading people on.

Of course, there didn’t seem to be any immediate issues.

“I brought something you like! An iced Americano!”

In fact, she seemed quite likable at the moment.

However, there was an old saying: Don’t tie your shoelaces in a melon patch.

He didn’t want to get too close and risk unforeseen problems later, so he kept his distance.

“Can you tell me where you work out? I’d like to join.”

“I just go to a gym near my house.”

“So, you don’t want to tell me?”

“No, it’s really just a gym near my house.”

At this point, Joo Ha Na’s reputation was quite good.

She was seen as a hardworking, polite actress.

In this way, Lee Min Ki unintentionally became the center of attention on set, a situation that seemed like the perfect scenario.

But there’s something you should know.

In a classroom of thirty students, there’s always at least one person who dislikes you for no reason.

So, not everyone on set viewed him positively.

‘Ugh, he’s sucking up so hard.’

There were also people who harbored ill feelings towards him for getting along so well with the senior actors.

“If you’re a rookie, act like one. Why is he acting so bold?”

“He’s in his mid-twenties. Isn’t it embarrassing to act like the youngest?”

These feelings mostly came from other rookie actors who were stuck in between.

They weren’t complete newbies anymore, but they weren’t exactly receiving much attention either, just drifting around on set like spare parts.

To them, Lee Min Ki’s behavior seemed irritating.

“Actor Choi Yoo Chang is just nice, that’s why he’s putting up with it.”

“They act like they don’t notice, but they know what’s going on.”

From their perspective, he was kissing up to his seniors while pretending to be humble to his juniors.

How could anyone see that in a positive light?

Of course, this could also be interpreted as being polite to his seniors and humble to his juniors.

But to those who had already formed a negative opinion, such nuances didn’t matter.

‘I’ve seen plenty of guys like him. They think sucking up will put them on the same level as their seniors.’

Though, in truth, it was more that Choi Yoo Chang had taken an interest in him.

But they couldn’t see that.

Add in a little bit of personal resentment.

‘From the very first shoot, he’s hanging out with a woman? His head’s not on straight.’

‘A rookie with a woman?’

‘He’s definitely a player.’

This assumption was largely due to his appearance, a face more pretty than rugged and a well-proportioned physique.

It was a total mess.

One of those with a twisted view of Lee Min Ki.

“Acting all high and mighty, huh?”

Kim In Gwon, a stunt actor, muttered to himself from a distance, arms crossed as he watched Lee Min Ki.

“I’ll show him what real skill looks like.”
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The studio of [Forever Green].

“Director.”

“……”

“Director?”

“……”

“Director!”

“Ah.”

Only after hearing Choi Yoo Chang’s persistent voice did Director Yeom Gwang Ho snap out of it.

“You were spacing out again.”

“I’ve been out of it lately.”

“Come on, if you can’t even hear voices anymore, isn’t it time to retire?”

It was a remark that could be taken as quite rude. However, Director Yeom Gwang Ho only chuckled in response.

“Come on, I’m still full of life.”

“Really, Director?”

“What ‘Director’? Stop being so cringe. Just call me what you used to, kid.”

“Oh, should I?”

Choi Yoo Chang casually dragged a chair over and sat down on it.

“Hyung, have you eaten?”

Yes.


Top actor Choi Yoo Chang and the great director Yeom Gwang Ho—two people who had achieved significant success in their respective fields—were closer than most would expect.

And it had been that way for a very long time.

‘I’ve known this guy for decades, and yet he’s still such a handful.’

Even though Yeom had grown accustomed to his loud voice over time.

When had it all begun?

Director Yeom still vividly remembered the first time he’d discovered Choi Yoo Chang.

‘He was someone who would say anything, whether it was to a superior or a subordinate.’

In the early days of his career, Choi Yoo Chang had been completely different.

“I’m telling you, there’s this place nearby that makes amazing kimchi jjim. And not just amazing, the portions are huge! It’s the best in Bucheon. People are calling it Bucheong Kimchi Jjim, you know?”

Now, he had a smooth and almost sly personality, but back then, as a rookie, he had stood tall and defiant, even to his seniors on set.

That image had been seared into Yeom’s memory, making it impossible to forget.

[“If you can’t act, I say you can’t act. What did I say that was wrong?”]

He often got into fights.

His sharp, thorny personality got him kicked off set more than once.

The rough edges of his temperament started to soften when he realized that relationships with fellow actors reflected in his acting.

‘In the end, if it was for the sake of his acting, he was someone who could change at his very core.’

Now, Choi Yoo Chang had grown into someone who could manage the mood on set.

It was impressive.

To think that a person could change so fundamentally, from the roots up—how great must the world of acting be?

“You know, kid, we used to fight all the time.”


“Ah, I was just immature back then.”

“You’re still immature.”

“But now I lift some weights at least, huh?”

As they reminisced and exchanged light-hearted jokes, another person came to Director Yeom’s mind.

“Speaking of which, that guy…”

“Ah, Min Ki?”

At the mention of a friend, Lee Min Ki’s name instantly popped out.

It was as if Choi Yoo Chang had been waiting for the opportunity.

And in truth, he probably had been.

Both Director Yeom and Choi Yoo Chang, in fact.

“Yeah, that rookie.”

Director Yeom nodded and asked, “I wanted to hear your opinion on his acting. What do you think?”

“Hmm, well, this is a bit tricky.”

Choi Yoo Chang scratched his chin thoughtfully—unusual for him—before speaking.

“I think he’s in for a tough time.”

“A tough time? What do you mean?”

Yeom raised an eyebrow at the unexpected choice of words.

“You know, there’s this phase all the talented rookies go through. Both Do Won and I went through it too.”

“Come on, don’t beat around the bush. Just say what you mean.”

“Why are you acting like you don’t know? He’ll get pushed around wherever he goes.”


Choi Yoo Chang snickered and continued.

“Rookies are usually average and easy to deal with. If you’re too good, life gets tough. The higher-ups don’t like you, and the average guys get jealous.”

“Are you saying he might get ostracized?”

“It’s not exactly bullying. Just that people might be less cooperative with him.”

“Even if I step in?”

“Do sets ever run exactly how the director wants?”

“True. If they did, I would have made five blockbusters by now.”

As the conversation veered off into jokes again, Choi Yoo Chang steered it back on track.

“Anyway, I’ve noticed some guys grumbling because they feel overshadowed.”

“Really? Can’t you do something about it?”

“If I step in to protect him, it’ll make things worse. People will just say I’m playing favorites.”

“Hmm…”

As the atmosphere grew more serious, Choi Yoo Chang spoke again.

“You know that guy, right? The one who used to be a stunt actor?”

“Kim In Kwon?”

“Yeah, that guy. He’s good, but he’s got this weird jealousy going on. He keeps picking on the rookie. He gets too rough in the action scenes. Is he trying to stand out or something?”

“You think he’ll do the same to Min Ki?”

“I don’t know. But I hope he doesn’t cross the line.”

“Hmm.”

Director Yeom blinked as a clue presented itself.

He wondered if he should consider revising the script slightly.

But he couldn’t act on suspicions alone.

In the end, there was only one thing he could do.

“I’ll keep an eye on it.”

Watch more closely and with more care.

But Choi Yoo Chang knew just how intimidating a director’s attention could be.

Especially when it was from Director Yeom Gwang Ho.

Which was why he could finally relax and say with a smile.

“Want a drink?”

“I’d lov— No, I’m busy.”

* * *

There’s one scene you can’t leave out in a crime film.

And what might that be?

‘Finally, the chase scene.’

A chase scene.

Especially one where a detective chases a criminal.

Maybe he catches onto a drug deal at the scene and takes off in pursuit.

Maybe he scales walls. Maybe they end up in a fistfight.

There were so many action elements you could fit in.

In short, the chase scene is the crown jewel of crime films.

“The camera’s going to follow you from the side, so don’t run too fast. If it doesn’t work, we can just shoot it again, so focus on getting the movements right. And safety comes first. Understood?”

“Yes.”

“Alright, let’s practice it five times. If you don’t pass, no real filming. Safety. And more safety.”

“Yes, sir!”

As the stunt director guided him, Lee Min Ki’s heart began to race.

It was only natural; he had always had a dream about chase scenes.

Because…

‘I’ve never really had a chance to shoot a running scene.’

It was a running scene.

And who was Lee Min Ki?

At home, he’d trip over electric cords, slip on marble floors in department stores, and on rainy days, fall flat on his face in the mud.

If he tried to run too intensely, his ankle would give out first.

Running wasn’t the only issue.

This had been his fate with almost any cardio exercise.

Ever since elementary school.

In P.E. class.

While his classmates mastered two-step jumps, three-step jumps, and crisscrossing their ropes, all he could do was—

[“Did you trip again?”]

Trip over himself.

[“How do you manage to tangle yourself up in the rope doing a single jump?”]

[“It’s a miracle.”]

[“A miracle? Lee Min Ki is more than a miracle.”]

In short, cardio exercise had been a complex and a symbol of bad luck for Lee Min Ki.

But over the past few months.

Lee Min Ki had learned one thing.

Humans don’t sprain their ankles just by jogging lightly!

“Now I can finally shoot a chase scene.”

A sense of anticipation filled him.

And this wasn’t just any chase scene.

It was a pivotal chase scene in [Forever Green].

The character Lee Min Ki was playing, [Detective Goo Hak Jin], would chase down and apprehend a fleeing criminal, but during this, the protagonist would attempt to kill the criminal.

This marked the moment when [Detective Goo Hak Jin] would fully get entangled in a murder case.

In other words, it was the beginning of Lee Min Ki’s big moment.

Moreover, the person playing his counterpart in this chase scene seemed to be quite skilled as well.

“Min Ki, please take it easy on me.”

Kim In Kwon offered a handshake with a refreshing smile.

As Lee Min Ki accepted the handshake, he responded in an awkward voice.

“It’s my first time filming a stunt scene, so I’m not sure if I can do it properly. I might make some mistakes.”

“Hey, it’s fine.”

Kim In Kwon smiled again, as cool as a peppermint breeze.

“I’m actually a former stunt actor. I can handle most things, so don’t worry, just take it easy. Relax.”

“……!”

“More than that, make sure you don’t get hurt, especially your face.”

Kim In Kwon’s gentle tone made Lee Min Ki’s eyes widen.

‘Are all the people on set this nice?’

From Director Yeom Gwang Ho to Choi Yoo Chang and Kang Do Won, everyone seemed so kind.

Feeling overwhelmed with gratitude, Lee Min Ki replied.

“Thank you, sunbae! I’ll do my best!”

“Haha, it’s not good to push too hard either. Don’t get too tense, just relax, relax. If you get too stiff, you’ll hurt yourself.”

“Yes!”

“I should go warm up too. See you in a bit, Min Ki.”

Kim In Kwon turned to a corner of the studio and began a series of flashy stretches. Then, he grabbed a pull-up bar and started flying through the air.

‘That’s the class of a former stunt actor.’

Lee Min Ki’s eyes sparkled as he watched.

‘I have to make sure I don’t mess this up.’

Filled with determination, Lee Min Ki began to warm up, when the stunt director approached him.

“Hmm, the more I see you, Min Ki…”

“Yes?”

“With your build and natural instincts, you could become an excellent stunt actor with just a bit more practice.”

“Haha…”

“You’re a rare talent. Rare.”

Lee Min Ki couldn’t quite tell if that was a compliment or a subtle dig.

* * *

A little while later.

The real filming began.

As with any action scene, the atmosphere on set was tense.

Even in a light action scene, a small mistake could lead to serious injury.

There had been times when a simple fall led to someone bleeding from the head and the entire role being recast.

There was another reason for the tension as well.

‘I wonder how good he is at action scenes.’

‘His body lines look great though.’

People were curious to see how well Lee Min Ki would handle physical acting.

‘He looked pretty good during practice.’

‘As long as he doesn’t mess up, it should be fine.’

‘His movements are clean.’

Some people had positive expectations.

While others…

‘Let’s see how he does.’

‘He’s going to embarrass himself.’

‘It’s a rookie’s rite of passage to regret their action scenes later.’

Some were more skeptical.

With all these mixed expectations focused on him, Lee Min Ki stood alone.

“Ready, action!”

At Director Yeom’s booming voice, Lee Min Ki kicked off the ground.

Thud, thud, thud!

He ran down the narrow alleyway with somewhat exaggerated movements. His arms and legs moved in a wider range than they would in a normal run.

It might have looked a bit silly at first glance.

However, the exaggerated movements were necessary because normal running could appear too small on camera.

‘Great, I’m not falling!’

Lee Min Ki’s heart pounded wildly.

He was exhilarated.

He could hardly suppress the smile that was threatening to spread across his face.

He was overjoyed just to be doing something that came so easily to others.

Thud, thud, thud!

Behind him, another man was pursuing him quickly.

It was Director Yeom Gwang Ho himself.

He was on set with a handheld camera, chasing after Lee Min Ki, staying just a step behind.

This was the hand-held camera technique.

Holding the camera by hand while following the action.

Though it might result in a bit of shakiness, it would greatly enhance the realism and intensity of the scene.

This technique was especially perfect for chase scenes, and in Korea, it was one of Director Yeom’s signature methods.

‘His movements are more stable than I expected.’

Even as he followed closely behind, Director Yeom found himself quietly impressed by Lee Min Ki.

At first, Yeom had planned to cover up any lacking action skills with camera tricks and editing.

But now that they were shooting the real scene, what was happening?

Running—the most basic of all action elements.

Though basic, it often looked flat and lacked intensity if the actor’s lower body wasn’t strong.

However, Lee Min Ki’s running had a grounded, stable feeling to it, as if his feet were glued to the ground.

‘He’s good at everything. No sign of fear either.’

Impressive.

Could a rookie really be this capable?

Director Yeom was quietly amazed at Lee Min Ki’s potential, even in such small movements.

“Hup!”

Just as Lee Min Ki was running, a man suddenly jumped out from the side alley.

He appeared startled, as if he had taken a wrong turn.

It was Kim In Kwon.

His body was headed straight toward Lee Min Ki at a perfect 90-degree angle, just inches away from colliding with him.

Only a few centimeters more.

A few more steps, and Lee Min Ki would’ve crashed into him and been sent flying.

Just as they reached that limit.

Was he supposed to stop just in time?

‘He’s not slowing down!’

The hairs on the back of Director Yeom’s neck stood up.

This was dangerous.

It was definitely a dangerous moment.

With years of experience, he knew a set accident was just seconds away.

‘No, this can’t happen.’

But it was already too late to stop.

Lee Min Ki’s startled expression.

Kim In Kwon’s shoulder extending just a little farther than he had calculated.

The collision was inevitable.

It had to happen.

That was the conclusion he reached.

Thud.

With a small sound like a pebble bouncing off the ground, Kim In Kwon’s body slightly lifted into the air.

“Huh?”

He let out a small cry.

And then Kim In Kwon flew through the air.

Thud!

He crashed dramatically into the building wall, surrounded by dust, and fell in a heap.

It was a situation where a minor injury could have easily become a major one.

‘Amazing.’

Lee Min Ki, shocked and frozen in place, thought to himself.

‘So this is what it takes to be a stunt actor.’
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“…Uuuunngh.”

Kim In Gwon, who had been sent flying into a pile of garbage, staggered to his feet, groaning in pain. Then, with a thud, he collapsed again.

But there was no one there to help him up.

Why?

“…….”

Because Director Yeom’s camera was still pointed at his face.

The rule of the studio was simple: as long as the film was rolling, no one from the outside world could intervene.

Meanwhile, even Lee Min Ki was too awestruck to react.

‘So this is what a real professional’s action looks like.’

His heart still pounded when he recalled the moment Kim In Gwon had charged at him just a little while ago.

It had been incredibly realistic.

As if Kim In Gwon had truly intended to crash into him—it was utterly lifelike.

Just a few centimeters.

No, not even a few centimeters—just a few millimeters more, and Lee Min Ki himself would have been sprawled on the ground next to him.

Kim In Gwon had managed to control that tiny gap, sending himself flying alone.

…That was what Lee Min Ki concluded.

Whether it was true or not didn’t matter.

‘I still have a long way to go. I got cocky just because my body moved the way I wanted it to for a moment. My stance is all wrong. I shouldn’t be happy just because I’ve been getting some compliments lately. This is the level I need to reach.’

Watching Kim In Gwon’s flawless action, adrenaline surged in Lee Min Ki’s mind.


Meanwhile, Kim In Gwon, who had been propping himself up with his hands, finally succeeded in standing.

At that point, Director Yeom Gwang Ho’s camera came to a stop.

“Cut.”

Director Yeom, who finally gave the signal, rushed over to grab Kim In Gwon’s hand. His voice was full of emotion.

“That was excellent.”

“Excuse me?”

“That action scene just now—I didn’t expect you to go this far. As someone who loves action, I was genuinely surprised by you, In Gwon.”

“Huh? What? Me?”

Compliments were pouring out.

But the person receiving them, Kim In Gwon, was utterly confused.

‘What did I do?’

He had simply tried to make Lee Min Ki taste some humiliation by staging it as an accident, but it hadn’t worked.

His plan had been to trip Lee Min Ki, then fall together, and then blame him for failing to coordinate.

But what had happened instead?

Not only had he failed to touch Lee Min Ki, but he had ended up crashing into a pile of garbage.

“There was a bit of improvisation, but if it’s that kind of ad-lib, it’s more than welcome. Originally, I planned to shoot a longer take, but if it’s at this level, editing it together will work better. In Gwon, I can expect more action scenes like this from you, right?”

To make matters worse, Director Yeom Gwang Ho was praising him.

How was he supposed to respond?

At this moment, there was only one thing Kim In Gwon could do.

‘Because of that bastard, Lee Min Ki…!’


His face turned red with frustration.

***

After a brief break, filming resumed.

“Ready, action!”

They cut from the scene where Kim In Gwon was thrown into the garbage and picked up from the next shot.

Just as Lee Min Ki was about to grab the fallen Kim In Gwon, Kim In Gwon shook him off and ran away again.

This time, there was a scene where Kim In Gwon, fleeing from Lee Min Ki, threw garbage at him.

It was a continuation of the previous action scene.

But even here, Kim In Gwon thought to himself:

‘I got caught off guard earlier, but that won’t happen again.’

This was a chance to redeem himself.

Just because he failed once didn’t mean he would fail twice. Kim In Gwon’s anger wasn’t extinguished yet.

He was a man of determination.

Wasn’t it said that failure is the mother of success?

Kim In Gwon firmly believed that this was a universal truth.

‘Take this!’

As Kim In Gwon sprinted away from Lee Min Ki, he clenched a milk carton in his hand.

According to the script, he should throw the milk carton at Lee Min Ki’s torso.

But instead, he aimed a bit higher—planning to hit his head.

Just at that moment…


Splat—

“Ah!”

He must have squeezed the carton too hard.

The milk carton burst, and the white liquid splashed all over Kim In Gwon’s head.

Plop!

“Gah! Gah!”

The milk dripped down like a waterfall, blinding his eyes as it flowed into them.

Thud!

To make things worse, his legs got tangled, and Kim In Gwon rolled onto the ground again.

If the previous fall could be written off as improvisation, this one was, without a doubt, a full-blown accident.

But…

‘Oh, oh, ohhhh.’

Director Yeom Gwang Ho’s camera didn’t stop rolling.

He was simply in awe.

‘This is a good shot too.’

It was all so natural.

In crime films, the key to a good action scene was its realism.

Action as lively as a freshly caught fish flopping on the ground.

Right now, in Director Yeom’s eyes, Kim In Gwon was delivering the ideal action performance he had envisioned.

Lee Min Ki was equally impressed.

‘A stunt actor really is different.’

No matter what unexpected situation arose, he managed to turn it into a part of the scene.

It was ad-libbing beyond ad-libs.

Regardless of the truth, that was how Kim In Gwon appeared in Lee Min Ki’s eyes.

“Cut! Take a breather, then we’ll continue. Let’s just touch up the sequence.”

Director Yeom, too, was someone who enjoyed weaving together unexpected events to create a bigger picture.

He seemed intent on utilizing everything without wasting a single moment.

But even then, it wasn’t over.

“Ugh!”

“Huff, huff, huff. This bastard, seems like you’ve been working out.”

In the scene where the fugitive, out of breath after running for a while, turned to face Lee Min Ki for a bare-handed fight, Kim In Gwon threw an overly aggressive punch.

Thwack.

By pure chance, his foot got caught on Lee Min Ki’s, and he once again fell to the ground.

“Oh!”

And once again, Director Yeom was impressed.

‘Why again?!’

Kim In Gwon fumed inside.

The same situation repeated several times.

Smack!

“Argh!”

Thud!

“Ugh!”

Kim In Gwon repeatedly failed in front of Lee Min Ki.

Or rather, the scenes succeeded.

It was only that his intentions weren’t being fulfilled.

‘Is this bastard doing it on purpose, knowing everything?’

By this point, he even felt wronged.

Who was Kim In Gwon, after all?

He was someone who could be considered top-tier among stunt actors.

There was no way he would make a mistake in a simple fight scene.

Causing a minor accident to trouble a rookie actor should have been easier than mixing cold water with porridge.

This wasn’t the first time, either.

But this time, what should have been simple turned out to be as tangled as a knotted shoelace—completely unfixable.

“Ah! Damn it!”

He was about to explode, his frustration echoing the lines he spat out.

‘Is this guy just lucky?’

Kim In Gwon had hit the truth.

It was purely a matter of luck.

Accidents, by nature, involve luck—whether it’s bad luck or something else—and luck is always swallowed up by an even greater stroke of luck.

Yes, it was Lee Min Ki’s luck.

His luck was so immense that any approaching misfortune simply bounced off.

It didn’t just deflect misfortune—it seemed to retaliate.

The farce that had taken place in the waiting room during the filming of Campus Story was like that, too.

An absolute difference in luck.

Lee Min Ki possessed various kinds of luck, but when it came to avoiding misfortune, his luck was nearly absolute.

And.

‘What is this guy trying to pull?’

He wasn’t a pushover.

Improvisation and mistakes were fine to a point, but when they kept happening like this, it was impossible not to notice the malice underneath.

After all, why is improvisation called improvisation?

It’s because it’s an unexpected situation—that’s why it’s called ad-libbing.

In an action scene, where injuries are easy to come by, repeatedly throwing in ad-libs like this was a blatant sign of disrespect toward the other actor.

Regardless of what Kim In Gwon’s intentions were.

‘Does he think I’m a pushover?’

At first, Lee Min Ki thought it was a misunderstanding.

Could Kim In Gwon really be doing this on purpose?

But as time passed, and by the time they reached the hand-to-hand combat scene, it became impossible not to notice.

‘This is intentional.’

He didn’t know the reason, but it was clear that Kim In Gwon was deliberately throwing hostile ad-libs at him.

And that meant Lee Min Ki couldn’t just let it go.

He’d tolerate what he could.

Then.

“Uwaaagh!”

At the moment when Kim In Gwon, pretending to make a mistake, aimed a punch at the back of Lee Min Ki’s head—

“……!”

That punch was caught firmly in Lee Min Ki’s hand.

Like a ball being caught in a catcher’s glove.

Creak.

Kim In Gwon tried to pull his fist free, but it was stuck in place.

It was as if Lee Min Ki’s grip had clamped down on his fist like a powerful press, pinning it in place with unrelenting force.

Sweat dripped down Kim In Gwon’s forehead.

‘What kind of grip strength…’

Grip strength.

It was the result of all the hard work Lee Min Ki had put in finally paying off.

It had only been a week since he had started working out at the gym near his house.

[Director, do you know how to strengthen your forearm muscles?]

He had casually asked Gym Manager Kwon Joon Yong one day.

[Forearm muscles? Why?]

[Well, a lot of people say that thick forearms are a symbol of masculinity. I was just curious if there’s a way to build them up.]

[Hmm, it’s possible, but forearms are such small muscles that it won’t be fun. They’re hard to build, and they grow slowly. Even if you work at it three or four times as hard as your chest or thighs, it still might not be enough.]

[Still, I’d like to try.]

[Hoo.]

Right then, Kwon Joon Yong had smiled ominously, and Lee Min Ki felt like he had made a mistake.

[If our member wants to do it, we have to let him. If you’re willing to take it on voluntarily, I’ll respect that determination as a trainer.]

[Uh, I was just thinking of adding it on the side…]

[Min Ki, that’s not how muscles work. Once you start, you have to see it through to the end. That’s how muscles grow.]

Whatever that logic was supposed to mean.

In any case, the training wasn’t easy.

[Start with dumbbell reverse curls, loosen up your wrists with farmer’s walks, then build up with pull-up bar hangs. When it starts to feel easier, switch to dumbbell wrist extensions, and repeat.]

He had to keep repeating all kinds of forearm exercises that most people didn’t even do.

That’s how he had built up his forearm strength.

It wasn’t visually noticeable yet, but muscles always show their functionality before they show their appearance.

55 kilograms.

That was Lee Min Ki’s current grip strength.

It was a 40% increase from when he first started.

It was above average for a regular person, but below the level of a professional athlete.

“……!”

Kim In Gwon desperately tried to pull his fist away, but it didn’t budge.

“Ugh!”

Only by using the momentum of his entire body, not just his arm strength, was he finally able to free himself.

“Whoa, whoa?”

He even fell back, landing on his rear.

But that didn’t calm his frustration.

Kim In Gwon stood up, brushing off his aching backside, and pointed angrily at Lee Min Ki, shouting.

“Min Ki, don’t you think you’ve gone too far?”

He was accusing him.

“Huh?”

Lee Min Ki’s face twitched, unsure of what he was hearing, but before he could respond, Kim In Gwon continued.

“Improvising is fine, but we need to agree on the limits. Don’t you think?”

It was a fair point.

Ad-libbing only works when there’s an unspoken agreement with the other actor.

However.

‘This guy didn’t discuss anything with me.’

It wasn’t like Kim In Gwon had ever done that with him.

From Lee Min Ki’s perspective, this was absurd.

When he did it, it was a clever ad-lib, but when someone else did it, it was a mistake?

“I’m not the only one doing that.”

“All this has to be done by reading the atmosphere and matching the rhythm. What if someone gets hurt? Huh?”

“I almost got hurt, too.”

“But did you get hurt?”

Was it because of his short temper?

Kim In Gwon’s criticism didn’t seem to care even if the cameras were still rolling.

But.

He wasn’t the only one present.

The dozens of people surrounding them weren’t just standing around like props.

“In Gwon, why are you getting so worked up?”

Someone finally intervened.

It was Choi Yoo Chang.

He smiled brightly at Kim In Gwon, who looked startled, and spoke.

“Things like this can happen during movie shoots.”

“But this guy…”

“Hey, maybe it was a bit much. But you’re the senior here, right? You’ve been improvising the whole time, and you’re so good at it that Min Ki probably saw that and wanted to try it out for himself. Right?”

“But still…”

“In Gwon.”

Just as Kim In Gwon tried to protest further, Choi Yoo Chang’s eyes narrowed slightly, and his voice turned icy as he spoke.

“Aren’t you putting a bit too much of your personal feelings into your acting?”

A single, sharp remark—like a dagger.

That line froze Kim In Gwon to the core.
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Actor Choi Yoo Chang spoke up.

“Aren’t you putting too much personal feeling into your acting?”

With that single stern remark, the hairs on Kim In Gwon’s skin stood on end.

“…!”

The person who usually only smiled wasn’t smiling now.

It was the most terrifying moment, seeing someone who typically showed only a hint of a smile suddenly change.

That was the power of Choi Yoo Chang’s words.

Like a snake whispering into the ear of a mouse, Kim In Gwon, suppressed by Choi Yoo Chang’s presence, held his breath.

“I-I didn’t mean it like that….”

Just as he was about to blurt out a feeble excuse—

Tap.

Choi Yoo Chang patted Kim In Gwon’s shoulder and spoke.

“I’m just joking, joking.”

Who wouldn’t know that it wasn’t a joke?

Kim In Gwon’s shoulders tingled as if a ghost had just passed by.

But it didn’t end there.

This time, Director Yeom Gwang Ho, following behind Choi Yoo Chang, approached the frozen Kim In Gwon and spoke.

“The atmosphere was good. What’s with the sudden fight?”

Director Yeom Gwang Ho intervened as if to mediate.


“While acting, it’s natural to give and take, right, Min Ki?”

There was a hint of sincerity in his gaze as he asked.

Lee Min Ki pondered briefly whether he should pursue the matter further or back off.

“Yes, I was just a little caught off guard.”

He made the best choice he could in that moment.

If he had gotten angry, things would have escalated.

But at the end of that, it would only cause harm.

“I’m sorry, Director.”

Kim In Gwon’s forehead twitched at the brief apology.

He realized that the apology wasn’t directed at him, but at Director Yeom.

‘This bastard, until the very end!’

However, before he could respond, Director Yeom Gwang Ho let out a sigh of relief, as if glad the situation was resolved, and said,

“Thankfully, neither of you got seriously hurt. Right, In Gwon?”

“…….”

“In Gwon.”

“…Yes.”

Kim In Gwon nodded reluctantly.

Seeing this, Director Yeom gave a wry smile internally.

‘You’ve got to know your limits.’

Throwing out improvisations with excitement—


That’s like giving the other party permission to improvise in return.

Acting isn’t one-sided.

It goes back and forth between both sides, and from this perspective, Kim In Gwon’s behavior was clearly hypocritical.

And it wasn’t lost on others at the scene either.

‘Yeah, he did go a bit overboard.’

‘What? Didn’t they discuss this in advance?’

‘I was curious to see how far he’d take it.’

While everything would be fine if the atmosphere were good, Kim In Gwon’s one-sided behavior made things clear.

He had crossed the line.

However, this worked in Lee Min Ki’s favor, as it helped him gain favor with the other actors on set.

‘Kim In Gwon is pretty mischievous, but he handled it well.’

‘That was all improvisation?’

‘If that’s the case, then props to him.’

‘His movements are impressive. So, that body built through training isn’t just for show.’

‘Min Ki, fighting!’

‘Our junior is doing great!’

It was the beginning of a reevaluation.

With the atmosphere somewhat settled, the fact that Kim In Gwon’s acting career was a bit ahead of Lee Min Ki’s didn’t matter much.

In front of the more experienced actors and directors, he was just a candle before a blazing fire.

With a ten-million-viewer actor and the director personally resolving the situation, Kim In Gwon wasn’t in a position to escalate things further.


“That aside, Min Ki.”

“Yes?”

“I just want to say something.”

Director Yeom turned toward Lee Min Ki as if he still had something to say.

“I was worried since rookies aren’t usually good at handling improvisation, but your response to the unexpected situation was perfect.”

“Oh, that’s because the stunt director guided me well.”

At those words, the corners of the stunt director’s mouth lifted ever so slightly, barely noticeable.

Director Yeom chuckled softly and said,

“Even if you’re taught the same things, it doesn’t mean everyone can pull it off. Humility isn’t bad, but you should have confidence in yourself.”

That was all.

Director Yeom genuinely had a favorable impression of Lee Min Ki.

‘His acting is good, he cooperates well, and he seems quick-witted too.’

If even he had gotten involved, it would have been a tough situation to manage.

‘I can kind of see why Yoo Chang is defending him. He doesn’t act like a rookie.’

Overall, it was like this.

Although it seemed like they smoothed things over, Lee Min Ki gained a lot from the situation.

A high evaluation on set.

It was something some people could never obtain, no matter how hard they tried their whole lives.

On the other hand, Kim In Gwon became the guy who got upset because his improvisation wasn’t received.

‘This is why it matters how you say things.’

With the situation more or less wrapped up, Director Yeom sighed and spoke again.

“Alright, we seem to have gotten too excited filming just one scene. Let’s take a breather. Min Ki, your part for this scene is done, so take a break. In Gwon, get ready for the next scene—”

He was about to direct them toward the next scene when—

“Ugh….”

Kim In Gwon began limping on one leg.

“Hey, it looks like his ankle is swollen.”

“What? Hold on.”

The stunt director immediately rushed over and pulled up his pant leg in one swift motion.

The sight revealed was shocking.

His ankle was severely bruised, swelling up like an undercooked sweet potato, blue and painful-looking.

Alarmed by the clear sign of serious injury, the stunt director’s eyes widened as he spoke.

“Whoa, you need to go to the hospital right now.”

It sounded so casual that it almost seemed like a joke.

“What?”

Kim In Gwon’s eyes widened in disbelief.

“The hospital?”

“See? This is why I told you not to push yourself too hard. You need to head to the hospital first.”

“…….”

Kim In Gwon stood there with a blank expression.

“Director, I still have action scenes left.”

“Man, your body comes first, not the shoot. If you ignore this, the aftereffects will be worse.”

“So, what, am I supposed to just sit and wait until I get better…?”

“If you have to, then yes, wait as long as it takes. What, you won’t?”

The stunt director’s usual firm stance on safety showed in his sharp words.

Even Director Yeom stepped in, placing a hand on Kim In Gwon’s shoulder and speaking with a serious expression.

“In Gwon, there’s no need to push through injuries just to finish filming. Go to the hospital, get treated first, and we’ll figure out the rest later. If you can’t do action scenes, we can try other ones.”

“Director, I can still do it.”

“Thank you, I appreciate the sentiment, but your health comes first.”

“Director….”

“Hey, someone bring some ice for a cold compress. Whoever has a car, take the actor to the hospital.”

And with that, it was settled.

Kim In Gwon, who had his big action scenes cut short, sat trembling in a chair.

‘So, I can’t do my action scenes?’

There was no need for further explanation.

The reason Kim In Gwon remained stuck in relative obscurity despite his excellent physical acting was simple—his line delivery was weak.

No matter how good his stunts were, they didn’t amount to much.

Even in action films, more than 80% of scenes involve dialogue.

If his only weakness had been his lines, that would’ve been one thing.

But Kim In Gwon wasn’t just bad at lines. His physique wasn’t particularly outstanding, and his face was plain.

Now, telling him he couldn’t even rely on his action skills—what else was there to say?

‘They’re basically telling me to disappear.’

It felt like a death sentence.

It was as if a hammer had fallen from the sky.

As Kim In Gwon sat slumped over in despair, Lee Min Ki thought to himself:

‘Safety really is important.’

No matter how good the acting is, if you get injured, it ruins the rest of the filming.

The moment Lee Min Ki deeply reflected on why the martial arts director had repeatedly emphasized safety, Director Yeom Gwang Ho shouted.

“Alright, alright, there’s no time to rest. We need to film one more scene before the sun rises. Do Won, get ready right away.”

It seemed like the next scene was Kang Do Won’s turn.

As soon as those words were spoken, Lee Min Ki pulled out a pen and notebook from his pocket.

He focused on the scene.

“Huh? Min Ki, what’s that?”

Joo Ha Na, who had been standing a little apart, suddenly approached and asked.

“A diary?”

“…No, not really. I try to write down anything I can learn on set and review it later.”

“Wow, you’re really diligent. Finishing a tough scene and getting right back to work.”

Joo Ha Na’s admiration for Lee Min Ki grew even more.

And so did Lee Min Ki’s inner burden.

The gaze that had looked kindly upon him just moments ago turned sharp again.

‘It’s nice when a pretty person is friendly, but… ha ha… I don’t know anymore…’

* * *

Joo Ha Na.

A rookie actress who was gaining popularity with her pure visuals and polite behavior.

If one were to summarize her personality in a single word, what would it be?

[Ha Na has always been the class president since elementary school.]

Class president.

Yes, she was the “class president” type.

[Did you forget your textbook? You can use mine!]

[Is this problem difficult? Should I teach you?]

[I started a study group with the others. Let’s study together this weekend.]

She multiplied joy and divided sadness.

She was friendly to everyone and enjoyed forming groups wherever she went.

Because of her innate kindness, she didn’t know how to hurt others.

In every aspect, from academics to relationships and filial duty, she had lived an exemplary student life.

However.

Perhaps because she tried too hard to be nice to everyone…

Sometimes she became the target of needless jealousy and controversy.

[Didn’t you like me?]

[Are you dating him?]

At times, she unintentionally sparked rumors.

[She’s so annoying.]

[Did you see her flirting with the guys?]

[She acts all nice, but in the end, all those fake girls are the same.]

[Did you hear she got plastic surgery after high school? Apparently, she spent over ten million won.]

She also incited envy.

Yet, despite the numerous controversies, she didn’t change her behavior.

This was because she had a strong belief.

A firm belief that there was nothing wrong with her actions.

Which, in fact, was true.

After living an upright life, she somehow ended up debuting as an actress through street casting last year.

Her appearance as a witness in Forever Green boosted her popularity even more.

She started to find the acting work increasingly fun.

“Hee hee hee.”

She was lounging on the couch with a white facial mask on her face when—

“Ha Na, you’ve been smiling a lot lately.”

Hearing the voice from the kitchen, Joo Ha Na turned her head and responded.

“Huh? Really?”

“You’ve always smiled a lot, but lately, it’s like a flower in full bloom. Hey, hey, hey, living all fun by yourself.”

Her older sister, Joo Doo Na, flopped down onto the empty spot on the couch and spoke.

“Don’t tell me you’ve got a guy?”

“What guy? I don’t raise those things.”

“Why not? You’re an actress. There must be plenty of handsome guys on set.”

“There are plenty.”

Ha Na chuckled at her sister’s words.

“But sis, just because someone’s handsome, do you have to date them?”

“Didn’t you know? That’s what you do at your age.”

“What’s wrong with my age?”

“Eight times three plus one.”

“…What are you talking about? Anyway, I’m not thinking about it for now.”

“There you go again, lying.”

“I’m serious.”

It wasn’t just an excuse.

She meant it.

Because of her overly diligent nature, she had never been that interested in dating.

Dating someone meant investing time away from work and studying.

At least until she secured her position in society, she planned to put romance on hold.

And there was another reason.

“An actress getting caught dating is a big deal, you know?”

There were also professional concerns.

The public tended to be particularly sensitive about scandals involving female actresses.

As she grumbled, Doo Na chuckled and grabbed a bag of potato chips lying on the couch.

“Still, at least tell your sister. There must be someone you’re interested in.”

“There’s no one.”

“Really? Then, what about someone good?”

“A good person…”

At those words, Joo Ha Na furrowed her delicate brows and thought deeply.

There were plenty of good-looking people.

But most young actors were unimpressive.

If there was someone worth learning from, they were usually too old.

‘Choi Yoo Chang? Kang Do Won? Both of them are over forty.’

Moreover, she admired them as actors, but it was a different category from being attractive as men.

As she mulled over this—

‘Ah.’

Joo Ha Na’s thoughts landed on someone.

‘There is someone worth learning from. Actor Lee Min Ki.’

It was Lee Min Ki.

He had a face that not only attracted women but also stirred admiration from others.

A solid body and excellent acting skills.

Even just these three traits were enough to make him an exemplary rookie actor, but there was something else that made him stand out.

‘He’s really humble.’

His personality.

Wherever he went, he smiled brightly, and if there was something to learn, he would eagerly do so.

He was considerate no matter who the other person was.

‘Actor Min Ki must be very popular, huh?’

He looked like someone who would naturally be popular.

After all, he was kind to everyone.

That kind of personality wasn’t something just anyone could have. He was probably loved and raised in an affluent environment.

In truth, it was the complete opposite.

Because of his inherent misfortune, he had been beaten down wherever he went as he grew up.

Being kind to others was not just a matter of personality, but a defense mechanism he had developed from living in a world that treated him as its enemy.

He had lived a life where even a small flaw in relationships could lead to his downfall.

‘Maybe I should learn how to handle relationships like Actor Min Ki.’

As she swam in this sea of misconceptions for a while, Doo Na suddenly slapped her on the shoulder with a laugh.

“There is someone, isn’t there?”

“Huh?”

“I was just saying, but it turns out there really is someone?”

“There isn’t!”

“There is.”

“Give me the potato chips.”

“No way.”

Thus, Joo Ha Na’s lazy day off continued to roll along in her cozy room.

* * *

A week later.

The conclusion to the small incident on set had finally come.

It had led to a disastrous outcome.

That is—

“Senior Kim In Gwon hasn’t been around lately.”

It was about Kim In Gwon.

“He’s been replaced.”

He had been replaced entirely on set.

“Replaced?”

At Lee Min Ki’s surprised voice, Choi Yoo Chang chuckled and explained.

“They checked at the hospital and said it was a ligament issue. It’s pretty serious, and it’ll take at least six weeks to heal. Even after that, it might take longer before he can do any intense movements.”

“What about the filming?”

“I told you, he’s been replaced.”

Actor Choi Yoo Chang took a drag from his cigarette and said,

“The scene he was supposed to shoot is far off anyway, and they couldn’t exactly wait for just a minor role. The schedule’s too tight. Besides, there are plenty of replacements.”

In other words, he had been cut.

All because of a single injury.

It was a terrifying thing.

Even if it was a minor role, he had undoubtedly put in blood and sweat to get it.

And now, all of that effort was wiped away by a single ankle injury.

‘He’s not someone to pity, but I feel bad for him.’

If Kim In Gwon had been a more prominent actor, they might have waited for him or adjusted the script.

But he was just a bit part actor.

On a set where everything ran like clockwork, no one was going to adjust the filming schedule for one person.

“Well, I have to go shoot the next scene. See you later. Oh, and don’t mention anything about Kim In Gwon’s situation. They said they’ll reshoot later.”

“Ah, yes! Thank you.”

“Geez, you’re so polite, always thanking people.”

Choi Yoo Chang laughed and walked away.

Left alone in the alley, Lee Min Ki stared into the empty air, letting out a deep sigh.

‘So, this is how things can turn out.’

It was chilling.

He had seen the future of this film, and he knew Kim In Gwon appeared in it.

Yet, he had gotten entangled in an unforeseen conflict and disappeared.

‘It’s not something to feel safe about just because it’s happening to someone else. It could happen to me too.’

It was best to avoid conflicts as much as possible, no matter who he dealt with.

It was a small industry, after all.

Just then—

‘Who is that person?’

Lee Min Ki spotted someone suspicious in the distance holding a camera.

It was someone he had never seen on set before.

The person was moving suspiciously, aiming their camera toward some distant place.
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Lee Min Ki’s eyes rolled sharply at the suspicious behavior of a person seen behind the alley.

‘Who is this guy?’

He was, quite literally, a suspicious person.

One person was cautiously holding a camera with both hands, looking around as if to broadcast, ‘I’m a suspicious person~’ with their whole body.

It was shady.

A shady aura filled the air.

Lee Min Ki’s brain instantly started working at 1.4 times its usual speed.

‘He doesn’t look familiar.’

It had already been almost a month since Min Ki had been going in and out of the studio as if it were his own home.

Not only did he visit for his own shoots, but he also stayed behind on others’ filming days, recording every scene.

From the actors to the directors, and even the staff hidden behind the scenes, people with little presence—he thought of each one as a living, moving textbook.

Because of that, he could say for sure.

‘He’s suspicious.’

The fact that he was an outsider.

‘I should check this out.’

Instead of confronting the man directly, Min Ki switched his phone’s camera to video recording mode and circled around at a distance.

He wanted to check what this stranger was trying to film.

Then, as he stood about 20 meters away, behind the man’s camera, he caught sight of a scene over the stranger’s shoulder.

‘That’s…’


Two people were standing at the other end of the alley.

And one of them was—

‘It’s actress Joo Ha Na.’

It was Joo Ha Na, the rookie actress he had appeared with, along with another actor.

Jerry.

A good-looking male actor.

In Forever Green, he played a minor role with little significance, but if he wanted, he was more than capable of landing lead roles in major projects.

‘Why is he filming those two?’

As Min Ki observed from about thirty steps away, the atmosphere felt off.

Honestly, the scene looked good.

Joo Ha Na, with her naturally striking appearance, stood beside Jerry, whose face wore a constant fresh smile.

They were a perfect pair, with not a single flaw between them.

And at that moment, the distant stranger’s camera clicked away.

‘Ah.’

A flash of an image ran through Min Ki’s mind like lightning.

It was none other than—

‘That scandal photo.’

The historic picture that caused Joo Ha Na’s “love triangle” scandal to break out.

She had been photographed with Jerry.

That picture had become representative of Joo Ha Na as an actress, so it had left a clear impression in Min Ki’s mind as well.


Could this really be a scandal?

However, thinking about it that way didn’t quite fit—the atmosphere between the two didn’t seem like that of lovers.

Min Ki knew better than anyone.

‘Those two barely spoke to each other.’

He was well aware that they weren’t close.

So was there another reason?

As he briefly pondered, suddenly—

“…Huff!”

The suspicious man, who had been snapping photos non-stop, let out a panicked sound and tumbled to the ground with a thud.

He had noticed Min Ki behind him and panicked.

‘Ah, I felt like I was about to figure something out if I’d just thought a little longer. Damn.’

Swallowing his disappointment, Min Ki walked over to the fallen man and asked,

“Excuse me. What’s with that camera?”

“I work here.”

“Really?”

A thought flashed through Min Ki’s mind.

Maybe, just maybe, this guy really could be an employee here.

It wasn’t impossible—he could be external staff.

So he asked,

“Then can you show me your ID card? The one the director handed out on the first day of filming.”


“Ah, I left it at home.”

“Oh, that’s fortunate. None of us were ever given one.”

“…”

The stranger’s eye twitched, having been caught in the lie so effortlessly.

And as if he expected as much, Min Ki let out a small sigh.

‘I knew it.’

He had only checked just in case.

Min Ki scratched his head and said,

“Let me see your camera.”

“What?”

“I don’t know what you’ve been filming, but let me take a look.”

The man flinched at that, then hugged the camera tightly to his chest, stepping back as he spoke.

“Why should I?”

“You look suspicious. You know it’s illegal to take photos of people without their permission, right?”

“Got any proof?”

“Yes.”

Without hesitation, Min Ki pulled out his phone and tapped the screen for a moment.

“Here.”

He held it out for the man to see.

The slow-playing video showed the man focusing on his covert photography over several dozen seconds.

‘Ugh.’

The man flinched.

It was undeniable proof.

Without needing to say more, Min Ki reached for the camera.

“…Ugh!”

The man glanced behind him, then suddenly bolted, trying to flee.

Or rather, he tried to flee.

Thud!

The man barely managed to take three steps before his legs got tangled up, sending him sprawling magnificently to the ground.

‘Wow.’

Min Ki marveled inwardly at the series of smooth, almost artistic movements.

‘Lately, a lot of people seem to trip and fall in front of me.’

Could this also be because of luck?

Luck was truly a powerful thing.

In fact, it was like this:

If Min Ki himself had bad luck and frequently tripped while running, it made sense that others could fall just as easily too.

That was all there was to it.

Min Ki’s luck had simply overpowered the stranger’s luck.

“Let’s not make this worse. Just show me the camera.”

Min Ki pressed a hand down on the man’s shoulder as the stranger tried to get up and escape.

But soon, the man was shocked.

‘How does this scrawny guy have so much strength?’

The strength Min Ki exerted through his upper body was unreal.

He looked skinny on the outside.

But the power he felt was on par with that of a judo athlete.

It made sense.

Why did someone who looked so skinny have such strength?

The truth was simple: it was because Min Ki had always consistently practiced low-weight, high-repetition exercises.

[“Min Ki, if you do the same workout but with high weight and low repetitions, your muscles will grow quickly. But the downside is, you lose definition and endurance. Now, here’s a question. What happens if you do low weight and low repetitions?”]

[“Your muscles grow slowly, but your definition improves, and you gain endurance?”]

[“Exactly!”]

[“But isn’t it okay if it’s just for show?”]

[“Not always. If you want a lean, sculpted body like an actor, bulking up isn’t the only solution. A carved physique comes from definition.”]

Manager Kwon Joon Yong’s guidance had paid off.

Now, Min Ki’s body was well-toned despite his modest muscle mass.

Of course—

[“But do you know something even better than low weight, high-repetition workouts?”]

[“What’s that?”]

[“Low weight, very high repetitions.”]

[“…”]

He had trained rigorously for that too.

“Let go! Let go!”

“Nope. Just show me the camera.”

“Argh!”

And so, an unexpected scuffle broke out between them.

As the commotion grew, it was impossible not to hear it, even from a distance.

Soon enough, it was discovered.

“…Min Ki?”

“Wow.”

It was Joo Ha Na.

She had approached with Jerry and now stood there, looking at Lee Min Ki with a baffled expression.

“What are you doing?”

“Catching a paparazzo.”

“That guy?”

“Yes, a bad paparazzo taking shady photos.”

“…”

***

The outcome had been decided.

Min Ki forced the suspicious man to choose between cooperating with the police or facing legal action, leaving him no options.

“Wow, this guy’s really despicable.”

“….”

“Why do you live like this?”

“….”

The man, silent and with his head hung low, obediently handed over the camera.

As Min Ki slowly scrolled through the photos stored in the camera, he was struck by a feeling of disbelief.

‘People like this exist?’

The camera’s memory was filled with pictures of Joo Ha Na.

To be precise, photos of her off-guard, unrelated to her acting.

‘What kind of terrible angles are these?’

The photos captured Joo Ha Na engaging in friendly conversations with male actors, all shot with suspiciously deliberate framing.

It seemed this wasn’t the first time, as there were dozens of similar pictures.

Among them, Min Ki even recognized some infamous photos.

The very photos that had sparked the “love triangle” scandal surrounding Joo Ha Na.

‘To think that the truth behind that scandal was something like this.’

Min Ki’s head spun momentarily.

He had grown suspicious of Joo Ha Na’s friendliness early in the shoot and had slowly begun to distance himself from her, only to realize now that it was all a misunderstanding.

A scandal caused by one malicious paparazzo.

Though it wasn’t entirely certain, all the evidence pointed to that conclusion.

‘Photos can be really dangerous.’

They were like a weakness for actors.

While other celebrities typically worked within studios, actors specializing in film often shot scenes outdoors.

That made them easy targets for paparazzi.

‘Outdoors, there’s no ID check or anything. A high-performance camera is all it takes to ruin someone’s life.’

That’s why famous celebrities in the U.S. were often accompanied by entire security teams, not just bodyguards.

As Min Ki continued to flip through the photos with a heavy heart, Jerry muttered,

“This guy’s crazy.”

“…”

“How much do you get paid for one of these shots?”

“…”

“You don’t get paid? Doing this for free is even crazier.”

His calm face belied his sharp, biting words.

With every jab, the paparazzo’s head drooped even lower.

“Wow, these photos really paint a scandalous picture. We’re not even that close. Right, Ha Na? I was just asking for acting advice here and there…”

As Jerry chuckled bitterly, Joo Ha Na glared at him.

“Ahem.”

Reading her silent demand for him to shut up, Jerry flinched and added,

“Anyway, Min Ki, thanks. If these photos had leaked, things could’ve gotten dangerous. You really saved us.”

“It was pretty obvious.”

“Haha, if photos like these get out, there’s always a big uproar. A good-looking actor like me is expected to have scandals, but for a rookie actress, it can be fatal. Once you get more familiar with this industry, you’ll understand.”

Understand?

He already did.

How could he not, after seeing how those very photos had been leaked and knowing exactly what happened?

‘But the key is prevention.’

Just because they caught him this time didn’t mean it was over.

If a paparazzo stopped after being caught once, they wouldn’t be a paparazzo.

It was necessary to take preventive measures.

And then—

A solution appeared from an unexpected angle that Min Ki hadn’t anticipated.

“Manager.”

“I came as soon as I heard.”

Joo Ha Na’s manager had arrived.

A hulking man with a mountain-like physique, his neck decorated with tattoos that seemed to writhe as he moved.

He looked more like a gangster than a manager.

‘No matter how many times I see him, I can’t get used to it.’

Min Ki had encountered him a few times before.

It couldn’t be helped.

Every time Min Ki spoke with Joo Ha Na, her manager would watch them from a distance with a menacing gaze.

“Ack!”

The manager grabbed the paparazzo’s arm with a grip like a crane lifting a heavy load and pulled him to his feet, saying,

“From here on out, we’ll handle it. You actors can go about your business.”

“Manager, wait—”

“No need to worry. This isn’t the first time something like this has happened to our company. We’ll take care of it properly.”

“Heek…!”

The word “handle” made the paparazzo’s already shrinking shoulders hunch even further.

Well, for an agency employee, dealing with scum like this was probably nothing new.

‘They’re the experts here.’

At this point, Min Ki decided to step back.

He had done his part by catching the guy on the spot.

There was no need to get involved further and risk gaining an additional troublesome enemy in the form of a malicious paparazzo.

His job was done now.

‘Nothing good will come from making this bigger.’

As they say, leave the expert’s job to the experts.

An actor’s job is to act.

Managing actors is the manager’s job.

“So, how about we go grab a cup of coffee?”

Jerry, reading the room, stood up and said.

“Oh, I’ll treat you, Min Ki.”

Joo Ha Na chimed in, seemingly waiting for her moment.

“Ha Na, what about me?”

“Pick something under 3,000 won.”

“Huh.”

It seemed like she was trying to ease the tension, considering the chaos she had just narrowly avoided.

As they were about to get up and leave—

“Actor.”

Joo Ha Na’s manager stopped Min Ki.

“Yes?”

“Thank you. If it weren’t for you, this could’ve turned into a big issue. Thanks to you, it seems like it will be resolved smoothly.”

“….”

The man, whose face looked like it was carved out of stone, gave Min Ki a respectful bow.

All while gripping the paparazzo’s arm like a child’s wrist with one hand.

Min Ki stared at the awkward scene for a moment.

“I didn’t do much.”

He just laughed it off and walked away.

***

The small commotion was over.

Though it seemed minor, it had the potential to tarnish an entire acting career for someone.

As if nothing had happened, filming on set resumed.

A month and a half passed after that evening, and soon the highlight scene of [Detective Goo Hak Jin] in Forever Green was right around the corner.

‘Ah, this won’t be easy.’

It was the scene where [Detective Goo Hak Jin] was tortured and killed.

It was essentially his exit from the series.

Min Ki could feel the intense, murderous gaze of Kang Do Won, the actor playing the serial killer, drilling into the back of his head.

‘As expected, he’s a master of method acting.’

Even before the scene began, Min Ki could feel the murderous energy.

He hadn’t believed in the concept of “killer intent” before, but the aura Kang Do Won was emitting could only be described that way.

But it was almost over.

Once this scene was over, his filming schedule would be finished for a while.

He could relax and focus on his studies.

Just as he was thinking that, the makeup team began prepping him.

“Hmm, something about this doesn’t feel right.”

The art director responsible for his makeup muttered continuously.

“I was going to put him in a dress shirt, but somehow, it just doesn’t feel desperate enough.”

She was saying that [Detective Goo Hak Jin], in the middle of being tortured, didn’t look quite right.

Even though the details had already been decided in the script long ago.

“Director Yeom, can we talk for a moment?”

Leaving Min Ki sitting in a chair like a rocking doll, the two hurried into a meeting.

“Can’t we just splash some blood and water on him?”

“It just doesn’t feel right. Min Ki’s features are too soft, you know? No matter what we do, he just looks like an innocent victim.”

“Can’t we fix it with acting?”

“We’ll leave that as a last resort.”

The discussion dragged on without a clear solution.

Ten seconds of silence passed.

Then Director Yeom made a casual suggestion.

“What if we just have him take it off completely?”
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“What do you mean by taking it off?”

The art director questioned, and Director Yeom continued in a calm voice.

“You know, it’s a torture scene. Is there really a need to have him fully clothed?”

In other words.

Lee Min Ki’s soft appearance didn’t quite fit the tone of a torture scene, so the suggestion was to take off more of his upper clothing to make it look more brutal.

Of course, this was largely without regard to the actor’s own wishes.

“A nude scene?”

Lee Min Ki flinched.

There wasn’t anything wrong with a nude scene.

Every male actor, at some point, needed a scene that showcased his masculinity.

But, how should he put this?

Lee Min Ki didn’t really feel enthusiastic about this so-called nude scene.

Not because he was particularly shy.

“Not yet! I can’t!”

It was simply that the timing wasn’t right.

“I haven’t bulked up enough yet, and you expect me to shoot a nude scene in this state? I can’t let that happen.”

It had been just under six months since he began working out.

His body had begun to take shape.

With an athlete-level workout schedule combined with strict dietary control, he was steadily getting into the kind of muscular shape he was aiming for.


However, the issue was that his bulk hadn’t fully developed yet.

This was the downside of low-weight, high-repetition training.

Until his muscles fully took form, the results of his efforts wouldn’t be obvious.

If he were going to do a nude scene, he’d want to do it when he could unveil his body alongside his beach profile.

That was Lee Min Ki’s dream.

However.

“Indeed, rather than awkwardly keeping him dressed, it might be better to have him shirtless.”

The art director seemed to agree with the suggestion.

“Director Yeom, if we go that route, to what extent should he be undressed?”

“All the way. Like in that movie Youth. The scene where he takes off his shirt and shaves his head. Can’t we go for something like that?”

“It does give off a certain vibe.”

No.

That’s not the vibe I’m going for.

While Lee Min Ki was silently screaming in his head, the art director voiced his thoughts.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Min Ki’s skin tone is too pale.”

So, the problem was his skin?

Just as confusion popped into Lee Min Ki’s mind at the unexpected comment, the art director continued.

“We’ve already set up the props in dull, dark tones. If we make him go shirtless, we’d have to adjust his skin tone and the overall tone of the scene as well. It might disrupt the immersion.”


“Hmm.”

Director Yeom frowned, seemingly in thought, as the art director’s reasoning made sense.

“But still, I don’t see how a bit of exposure would be a bad thing.”

This was it.

Now was the moment.

If not now, then never.

With the determination of someone trying to deflect a flying bullet with a blade, Lee Min Ki spoke up.

“Excuse me.”

“Yes, Min Ki.”

“Instead of going completely shirtless, how about we just leave the front open… like unbuttoning the shirt?”

A compromise: partial exposure.

It was a suggestion squeezed out of sheer desperation.

Perhaps his sincerity had gotten through, as the art director nodded in agreement, seeming to think it was a reasonable idea.

“That might actually work. It wouldn’t be a bad look.”

“Really?”

“Yes, I think that strikes a nice balance.”

“Sigh. It’s a bit of a shame, but I guess it can’t be helped. Let’s go with that. Min Ki, I’ll leave it to you.”

The two had reached a consensus.

There would be exposure, but only to a moderate degree.

“Yeah, that’s not too bad.”


Lee Min Ki breathed a sigh of relief inwardly.

His weaker areas were mostly his forearms and latissimus dorsi.

As long as only his pectoral and abdominal muscles were showing, he would be fine.

Pectorals, being large muscles, grew quickly, and abs were more about reducing body fat than size.

“Good. I did it.”

Without even realizing it, Lee Min Ki was gradually adopting the mindset of a fitness enthusiast.

***

A quick change in makeup ensued.

Lee Min Ki’s pale skin was covered with a layer of yellowish makeup, dust, and patches of red to give a rough and worn-down look.

This was part of setting the overall tone before the actual filming began.

But the highlight was not just that.

It was Lee Min Ki’s outfit.

A white dress shirt, now crumpled and soaked in water, was put on him.

As agreed, the front was left unbuttoned.

And with that…

“Hmm, he’s surprisingly toned.”

It was quite the sight.

“I had a feeling he had a decent body, but it’s better than I thought.”

“He’s one of those guys whose muscles don’t really show unless he’s shirtless.”

“He looks great.”

“How long would you need to work out to get a body like that? Three months of intense training?”

“No way. You’re not Kwon Sang Woo. As someone who’s lifted weights before, I can tell you that kind of body takes at least two years of training.”

Various comments about Lee Min Ki’s physique floated around the set.

It was unusual.

There were plenty of actors with good bodies in this industry.

Technically speaking, while Lee Min Ki’s body was good, it wasn’t exceptional in terms of raw muscle mass compared to the physically dominant actors.

Yet, his physique had a particular allure.

His frame.

His innate proportions and the way his muscles formed created an impressive look.

[People like you, if you work out for just three months, it shows as much as someone else’s year of progress. You should count yourself lucky.]

A person’s body is like their face.

Some people have flawless, radiant skin even with minimal care, while others need to visit dermatologists regularly just to maintain an average complexion.

Bodies are the same.

Even chest muscles, for instance, can develop in different shapes—triangular, square, or pentagonal.

In this sense, Lee Min Ki’s body was blessed.

A small head, broad shoulders.

Short torso, long arms and legs.

In short, even with minimal muscle, his body looked fantastic.

What people commonly called a ‘pretty’ body.

With the touch of the makeup team, the result was…

“Wow.”

“He’s literally glowing.”

It was comparable to a Renaissance masterpiece sculpted by a master’s hand.

“He must have worked really hard.”

Joo Ha Na’s respect for him grew even deeper.

“I used to look like that once. Ugh.”

Choi Yoo Chang clicked his tongue.

“He could give me a run for my money at this rate.”

Jerry sneered.

“I didn’t expect it to suit him so well. Hmm, should we tone it down a bit? But that seems like a waste.”

The makeup team was lost in thought.

While all eyes were on him, Lee Min Ki sat on a metal chair.

The sound of creaking metal filled the air as his wrists and ankles were tied to the chair, giving off the grim atmosphere of a torture scene.

“Nice. Let’s get started right away.”

Director Yeom clapped his hands, eager to begin filming.

“Do Won, get ready.”

Moments later.

“Ready, action.”

In a kitchen.

Kang Do Won began filling a kettle with water.

Behind him, the character [Detective Goo Hak Jin], played by Lee Min Ki, snarled like a cornered beast.

“You piece of trash. You think you’re Batman, huh? You play like a bat, so I guess that makes you Batman.”

The murderer-cop [Hwang In Beom], portrayed by Kang Do Won, remained silent.

He simply continued to fill the kettle with water.

The sound of water filled the silence as [Detective Goo Hak Jin] kept spitting out curses at him.

“You piece of trash, you’d even stab your own family to death. You can’t even tell the difference between dung and doenjang.”

At that moment, the water filling the kettle had overflowed, trickling out.

“It doesn’t take much to drown a person.”

[Hwang In Beom] turned and walked slowly toward [Detective Goo Hak Jin].

Finally, he placed a thin cloth over [Detective Goo Hak Jin]’s face.

And then—

Trickle, trickle, trickle—

He began to pour the water.

“Mmmph! Mmm! …Mmm! …! …! …!”

[Detective Goo Hak Jin]’s voice gradually faded away.

In its place, a silent scream filled the space.

As if he was about to suffocate from the lack of air, his whole body twitched and jerked frantically.

Thump! Thump! Thump!

He struggled desperately, kicking and thrashing in the chair, but the cloth clinging to his face didn’t budge.

Several seconds passed like this.

Thump! Thump! Thump!

Thump! Thump!

Thump!

…Crunch.

The sound of the chair rocking gradually subsided, and the trembling of [Detective Goo Hak Jin]’s body faded away.

A few more seconds passed in silence.

“…….”

It was over.

As [Hwang In Beom] gave a confirming kick to [Detective Goo Hak Jin], tipping him over, all the staff held their breath, watching closely.

‘Did he really die?’

‘His body looks like a lifeless, rotten log.’

‘Is he even breathing?’

Lee Min Ki lay there so still, sprawled across the floor, it was questionable whether his heart was even beating.

Like a corpse.

As the camera zoomed in on [Detective Goo Hak Jin]’s face, still covered by the cloth, [Hwang In Beom] slowly raised a golf club, preparing to finish him off.

“Cut!”

Director Yeom Gwang Ho shouted joyfully.

At the same moment, the staff, who had been holding their breaths in tense anticipation, all exhaled in unison.

“Wow, I thought we’d need a few more takes, but this one turned out perfectly. Min Ki’s face, let’s get that cloth off him quickly. No, wait, I’ll do it myself.”

Director Yeom rushed over, freed Lee Min Ki, and checked his expression.

“Are you okay, actor?”

“…I almost died.”

“Haha, should we do one more take?”

“No.”

And with that, Lee Min Ki’s scene wrapped up.

Though the filming schedule for Forever Green still had some time left, Lee Min Ki’s appearance was complete.

The only thing left was the showdown between the lead senior detective, [Oh Man Shik], and [Hwang In Beom].

“Did it turn out well?”

“Of course.”

Hearing this, Lee Min Ki finally relaxed and smiled.

‘I thought I was going to die.’

To be honest, it had been a close call.

Five more seconds and he would have fainted.

Thank goodness for his consistent cardio workouts.

***

About two more weeks passed.

“Thank you for your hard work!”

“Wow, everyone worked so hard.”

Since there wasn’t much footage left to shoot, the filming wrapped up quickly, like a gust of wind.

Perhaps because the production went so smoothly, the actors remained cheerful, despite the exhaustion from the long shoot.

“Haha, thanks to Min Ki, I had a blast every day.”

“What are you talking about? It was all because you were so supportive, senior.”

“That’s why I almost died, you cheeky brat.”

This camaraderie was largely thanks to Lee Min Ki’s talent being fully recognized.

From veteran actors to those of similar rank, everyone had come together around him.

“Min Ki is really good.”

“I didn’t realize at first, but as we kept going, his real talent showed.”

His skills had been proven time and time again across various scenes.

There was no need for further rivalry or posturing.

It was better to just get along.

“Min Ki, are you heading to the gym again today? Skipping the after-party?”

“Ah, today’s my cheat day.”

“Then you’re coming to the dinner?”

“Of course, I wouldn’t miss it.”

“Haha, great. I’ll make you a killer soju-bomb tonight.”

“No alcohol for me.”

“…You’re really good at playing hard-to-get, Min Ki.”

The informal celebration for the film’s completion wrapped up.

But just because filming had ended didn’t mean the studio’s work was over.

That’s how it always was with movies.

If a release was set for December, filming usually wrapped up six months before.

So, what happens during the remaining time?

Post-production.

This was where the serious editing began.

It was like this when compared to cooking:

Filming was like gathering the ingredients, while editing was the actual cooking.

If three months of filming provided high-quality ingredients, it was the director’s true skill that mixed those ingredients into the best possible final product.

About two weeks after the film had wrapped.

‘Now, the real work begins.’

Director Yeom Gwang Ho let out a long breath.

Before finalizing the completed cut, there was a necessary step.

Showing it to a select few people with discerning eyes.

Among those, Director Yeom particularly enjoyed showing it to the people from the distribution company.

The distributor.

The company that held enormous influence over everything from marketing to the general release of the finished film.

In this case, it was Attica, the company Yeom had worked with for ten years.

“Oh my, Director Yeom, how have you been?”

Attica’s senior employee, Manager Bae Jae Seo, greeted him with a wide smile, to which Director Yeom responded with a smirk.

“Same old, same old. I’m confident, so go ahead and find whatever flaws you can.”

Manager Bae Jae Seo’s judgment could be trusted.

Director Yeom believed his insight was two, if not three, steps ahead of most critics.

That’s why, before proceeding with the final edits, he wanted to hear Bae’s opinion.

“If there’s anything you think needs fixing, don’t hold back.”

“Come on, who am I to give advice on your work, Director? On my way here, I was just thinking about how I could properly praise you.”

“You sly devil, saying things you don’t mean.”

The two exchanged lighthearted banter naturally.

Though the relationship between distributors and production companies was often one of mutual reliance and subtle competition, these two acted more like old friends.

And they practically were.

‘Still, I can’t let my guard down.’

Manager Bae Jae Seo glanced at Director Yeom with a suspicious look.

He knew well.

Yeom had talent, but he also had an underlying obsession with artistic expression.

A dangerous tendency.

In this industry, artistic ambitions often clashed with commercial success.

‘But it’s Director Yeom. There’s probably not much to criticize, but I’ll still keep an eye out.’

They were about to watch the nearly final cut of the film.

“Have a seat. Get ready, though—you might pass out from what you’re about to see.”

“I always come prepared for your films, Director. Haha.”

With that, Bae Jae Seo sat down, his eyes carefully scanning the rough cut.

The tense atmosphere of the movie built.

Then, one person stood out in particular to Manager Bae Jae Seo.

“That actor, is he a rookie?”

A male actor with striking visuals had caught his attention.
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After the filming of [Forever Green] was completed.

Lee Min Ki focused on only one thing.

‘I’m lacking input.’

He worked on gathering input.

He watched movies, dramas, and even went to see musicals.

When necessary, he requested on-site visits as well.

Absolute input.

This was the part that Lee Min Ki felt most regretful about during the filming of [Forever Green].

‘Seeing things after your perspective has broadened is completely different from seeing them before it does.’

Anyone could watch others’ acting, analyze it, and be impressed.

But what about the next step?

It was about reflecting the acting that he had painstakingly absorbed into himself.

Lee Min Ki was spending time training to overcome this stage.

Of course, it wasn’t as if he was just idling around.

“Please take care of me again today!”

“…Min Ki, it seems like your vocal projection has improved more and more.”

“Was my voice too loud?”

“No, it was strong and energetic, which is good.”

He also didn’t forget to work as a fashion model for CEO Yoo Gyu Eon’s shopping mall.


Modeling was great practice for learning how to be conscious of others’ gazes and attitude, and JC E&M respected the actors’ autonomy in such areas.

It was fun too.

“This outfit is good as well.”

Lately, he was finding it even more enjoyable.

“How should I put it? It feels like this outfit fits me perfectly.”

Wearing the clothes he was handed, Lee Min Ki changed poses several times in front of the mirror, carefully examining the details.

He couldn’t help but continuously express his amazement.

‘Before, it always felt like I was wearing someone else’s clothes, but now it feels like these clothes are made for me.’

It was as if he were wearing a tailored suit.

While he was lost in thought, wondering about the reason behind this difference, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon spoke with a satisfied expression.

“I always contemplate what clothes would suit you, Min Ki.”

“My physique?”

“Yes, it’s not something that even needs to be said, but even clothes of a similar style look completely different depending on the person’s physique.”

Yoo Gyu Eon slowly looked Lee Min Ki up and down.

“If we consider your characteristics, let’s see. First, your head is small, and your shoulders are broad. Your posture is upright, and your overall proportions are great.”

“Haha… That’s high praise.”

“But compared to professional models, there are still weaknesses. For instance, your height could be considered average.”

For a moment, his heart sank.

But it was true.

At about 178 cm tall, in an industry full of models who easily surpassed 180 cm, his height wasn’t particularly exceptional.


“If we get into the details, like leg length, pelvic angles, or neck length, then you’re quite different from professional models.”

Yoo Gyu Eon continued pointing out these minor shortcomings.

“Even your facial features are an issue. If a model’s features are too distinct, they can overshadow the colors of the clothes, which can sometimes be a problem.”

Because Yoo Gyu Eon was usually kind, his words felt all the more impactful.

Just as Lee Min Ki’s confidence was about to plummet like a leaf in the wind, Yoo Gyu Eon added one more thing.

“But.”

The next words that came out of Yoo Gyu Eon’s mouth were completely opposite to what he had just said.

“That’s exactly your strength, Min Ki.”

It was a turning point.

“Min Ki, you don’t just have a good physique, but a striking body that looks like someone real, someone you might actually come across. Yet, when you look around, such physiques are surprisingly rare. You’re teetering between an ‘okay’ body and an extraordinarily striking one.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“Yes, as a ready-to-wear model, it’s actually an advantage over having alien-like proportions.”

What a relief.

It seemed to be a compliment.

The piece of confidence that had almost fallen away inside Lee Min Ki was suddenly stuck back with strong adhesive.

“That’s why I’ve been constantly thinking about what clothes would suit you best.”

Yoo Gyu Eon walked around the corner of the office as he continued.

“I adjusted the collar to fit your small head, and I fine-tuned the shoulder line to accentuate your broad shoulders. Even though I tailored everything to fit, after a while, something would always shift, and I wondered why.”

“Ahem.”

It was thanks to his dedication to exercise.


Under Gym Manager Kwon Joon Yong’s intense supervision, Lee Min Ki had pushed himself to the brink, working his latissimus dorsi (back muscles) and deltoids (shoulder muscles) to the point of feeling like his bones were being ground down.

[You said broadening shoulders is tough.]

[Yeah, it’s nearly impossible to broaden them no matter how hard you try.]

[I read online that for some people, no matter how much they work out, they don’t see improvement.]

[That’s because they’re not pushing themselves hard enough. If you push yourself to the limit, they will broaden.]

Although the progress was just millimeter by millimeter, since most people’s shoulders looked quite similar, even that small difference made a significant impact.

His small head also created the illusion that his shoulders were even broader.

“I’ve been contemplating over the past few months about what clothes would best suit you, Min Ki.”

Yoo Gyu Eon opened the wardrobe and took out a hanger with an outfit.

“And recently, I think I might have found an answer.”

In his hand was a coat.

It was a light gray coat with sleek lines running cleanly from the top down.

The unique part was that it had almost no embellishments.

“Min Ki, do you know how to cook?”

“I can only manage simple meals for living alone.”

“I see. Well, in cooking, there’s a saying. The better the ingredients, the less you need to rely on small tricks to enhance the flavor. You emphasize the ingredients’ natural taste rather than covering them up with seasonings or side dishes.”

As he held the coat, Yoo Gyu Eon slowly walked toward Lee Min Ki.

“This is minimalistic fashion. We boldly removed all unnecessary details, leaving only the essentials to emphasize your physique.”

Minimalism.

A style that emphasized simplicity to the greatest extent.

It was clean and could look good on anyone, but to really pull it off, you needed a natural physical elegance.

And this minimalistic look was perfectly tailored to Lee Min Ki’s body.

“It’s a prototype. Take your time and look it over.”

Admiring the luxurious fabric, Lee Min Ki mumbled in awe as he accepted the coat from Yoo Gyu Eon.

“Wow… The craftsmanship is exceptional. Your clothes have always been great, but this one feels different.”

“I worked hard on it.”

Yoo Gyu Eon beamed as he accepted the praise for the clothes, as if it were a direct compliment to his own abilities.

Which, in fact, it was.

But Lee Min Ki still had one lingering question.

“CEO, didn’t you originally avoid making coats?”

To this, Yoo Gyu Eon nodded.

“Yes, that’s true.”

It was exactly as he said.

While Yoo Gyu Eon had created various kinds of clothing, he had always avoided making coats.

More precisely, he did make them, but he never sold them.

Yoo Gyu Eon explained the reason in a calm tone.

“Coats are expensive to produce. Since people wear them for a long time after buying one, sales are low, which means limited production is necessary. Because they aren’t made in large quantities, they’re sold in smaller numbers, and thus, they become more expensive. The sale price of a coat is several times that of a T-shirt, but the labor cost is also much higher.”

It was a risky product.

Like a high-tech unit in a real-time strategy game.

Once drawn, they perform well, but if you fail, the loss is significant.

“So, before making it, I had to first find someone who could wear it well.”

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon said this as he looked at Lee Min Ki.

“……”

For a brief moment, Lee Min Ki stood silently.

Then, he finally realized what Yoo Gyu Eon was trying to say.

‘He’s been consistently looking for a model that would fit his clothes.’

And that model was him.

Considering that Yoo Gyu Eon had likely encountered many professional models but still chose him, it was a bit overwhelming, yet gratifying at the same time.

It meant that he was being recognized as more than just a temporary model, but as someone of greater importance.

Because of this, he could sincerely say:

“Thank you.”

He was grateful for the recognition.

“I should be the one thanking you.”

At that moment, Lee Min Ki thought he was lucky.

Meeting a talented designer had not only helped him cover his living expenses but also gave him a chance to advance further as a ready-to-wear model.

He couldn’t help but think he was fortunate.

But if he delved deeper, both of them were lucky to have found each other.

Yoo Gyu Eon’s luck was meeting someone like Lee Min Ki.

Luck is mutual.

If he had intended to use and discard Min Ki, this kind of luck wouldn’t have come to him either.

“Now that we’re talking about it, why don’t you try it on?”

“…Ahem. Yes, just a moment.”

In that brief, slightly awkward moment—

Buzzzzzzz――

Lee Min Ki’s phone suddenly vibrated loudly.

“Ah, excuse me.”

When Lee Min Ki took out his phone to answer the call, the news he received was quite unexpected.

It was a call from Manager Park Han Mo.

“A press conference?”

It was about attending the press conference for [Forever Green], the project he had just finished filming.

This was an unexpected offer for Lee Min Ki.

‘I’m a rookie, though?’

Typically, for press conferences, it’s standard practice to invite the director, the lead actors, and supporting actors with high recognition.

It was rare for a completely new actor to be invited to such an event.

The actors who attended press conferences often became the face of the movie in the media, so there was no reason to split the publicity by including a rookie.

That’s why he was all the more thrilled.

“Thank you! Of course, I’ll definitely be there!”

While Lee Min Ki was repeatedly expressing his gratitude to Manager Park Han Mo over the phone—

“Huh?”

The next words caught him even more off guard.

– There isn’t a specific dress code, but it would be best to dress smartly. Maybe a suit or a coat? If you don’t have one, it could be a good opportunity to get something tailored. I’ll look into some good sponsorships for you.

He was told to dress well for the occasion.

However—

‘I have one, though?’

As it happened, Lee Min Ki already had a tailored outfit.

It was right in front of him.

A custom-made coat that a highly skilled designer had spent months crafting, specifically for his body.

Lee Min Ki, feeling a chill run down his spine from this perfect coincidence, spoke into the phone.

“Manager, could you come over here for a moment?”

– Huh?

“I’ve got a custom coat.”

* * *

The following week.

The press conference for [Forever Green] was held at COEX.

A press conference was essentially an event where filmmakers said, “We’re about to release this, so come check it out and give us your thoughts.”

It was like sprinkling information for the press to write about.

To put it bluntly, it was a way to get good photos taken and have promotional articles written.

“Phew.”

Rookie actress Joo Ha Na, who had unexpectedly been invited as well, let out a deep sigh.

Understandably, she was feeling nervous due to the sheer number of people around.

“Are you nervous?”

Actor Kang Do Won glanced at her and asked.

“Oh, no. I’m fine.”

Joo Ha Na tried not to show her unease, but Kang Do Won simply turned his head away.

His naturally stern face made him seem heavy-hearted.

For a moment, she couldn’t help but feel intimidated by the impression that his gaze held some disdain.

“When you’re a rookie, everyone feels the same way. Don’t worry about it. Just try to enjoy yourself.”

Kang Do Won spoke with a flat tone.

“When the camera flashes, be mindful not to tuck your chin in, and try not to flare your nostrils.”

“Oh.”

It was a warm piece of advice.

But for some reason, the fact that a senior actor mentioned flaring nostrils made her want to laugh.

With a small smile, a bit of the tension inside Joo Ha Na began to ease.

“Thank you!”

“No need to thank me.”

Despite his stiff appearance and speech, Kang Do Won was more considerate than he seemed.

Meanwhile, a certain someone popped into Joo Ha Na’s head.

‘Speaking of which, I wonder when Min Ki will arrive.’

She found herself personally looking forward to seeing Lee Min Ki.

Although he was a rookie, he had an oddly seasoned air about him. She wondered if he would maintain that composure in a setting like this.

‘I’m just curious, that’s all.’

As these thoughts swirled in her mind—

“Who is that?”

“Wow.”

She heard murmurs from afar.

Someone was making their way through the crowd.

“…!”

The person who appeared at the end of those murmurs made Joo Ha Na’s already large eyes widen even more.

“You’re here early.”

“…”

“Ha Na?”

“…”

“Ha Na.”

“Ah, yes, neck—!”

She stammered in surprise and bit her tongue by accident.

How embarrassing.

But it was out of her control.

Sometimes, when someone looks too good, your brain just short-circuits.

The lighting behind Lee Min Ki, highlighting his silhouette, only enhanced his appearance, making him look like a Renaissance painting.

‘That outfit looks incredible.’

Whether he realized it or not, Lee Min Ki glanced around casually and muttered.

“Wow, I guess it’s because Kang Do Won and Choi Yoo Chang are here. I feel eyes on me from all directions.”

No, it’s because of you.

You.

You!

Joo Ha Na barely managed to swallow the words that had risen to the tip of her tongue.
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Press Preview.

As the name suggests, a press preview is an event where a movie is shown to the media before its official release.

However, this press preview wasn’t an event just anyone could attend.

[“Before the release, only people whose faces can promote the film should be present.”]

During the distribution stage, every move should serve as promotion.

That’s why it was customary for only the director, the lead actors, and a few well-known supporting actors to attend.

It was supposed to be like that, but…

‘Who is that?’

There was someone who instantly captured the attention of the reporters on-site.

‘That person is incredibly striking.’

‘Great fashion sense, too.’

‘Was someone like that part of the cast?’

It was none other than Lee Min Ki.

Even from dozens of meters away, his radiant presence stood out.

Like a white egret among crows, like a swan among ducks.

Lee Min Ki stood tall, his figure piercing through the crowd.

‘I’ve seen many celebrities before, but this guy is in at least the top 30%. No… he might even be in the top 20%.’

‘He’s handsome.’

‘Wow. Is he an actor?’


Not just the ordinary passersby, but even the reporters had their eyes wide open.

Despite standing right in front of Lee Min Ki, they couldn’t recognize that the person was indeed him.

Was it because they didn’t know who Lee Min Ki was?

Or was it because the reporters were being lazy?

No.

Even though they had memorized the list of cast members, Lee Min Ki’s real-life appearance was just that extraordinary.

[“When the public usually sees actors, it’s through the finished footage, right?”]

There was a common saying among industry insiders.

[“But the thing about footage is that it can be manipulated depending on the director’s intentions. If they want to make someone look ugly, they can. If they want someone to appear small, they can. If they want to make someone look big, they can. It’s even possible to make a dwarf look like a giant.”]

The point is this:

There is a huge gap between how someone looks on screen and in real life.

Among them, there were some whose gap was particularly large, and people like Lee Min Ki fell into that category.

[“You need to see people with good proportions in person to really understand.”]

[“Once you see them, they overwhelm you.”]

[“If their features are sharp, even more so.”]

[“Even if there are dozens of people standing together, you can only see that one person.”]

He wasn’t extremely tall, but his physique was excellent.

His features were distinct.

And to top it off, he wore a coat that pulled all his strengths together, pushing him into an entirely new league.

Lee Min Ki’s real-life appearance was incomparable to mere photos.


Of course, just because you’d seen him in real life didn’t mean you wouldn’t be surprised.

‘I knew Min Ki was handsome, but seeing him all dolled up like this… it’s unbelievable.’

Even the production team was astonished.

‘His already broad shoulders are made even more prominent by that coat. Wow…’

‘His face is so gentle, but his shoulders are as wide as the Pacific Ocean. Does that even make sense?’

‘It reminds me of when I first debuted.’

Even if they knew, they were still shocked.

Even after watching for a while, they found themselves looking again a few seconds later.

That was the effect of Lee Min Ki’s presence.

Of course, the man himself was thinking:

‘The attention is a bit intense. The reporters’ gazes really are different.’

He was slightly out of touch.

* * *

The official preview had begun.

In the darkened theater, Lee Min Ki sat in a row with the rest of the cast towards the back.

Though he sat quietly, staring at the screen, his heart couldn’t stop racing.

‘Finally, I’m seeing the finished product.’

It was his first time seeing the edited version.

It had already been two months since they finished filming the movie, and during that time, Lee Min Ki hadn’t had any opportunity to check on the editing process.

This was a common occurrence.


Often, actors wouldn’t see the finished product until the press preview.

“Are you nervous?” Joo Ha Na asked.

“Ah, yes.”

Lee Min Ki scratched the back of his head as he replied.

“Since it’s my first movie, I’m a bit nervous. I’m curious about how it turned out.”

“Me too.”

Joo Ha Na smiled softly.

“I’m amazed to hear that Min Ki is nervous.”

“Really? Doesn’t everyone get nervous?”

His bewildered reply prompted Lee Min Ki to ask.

“Min Ki, you seemed quite comfortable during the filming. You were very mature, I should say.”

“Ah.”

“So I thought you’d stay composed even during the press preview. It’s nice to see your human side.”

“Well, it really is my first time.”

It couldn’t be helped.

Even in his previous life, Lee Min Ki had never experienced something like this.

Sure, he had worked in various filming sites.

But aside from small showcases, he had never been called to a proper press preview before, so it was inevitable.

The tension he felt wasn’t much different from that of a true rookie.

“Min Ki, Ha Na, enjoy this moment.”

Veteran actor Choi Yoo Chang leaned over from the next seat and spoke to the two of them.

“The first shoot, the first preview—over time, all of this becomes familiar, and eventually, it just becomes another tedious event. When that happens, you’ll find yourself reminiscing about how fun the first shoot was, using it as an excuse to talk over drinks. This is something you’ll remember for a long time.”

At the moment, everything felt emotional, but would it all dull with time after countless shoots?

“You must have received a lot of attention even from your first project, right, senior?” Lee Min Ki asked without thinking.

“Hey, Min Ki, what are you saying? Thinking back on my first appearance, I feel so embarrassed I can’t even show my face.”

“Huh?”

“I had a minor role, but I boasted to all my friends that I’d be on screen a lot. And when I finally went to the theater, guess what? Almost all of my scenes had been cut.”

Choi Yoo Chang laughed loudly as he spoke.

To hear him talk like that made one doubt if he was even trying to comfort them.

“Of course, even now, I still can’t sleep the night before a preview. My heart races, wondering how I’ll appear on screen.”

“…”

“My heart’s about to burst. Min Ki, if my heart stops, you have to perform CPR. Don’t forget.”

Choi Yoo Chang might be a seasoned veteran actor.

But at that moment, his face looked as youthful as a boy’s.

From this, Lee Min Ki learned something.

‘This must be what it means to never lose your initial passion.’

As they engaged in small talk, the last remaining lights in the theater flickered off, and the room was plunged into complete darkness.

And then, a few seconds later.

‘Ah, it’s starting.’

The screen gradually lit up, and the film began.

Then.

‘Oh…’

As the screening continued.

‘Oh?’

It went on.

‘Huh?’

And on.

‘Huh? Huh? What?’

Lee Min Ki was soon consumed by shock at the result he had not expected at all.

What was the result?

‘Why is my screen time so long?’

The frequency of his appearances on screen was absurdly high.

[“Look at this. Do the police in Korea look like tax thieves to you? I studied for years to become a cop. Tsk. Damn, my head is spinning.”]

The character of [Detective Goo Hak Jin] that Lee Min Ki portrayed kept appearing.

Almost to the point of overbalancing his role as a supporting actor.

‘My acting is pretty good.’

‘This character is really appealing. He’s so edgy.’

‘That’s the actor we saw earlier.’

For those watching the preview in the theater, it seemed like an appropriate amount of screen time.

But not from Lee Min Ki’s perspective.

‘Detective Goo Hak Jin wasn’t supposed to be this important a character.’

It was different from the version of [Forever Green] that he had read.

His screen time had increased drastically.

By 10%, no, 20%, no—nearly 30%.

The significance of [Detective Goo Hak Jin] had changed.

If you didn’t know better, you’d think he was a lead role rather than a supporting one.

‘Is this okay?’

He was happy.

To be honest, as an actor, it was impossible not to be happy.

There were countless horror stories of actors giving it their all during filming only to find their scenes cut out of the final edit.

Even Senior Choi Yoo Chang said that had happened to him as a rookie.

But to have the opposite happen, he ought to be dancing with joy.

However, this was too much.

Compared to the original version he remembered, the direction had diverged significantly. What could he say about this?

‘Will it sell well?’

He was seriously worried about the movie’s performance.

Of course, [Forever Green] wasn’t a project picked solely based on its potential for commercial success.

If anything, it was chosen based on personal taste.

But as a commercial actor, it was impossible to ignore box office performance altogether.

After pondering for a moment, Lee Min Ki shook his head, clearing away his concerns.

‘No, what good will worrying do? If it works, it works. If it doesn’t, it doesn’t.’

Now that he had returned, there was no need to dwell on the past.

Whether or not he’d be twiddling his thumbs for the next seven years, it would be the same for any project he took on.

Let’s go forward with a clear mind.

‘The fact that my screen time increased means Director Yeom thought it was the right decision.’

Director Yeom was a pro.

If a professional director made a film, even just one second of screen time had to have meaning.

There was no reason to diminish himself.

Rather, he should embrace his confidence.

‘I earned that screen time myself.’

While Lee Min Ki was purging his inner conflict, others…

‘This is good.’

At least, there wasn’t a critical atmosphere.

‘Director Yeom Gwang Ho didn’t cast a rookie as a supporting actor for nothing. He has talent.’

‘The action is impressive.’

‘Just judging by the acting, he could be a lead.’

‘Hmm, I’m not sure how to write this review.’

‘This is unexpected. I thought Kang Do Won and Choi Yoo Chang would dominate the movie, but an unexpected rookie added something extra.’

Before they knew it, the movie had reached its climax.

In the scene where [Detective Goo Hak Jin] chases the criminal to the end and gets killed…

“Agh.”

“Agh.”

There were audible sighs of pity throughout the theater.

As his screen time had increased, the impact of his death had also become far greater.

After that, he didn’t remember much.

“I’m Lee Min Ki, greeting you all for the first time in a film. Please look upon me kindly.”

During the Q&A session that followed the screening, he was already so out of it that he answered on autopilot.

“Min Ki, over here! Smile for us!”

During the photo time, he posed for photos, feeling like a wooden puppet.

Though the posing skills he had developed during his modeling days shone through, he didn’t have time to be conscious of it.

And so, that evening…

[“I just watched Director Yeom Gwang Ho’s new film, Forever Green!]

[“Went to see two, ended up noticing a third.”]

The first official reviews from the reporters began to pop up on the internet one by one.

* * *

[“A well-made crime thriller from Director Yeom Gwang Ho.”]

[“No plot twists.”]

[“Ordinary setting, ordinary plot, ordinary characters. But being ordinary makes it highly polished.”]

As soon as the press preview ended, reviews began to flood in.

As was typical of press previews, there were no detailed discussions of the plot, only subjective evaluations of its quality.

But among all the reviews, there was one consistent point being made.

[“The rookie actor is handsome.”]

[“Director Yeom Gwang Ho’s eye for talent is noteworthy.”]

[“Female audiences will love him. Well, the male ones too, of course.”]

[“An actor worth paying attention to.”]

They all had something to say about one actor.

In reviews that were supposed to be entirely about the film, it was strange to see one actor mentioned in almost every single one.

What kind of movie had been made, for there to be a rookie actor’s name attached like an afterthought to every review about the film?

[“Did they bribe someone?”]

[“Now I’m curious.”]

[“Who is Lee Min Ki?”]

[“He was in Campus Story before.”]

[“What’s Campus Story?”]

[“I saw it. It was pretty average.”]

[“So, how’s his acting?”]

Among movie fans and netizens, discussions started popping up.

As opinions flew back and forth, a bit late, Lee Min Ki’s coat-clad photo from the photo time surfaced online.

[“?????”]

[“???????”]

The reaction was immediate.

[“Oppa… no, is he younger than me?”]

[“This small peninsula sure has a lot of talent.”]

[“Where can I buy that coat?”]
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A living room in an apartment.

A man, dressed in a tracksuit, sat in the middle of the room, his eyes glued to his phone, chuckling to himself.

“Wow, Min Ki, you’re really popular.”

“……”

The person sitting across from him remained silent.

“I’m jealous. I want to know what it’s like to be popular too.”

“……”

“What does it feel like to be handsome?”

“……”

“Min Ki, tell me, won’t you?”

It was the kind of teasing that a senior in the military might direct toward a junior, playful and relentless.

After enduring the one-sided teasing for a while, Lee Min Ki finally sighed and spoke.

“Teacher, please stop teasing me.”

“I’m not teasing. I’m always sincere.”

“You’re sincerely teasing me!”

“You got me.”

The man in the tracksuit, Trainer Kim Ah Sung, laughed out loud as he chewed on a squid leg.

“But seriously, the response to your teaser was great, Min Ki. You can’t deny that, can you?”

“Well…”


“Right, it’s true.”

Yoo Seon Ah chimed in.

“It’s all over the internet. People are wondering where this rookie actor was hiding and saying they can’t wait for the movie to be released.”

“We’ll have to wait and see. Only a few people know me right now.”

“Oh, Min Ki! If you’re too modest, it just comes off as deceptive!”

Finally, Kim Tak jumped in.

“The director at the acting school has been bragging about you lately. They even printed out your photo and put it up on the wall, claiming you’re one of their star students.”

“……”

That director?

Lee Min Ki couldn’t even imagine it.

Caught in the three-way banter, he could only sit there, unable to respond, repeatedly rubbing his face in frustration.

He had no rebuttal.

It was true that the reaction had been good lately.

***

[Title: The Eternal Green Meme Has Been Born.gif]

It had become a hot topic among movie fans online.

[Is that guy’s name Lee Min Ki? He’s got a great vibe, I admit.]

[The teaser looks decent.]

[For the first time in 9 years as a fan, I think it’s time to switch my favorite actor.]

[But what if the movie isn’t good after all this hype?]


[Hahaha, I’m not even going to the movie for the plot!]

[Ah, hahaha.]

[Hahahahahahahaha.]

[It’s not like this is the first movie ever made, haha.]

[The director is Yeom Gwang Ho, though. He’ll make it work, right?]

[For real, hahaha.]

The movie hadn’t even been released yet.

Moreover, it wasn’t the kind of project that naturally generated a lot of buzz.

Yet, much of the conversation centered around Lee Min Ki.

Most of it was about his looks.

‘It’s nice, but… honestly, it feels really good.’

Who wouldn’t like being praised for their looks? However, it would feel a bit strange to flaunt that himself.

Besides, the movie hadn’t even been released yet.

Sure, it was great to receive attention for his appearance, but that was only a small fraction of the overall reaction.

‘The real test will come when people actually see the movie.’

That’s when the real competition would begin.

For that reason, Lee Min Ki was trying to stay humble and manage his expectations.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung, however, found this amusing and continued to tease him even more enthusiastically.

“By next year, you’ll be such a star that I won’t even be able to talk to you, right?”

“…Sir.”


“When that day comes, I’ll have to introduce myself as someone who knows ‘Teacher Lee Min Ki’. Thank you, Actor Lee Min Ki. But seriously, don’t you think you look especially good in photos?”

“Right?”

At the mention of photos, Yoo Seon Ah’s ears perked up, and she added her thoughts.

“You look amazing in person, but in photos or videos, you seem to shine even more. Although, I think you look better in real life.”

“Oh, that’s what it is. You never have bad pictures, no matter what. Look, doesn’t everything just look great?”

“Is that true? Wow, you’re right! No bad photos at all.”

That was precisely it.

Lee Min Ki had the unique trait of never looking bad in pictures, no matter the situation.

It seemed like he was born with luck.

No, it was more than just luck.

***

[Photos are gifts from the heavens.]

There was a saying by a famous photographer.

[If your goal is to take a 90 out of 100 photo, you can do that with effort. But a perfect 100 photo is different. It requires more than just hard work. You need a combination of circumstances: the right time, the right lighting, and a bit of luck. That’s why a perfectly taken photo is a gift from the heavens.]

In this sense, Lee Min Ki was especially photogenic.

His good posture and stable facial expressions in any situation played a part as well.

Finally, embarrassed to the point of almost exploding, Lee Min Ki waved his hands and spoke.

“I get it, so please stop. I’m seriously going to die here. I’m already halfway gone.”

“Haha, alright, alright. Then, let’s have a toast.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung raised his glass and suggested.

“To Min Ki’s blockbuster debut!”

“Cheers!”

“Cheers!”

“…Cheers.”

Indeed, today was meant to celebrate Lee Min Ki’s upcoming film debut.

It was held at Trainer Kim Ah Sung’s house.

The three of them often used to gather at the acting school, but since Lee Min Ki had stopped attending, they found a new hangout at Kim Ah Sung’s place.

“But Min Ki, you’re not drinking again today?”

“I have to take care of my body. Also, alcohol causes breakouts on my skin.”

“That’s a shame.”

As Kim Tak prepared to drink on Lee Min Ki’s behalf, he added.

“And I have a class reunion dinner later.”

“A reunion?”

Lee Min Ki, feeling shy, tilted his head and answered.

“Yeah, it’s my high school reunion. It’s been years since I last went.”

That was exactly it.

With less than two weeks left before the movie’s release, he planned to use his rare day off to finish everything in one go, including the reunion.

‘It feels like such a long time ago.’

It felt like it had been over a decade.

Thinking back to his high school days, not many pleasant memories came to mind.

Maybe it was because he’d had such bad luck back then.

His school life had been rough, filled with accidents and misfortune.

‘I had a hard time, that’s for sure.’

As a result, Lee Min Ki had rarely attended reunions.

His long stretch as an unknown actor had eroded his self-esteem, making him avoid them.

‘But now, my luck has turned. Maybe things will be different this time?’

He secretly harbored some hope.

Maybe now he could share some normal memories of school life, just like everyone else.

“I didn’t used to go much, but I thought it might be fun this time.”

It was a wistful thought.

“Really? Celebrities usually don’t go to reunions.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung shrugged his shoulders and said.

“Really?”

“Yeah, most of the ones I know don’t go. Especially the ones who’ve made it.”

“Why? Is there a reason?”

“It’s a job that makes it easy to be hated.”

He smirked as he continued.

“If you’re not successful, people look down on you. But once you make it, all sorts of leeches cling to you. You just end up getting hurt. Celebrities have a hard time making genuine friends after they debut.”

“Ah.”

“Some stars try to reconnect with old friends to heal from that, but they often get hurt even more and retreat further into their shell. Click.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung muttered as he poured himself another drink.

“All the stars who’ve made some money are regulars at the psychiatrist’s office.”

It was an unusually serious conversation for him.

But it was close to his own experience.

Though he was now working as a trainer, Kim Ah Sung had once been an aspiring actor himself.

Neither then nor now had he ever received much kindness from his peers.

The conversation paused briefly.

“Ahem.”

Yoo Seon Ah cleared her throat and said.

“But Min Ki, you’re a good person. You always worked hard, even when no one was looking. I’m sure your classmates will notice that.”

“I hope so.”

“I’m sure they will. I guarantee it.”

Yoo Seon Ah raised her glass and handed it to Lee Min Ki.

“Cheers.”

“……”

He remembered what Trainer Kim Ah Sung had said earlier.

About how it was hard for celebrities to make real friends after debuting.

‘Maybe he’s right.’

His words weren’t without truth.

However, Lee Min Ki had a gut feeling that the three people with him today would always be his friends.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung was rough around the edges, but he knew how to care for others.

Yoo Seon Ah was a genuinely good person.

As for Kim Tak… well, at least he didn’t cause trouble for anyone.

‘Yeah, that’s all you really need from people.’

He might not have much tact, but he wasn’t only clueless.

‘Anyway, they’re all good people.’

Lee Min Ki felt something indescribably warm and emotional seep into his chest, and he smiled faintly.

“Thank you. But give me water instead of alcohol.”

“……”

At his firm response, Yoo Seon Ah blinked.

How could he avoid drinking even on such a special day?

His willpower was incredible.

As an aspiring actor, she found it admirable.

But it was also a bit of a buzzkill.

‘Well, that’s just how Min Ki is.’

She thought she should catch up quickly and handed him the water glass.

“Cheers.”

***

A bustling bar on the 4th floor in Hongdae.

The lively sound of chatter filled the place.

“Hey! How long has it been?”

“I thought I was going to die from missing you.”

“How’ve you been? I thought you’d end up dead early, riding your motorcycle around, but how are you still in one piece?”

“Just keep cursing me, why don’t you?”

About 20 men and women in their mid-20s were enthusiastically sharing drinks.

These people were none other than—

“Thank you all for coming to the 24th alumni reunion of Imhak High.”

They were former classmates attending Lee Min Ki’s high school reunion at Imhak High.

Once the brief formalities of the reunion were over, the real party began.

And that meant drinking.

“Why are so many people missing?”

“They’re all busy with work.”

“So, does that mean everyone here is unemployed?”

“Hey, don’t diss the unemployed. See that person over there?”

“……Can you call me a full-time investor, please?”

As with most reunions, their conversations were nothing special.

Just reminiscing about old memories.

And sharing updates on their lives.

But tonight, there was a topic of conversation everyone was secretly eager to discuss.

For a while, they indulged in light, inconsequential chatter, waiting for the real subject to emerge.

Finally, it came up.

“Did you hear about Min Ki?”

Lee Min Ki was the focus of their discussions.

Though he wasn’t present yet, his name was repeatedly mentioned throughout the reunion.

“Min Ki? Who’s that?”

“You know, actor Lee Min Ki. Hold on, let me show you a picture. This guy.”

“Huh, we had someone like him in our class? He’s really handsome.”

“I heard he was in a drama. Was it Campus Story? The one about school life.”

“He’s a supporting actor.”

“Didn’t he join a big agency? JC is pretty huge, right?”

“I read an article saying people were going crazy about how handsome he is.”

Most of the conversation revolved around how successful Lee Min Ki had become.

Or how successful he was expected to become.

However, amid the flood of talk about his current status, other types of stories surfaced as well.

“Come to think of it, I remember Min Ki from high school.”

They began discussing Lee Min Ki’s high school days.

To be precise—

“He was really nothing special back then.”

Stories about how he wasn’t particularly remarkable in high school.

The majority of these stories went like this:

“He didn’t have much confidence. I didn’t even realize he was good-looking.”

“But he looked cool in the drama, though?”

“Well, photos and real life are different. Maybe he just has a face that looks good on camera.”

Most of the comments were negative.

It couldn’t be helped.

In high school, Lee Min Ki had severely lacked confidence.

It was hard to imagine him becoming an actor at the time.

He had been so passive in social interactions that it was unlikely his high school classmates would have anything positive to say about him.

Lee Min Ki had to reclaim the past seven years of his life.

The events that had happened before that were beyond his control.

“Honestly, I didn’t even recognize him at first. He used to just sit there reading all the time.”

“Even during PE, when everyone else was running around the field, he’d just sit on the sidelines, watching with the girls.”

“Wasn’t he always injured or something?”

“Hey, that’s just an excuse. Nobody gets hurt that often.”

Output is proportional to input.

If there weren’t many good stories to begin with, there wouldn’t be any positive stories now.

Naturally, the conversation devolved into gossip.

“Yeah, but at least Min Ki had a kind personality….”

There was always someone trying to say something nice, but they would soon be swept up in the tide.

There was one distinct characteristic about gossip.

At first, people are hesitant to say anything harsh. But over time, the collective mood washes away any guilt.

Once the leash is loosened, the gossip snowballs.

With shared guilt diluted among the crowd, it gets easier to say things that might otherwise feel wrong.

This time was no different.

Over the course of several minutes, the conversation escalated.

“Do you think he had plastic surgery?”

“There were rumors he used to hang out at hostess bars.”

“I heard he failed his college entrance exams and ended up working on construction sites. His life was a real mess.”

“Well, he’s an actor now, so who knows? Or maybe that’s the kind of job for people like him in the first place?”

“Hey, actors need good luck. Min Ki’s bad luck is famous. Do you really think he can succeed as an actor? Maybe if he only does one or two projects.”

Even his insecurities were laid bare.

Was it fortunate that he wasn’t there to hear all of this?

It was only because Trainer Kim Ah Sung, drunk and causing a scene, had made him late.

“Hey, if even Min Ki can pull off a good photo, I should be an actor too.”

“Exactly. If someone like him can look that good on camera, you should be more than capable.”

“Maybe when Min Ki gets here, I’ll ask him to introduce me to his agency. If I land one project, my life’s made, right?”

“That sounds like easy money.”

By now, the alcohol had dulled the last bits of guilt they felt.

They were intoxicated, unaware of their growing addiction to malicious gossip.

Ding.

The bell at the entrance of the bar rang, and someone stepped inside.

No, he didn’t just step in—he stood still.

But that was enough.

“……”

“……Whoa.”

Around 20 men and women in the bar froze, eyes locked on the newcomer.

They stood motionless, unable to say a word.

They couldn’t help it.

It was inevitable.

‘Who is that?’

‘Wow, he’s ridiculously handsome.’

‘He looks familiar, though.’

The person standing at the door was none other than Lee Min Ki.

Dressed in a refined coat, he stood bathed in the soft blue lights of the bar, radiating an almost mystical aura.

As the dim shadows slightly obscured his face, the lights from the building behind him formed a halo around his figure.

With all the elements coming together, how could one describe this sight?

It was the very picture of mood.

It resembled a scene straight out of a Hong Kong movie.

Standing at the center of it all, Lee Min Ki calmly swept his gaze across the room, his eyes sharp as if drawn with a fine brush.

‘Is this the right place? I think it is.’

It had been nearly a decade since he last saw the faces of his classmates, but there were a few familiar ones in the crowd.

But why wasn’t anyone reacting?

Feeling that he should say something first, Lee Min Ki cleared his throat and muttered quietly.

“Uh, this is the Imhak High reunion, right?”

Still no response.

Feeling awkward, he coughed and spoke again.

“I’m Lee Min Ki.”

The moment those three syllables left his mouth—

‘Ah.’

‘That’s Lee Min Ki?’

‘Wait, the real Lee Min Ki?’

The eyes of the reunion attendees widened in unison, their pupils trembling.

‘…He looks amazing in person.’
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It was, without a doubt, an overwhelming first impression.

A single page from a pictorial.

From the moment he entered the bar, Lee Min Ki’s appearance caught everyone’s eye, like a snapshot out of a magazine, leaving his former classmates in awe.

This, too, could be attributed to luck, if anything.

“Oh, oh. Min Ki, you’re here. Hold on, let me see where we have a seat for you.”

At the short words of the reunion host, the classmates quickly stood up, fidgeting in anticipation.

Where would Lee Min Ki sit?

Just that simple decision left everyone tense.

“Right, you can sit over there.”

“Thanks.”

“…Sure.”

At Min Ki’s brief response, the reunion host let out a long sigh, as if he’d hit an invisible wall.

Speaking to someone so impressive drained energy all by itself.

It was the release from tension all at once.

Screech.

However, for Lee Min Ki, who had just sat down, things were just getting started.

“Long time no see. Your name was…”

“I’m Park Jin Young.”

At Min Ki’s words, a man sitting across from him introduced himself.


It was Park Jin Young.

With just those few words, Lee Min Ki gave a warm smile, as refreshing as a spring breeze, as if to thank him.

“Yeah, it’s been a while, Jin Young. I remember you being super popular in school because you were handsome. You still look great.”

Starting with compliments.

It could be taken as a polite, formal exchange, but it was more than enough to drain the color from Park Jin Young’s face.

Why?

‘What was I thinking?’

Because just moments ago, he had been badmouthing Lee Min Ki.

Saying things like, “That goody two-shoes is trying to become an actor? If he can do it, then I could, too.”

Those were the exact words that had effortlessly flowed from his mouth just seconds before.

But now, he couldn’t say a single word of that.

‘How can someone change this much in just a few years?’

He wasn’t the only one thinking that.

The other classmates seated at the table, while not speaking, were having the exact same thoughts.

‘Wow.’

‘He looks different in person, not just on camera.’

‘Did he put effort into his looks?’

‘Look at those shoulders. You could park a car there.’

The atmosphere became awkward.

Not just for them, but even Lee Min Ki himself began to sweat slightly.


‘Why isn’t anyone talking?’

He had been excited to attend the reunion for once, but things were strangely quiet.

Could it be that they weren’t that close after all?

Reunions were always unfamiliar to him, but was it usually this awkward?

Why was everyone just staring at his face?

“Is there no water cup here?”

“Oh, use this one.”

“Thanks.”

That simple interaction thawed the frozen atmosphere a little.

One of the female classmates sitting nearby finally cleared her throat and spoke up.

“Come to think of it, Min Ki, you debuted as an actor, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, just recently.”

“When was it, in Forever Green? I was shocked when I read the article. I didn’t recognize you at first, but then I saw that the name was the same as yours, so I looked it up and saw it really was you.”

She began the conversation with a compliment.

At those words, the classmates sitting nearby all jumped in, as if they had been waiting for the opportunity, and hurriedly chimed in with praise.

“Yeah, you looked really cool.”

“I saw the drama you were in, Min Ki!”

“You were practically a lead, weren’t you? And the writer for that show is really famous, too.”

“So, does that make Min Ki the most successful out of all of us?”

“Haha, you really never know how life will turn out.”


“I’m so jealous.”

Among them were a few people who had been subtly badmouthing him earlier.

But now that they were face-to-face with him, they couldn’t bring themselves to say anything negative.

If anything, they felt embarrassed, their heads spinning with awkwardness.

And after all the flattery that had gone on for a while, Lee Min Ki’s response was simple.

“I’m just a rookie supporting actor, so there’s nothing much to talk about. We’ll have to see how the box office numbers do.”

“…”

Those were the same words someone had said earlier.

But the intention behind them was entirely different.

Back then, the words were meant to criticize Lee Min Ki, but now…

‘He’s so humble.’

The words made them look at him again.

‘He’s really matured.’

‘You always hear that actors can be so arrogant when they’re rookies, but he’s different.’

Of course, to Lee Min Ki, it didn’t matter much either way.

“I’m still learning step by step, so I can’t say much. Whenever I see the senior actors, I realize how much I still lack. I’m always worried about what will happen if I fail.”

“Still, you must meet a lot of famous people on set.”

“Well, yeah, I see a lot of them.”

“I heard the industry can be really harsh on rookies, though.”

“Is that so?”

If you just listened to the conversation itself, it wasn’t exactly smooth.

Lee Min Ki had spent so much time away from everyday people that his classmates weren’t much different from strangers to him.

But.

“Choi Yoo Chang is amazing. He takes care of everyone around him. Honestly, he feels like a dad on set.”

Even with lacking conversational skills, his visuals more than made up for it.

And his attitude.

‘Why is he so different from how he was in school?’

‘Is it because of the way he dresses?’

‘I didn’t think he was that cool back then.’

He had changed from the person he was in school.

With more confidence, he stood taller, and his gaze was direct and unwavering.

His relaxed demeanor naturally drew people into the conversation.

He had transformed.

But that only made his classmates’ faces flush with embarrassment.

‘What if he overheard what I said earlier?’

‘Damn it, why did I say those things? I didn’t even mean to.’

As Lee Min Ki had grown into an incredibly attractive person, it had the effect of making everyone else feel small in comparison.

Of course, not everyone had fully grasped the situation yet.

‘Why is everyone so concerned with what he thinks?’

Sitting quietly in the corner, watching the situation unfold, was Ko Jae Bum.

Ko Jae Bum.

He wasn’t happy with the way things were going.

Back in school, or even up until today, wasn’t he always the center of attention in conversations?

It annoyed him to no end that Lee Min Ki, who he had always looked down on, was now the one commanding the room’s attention.

‘That guy who used to be my lackey is acting all high and mighty now just because he’s dressed up a bit.’

There was no real reason for him to feel hostile.

But when do people ever need a reason to hold grudges?

The person you looked down on suddenly becomes someone better than you.

That alone is enough to stir up unnecessary resentment.

The fact that Ko Jae Bum hadn’t settled into a stable career and had been bouncing from one part-time job to another only added fuel to his frustrations.

‘Alright, maybe I’ll bring up the good old days.’

Sure, Min Ki seemed like a big deal now, but that didn’t mean the past had disappeared.

That’s who he truly was.

This, right now, was just a mask.

Having come to that conclusion, a sly smile spread across Ko Jae Bum’s face.

Then, he opened his mouth.

“Hey, Lee Min Ki. Now that I think about it, back in high school, you were always such a pushover. Always reading books in the back of the class.”

He wanted to dig up old, unpleasant memories to try and tarnish Min Ki’s current image.

But.

“Yeah, I was like that.”

“Wha—”

“But, you know, books were really interesting. What was I supposed to do?”

Lee Min Ki was no longer someone whose mind games would work on him.

Instead of backing down, he kept smiling as he continued.

“I’m so busy now that I don’t even have time to read. Back then, reading was so much fun. Now that I work all the time, I barely have any free moments. Honestly, if I knew things would be like this, I would’ve played more back then. I regret it every day.”

“…”

“Sometimes, Jae Bum, I’m a little jealous of you. You always played hard and still went to a good college. You were the ultimate golden boy, weren’t you?”

He remained composed.

No, his reaction was so refreshingly lighthearted that it was as if he hadn’t even noticed the attempt to tarnish him.

Would this really be enough?

‘This bastard…!’

It was more than enough.

“What are you doing these days?”

To not only break Ko Jae Bum’s mental state but crush it into powder.

As Jae Bum felt a dizzying sensation in his head, he responded.

“…Just doing a bit of this and that. Working at the company, helping my parents, and taking some breaks occasionally.”

“You’ve been living really diligently since graduation.”

“…”

“Then you must’ve just come from work today too.”

“Uh, yeah, something like that…”

Ko Jae Bum bit his lip.

There wasn’t a hint of malice in Min Ki’s words, but that was exactly what made it sting.

It was a problem because there was so obviously no ill intent.

When the other person is so bright and kind, attacking them would only make you look worse.

‘Damn it.’

That was all.

What else could he do but clench his teeth hard enough to break them?

No matter what he tried to do, the conversation’s lead had completely passed to Lee Min Ki.

“Heh, Ko Jae Bum tried to pick a fight with Min Ki and ended up with nothing.”

Someone even stepped up to defend Min Ki.

Ko Jae Bum, flustered, shouted out.

“Hey! When did I ever pick a fight?”

“Oh, please, it was so obvious. Min Ki just let it go because he’s nice.”

“What did I do?”

“See, the guy has no idea. He’s been such a softie ever since we were students.”

Was he genuinely naive, or was he just pretending?

Ko Jae Bum’s face turned bright red, as if it would burst at the slightest prick of a needle.

But, again, there was nothing he could do.

“…I need to use the restroom.”

The disrupter withdrew.

Now, the real conversation could begin.

“I heard you did some modeling for a shopping mall too?”

“I didn’t really have the time for it, but the CEO thought well of me, so I barely managed to do it.”

“Wow, I always wondered who did those things, and it turns out it was someone I knew.”

All eyes were on Min Ki now.

It became a competition to see who could strike up a conversation with him first.

‘Ah.’

Just as the atmosphere was heating up, Min Ki took out his phone and checked it.

As if he suddenly remembered something urgent, he gathered his things and stood up.

“Why? Are you leaving? There’s a second round later.”

Voices tried to hold him back, full of regret, but Min Ki replied.

“I’ve got an important appointment a bit later.”

An appointment, he said.

At just that short explanation, his classmates’ imaginations began to spiral wildly.

‘Are celebrities going out to hang out together?’

‘Is it for a photo shoot?’

‘Maybe it’s an interview.’

‘He didn’t drink a drop of alcohol, so it must be for a shoot.’

All of them were wrong.

Today was leg day at the [local gym].

That was the real reason Lee Min Ki was leaving.

Skipping a reunion for the sake of a simple workout might seem laughable, but it wasn’t.

He had often skipped leg workouts during filming, using the excuse that his legs were shaking from exhaustion. Because of this, Gym Manager Kwon Joon Yong had sternly warned him.

[Min Ki, are you underestimating leg workouts?]

Ever since filming wrapped up, his training routine had increased dramatically.

Skipping even a single day now felt like his bones would be crushed under Kwon’s wrath, making it hard to refuse.

And then there was also the fact that…

‘The reunion isn’t as fun as I thought it would be.’

Min Ki had, whether consciously or not, already started to feel a sense of distance from it.

He had come to the reunion thinking he might gain something—whether it be memories or enjoyment.

But in reality, what he saw was a group of people who were no different from strangers.

There weren’t any real memories to share.

The room was filled with people awkwardly watching him, some cautiously distancing themselves, while others tried too hard to curry favor.

‘It seems I really didn’t live my school years right.’

It was bitter, but impossible to ignore.

He hadn’t wanted to believe it, but the moment he directly faced his classmates, he realized it instinctively.

There was some kind of wall.

Once he recognized the wall, it became impossible to find any joy in the reunion.

But it was all in the past.

‘You can’t hold on to everything.’

Instead, Min Ki felt relieved.

At that moment, he decided to close the book on his past.

“Well, I’ll see you all next time.”

“Huh? Oh, okay. Take care.”

And that was the end of it.

Lee Min Ki gave his classmates a brief farewell, and with no trace of regret, he left the bar.

Feeling the much cooler night air.

After he left, the ones left with lingering regret were his classmates.

‘Ah, I should’ve asked for his number.’

‘…I really need to start living better.’

‘Maybe I should start going to the gym tomorrow.’

* * *

A few days later.

[Forever Green] officially premiered.

That day.

Min Ki had made plans with the colleagues he’d filmed with.

[Wanna go watch a morning showing together?]

The plan was to enjoy the movie with the audience from the same perspective.

He was going with actors like Joo Ha Na and Jerry, who he’d become acquainted with.

Watching a movie early in the morning.

Then, heading to a café afterward and checking the audience’s feedback in real time.

It was a small perk that came with being part of the production team.

‘Since it’s an early show, there probably won’t be many people.’

When else would he get to enjoy something like this?

On his way to the theater, Min Ki felt a giddy excitement, as if he were enjoying a small escape from his routine.

‘I hope it’s successful.’

Now that the movie was out, he wanted it to succeed.

Not just the movie, but he wanted to succeed as an actor too.

He wanted to climb higher.

If possible, he wanted to go beyond Korea and conquer Hollywood as well.

‘Yeah, like those big films.’

In just a few years, Korea would become the epicenter of the global entertainment industry.

If he said something like that now, people would think he was crazy.

But he had the feeling that by then, he would be riding that wave and securing a spot at the table.

With those thoughts in mind, Min Ki stepped into the theater.

“Min Ki, you’re here.”

His waiting colleagues welcomed him.

“Am I late?”

“No, we got here early.”

Joo Ha Na flashed a bright smile, while Jerry strode over and scanned Min Ki from head to toe, as if inspecting him.

Then he said.

“Wow, Min Ki, you’ve been dressing better and better lately.”

“Really?”

“I noticed it at the last premiere too. You’ve got a real sense of style. Where do you shop? Let me in on it.”

“Secret.”

That afternoon.

The audience reviews for the movie began pouring in on film websites.

[★★★★☆]

[asdjak: Now I understand the critics’ perspective.]
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The latest film by renowned domestic thriller director, Director Yeom Gwang Ho, [Forever Green] has been released.

“I killed them because the state wouldn’t.”

Detective Hwang In Beom.

In order to change the world, he begins to personally punish criminals.

However, the scales of justice are fair.

No country in the world allows private punishment.

As the trail of an unprecedented serial killing of criminals in South Korea starts to unravel, the question arises:

Can the murderer Hwang In Beom remain a police officer until the end?

A rare picaresque film with a serial killer as the protagonist.

Looking at the critics’ reviews, the consensus was that it was a typical well-made thriller from Director Yeom Gwang Ho.

[Yeom Gwang Ho is predictable]

[A commercial film disguised as art, like Icarus flying toward the sun]

[Predictable, but its predictability works as an advantage]

The reviews from the media who attended the preview were along these lines.

At previews, it was customary to say something positive out of courtesy, so unless it was high praise, the promotional effect wasn’t significant.

What did stand out, however, was the fact that esteemed actors Kang Do Won and Choi Yoo Chang starred as dual leads.

And…

“Wasn’t it that guy Lee Min Ki who looked handsome?”

“When I saw the teaser, his visuals really stood out.”


The visuals of the rookie actor were nothing to scoff at.

But that was it.

Few expected the film to be a major success.

Its release coincided with that of a blockbuster, and as an R-rated film, it inherently carried a risk in terms of audience numbers.

Moreover, due to the picaresque genre, even a decent success was predicted to only slightly exceed the break-even point.

[“Forever Green” production cost approximately 6 billion won, with a break-even point at 1.3 million viewers]

The average production cost for a Korean film, including marketing expenses, was 3.5 billion won, but due to the high paychecks of the two lead actors, the total production cost had skyrocketed.

Even considering the secondary markets, the film needed to surpass at least 1 million viewers.

However…

[“It’s fun though?”]

That evaluation quickly turned the tide.

“It’s actually quite enjoyable.”

“I wasn’t expecting much since they said it was predictable, but this kind of predictability is good.”

“A thriller packed with clichés, but clichés are clichés for a reason—they sell well.”

The film was receiving good reviews.

Why did such a result arise despite critics’ lukewarm reviews?

The answer was simple.

Because critics tend to be stingy with their praise for predictable films—they’re the saltiest critics in the business.

[“You can always trust a Yeom Gwang Ho movie ㅋㅋㅋㅋ”]

[“I liked how it stayed on course without any cheap melodrama.”]


The film itself was receiving positive feedback.

Despite the picaresque genre, the film was so well-made that it didn’t divide audiences much.

On top of that, the performances of the two stellar actors were undeniable.

And behind those three assessments, there was a growing sentiment about one more element.

“Was it Lee Min Ki? The actor who played Detective Goo Hak Jin did a great job.”

They were talking about Lee Min Ki.

[“For real.”]

“At first, I thought they cast him just because of his looks, but his acting was surprisingly good.”

“He had quite a lot of screen time. I thought he was one of the leads.”

“Not just his lines, but his action scenes were really realistic.”

“True, his movements were unexpectedly sharp.”

His acting was highly praised.

Since he was a rookie and his visuals stood out, many didn’t expect much from his acting. Because of that, the reversal effect was even stronger.

[“If he keeps growing, he’ll become a major actor in the future.”]

[“For real, every scene he was in, he stole the spotlight.”]

There was even a particular scene that sent his stock soaring.

“Did you see the torture scene?”

It was the scene towards the end where Detective Goo Hak Jin is tortured and eventually killed by Hwang In Beom.

Even while being tortured, he leaves behind clues that lead to Hwang In Beom’s arrest, while simultaneously revealing that he too was nothing more than a mere murderer.

It was the climax of the film.


In that scene, beyond the acting itself…

“His body was really something.”

“His abs looked like they were sculpted.”

His physique was impressive.

It was a scene that highlighted how much time he had spent on physical training, not just acting.

Strictly speaking, Lee Min Ki’s body wasn’t that of a hardcore bodybuilder.

His muscle definition was good, but he lacked volume (skeletal muscle mass).

However, that level could easily be handled with good direction and makeup.

[“I acknowledge him as a physical actor.”]

“I heard he used to model, and he built his body at the same time.”

“Come to think of it, during Campus Story, there was a scene where he wore a sweater, and his shoulders looked massive.”

“I thought it was the coat, but it was really his physique ㅋㅋㅋㅋ.”

Actors with striking visuals, both now and then, tend to receive enthusiastic praise from female audiences.

Lee Min Ki’s physique was now becoming something everyone needed to see at least once.

***

There’s a common saying when it comes to a movie’s success:

“A movie’s fate is decided in its first week.”

The first week of release is crucial.

They even say that the number of viewers in that period makes up more than 50% of the total audience, so no further explanation is needed.

Unless the movie is a long-running hit, this rule is common knowledge.

However…

[“Forever Green”] was a rare exception.

“It’s holding on for a long time.”

It had legs.

“Why?”

He was someone who usually memorized and tracked movie scores.

Naturally, he had a rough recollection of the performance of [“Forever Green”], but the trajectory was somewhat different from what he remembered.

[“Yeom Gwang Ho’s latest film Forever Green surpasses 800,000 viewers in its first week.”]

The first week followed almost exactly what Lee Min Ki had remembered.

He had vaguely recalled around 900,000, so it was within the margin of error.

At this point, Lee Min Ki already felt relieved.

“At least the score didn’t drop because of my appearance.”

He had been secretly anxious.

He worried that, unlike the original, the film’s performance might dip because of his involvement.

Even though he had resolved not to let the results affect him, was it that easy to control one’s emotions?

He had lingering concerns in the back of his mind.

“I survived…”

With a sigh of relief, he was able to shake off his nervousness.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung nodded cheerfully after seeing the first week’s results.

“This is pretty decent.”

“Right?”

Even Kim Tak agreed, surprisingly.

“It’s not a massive hit, but it’s doing well enough to be called a success. Not bad for a rookie actor’s film.”

“Tak, you haven’t even debuted yet, and you’re already talking like that. So annoying.”

“Ack.”

“Seon Ah’s right.”

“Even you, sir…”

And just like that, he shrank down.

At this point, Lee Min Ki had no more regrets about the film’s performance.

However…

The second week brought a reversal.

[Going for a second watch]

[Heard it’s fun]

[The rookie actor is pretty good at acting]

Was it due to the power of word-of-mouth?

Or was it for some other reason that the number of theaters showing the film didn’t decrease?

[Forever Green (#3)]

Even after the first week of release, the movie’s ranking didn’t plummet but instead settled in a certain position.

It was the start of a long run.

‘Was this how the movie originally performed?’

Lee Min Ki felt dizzy. He remembered the general performance of the film, but memories aren’t perfect.

However…

“Min Ki, the ranking didn’t drop again today.”

It kept going.

“Oh, it’s the same as yesterday.”

It kept going.

[Actor Joo Ha Na: Did you see the rankings, sir?]

It kept going.

“What does our director think about this?”

“Hmm, it’s doing well. I’d say this is a success.”

It kept going.

[Manager Park Han Mo: Didn’t I tell you? This kind of role suits you better, sir.]

It continued, maintaining its rank without falling, as if it had firmly anchored itself, like the tide following the moon’s pull.

At this point, there was no room for doubt, memories or not.

It was the unmistakable start of a long run.

‘What’s going on?’

When the third week arrived—by which point 95% of a movie’s success is usually determined—Lee Min Ki could only let out a faint laugh at the situation unfolding before him.

[“Forever Green” surpasses 2 million viewers, overcoming the R-rating risk and joining the ranks of box-office hits.]

The fact that his appearance hadn’t just maintained the status quo, but had actually led to better results…

‘An extra 200,000 viewers?’

The original figure he remembered was 1.8 million.

To be precise, 1.86 million.

The new numbers were significantly higher than what he recalled.

Lee Min Ki’s role as Detective Goo Hak Jin had increased by about 30%, and his face appeared more prominently in promotional materials.

This change had reflected in the film’s improved performance.

In the form of doubling its break-even point.

“…”

At some point, Lee Min Ki began to feel a fiery sensation deep in his chest.

Like a burning flame he wanted to shout out loud with a roar.

At first, he didn’t know what this flame meant.

It felt strange.

After all, it had been a long time since he last felt something like this.

That’s right.

Lee Min Ki had finally reached the point where he could clearly feel a sense of accomplishment.

“I did it!”

He shouted alone in his tiny one-room apartment.

As if squeezing every single cell in his body, as if holding the greatest joy of his life, he shouted.

Because shouting at night would be a nuisance, he did it in the daytime.

When no one was around.

Lee Min Ki stretched and enjoyed the sweet taste of success freely in his one-room apartment.

For seconds, for minutes, for tens of minutes.

‘To commemorate, I should crush my leg workout today.’

…in a slightly twisted way.

—

At a pharmaceutical company in Incheon, Han Gye Pharm, the executives were troubled by the poor performance of a recently released product.

“How about increasing the amount of whey protein?”

“Consumers surprisingly don’t care much about the ingredients.”

“Then how about improving the design or branding?”

“I don’t think anything better than what we already have will come out.”

Indeed…

“There’s no particular problem with the product itself.”

It was a protein supplement.

In recent years, Han Gye Pharm had been trying to enter the rapidly growing fitness industry, and after years of research, they had successfully developed a high-quality protein supplement.

They were confident in its quality.

‘Other pharmaceutical companies just buy stock products and rebrand them, but we at Han Gye Pharm manufacture ours ourselves.’

From the very planning stages, they had focused on quality.

They thought that if they made a good product, consumers would naturally recognize it.

But it just wasn’t selling.

‘We’ve made every adjustment we can think of, but to still see no results…’

The company had made significant investments, so the lack of sales was driving them up the wall.

What was the reason?

In fact, the reason was quite simple.

‘Could it really be a marketing problem?’

Exactly.

It was a marketing problem.

The idea that a good product would sell well was nothing more than the naive belief of a pharmaceutical company.

Protein supplements are the type of product where marketing matters far more than product quality.

That’s why you see viral marketing everywhere on internet communities, with companies promoting their supplements at every corner.

[“Struggling to find a good protein supplement? Click here for a really well-made one. Manufactured by Bentos Pharmaceuticals in the U.S. and made with Ethiopian whey protein, so the ingredients are trustworthy. It’s a bit pricey, but if you enter my referral code, you can get 30% off. I’m only sharing this with you guys. You don’t need to thank me, but if you feel grateful, let your friends know too. Happy gains!”]

It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that marketing is 90% of the business.

After all, why else would bodybuilders constantly advertise supplements as if they were walking billboards?

This marketing-driven ecosystem was unfamiliar to Han Gye Pharm, which had prioritized product quality.

“Should we increase our advertising?”

“We actually hired a model and shot an ad last quarter.”

“He doesn’t even use our product.”

“Then how about Beom Gi, the Muscle Korea champion from last time…”

“He signed an exclusive contract with a competitor for three years.”

“It’s not easy. It’s really not. I guess it’s tough because we’re latecomers—it’s hard to establish a foothold.”

And so, the unproductive meeting dragged on for quite some time.

If things didn’t improve soon, the company might be forced to withdraw from the market altogether.

“It’s too early to give up.”

Manager Han stood up abruptly, speaking loudly with confidence.

“I have an idea.”

His voice was full of conviction.

The directors, who had been engaged in fruitless debates, now turned their sharp gazes towards him.

‘Showoff.’

‘Let’s see what this one has to boast about now.’

‘Another one trying to grandstand.’

Their eyes were filled with unspoken messages: ‘If it’s nothing, you’re dead.’

“Go ahead.”

One of the directors gave him the signal.

Despite sweating nervously, Manager Han knew there was no turning back. He had to speak up, do or die.

“I have a question. Have any of you seen a recent movie?”

“A movie?”

The president, intrigued, opened his mouth to speak.

‘Now I’m really dead.’

Manager Han felt the pressure squeezing his chest, but forced a bright, confident smile as he continued.

“The movie’s called Forever Green.”
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This is the routine for an actor’s activities:

When they’re filming a project, they focus solely on the production.

From the moment filming begins, all of the actor’s actions are centered on enhancing the quality of the work.

But what happens after filming wraps up and the release is over?

[“You’ve got to milk it.”]

[“Make money.”]

[“Recoup your investment.”]

This marks the true beginning of an actor’s career—or rather, the start of their career as a model.

[“There aren’t as many actors who live solely off their film salaries as you might think. What they do is build up their recognition through films, and then earn their real profits through advertising. This is why most actors don’t do many projects at once.”]

This was the reality behind actors who seemed to only work as models.

Once an image is established through a movie, it can last for years.

So, unless an actor is particularly ambitious about their career, they may only release one film every few years and focus on modeling during the rest of the time.

Of course, this is a personal choice.

“Uhm…”

Lee Min Ki was conflicted for a different reason.

While he scratched his chin in hesitation, Manager Park Han Mo laid out some documents in front of him and spoke.

“Companies rarely prefer rookie actors as models. Do you know why?”

“Because they don’t have a fixed image yet?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”


Manager Park Han Mo smiled in satisfaction and continued.

“An actor’s image is like a brand that a company has spent years building. In that sense, your image is quite clean.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“Yes, it’s so clean that it’s actually difficult to find suitable work.”

“…”

Was he joking?

Just as a small crack was forming in Lee Min Ki’s confidence, Manager Park Han Mo chuckled and said,

“To put it bluntly, your recognition isn’t particularly high yet.”

He couldn’t argue with that.

Hearing this frank and logical statement made Lee Min Ki sigh and respond.

“I guess that’s why I’m not getting any work.”

That’s right.

At present, Lee Min Ki was struggling to find decent advertising gigs.

‘Was it always this hard to land a good ad deal?’

After filming one movie that did reasonably well, he thought companies would start reaching out.

But to his surprise, few had.

Of course, there were some minor offers.

But none of them were good enough to justify risking overexposing his image.

As Manager Park Han Mo stood in front of him, he continued speaking.

“Additionally, your most recent role was in a thriller, which makes it even more challenging.”


“Is a thriller really that much of a problem?”

“That’s how thrillers tend to be. They don’t help much in advertising. Even if your recognition has increased, whether that translates into a good image for advertising is another matter.”

He tossed out his words casually.

“No one’s going to hire someone who was brutally murdered on-screen for an insurance commercial. The same goes for food or apartment ads.”

“…”

It hit him hard.

Lee Min Ki cleared his throat awkwardly and asked,

“What about fashion modeling? I thought there was some talk recently about doing something in that area.”

“That’s not much different. There’s a lot of competition. Actually, to be honest, there’s way too much competition.”

So, fashion was a red ocean too.

“Plus, don’t you already work with a shopping mall? It’d be better to focus on that for fashion-related work, at least for the time being.”

He agreed with that.

Recently, the collaboration with the mall had been going quite well.

Still, Lee Min Ki, feeling a sliver of hope, asked once more.

“Then, should I just accept whatever comes my way for now?”

“Ads are all about image. No matter how much money they offer, there’s a reason why actors refuse to do ads for loan companies.”

“Ugh.”

“There’s a saying: Actors shouldn’t be too picky when it comes to roles, but when it comes to ads, they should be selective.”

“…So once an image gets misperceived, that’s it?”

“Yes, there are actors who’ve never been able to break away from being labeled as child product models just because of one wrong ad.”


It was constant rebuttal after rebuttal.

He was starting to feel like a deflated balloon.

But somehow, Lee Min Ki had the feeling that Manager Park Han Mo was teasing him.

It was that thing people do—lowering expectations as much as possible before giving you a great surprise, like before handing out a birthday present.

‘Besides, JC is known for handling advertising, right?’

There’s a reason he belonged to his agency.

They had surely been working hard, sending his profile out to every good opportunity.

Could it be that one of them hadn’t landed yet?

Just as he was beginning to wonder…

“But fortunately, we’ve just found an ad that suits you perfectly.”

Of course.

He knew it.

“Really? You’re not joking, it’s a real job?”

Lee Min Ki’s voice, tinged with excitement, made Manager Park Han Mo grin.

Then, the next moment,

“It’s a supplement ad.”

“Huh?”

Despite the pleasant-sounding words, Lee Min Ki froze like a stone.

Manager Park Han Mo stood up and leisurely paced around the office as he continued.

“Not only is the pay decent, but the company expressed a lot of enthusiasm for you.”

“Wait a second. When you say supplements, do you mean vitamins or something?”

“No. It’s a supplement that matches your image perfectly.”

“…Protein?”

“As expected, you’re quick.”

Lee Min Ki closed his eyes tightly.

A protein supplement ad.

Yeah, the moment he heard “supplements,” he had a gut feeling.

Since he had filmed a shirtless scene in his last movie, and it had gained quite a bit of attention…

But to think it would actually be for a protein supplement.

Well, at least it was work.

He was happy about that.

But at the same time, he couldn’t help but worry.

‘Am I showing too much skin lately?’

He wasn’t sure if it was okay for a rookie actor to already be taking on so many shirtless roles.

Exposure was a double-edged sword—it was great when used at the right time, but overuse could lead to self-sabotage.

‘It won’t ruin my image, but it could definitely pigeonhole me.’

Having a healthy image was good.

But as the saying goes, once someone’s labeled as a “sexy actor,” they end up being typecast forever.

It left a lasting impression that was hard to shake.

‘Still, it doesn’t seem right to just sit around doing nothing until my next project.’

The pros and cons needed careful consideration.

Weighing them in his mind, he hesitated.

“And the company is quite reputable.”

Manager Park Han Mo dropped a crucial hint.

“It’s a product by Hanjung Pharmaceuticals, called Real Protein.”

“Huh?”

“It’s not particularly well-known, but it has a clean reputation.”

Real Protein.

Anyone interested in fitness would have heard of it.

‘That’s the one Gym Manager Kwon Joon Yong recommended.’

He recalled hearing about it directly from Gym Manager Kwon Joon Yong.

[“I usually prefer imported products. Most serious bodybuilders do. But this one’s different.”]

[“Real Protein?”]

[“Yeah, in terms of quality, it beats out most imports. It’s priced well too. Honestly, for casual fitness enthusiasts, there’s nothing better. But it doesn’t sell.”]

[“Why not?”]

[“Because their marketing team is terrible.”]

That was what Gym Manager Kwon had said.

If there was anyone whose recommendation he could trust, it was Gym Manager Kwon, who measured protein intake down to the gram.

[“Ha ha, who knows? Maybe if you become a big star one day and promote it, it’ll sell better.”]

[“So, why don’t you take it, Manager?”]

[“It gives me diarrhea.”]

[“Ah.”]

At least Gym Manager Kwon’s recommendation was trustworthy.

“Of course, the decision is entirely yours.”

Facing Lee Min Ki, who was at a crossroads, Manager Park Han Mo calmly continued.

“I think it’s a product that fits your personality well, but if the exposure worries you, you can turn it down. JC isn’t pushing this on you…”

At that moment,

“No, I’ll do it.”

With a resolute expression, Lee Min Ki’s eyes gleamed as he spoke.

“I want to do it.”

“Are you sure?”

“It’s hard to explain, but I have a feeling about this. I think it’s going to benefit me in the long run.”

His sudden determination made Manager Park Han Mo double-check, but Lee Min Ki spoke with even more confidence.

“I’ve been wanting to try a supplement ad anyway.”

“Ah, you’ve always been into fitness, haven’t you?”

“That’s a big part of it.”

At least, that was the moment he managed to convince himself.

Lee Min Ki, as if the energy from earlier had been a lie, cleared his throat and asked,

“Since it’s a supplement ad, I’ll probably have to take my shirt off, right?”

“Ah, I understand what you’re worried about, Actor. You’re probably thinking your body isn’t fully developed yet, or something along those lines.”

“Ahem.”

It was spot on.

As Lee Min Ki cleared his throat awkwardly, Manager Park Han Mo smiled and continued.

“But there’s no need to worry too much. They would have already done their research before submitting the offer. After all, they’re spending their money, so they’d have checked thoroughly. We’ll also do our best to negotiate everything.”

“Well, that’s reassuring.”

“But for now, I’d like you to focus on exercising rather than other activities.”

He emphasized his point by flexing his arm.

“Since it’s all about fitness.”

* * *

And just like that, Lee Min Ki’s first major ad was for a protein supplement.

As a result, he had a new task.

“Would it be possible to undergo intensive training for a while?”

He was fully dedicating himself to working out at the [gym near his home].

Hearing this request, Gym Manager Kwon Joon Yong muttered in an unusually delighted voice.

“Finally, it’s time for you to do this too.”

His face beamed with a smile so wide that it almost seemed like his mouth would split open.

“…”

Something felt ominous.

A prickling sensation of unease ran down Lee Min Ki’s back, alerting him.

Gym Manager Kwon Joon Yong was undeniably a competent trainer. But the issue was that his competence excelled in bringing pain to others in the process.

[“Min Ki, it hurts, doesn’t it? If you really can’t lift anymore, let me know.”]

[“Manager, I-I can’t lift anymore…”]

[“Since you’re still talking, two more sets should do it.”]

[“But I can’t…”]

[“Make that three sets, then.”]

He was an odd person.

It was as if he instinctively knew how far someone could be pushed, right to their limit.

Kwon Joon Yong somehow knew the limits that even the person lifting the weights didn’t know.

‘Does he have some kind of system in his vision?’

For example:

[Member: Lee Min Ki]

– Body Measurements –

[Height: 178 cm]

[Weight: 67 kg]

[Muscle Mass: 35 kg]

[Body Fat: 6.3 kg]

[Body Water: 44 kg]

– Special Notes –

Good definition but overall lacking in volume.

Excellent at controlling diet.

– Overall Rating –

Weakling

The thought alone was horrifying.

However, from Kwon Joon Yong’s perspective, Lee Min Ki was a golden opportunity.

‘The number of members is slowly increasing.’

Recently, the gym had gained more members, likely due to Kwon’s diligent one-on-one training with Min Ki, which he had done without extra pay.

More members had joined.

And most of them were women.

With the rise in female members, naturally, more male members started to join too.

‘One more big push, and the business will really take off. Who knows? I might even expand to franchise operations, with [gym near his home] having its 11th branch.’

As Kwon Joon Yong looked at Lee Min Ki, his gaze turned golden, as if he wasn’t seeing a person but a pile of money.

Sensing the primal fear, Min Ki instinctively took a step back.

‘Why do I feel like this? I didn’t even feel this tense when I was facing death.’

And then, it happened.

Still folding his arms, with a sinister smile, Kwon Joon Yong slowly opened his mouth.

“Let’s take a body profile shot.”

“Body profile?”

“Yeah, a body profile.”

A body profile meant a photo session focusing on the body.

It wasn’t just about muscle mass; it required reducing body fat to extreme levels to highlight definition.

“Min Ki, you’ve been working out at our gym for over six months now, right?”

“I started around mid-last year, so yeah, about that long.”

“Exactly. You know what they say: even a dog at a school learns something after three years, and after half a year, a fitness newbie should be ready to take a body profile shot.”

“…”

What kind of nonsense was this?

What does a school dog have to do with fitness beginners?

Does that mean fitness rookies don’t even get the treatment of a dog?

All sorts of questions flashed through Min Ki’s mind, but Kwon Joon Yong continued without paying them any attention.

“Min Ki, summer is coming soon, right?”

“Yes, it’s summer soon.”

“As you know, summer is the season of exposure, and the season of exposure is the season for body profiles.”

With a serious, almost solemn expression, he made his case.

“Min Ki, how about we take a cool body profile this summer and then make your ad a huge success?”

The idea itself wasn’t bad.

After all, he’d need to sculpt his body for the supplement ad anyway, and if he took the body profile along with it, it could help with promotion.

Since it was summer, he might even get more related offers.

But the lingering fear remained.

Once he committed, he had a gut feeling he’d be reduced to eating something that could barely be called food while lifting weights non-stop.

‘This is something I need to do, so why does it scare me so much?’

As Min Ki hesitated, Kwon Joon Yong nodded and said,

“Let’s start tomorrow. I’ll let you rest on the weekends, so we’ll train five days a week.”

“Well, about the cost…”

“Min Ki, don’t mention money between us. Just bring yourself. I’ll even take care of all your meals.”

“…”

“From tomorrow, we’ll only eat sweet potatoes and chicken breast. Four meals a day.”

“…”

“Oh, and make sure to come to the gym twice a day starting tomorrow.”

Was this what it felt like to willingly walk into a tiger’s den?

However, Min Ki had no other choice.

* * *

[Today’s Journal]

I started working out with Min Ki again.

It seems like he has a lot of free time lately.

[Today’s Journal]

I met with Min Ki after a while. He looked a bit gaunt.

Why does such a healthy person look so worn out?

[Today’s Journal]

His face has lost all its liveliness. I suggested we go eat some pork belly, but he refused.

[Today’s Journal]

Finally found out the reason.

He’s trying to take a body profile.

He’s been eating nothing but sweet potatoes and chicken breast for a week now.

Seon Ah and I cheered him on.

[Today’s Journal]

He’s gotten tired of chicken breast and is looking for different types. Apparently, chicken breast products are quite diverse these days.

He recommended a few:

Steamed chicken breast, steamed pepper chicken breast, chicken breast balls, chicken breast cubes, chicken breast dumplings, chicken breast snacks, chicken breast sausage, chicken breast steak, chicken breast jerky…

I was going to order some, but I decided not to because it sounded gross.

[Today’s Journal]

Min Ki is finally going to take his body profile photo tomorrow.

I hope it turns out well.

I’ve learned a lot from watching him work out so hard. Nothing in this world comes easy.

Min Ki is amazing. I respect him.

How could he put in so much effort just to shoot an ad?

I’m going to order pizza later.

I like mine with pepperoni, extra tomato sauce, and crispy crust.

* * *

The next day.

‘Kim Tak… That guy, seriously ordered pizza right in front of someone about to take a body profile?’

He thought it was a joke, but Kim Tak actually ordered it.

Is that even human?

How could he?

Recently, I thought he had finally grown out of his wild side, but apparently not.

The core hasn’t changed.

A stray dog might spend three years wandering around, but in the end, it’ll just end up sleeping drunk near Sadang Station.

‘One day, I’ll get my revenge.’

Stewing in his anger and frustration, Lee Min Ki stood in front of a studio.

It was Studio Muscle, a body profile studio that Gym Manager Kwon Joon Yong had recommended from [gym near his home.

‘Finally, the day of reckoning has arrived.’

He clenched his fist tightly.
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Body Profile.

Also known as “Bap.”

A body profile photo focuses on capturing the beauty of the body, and it was originally seen as a field for professionals.

But with the recent surge in fitness trends, perhaps due to this, it became widely known to the general public and was rapidly gaining popularity.

However, there were side effects in this process.

> “Bap is about building and then taking pictures of your body, but there are people who ruin their bodies just to take a bap photo.”

> “You know, the three-month bap challenge? They just cut down body fat drastically in a short time to take the photo. Then they suffer from aftereffects.”

It was an inherent problem with bap.

For ordinary people, building muscle with weight training over time would take too long. It was faster, visually speaking, to simply lose weight.

As a result, many became skinny to the bone.

Park, the owner of Studio Muscle, which had specialized in bap photography long before it became trendy, didn’t like this new trend.

‘There’s nothing wrong with focusing on aesthetics, but to lose sight of the essence while only caring about appearance?’

Most people who came to take pictures had dried-out bodies with protruding abs, devoid of any volume.

The photos, once retouched, looked decent, but in reality, these people were nothing more than skin and bones.

“Ehh.”

Owner Park clicked his tongue.

Before being a photographer, he was first and foremost a fitness enthusiast, so all he could do was lament.

Still, it was true that this trend had helped ease the tough operation of the studio and even brought in some breathing room.

“Capitalism, capitalism, capitalism.”


He muttered it like a mantra as he persevered.

Amid all this, there was someone who had come in today to take a photo.

Was his name Lee Min Ki?

A rookie actor who had recently begun to gain recognition by appearing in several supporting roles.

Apparently, his popularity started because of his good physique.

He had said that he was taking the bap photos for promotional purposes.

Owner Park liked Lee Min Ki’s actions even less.

“Ugh, boss, why are you acting like this?”

As Park stood with his arms crossed, scoffing, the part-time employee sweeping the floor spoke up.

“A customer is still a customer, right? Besides, I heard he has a great body. Isn’t that a good thing?”

“I saw the photos; he’s just another skinny guy.”

“Really?”

“I saw his ab photo online. It’s the typical muscle that appears when you’re just thin.”

It was that scene from Forever Green, the torture scene.

That scene where he subtly revealed his abs while wearing a dress shirt.

Why did he take it like that?

From Park’s experience, there was only one reason for such photos.

“His overall physique is unimpressive, but he probably wanted to appear as if he had something, so he cut down his body fat and took the shot. The missing volume? He likely made up for it with makeup.”

A typical skinny guy.

The kind of body real fitness enthusiasts despised the most.


The broad shoulders were likely due to his naturally good frame.

Celebrities usually had good proportions, so even a bit of exercise made them stand out.

“Haha, boss, I understand how you feel, but don’t show that in front of the customers.”

The part-timer muttered, finding Owner Park’s mindset amusing.

“He’s a celebrity. If a celebrity takes a bap photo, it might inspire more people to start exercising seriously. If the market grows, we’ll benefit too, so isn’t it a win-win?”

“You think I don’t know that? I’m just frustrated. This country, they go crazy for abs.”

As Park lamented for the second time, a sound came from afar.

Jjallang.

The sound of the front door opening echoed.

“Shh.”

It seemed the customer had arrived.

It was probably that Lee Min Ki, the one who had made a reservation.

‘Once again, I betray my own beliefs.’

With a sigh, Park walked toward the lobby.

After all, a customer was a customer, and they needed to be entertained.

The studio needed to run to support more fitness enthusiasts.

He would have to set aside his personal preferences.

“Oh, are you Mr. Lee Min Ki, who made the reservation? You look even better in person. Your shoulders are like the Pacific Ocean.”

A few minutes into the sales pitch, Park realized something.

‘…….’


Is he really an actor?

* * *

After filming the movie, there was one thing that had weighed on Lee Min Ki’s mind.

It was that scene from Forever Green.

The scene that made the public think of Lee Min Ki as an actor with a great body.

Nowadays, it might be the scene most people associate with him.

However, for Min Ki himself, thinking about it made him feel tormented.

‘If I had more strength, stronger strength, I wouldn’t have had to compromise.’

Even his abs, by his standards, were nothing to be proud of.

By ordinary standards, he had a good body.

But the bodies that Min Ki was familiar with belonged to fitness maniacs like Gym Manager Kwon Joon Yong from the local gym.

Like how even third-place students belittle themselves when they look up to the first and second-place students.

Min Ki truly believed his body wasn’t good enough.

After the shoot, he threw himself into growing his body at the gym with fanatical effort.

“Your muscle lines are really well defined.”

Recently, the results had finally started to show.

The part-timer, adjusting Min Ki’s outfit, muttered in admiration.

“It’s not easy to build a body like this unless you’re a professional. You act too, right? It seems you’ve been working out really hard while balancing acting.”

In response, Min Ki muttered with a gaunt voice.

“I ran myself to the bone.”

“Pff, that’s what everyone who comes for a bap shoot says. How many years have you been training?”

“Well…”

Since he usually didn’t keep track, the answer didn’t immediately come to mind.

‘I started exercising while preparing for auditions at the academy, so how long has it been now?’

After counting on his fingers for a moment, Min Ki murmured offhandedly.

“Hmm, it’s been about 10 months now?”

At that moment, a voice reacted a few meters away.

“……10 months?”

Park, who had been checking the equipment, turned his head toward Min Ki like a puppet.

“Were you exercising before that?”

“Huh?”

“Judging by your lack of leg training, I’d guess you were prepping for a physique competition. Were you aiming for a contest?”

“No, I used to be so weak I couldn’t even run properly because I was afraid of getting injured.”

“Hmph.”

Park snorted quietly to himself at Min Ki’s words.

He thought it was a lie.

No one is so fragile that they avoid running for fear of injury.

Even people with torn cruciate ligaments can’t stay away from the gym because they miss the feeling of tearing muscles.

“Did you strictly control your diet, then?”

“Not really, I used to eat three meals a day of ramen, curry, or stir-fried pork.”

“Hmph, yes, yes. Got it.”

Owner Park, thinking that Lee Min Ki was just joking, lost interest.

It wasn’t like there weren’t people like him.

‘People who work out like crazy, then pretend they didn’t.’

It was almost as if they wanted to be deceptive.

Like those who had been working out for three years but claimed it had only been three months.

They probably did it to hear people say they had talent.

From the start, Park was an expert.

To his trained eye, Lee Min Ki’s body was the textbook example of a dedicated gym-goer’s physique.

‘What 10 months? This is clearly a body that’s been going to the gym consistently for at least two years.’

It was the body of a seasoned fitness enthusiast.

His weight had surpassed 70 kilograms.

His skeletal muscle mass had reached 37 kilograms.

His body fat percentage had been cut down to 6%.

These were results too incredible to believe for someone who had supposedly just “run hard for a few months.”

‘Unless he’s been scheduling his workouts like a professional athlete.’

To even attempt to deceive someone with such a physique was almost laughable, but also somewhat endearing.

Still, it wasn’t too bad.

‘At least he’s better than those stick-thin guys. This might actually be fun to shoot.’

In just a few minutes, Park had begun to warm up to Min Ki.

His initial prejudices had melted away the moment he saw his body.

But still…

It was true that Min Ki had pushed himself to the brink.

‘This really worked out.’

There was something that Gym Manager Kwon Joon Yong had told him.

> “People say it’s hard to increase skeletal muscle mass while cutting body fat, but that’s just because ordinary people can’t train like professional athletes.”

> “But I’m not a professional athlete.”

> “Min Ki, the moment you get paid to work out, you’re a professional.”

> “…”

That was Kwon Joon Yong’s philosophy.

Under his four-hour daily supervision and a rigorous split workout routine, Min Ki’s muscle fibers were torn to shreds.

Since the filming had paused for a while, he had decided to focus solely on working out.

However, lifting weights was the easy part.

The real challenge was the diet.

‘Just thinking about it makes me want to throw up.’

Min Ki shivered at the painful memory.

He ate four meals a day consisting only of chicken breast, sweet potatoes, and salad.

Plus exactly seven almonds.

While the workouts were bearable, he had reached the point where just the smell of chicken made him feel nauseous.

But the results were undeniable.

“Alright, smile big for me. Say ‘cheese’.”

Click!

With the photos retouched, Min Ki’s physique was as impressive as any fitness model’s.

‘Is this really me?’

With the right lighting, even Min Ki himself found it hard to believe how sculpted his body looked.

Owner Park seemed satisfied with the results.

Clicking the camera repeatedly, he muttered to himself.

“Let’s see, with shoulders as broad as yours, a physique pose might actually work well.”

“Physique?”

“Oh, right, you said earlier you hadn’t done it.”

Nodding to himself, Park explained.

“Physique is a bodybuilding category. They don’t focus much on the lower body, and wear shorts. Instead, the emphasis is on having a broad upper body frame.”

Physique.

It was a category built around the idea of having a body that looks great on the beach.

The key to success in this category was having a well-balanced and proportionate physique.

Unlike other forms of bodybuilding, it required a more controlled, less bulky look.

Add wide shoulders and a strong lat spread, and you’ve got the perfect physique.

That’s right.

Min Ki’s body right now was the ideal starting point for someone entering the world of physique competitions.

“Do you know how to pose?”

“Huh? No.”

He didn’t know.

He was vaguely familiar with the term “physique,” but didn’t really know what exercises or posing techniques were involved.

Park let out a small chuckle at Min Ki’s clueless expression.

“There you go again. Sure, sure, I believe you. I’ll teach you the poses, so just give it a try.”

What was with this guy?

Either way, when Min Ki roughly attempted the signature physique pose as Park instructed, Park couldn’t help but stifle a laugh internally.

‘Yeah, right, 10 months my foot.’

Just from the way he posed, it was clear that this guy had at least two years of experience.

His angles were sharp.

Razor-sharp.

It was obvious he had prepped for a physique competition before, so why was he lying?

Whatever.

Park decided to laugh it off.

After all, he was far better than those scrawny guys.

He was someone who didn’t care about a little bit of arrogance as long as it wasn’t coming from a skinny, stick-like body.

That’s right.

As long as he wasn’t a scrawny guy.

***

A few days later.

Several photos were released online through JC.

They were none other than…

[Actor Lee Min Ki’s Body Profile Project]

They were Min Ki’s bap photos.

There were countless pictures of him changing into various outfits, showing off his upper body muscles.

Despite his gentle and delicate face, the photos radiated a powerful, masculine energy.

[Wow.]

They were enough to astonish the public.

[I knew he had a good body, but not like this?]

[He must really love working out.]

[Isn’t this almost pro-level?]

[Haha, pro-level is an exaggeration, but he’s definitely at the top tier for a regular person.]

[It looks like he’s really well-proportioned, which makes the photos look even better.]

His body had always been good.

Even aside from skeletal muscle mass, his proportions had always made him stand out.

Couple that with the intense workouts he had done after filming Forever Green, along with the retouching by Studio Muscle.

[Beyond impressive, it’s almost art.]

He had succeeded in creating a masterpiece that bordered on a work of art.

[Can I achieve this in three months?]

[Haha, only if you spend three years working your butt off.]

[LOL.]

[People who haven’t worked out much wouldn’t know, but to get a body like that, you have to live in the gym.]

[Still, you never know. I heard someone did it in three months.]

[That’s all lies.]

The opinions of fitness enthusiasts weren’t much different from Owner Park’s.

They all speculated that Min Ki had at least a few years of experience working out.

In this process, ‘luck’ played a role.

[Haha, seriously, who believes a body like that is possible in one year? Please, stop the nonsense.]

[You can tell he doesn’t know what he’s talking about.]

[It’s obvious from his physique. Look at that silhouette, a clean V-shape from waist to shoulders.]

[People need to stop confusing having good proportions with having a lot of muscle, haha.]

[Clearly, this is just a body cut down to minimal body fat. What do you mean it’s impressive? LOL.]

[↑ Overweight gym junkie arrested at home for cooking two packs of ramen.]

Opinions were divided.

In fitness communities, debates raged on for days about his workout history.

Regardless of the outcome, the photos sparked widespread attention, naturally generating buzz.

It was nothing short of luck.

Amid this heated discussion…

[Title: I found out the name of the supplement Lee Min Ki uses.]

[Q. How do you work out?]

[A. I focus a lot on my diet. I changed supplements a few times to find one that suited me. My gym manager recommended this one, and I’ve stuck with it recently.]

And so, the marketing began.

[Real Protein?]

[What brand is that?]
Top Star by Luck - Chapter 50

				
Chapter 50

[Real Protein? What’s that?]

[I’ve hardly ever heard of it before.]

It was a brand that literally no one had heard of.

Real Protein.

They could guess it was a protein supplement, but even the fact that such a product existed was something few people knew about.

[Apparently, it’s a domestic product?]

[Isn’t domestic stuff kind of meh? All the pros eat imported brands.]

[Seems like they’ve put in some effort. The ingredients are actually decent.]

[I’ve heard domestic brands mix in flour or other junk and sell it.]

[They’re a listed pharmaceutical company.]

The Korean fitness community is small, but news travels fast.

If someone hadn’t heard of it, that was one thing. But once a name got mentioned, it spread like wildfire.

This is where Lee Min Ki’s strength came into play.

‘If it’s at that level, can’t I give it a shot too?’

Lee Min Ki’s body was realistically in good shape.

While professional bodybuilders’ physiques looked unreal, as if they had stepped out of a comic book, Lee Min Ki’s body was different.

It was clearly good, but it felt like if one worked hard enough, they could achieve something similar.

It felt within reach.

Yeah.


‘I don’t think it’s impossible?’

There was a subtle confidence.

Of course, in reality, it was far from achievable.

Just like people are born with certain facial features, body structure is something you’re born with.

Lee Min Ki’s build wasn’t just about having a good ratio; it was more than that. His physique fell comfortably within the top 1% in terms of being aesthetically pleasing.

However…

[I’ll try to get a body like Lee Min Ki’s in three months.]

Famous celebrities with handsome faces often make it look easy, so it feels deceptively achievable.

[I’ll try it out first.]

[lol, another sucker falls for it?]

[It’s not as expensive as the imported ones anyway, so isn’t it worth a try?]

[For real, you can finish 30 scoops in a month anyway.]

Moreover, professional bodybuilders weren’t well-known among the general public.

No matter how good a protein supplement was, there was always a bit of hesitation or skepticism about trying it. Lee Min Ki seized on this gap.

[This is the supplement everyone’s talking about?]

[Lee Min Ki – Official Advertising Model for HanGye Pharmaceutical]

[New ad images released]

[10-month workout schedule and before & after photos revealed, join him!]

[Make your daily life your workout, Real Protein]

A period of 10 months, which wasn’t too short or too long, made the campaign more effective.


It was just the right amount of time to appeal to the general public.

In just a few weeks, HanGye Pharmaceutical got exactly what they deserved.

[Lee Min Ki effect: ‘Sales increased by 11 times’]

* * *

At Daon Entertainment.

Among talent agencies that boasted of being selective, Daon Entertainment stood out.

Recently, they had been dealing with a significant source of frustration.

“Lee Min Ki, that guy is seriously on a roll.”

Lee Min Ki was the reason.

Was there even a need to say more?

It was already a well-known story that Daon Entertainment had rejected Lee Min Ki during the audition process after seeking him out.

“Isn’t he the top among the rookies who debuted recently?”

“Unless they were an idol who built recognition as a trainee, yeah… based on potential, he’s at the top.”

Lee Min Ki’s success only proved Daon Entertainment’s incompetence.

Of course, there were plenty of agencies that had passed on Lee Min Ki during the initial screening.

But at least they had only rejected him based on his paperwork.

Very few had seen his skills in an audition, like Daon had, and still turned him down.

“Did you see the video from that audition the other day?”

“He was good even back then. His body wasn’t as built as it is now, but there was a rawness to him. I’d say he was already better than most rookies, definitely not worse.”

“Why did the CEO reject him?”


“Don’t you know? He chose his friend’s son instead of Lee Min Ki.”

This behind-the-scenes story had spread so much that it was public knowledge among the staff.

But was it just Lee Min Ki’s name that came up?

There was a name that always followed his: three familiar syllables.

“Who is this friend’s son, anyway?”

“Don’t you know? It’s Kim Ji Hwan.”

“Kim Ji Hwan was a nepotism hire?”

Kim Ji Hwan.

The actor who had taken Lee Min Ki’s spot.

With his tall height and chic face, he was considered a promising rookie in his own right.

[Kim Ji Hwan cast as a supporting actor in a Wednesday-Thursday mini-drama]

[His gaze captivates female viewers]

[His proportions are impressive]

With Daon backing him, Kim Ji Hwan was achieving some results.

Despite early predictions that he would become a terrible actor, he had grown quickly, much to everyone’s surprise.

But that was it.

“He’s not as good as Lee Min Ki.”

He was lacking.

Compared to Lee Min Ki, who had already starred in a successful movie and a decent drama, and even had a successful commercial campaign, Kim Ji Hwan clearly fell short.

“Why did they choose him over Lee Min Ki?”

“Because of the CEO’s friend’s son.”

“This is why hiring actors through connections is a bad idea.”

The rumors wouldn’t stop.

It would have been hard for Kim Ji Hwan, the person in question, to remain unaware of the talk surrounding him.

‘This is ridiculous.’

Kim Ji Hwan overheard the gossip while near the smoking area, his face contorting in frustration.

Was Lee Min Ki really that great?

And so what?

Why did they feel the need to constantly compare them?

‘I didn’t skip the audition to get in.’

Kim Ji Hwan felt wronged.

They had competed fairly at the audition, and he had won.

That was why he got the role, wasn’t it?

Of course, behind the scenes, his parents’ influence had a lot to do with it, but still.

[Don’t worry about it. You’re doing well as you are, just focus on your acting practice.]

CEO Hwang In Goo of Daon tried to encourage him, but words alone couldn’t lift his spirits.

Instead, he felt like even the CEO secretly looked down on him.

It was the same at home.

[Is this Lee Min Ki guy really that famous?]

That was what his father had said.

[Because of him, our profits aren’t looking great, and the atmosphere isn’t good.]

Did he really need to say more?

“Who was it again? You know that pharmaceutical company we invested in, Ivoryum? That one, right?”

“Yes, the CEO often brags about his kid.”

“Right, it seems his son wants to try his hand at the entertainment industry.”

The pharmaceutical company Ivoryum.

This was the company run by none other than Kim Ji Hwan’s father.

Ironically enough, it was also a competitor of HanGye Pharmaceutical in the protein supplement market.

[The Pride of Supplements, Ivoryum]

[A New Era of Supplements Born from the Scientific Power of California Research Labs in the U.S.]

Of course, Ivoryum’s supplements were different.

While HanGye Pharmaceutical researched and developed its own supplements, Ivoryum simply imported American products and repackaged them with their brand and packaging.

Ivoryum was that kind of company.

A supplement/nutrient distribution company hiding under the guise of a pharmaceutical firm.

Still, even with that, they had managed to do well through marketing alone.

But now…

[Market share is plummeting.]

Recently, they had lost market share to HanGye Pharmaceutical, causing their sales to decline.

That frustration soon made its way through Kim Ji Hwan’s father and fell squarely on Kim Ji Hwan’s shoulders.

[That guy’s doing commercials with his fitness regime, can’t you do something like that?]

“…”

It was a situation that made the blood rush to Kim Ji Hwan’s head.

It wasn’t as if Kim Ji Hwan hadn’t tried working out. He had done it diligently, and he was still keeping up with it.

And yet, his resentment toward Lee Min Ki only grew.

‘How could that possibly be a body he built in just 10 months?’

It was definitely a scam.

A sneaky guy.

The face of Lee Min Ki, whom he had briefly crossed paths with during the audition, began to seem more and more detestable.

‘He pretends to be all innocent on the outside, but inside, he’s like a snake, coiled and ready to strike.’

But there wasn’t an answer for him right now.

Even if he didn’t like it, there wasn’t much he could do in retaliation.

Despite whatever backing he had, he was still just a rookie actor.

“Sigh.”

He let out a sigh.

“…Huh.”

“Actor?”

The employees who had been gossiping about Kim Ji Hwan just moments earlier while smoking in the corner suddenly froze in place when they saw him.

“Uh…”

“Don’t smoke too much. It’s bad for your health. Oh, and take magnesium.”

“Oh, thank you.”

At his words, the employees scurried off as if running away.

This scene irritated him as well.

These pathetic employees couldn’t even speak their minds, constantly gauging a rookie actor’s reaction.

When he thought about it, Kim Ji Hwan came to one conclusion.

‘This is all because of that guy, Lee Min Ki.’

Lee Min Ki was the source of all his problems.

Being gossiped about in the company.

Having his position as a rookie actor shaken.

His father’s company losing sales.

It was all because of Lee Min Ki, there was no other way to explain it.

‘If I ever run into him again, I’ll make sure to crush him.’

Grinding his teeth, Kim Ji Hwan swore revenge against the young and innocent-looking Lee Min Ki.

And that day came sooner than expected.

* * *

JC Office.

Lee Min Ki spoke with a hint of surprise in his voice.

“A drama?”

“Yes, we’ve found a good project. Please have a look.”

Director Seo Jung Woo slid an audition notice across the table toward Lee Min Ki.

But the content seemed somewhat familiar to him.

Project Introduction

Title: Café del Dia

Director: No Ho Yeon

Genre: Youth Romance

Lead Actors: TBD

Gender: Male

Audition Role

Lead Actor (Male): Character’s age is in their 20s

# Established or rookie actors welcome

# Preference for those with previous drama experience

# Must be able to film in Seoul

Café del Dia.

A drama set in a cafe, revolving around two men and one woman, with various events unfolding between them.

“There hasn’t been a work with this kind of position in years. It’s likely to receive a decent response. The role they’re casting for this time is…”

Director Seo Jung Woo continued with a formal explanation.

But even without hearing it, the plot of the drama was already clear in Lee Min Ki’s mind.

‘It was a pretty fun piece.’

Lee Min Ki remembered the story well.

Since he watched practically everything, [Café del Dia] was a major drama aired on a public broadcasting station.

Of course he had watched it.

He had even analyzed it thoroughly, watching it multiple times to study its structure.

‘It was a well-made drama with a good script and solid ratings. But being cast as the lead…’

The thought of starring in a public broadcasting station drama as a lead actor weighed on him.

Now entering his second year since debut, Lee Min Ki had yet to play a lead role.

He had only been a supporting actor twice.

‘I heard that roles like these have competition ratios of at least 100:1.’

Would he really be able to land the role?

If he didn’t, wouldn’t it just be a waste of time?

After a brief moment of contemplation, Lee Min Ki shook his head to clear away his doubts.

Since when did he start worrying about such things?

There was no point in thinking about whether he would succeed or fail.

The only thing that mattered was whether or not he wanted the role.

“Another advantage is that it’s a drama related to food. If you land the role, it will be easier to secure food-related advertising deals in the future.”

While Lee Min Ki was lost in thought, Director Seo Jung Woo continued his detailed explanation.

“I’m confident that, unlike last time, where the project’s success didn’t lead to any significant advertising deals, this won’t be the case this time.”

“Hmm, yeah, I’ve learned that thrillers aren’t always the best choice.”

“I advised you against it, though.”

“But I’m glad I took the role, right?”

At Lee Min Ki’s remark, Director Seo Jung Woo smiled warmly.

“Yes, the project did well, and an actor’s image isn’t determined by just one project.”

He was right.

It wasn’t about a single victory. Just because you fail once doesn’t mean it’s over.

“Right now, your position as an actor is quite strong. You’re a rookie whose acting skills and visual appeal have both been proven. That’s rare. [Forever Green] has really elevated your career.”

It wasn’t just the public’s attention.

People in the industry were also paying attention.

Thanks to [Forever Green], Lee Min Ki’s value had undeniably risen.

“But there is one thing that concerns me.”

“What is it?”

“Café del Dia is an attractive project, so there will be plenty of actors aiming for the lead role. They’re casting a male actor in his 20s, so I’m sure rookies will be at the center of the competition.”

“Rookie actors, huh.”

Come to think of it, this was originally a love triangle drama.

It didn’t just have one male actor in his 20s, but two.

Besides the male lead, there was another male supporting character. Who was that again?

‘Wait, who acted that role?’

As his thoughts reached this point, it suddenly hit him.

‘Ah.’

The name of the actor who had appeared in Café del Dia and truly started to rise in popularity flashed in his mind like lightning.

Kim Ji Hwan.

The rookie actor he had faced during the Daon audition.

The one who would carry Daon’s future on his shoulders, and who had been the lead actor in Café del Dia.

At that moment, everything came together in Lee Min Ki’s mind.

‘I didn’t expect to cross paths with him again like this.’

A small flame ignited in Lee Min Ki’s heart.

That flame was named…

‘Can I win this time?’

It was a competitive spirit.
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Café del Dia.

A youth drama set against the backdrop of a café.

A few days after deciding to participate in the public audition for that drama, Lee Min Ki went to a special place to prepare in earnest.

It was…

“Welcome to Kim Hee Kyung’s Coffee Startup Class.”

A coffee class.

‘First, it’s time to study.’

The audition criteria were divided into two parts.

One involved a designated acting piece, and the other, a freestyle performance.

The former was about interpreting the script provided in advance by the production team, while the latter required preparing freely, suited to the character.

It was then that Lee Min Ki thought,

‘Since it’s a coffee drama, let’s study coffee.’

If he was going to do it, he might as well give it his all.

‘The designated piece is just the preliminary round. Everyone will do well in that. I need to show my skills in the freestyle performance.’

He knew Kim Ji Hwan’s abilities well.

Although the acting he saw in the past at the Daon audition wasn’t anything special, recently, things had changed.

After watching a project Kim Ji Hwan had appeared in recently, Lee Min Ki was deeply shocked.

‘He’s really improved.’

Kim Ji Hwan had started showing the acting skills worthy of an up-and-coming star.


Perhaps he possessed immense talent, or he was working himself to the bone behind the scenes.

Moreover, in the original Café del Dia that Lee Min Ki had seen, Kim Ji Hwan was clearly the main character.

Being the lead isn’t just about talent.

Kim Ji Hwan’s character and the director’s vision must have aligned perfectly.

It wasn’t enough to just prepare diligently.

To break through that chemistry, it required preparation two steps deeper than the most hardworking person.

And so, Lee Min Ki prepared for this class.

“First, let’s learn about the Moka pot. Europeans often use this pot to easily brew coffee.”

A coffee startup class.

The plan was to take this coffee class, and with the knowledge he gained, prepare his freestyle performance based on that.

[The production team only suggests a freestyle performance for one reason.]

The advice from trainer Kim Ah Sung was firmly imprinted in his mind.

[They want to see how much the participant understands the project and the character. Acting skills? That can be judged just by the designated piece. Freestyle performance is all about the character. Remember that.]

He had to understand the character.

The character description for the role Lee Min Ki was auditioning for, the protagonist [Sung Jin Woo], was as follows:

[A talented barista.]

[A well-liked man with a handsome face and a gentle personality, but when it comes to coffee, he is more serious than anyone.]

[He loves coffee to the point of obsession.]

If he could obsess over coffee, then he could act out that obsession as well.

That was Lee Min Ki’s thought.


There was one more thing.

‘The Café del Dia audition, they said they would set up a bunch of coffee-related tools on site. They even mentioned that if you need anything for your freestyle performance, you can use it.’

Having experienced the future, he had access to information others didn’t.

It was knowledge none of the other participants had.

It wouldn’t be wrong to say Lee Min Ki had a huge advantage when it came to information.

Call it unfair if you want.

However, it would be foolish not to act on what he knew.

In the long run, not acting on this would also be an irresponsible decision.

‘Since I’ll need to study coffee while shooting the drama anyway, I might as well get ahead.’

From now on, it was all about studying.

Serious studying.

With that thought in mind, Lee Min Ki diligently took notes on the paper in front of him.

—

Kim Hee Kyung.

A barista who gained fame after proudly winning the silver medal at the 2014 World Barista Championship.

Often invited to represent the barista profession in the media, she was also known by another title:

‘Korea’s top coffee education expert.’

She wasn’t just a passionate teacher; she viewed coffee education as a calling.

[I want to spread barista culture across Korea. Imagine the whole nation brewing a cup of coffee in a Moka pot for their loved ones every morning.]

While nurturing professional baristas was great, her dream was to promote barista culture widely in Korea.


However, the reality was far from easy.

[Oh my, teacher, you explain things so well.]

[This is tough, can I just stop here?]

[I’m taking a break today.]

[Does this even make money?]

That was the problem.

Many didn’t take the barista classes seriously.

They treated it more like a cultural experience.

To put it bluntly, most people were insincere.

Celebrities, even more so.

[Just teach me the basics.]

[What should I say on TV to sound like an expert?]

Most approached it superficially.

They would earn a cheap certificate, put it on their resume, and then use their time in the class as a story to boast about on a show.

This was precisely why Kim Hee Kyung wasn’t fond of Lee Min Ki.

‘He said he’s here to prepare for an audition?’

It was obvious.

He’d pretend to care.

Then, once things got a little tough, he’d use his busy schedule as an excuse to run away.

Satisfied just to have learned enough to look impressive somewhere else.

‘He’ll probably mention in an interview how he took a coffee startup class just to prepare for the drama.’

That’s what she expected.

After all, it was the same routine that had repeated many times.

But then…

“Min Ki, could you explain to me the content from the previous class? Start with Robusta and Arabica. And also, list the world’s top three coffee beans in order.”

Something was off.

“Robusta has a strong bitter taste but is widely grown because it thrives anywhere. Arabica is harder to grow but generally tastes better. But that doesn’t mean Robusta is automatically lower quality.”

From Lee Min Ki’s mouth, the content of the previous class flowed out effortlessly.

Even with a level of precision that was almost excessive.

“The top three beans are Hawaiian Kona, Geisha, and Blue Mountain. However, just because they’re expensive doesn’t mean they’re high quality. That’s mostly due to strong marketing by monopolistic companies.”

“Can you name the top producing regions?”

“In order of production: Brazil, Vietnam, Colombia, Indonesia, Honduras, and Ethiopia. Most are from the third world.”

“…Why does Ethiopian coffee taste so good?”

“Because there are many high-altitude regions. The density of coffee beans varies depending on the altitude they are grown at. Greater altitude means greater temperature fluctuations between day and night. These fluctuations cause the beans to expand and contract, increasing their density. The denser the bean, the richer the flavor when brewed. Beans grown above 1,400 meters are called SHB.”

“…”

It was too accurate.

A perfect answer with no room for criticism.

It was as if the sentences had been copied directly from a textbook.

As the explanations flowed steadily from Lee Min Ki’s mouth, Kim Hee Kyung started to feel lightheaded.

Something was strange.

‘Why is he working so hard?’

During the first class, I did tell them to review the origins of the coffee beans.

But I didn’t expect him to memorize it all this thoroughly.

No, I didn’t even expect him to study at all.

“You memorized everything? Well done. You must have studied a lot.”

Feeling both astonished and curious, Kim Hee Kyung asked, and Lee Min Ki, looking a bit shy from the compliment, smiled and replied.

“I found it interesting as I was studying.”

“…It’s not easy to do that much just because it’s interesting.”

“Maybe because your class was so fun, I wanted to study more.”

Lee Min Ki smiled brightly.

That smile made Kim Hee Kyung’s heart momentarily feel drenched, like in a spring rain.

‘Wow, his smile is something else.’

She had dealt with celebrities for so long that their looks no longer impressed her, but there was something more about Lee Min Ki.

It was as if her heart was melting softly.

She even felt like she wanted to kidnap him and keep him at home.

‘Get a grip. He’s much younger than you.’

When I was preparing for the college entrance exam, this guy was in elementary school.

Barely pulling herself together, Kim Hee Kyung spoke.

“You did well. Really well. No need to review theory anymore. Today, let’s learn how to brew drip coffee. We’ll finish the class once you’ve completed the practical steps.”

“Yes!”

At his enthusiastic response, Kim Hee Kyung worked hard to suppress her urge to laugh.

A short while later.

“I’ve shown you how it’s done, so now it’s your turn, Min Ki. It may look easy, but there can be some mistakes. It’s common for beginners, so don’t be nervous. Relax your arms.”

Following Kim Hee Kyung’s instructions, Lee Min Ki started brewing drip coffee.

But how should she describe it?

For the seventh time that day, Kim Hee Kyung felt dizzy.

‘Why is he so good at this?’

Lee Min Ki’s coffee brewing skills were astonishing.

No, his movements were clumsy when observed in detail.

But the results were excellent.

Whirr.

The grinder emitted an unusually pleasant aroma.

Trickle.

The coffee beans on the filter paper soaked evenly the moment they met the water.

‘Most beginners make tiny mistakes here.’

Pouring the water correctly was key.

It was far from easy.

Most beginners’ hands would shake, or they’d tilt the angle wrong, ruining the balance of the coffee grounds.

But Lee Min Ki’s drip coffee…

‘It’s perfect.’

It was hard to believe he was a beginner.

How could this be possible?

The answer was simple: preparation.

‘As expected, preparation is everything.’

In Lee Min Ki’s book, there was no such thing as “learning on-site.”

He believed in trying everything on his own first, and only then relying on the teacher.

Effort after effort.

This had been his ingrained habit since childhood, and it was the core of who Lee Min Ki was.

In his life, luck was something he could hardly ever count on.

Thus, he believed in the value of hard work.

If he lacked luck, he thought he could make up for it through effort.

It was the same with today’s drip coffee.

Before taking this class, he had practiced dozens, no, hundreds of times.

Even last night, he kept practicing until his arm shook and he couldn’t brew anymore.

So, why take the class?

There was a reason for that, too.

‘The teacher will point out where I made mistakes.’

He used classes not as learning sessions but as a means of validation.

Of course, there was enjoyment too.

‘In the past, whenever I took barista classes, I used to give up after burning myself.’

He used to spill and splatter all over the place.

His latte art never came out right, always falling apart.

Even though he followed the instructions, repeated failure made him doubt his own dexterity.

But apparently, that wasn’t the case.

‘Maybe you need luck for this too.’

Well, he decided to think positively.

It meant that from now on, he wouldn’t face such failures again.

‘Hahaha, this is fun! Hahaha.’

He could do it.

There were few joys greater than learning something you used to struggle with.

After a string of failures, he now understood the joy of success.

How could he stop now?

Lee Min Ki’s earnest effort soon turned into tangible results.

‘He’s really good.’

His progress was rapid.

What more could she teach him?

Kim Hee Kyung watched his movements in awe for a long while, then finally spoke.

“Everything’s great overall, but there’s one thing I’d like you to improve. The posture.”

“Did I get something wrong?”

“Well, nothing’s wrong per se, but there’s a better way to do it.”

Since her student had done everything on his own, there wasn’t much to correct.

The basics were already covered, so now it was time to teach him something beyond that.

Kim Hee Kyung grabbed the kettle sitting next to him and said,

“Watch carefully. Relax your shoulders, tuck your hips in, and tilt your head slightly.”

The water from the kettle traced a picture-perfect arc as it fell into the dripper.

Trickle.

Even the sound was beautiful as Kim Hee Kyung’s graceful movement poured the water, and she asked,

“How is it? Looks more refined, doesn’t it?”

“That looks amazing.”

In a surprised tone, Lee Min Ki asked,

“If I brew coffee with that posture, will it taste better?”

“Haha, no, of course not,” Kim Hee Kyung waved her hand dismissively.

“It has nothing to do with the taste.”

“Huh? Then why should I use that posture?”

Hearing the mixed wonder and respect in his voice, Kim Hee Kyung chuckled and answered,

“Because it looks cool.”

“…”

“When you appear on TV, you’ll want to look like an expert, right? It’s that kind of era now. Even chefs appear on shows and dramatically sprinkle salt. Baristas need to do the same when needed.”

So, it was all just for show.

Seeing Lee Min Ki’s bewildered face, Kim Hee Kyung continued.

“When you appear in the drama looking cool, more people will want to become baristas, right? So, work hard. I’ll benefit from that too.”
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Where do they usually hold auditions?

To explain this, it depended on the preferences of the organizer.

If it was a large-scale audition with hundreds of applicants, they would have no choice but to rent a large venue.

Sometimes, they would rely on a broadcasting station or a studio.

But if it was a small-scale audition, it was a bit different.

[“They called me for an audition, and it turned out to be in an abandoned factory.”]

[“Maybe because it was a school drama, they called us to a school. Some even came in school uniforms.”]

Occasionally, there was a theme.

They would match the audition venue to the work in order to observe the chemistry between the actors and the project more closely.

The drama Lee Min Ki had applied for, Café del Dia, was no exception.

‘So, places like this exist.’

The audition was held at Cafe Rio, a massive three-story cafe located in the western part of Incheon.

Lee Min Ki looked around the building from outside and sank into thought.

‘Did they say this was an old factory converted into a cafe? They roast and blend their own beans and sell them nationwide. They even set up a dedicated farm overseas.’

He had researched the location in advance.

This cafe was slated to be the filming location for Café del Dia in the future.

And also.

[Cafe Rio is like a holy ground for Korean coffee blending culture.]

Cafe Rio itself was a renowned spot among industry professionals.


Barista Kim Kyung Hee had informed him.

[Anyone who’s into coffee beans visits there at least once. I even received my training at Rio in the past.]

She had taught him the details.

She said knowing the layout of the equipment, the kitchen flow, and the tools used would help with the acting.

She had even brought some of the tools from there and let him try them out.

According to Barista Kim Kyung Hee, the handling sensation could vary greatly depending on the brand, even if the coffee tools were similar.

‘Who would’ve thought she worked here before. I got lucky.’

It seemed like there was such a thing as good connections in life.

Perhaps the biggest stroke of luck in his life was the people he had met.

As Lee Min Ki smiled faintly and stepped into the building, about twenty actors were already waiting on the first floor.

But.

The atmosphere in the waiting room was heavy.

‘Everyone’s tense.’

Perhaps because everyone here was not just colleagues but also competitors, the gazes were sharp enough to prickle the skin.

Moreover, each face he glanced at was surprisingly familiar.

‘So they also applied here. Unexpected.’

It wasn’t just actors that fit the description of the lead character.

There were also actors specialized in villain roles and those known for playing unattractive characters.

Judging by the fact that he hadn’t seen them in the drama, they were probably eliminated.

And they would likely continue to be.


He hadn’t expected them to apply for a role like this, but it seemed every actor tried to break free from their fixed image.

“Please sit over here and wait until we give further instructions.”

“Thank you.”

Lee Min Ki bowed politely to the staff and sat by the window.

Though some glanced his way, it seemed like he was no longer of much interest.

Or so he thought.

Rattle.

Then, the door opened, and someone entered.

“……”

“……”

It was Kim Ji Hwan.

The actor who had lost the Daon Entertainment audition but whom Lee Min Ki had defeated.

He appeared, flaunting his tall figure in a long coat.

‘He does have the looks.’

Had he dressed up specifically for the audition?

He came wearing a neat white shirt and black dress pants.

His hair was styled in soft waves.

A familiar look.

It was exactly like the lead character he had seen in a drama.

But.


“……”

“……”

Why was he glaring like that?

Kim Ji Hwan’s gaze fixated on Lee Min Ki to the point that it felt unsettling.

“Are you Actor Kim Ji Hwan?”

“Yes.”

“Let me show you to your seat.”

Even while following the staff, Kim Ji Hwan continued to stare at Lee Min Ki.

Like a bird of prey eyeing its meal from hundreds of meters away, he didn’t take his eyes off him.

Even after sitting about twenty steps away.

It had gotten to the point where even Lee Min Ki started feeling uncomfortable.

‘What’s with him?’

Was there something wrong with me?

Why does he keep staring like that?

Did I have something on my face? Or was he trying to start a staring contest?

‘What a weird guy.’

Whatever.

He couldn’t keep staring forever.

If he ignored it, the guy would eventually mind his own business.

“……”

Geez, how long does he plan to keep staring?

No dry eyes?

Must have blessed genetics.

Just as that odd tension lingered for a while.

“We will now begin the Café del Dia open audition. Please come up to the second floor when your name is called. First, Min Ki, Kim Ji Hwan, please come up.”

With the staff’s announcement, the audition began.

* * *

The structure of the second floor was like a bar.

There was an open kitchen in the center, surrounded by tables.

At one of those tables sat the person in charge of this drama.

“I’m No Ho Yeon, the director of this production. Thank you for coming all the way here.”

Director No Ho Yeon smiled.

A man with an extremely laid-back appearance.

In other words, he had a lot of hair—from his head to his beard.

“The coffee smells really nice, doesn’t it? Just to let you know, we plan to use this place as the filming location later on.”

He started some small talk as if trying to ease the stiff audition atmosphere.

Meanwhile, in Lee Min Ki’s mind, Director No Ho Yeon’s career was being clearly recalled.

‘He used to work in film but recently switched to directing dramas.’

It was a rare case, even in the industry.

Normally, film directors were considered higher-tier, and dramas were often avoided due to the tougher production environment.

Because of that, there were even rumors that Director No Ho Yeon had fallen out of favor with investors and been chased out of the industry.

‘But he gradually built his career in dramas, and later on, hit it big with overseas exports during the OTT boom.’

It felt like there had been a reason for it all.

He wasn’t someone to be underestimated just because of his gentle appearance.

One of Director No Ho Yeon’s characteristics was that he was terrifyingly meticulous down to the smallest detail.

“Alright, let’s get started. Min Ki, you’ll go first.”

Last time at the Daon audition, Kim Ji Hwan had gone first.

But this time, it seemed different.

Lee Min Ki was up first.

“We’ll begin with the set lines. There will be no signal, so start whenever you’re ready.”

“Understood.”

Lee Min Ki took a step forward and drew a deep breath.

The pleasant aroma of coffee filled his lungs, elevating his mood.

Then, scenes from the drama began to form in his mind.

[“Hey, Sung Jin Woo, do you think you’re so great?”]

The voice of the opposing actor began to surface in his mind.

It wasn’t written in the script.

But Lee Min Ki could hear it clearly.

“Specialty coffee. Every barista dreams of selling it at least once. But they give up because it doesn’t make money.”

His acting had begun.

This was the scene that explained the character of Sung Jin Woo in the early part of Café del Dia.

“Cheap Robusta beans blended with low-cost ones. Catering to local tastes by serving value-for-money coffee, don’t you get tired of that?”

The lines were unpleasant.

No, more than unpleasant—they were arrogant.

But that was exactly right.

A man with the looks of a nobleman and the career of a winner at international coffee competitions.

Sung Jin Woo was a man deeply dissatisfied with the state of Korean coffee culture.

“Roasting any old beans at high heat just because it’s the norm. That’s not coffee; it’s burnt bean water.”

Not only did he have an immense pride in his profession, but he also carried a sense of mission.

In a way, he was very much like Barista Kim Kyung Hee.

‘He wants to overturn the entire Korean barista culture.’

Though their genders were different, the two sought the same thing.

They both wanted to move beyond Korea’s widespread culture of budget coffee and popularize the taste of high-end, specialty coffee.

“Korea is now in the top 10 globally in coffee consumption, right? But the cafes popping up are all franchise shops focusing on value for money.”

[“Don’t we all know that? But Korean consumers aren’t that interested in premium coffee. We’re selling the space, not the coffee.”]

Gradually, the voice of the unseen counterpart actor seemed to ring in his ears.

Lee Min Ki visualized the presence of his acting partner in front of him as he spoke.

“Selling space? You’ve been reading too many marketing books. It’s because of that mindset that this country’s coffee culture stays stagnant.”

Lee Min Ki smirked.

The character Sung Jin Woo he portrayed was unmistakably different from the original.

‘It’s fine to use Kim Ji Hwan’s Sung Jin Woo as a reference, but that’s his Sung Jin Woo. It doesn’t suit me.’

He had his own concerns.

How could he portray Sung Jin Woo in a way that suited him?

In the end, the reference he found was Barista Kim Kyung Hee.

A woman who loved coffee.

Right now, the Sung Jin Woo Lee Min Ki aimed to portray was a battle-hardened version of Barista Kim Kyung Hee.

Lee Min Ki’s fingertips drew sharp curves in the air.

“Handling specialty single-origin coffee is a condition of me working here.”

Yes.

What he had learned from Barista Kim Kyung Hee wasn’t just about coffee.

He had learned to embody the character of Kim Kyung Hee herself.

“……”

Of course, whether he had won an international award or not, if a mere barista acted aggressively toward a cafe owner like that, they’d be treated as a crazy person and kicked out.

According to Barista Kim Kyung Hee, everyone in the domestic coffee scene had the same precarious, fleeting existence.

All of this was exaggerated for the drama, so it was fine.

‘…The attention to detail is making me notice things I didn’t need to.’

Suddenly, he felt a wave of embarrassment.

In the midst of focusing on his acting, the shame he had pushed aside now came crashing over him like a wave.

Indeed, in media, sometimes it’s necessary to gloss over things.

But.

‘Ugh. So embarrassing…’

Embarrassment was always his burden to bear.

* * *

‘Oh.’

By the time Lee Min Ki’s set performance ended.

Director No Ho Yeon was feeling a certain level of awe.

‘His character is solid.’

The character that Lee Min Ki portrayed was incredibly well-defined.

A handsome man who, despite his gentle appearance, turned into a madman when it came to coffee.

Sung Jin Woo’s character was naturally seeping from Lee Min Ki.

‘I thought he couldn’t pull off a performance like this because of his delicate features, but once he started acting, it was like he became a different person.’

It was surprising.

Of course, an actor was expected to have this kind of range, but Lee Min Ki’s performance was on another level.

‘Has he been to a lot of cafes?’

He seemed familiar with cafes as a space.

It felt like they could shoot this performance as it was without any issues.

However.

Set performances were just that—a set performance.

Any seasoned actor would do well with a prepared scene.

Lee Min Ki did well, but others would probably do just as well.

What mattered was whether he could go beyond that.

‘I’ll see how much he’s prepared.’

Director No Ho Yeon, filled with a sense of expectation, opened his mouth.

“Good job. Now we’ll move on to the free performance.”

It was time for the free performance.

“You can use any lines you’ve prepared, and feel free to use any props in the cafe if needed for your performance. There’s no time limit, so take your time.”

“Yes!”

Upon receiving Director No Ho Yeon’s instructions, Lee Min Ki inhaled deeply and exhaled.

Now the real thing was starting.

Why had he gone through all that trouble in the barista lessons?

Now was the time to see the results.

‘I’m not sure if this will work or not.’

Lee Min Ki glanced around for a moment, then confidently strode over.

He examined the kitchen counter in Rio’s coffee bar and, with a surprised expression, began rummaging through the shelves.

He soon found what he was looking for and sighed with relief.

It was.

‘Here it is. A Hario coffee dripper.’

A coffee dripper.

Specifically, a Hario model.

This was the essential tool for the performance that Lee Min Ki had prepared for this audition.

“I’ll begin.”

Swish.

As soon as he announced the start of his performance, Lee Min Ki smoothly donned the apron hanging on the shelf.

He then rolled up his sleeves and began grinding coffee beans with the grinder.

‘Oh?’

The expressions of Director No Ho Yeon and the judges shifted to one of surprise.

‘Is he actually making coffee?’

‘His movements are natural. He doesn’t seem like a novice.’

‘What’s he planning to do with this?’

But there was a common thread in their gazes.

‘It’s all well and good, but when is he going to start acting?’

There was confusion due to the lack of lines.

However, Lee Min Ki acted as if he wasn’t aware of the stares and carefully folded a filter before placing it into the dripper.

Next came the rinsing.

He measured out the ground beans and placed them into the dripper.

Then came the blooming and extraction.

Every step of hand-drip brewing, as though straight out of a textbook, unfolded at the fingertips of Lee Min Ki.

It was like watching a scene from a painting come to life.

‘Clean.’

‘His coffee-dripping form is incredibly smooth.’

‘He must have practiced a lot.’

After a brief moment.

Lee Min Ki poured the finished coffee into a cup.

He walked over to Director No Ho Yeon.

“……”

“……”

What was he going to do next?

At the moment when everyone’s curiosity reached its peak, Lee Min Ki gracefully placed the coffee in front of the director and spoke for the first time.

“Enjoy your time.”

In that moment.

‘Aha.’

‘So that was all part of the performance.’

Everyone realized.

Every single action, from preparing the hand drip, to the extraction, to serving.

Each and every movement had been part of Lee Min Ki’s performance.

‘Haha.’

Amused by how effortlessly he had acted, Director No Ho Yeon chuckled inwardly.

‘This guy, Lee Min Ki. I thought he was gentle and quiet, but he’s a total wild card.’

To think he would deliver his free performance this way.

Because it was a coffee-themed drama, he had decided to showcase a coffee-making performance.

Director No Ho Yeon began to rethink Lee Min Ki’s performance, savoring it like a well-brewed cup of coffee.

At first, he hadn’t given much thought to the initial movements, but when viewed as a performance, every detail was a masterclass in attention to character.

All of the details of the character Sung Jin Woo.

‘Even though there were other drippers available, he deliberately searched for the Hario dripper. Why? Maybe because he used it a lot in competitions? Well, considering Sung Jin Woo’s personality, that’s a fitting choice. After all, he’s a competition-winning barista.’

From the choice of tools.

‘And the deep squat with his hips and raised arms. Oh, I see, that’s Barista Kim Hee Kyung’s signature move. Did he do that on purpose?’

To every subtle gesture.

The more he thought about it, the more fun it became.

‘He prepared meticulously.’

The details that emerged, sparkling like gems, could only be noticed by someone with a deep understanding of coffee.

Director No Ho Yeon was making a coffee-themed drama because he was a coffee maniac himself, to the point of planning to open a cafe after retiring.

These details weren’t things an average person would notice.

Even Director No Ho Yeon himself only barely recognized them because of his own interest in coffee.

‘Wasn’t this too risky?’

Only a few people knew that he liked coffee.

If Director No Ho Yeon hadn’t realized it, he might have failed the audition, thinking it was rude or irrelevant.

‘He could’ve played it safe.’

Of course, Lee Min Ki knew this much.

He knew that playing it safe was the steady option and that any misstep could lead to failure.

He was aware that Director No Ho Yeon might not catch on to the details.

In fact, he hadn’t even known for sure that the director liked coffee.

But.

‘If I want to beat Kim Ji Hwan, I have to go this far.’

He took the risk.

Because Lee Min Ki’s goal was not just to play the lead in the drama, but to surpass the original lead.

Thus, his choice came down to one of two options.

Fail by playing it safe, or succeed by taking a risk.

Meanwhile.

“……”

Kim Ji Hwan, watching all of this, bit his lips in disbelief, unable to accept what he was witnessing.
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Lee Min Ki’s turn ended.

It was an unusually unique audition for a typical role, but it left a lasting impression.

‘Wasn’t his name Lee Min Ki?’

‘I should remember his name.’

‘I’m not sure about his acting, but if he can bring that level of detail to our project, who knows how it’ll turn out?’

In life, sometimes it’s not just about being good or bad; doing things differently can be your weapon.

Lee Min Ki showed something different.

Even he was secretly hoping for a good result.

Meanwhile, someone was boiling inside over the situation.

‘Lee Min Ki, Lee Min Ki. So, this is how you want to play?’

That person was Kim Ji Hwan.

To him, Lee Min Ki’s uniqueness was not just unsettling but infuriating.

“… I’ll begin.”

Kim Ji Hwan, who had been grinding his teeth in secret, finally stood up.

And his performance…

‘He’s definitely good.’

‘Daon really knows how to nurture new actors.’

‘His previous work was good too, right?’

The judges were unanimous in their high praise.


“Have you heard of the third wave? The local coffee market has already matured beyond value-for-money into a premium market.”

He fundamentally aimed for the opposite result from Lee Min Ki.

A solid, good performance.

A portrayal faithful to the character.

The kind of acting expected in a typical audition.

Kim Ji Hwan’s portrayal of [Sung Jin Woo] was exactly that.

Thus, it was solidly good, yet at the same time, it felt somewhat lacking.

‘It’s a bit boring.’

‘Compared to Lee Min Ki, it’s a little…’

‘Hmm, maybe he would’ve been better off in another role.’

The judges felt a thirst.

Having seen something different earlier, they couldn’t help but notice the 2% that was missing in this more conventional performance.

As the judges’ impressions solidified, their interest in his acting waned.

Did you know?

For anyone who’s ever participated in an audition, how much they feel the shift in the judges’ attention?

‘They need to take a better look at my acting!’

Kim Ji Hwan was nearly at his breaking point.

Weren’t the judges filled with anticipation when they watched Lee Min Ki’s performance?

Why had that expectation turned into disappointment when it came to him?

Was his acting subpar?


No way.

Objectively, his performance lacked nothing.

He had practiced hard, grinding his teeth with the thought of surpassing Lee Min Ki in this [Café del Día] audition—efforts he never would have made otherwise.

In fact…

‘He’s really good.’

His delivery was so intense that even Lee Min Ki himself felt a shiver down his spine.

‘He’s much better than I remember Kim Ji Hwan being. Is it because it’s in a live setting?’

The Kim Ji Hwan in his memory was different from the one in front of him.

It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say his acting had advanced one, no, two levels.

But at the same time, there was a flaw.

‘He’s lacking composure.’

It was impatience.

“That kind of thinking is exactly why this country is stuck in this state without progress.”

There was a certain nervousness in Kim Ji Hwan’s portrayal of [Sung Jin Woo], a nervousness that didn’t suit the character.

A subtle difference in nuance.

He seemed agitated, conscious of Lee Min Ki’s earlier performance.

That turned Kim Ji Hwan’s confidence into anxiety.

Yes, this was the image the judges had of Kim Ji Hwan.

‘He’s the second best.’

‘He’s the second best.’


‘He’s the runner-up.’

‘He’s the runner-up.’

Lee Min Ki was ahead of him.

Even in the free acting section, this evaluation didn’t change.

In fact, it only solidified.

“That’s not my style. I’m everyone’s man, which is to say, I’m not just yours.”

Kim Ji Hwan’s biggest strength had always been the sense of ease he exuded from his expressions down to his fingertips.

His performance made the most of his natural mask and disposition.

But now, all that had vanished.

“…”

“…”

He had performed well.

But having seen better acting, it felt unsatisfactory to heap praise on him.

“Well done. We will send individual notifications later.”

With Director No Ho Yeon’s brief farewell, the audition came to an end.

That was all.

Though they had both performed the same role, the sound of their footsteps leaving the audition room was very different.

* * *

The [Café del Día] audition had come to an end.

‘I’m worried I might’ve overdone it.’

Lee Min Ki let out a short sigh.

He had done his best and showed what he thought was a good performance, but only time would tell the result.

Because, after all, his acting had been flashy.

His unconventional performance might have impressed someone, but on the other hand, it could also be seen as a complete disaster.

And Kim Ji Hwan’s skill had far exceeded his expectations.

‘Did he improve after joining Daon?’

There are types who show exponential growth once they start working in the field.

Kim Ji Hwan seemed to be one of those types.

If that’s the case, CEO Hwang In Goo of Daon had an impressive eye for talent.

‘As expected, the audition judges have a keen eye.’

Enough.

For now, Lee Min Ki had other matters on his mind.

“Hm, none of these listings seem that appealing.”

That was it.

“Properties in good locations are too expensive, and the ones I can afford aren’t good buildings.”

He was busy preparing to move.

Muttering to himself as he clicked through listings, Joo Ha Na, who was crumpling a coffee straw in one hand, spoke.

“Take your time looking. It’s better not to rush when finding a place to live.”

Lee Min Ki hesitated to agree with her, replying,

“I think so too, but the situation is a bit tricky.”

“Tricky?”

“I told you before, right? I think my address has been exposed.”

“Oh.”

That’s right.

Lee Min Ki had originally been living in a small studio apartment in a back alley, but somehow, it seemed like his location had been leaked, and he’d started feeling uneasy eyes on him.

‘A journalist even took pictures once.’

He had gone to the convenience store in front of his house in casual clothes, only to have his picture taken and uploaded without warning.

Fortunately, the reaction had been positive.

[Even in casual clothes, it looks like a photo shoot.]

[He’s a true photogenic star.]

[He looks amazing in real life too, LOL.]

[Lee Min Ki doesn’t have a bad angle no matter how you take his picture.]

Even in such a situation, his luck had held.

But still, the fact that pictures were being taken near his home was a burden.

Some people even started trying to guess his home address.

“It doesn’t feel like I can relax, even when I’m at home.”

Since that incident, he had become paranoid about everything.

He couldn’t open his windows, so there was no way to air out his room.

Whenever he heard footsteps in the hallway, he would unconsciously hold his breath.

Even walking to the local mart had become uncomfortable, so he had started relying more on online deliveries.

“I might be overreacting, but it’s been exhausting.”

“Hmm.”

Joo Ha Na nodded deeply in understanding as Jerry, who had been listening, interjected with a heavy expression.

“Every famous celebrity goes through this at least once, especially someone like me, a handsome actor.”

“… Whether you’re handsome or not is beside the point. I’m not even that famous yet, and it’s already happening.”

At Jerry’s words, Lee Min Ki let out a long sigh.

“Then why don’t you just not live in a studio? Why live in one at all? Do you have no money? No one around to lend you some?”

Jerry hit the nail on the head.

“… That’s embarrassingly true.”

“You’ve done a drama and a movie, and even had that supplement ad that did well. Didn’t you get paid?”

“I’m a rookie, remember? Even adding it all up, it’s barely enough for the deposit on a studio.”

“Right, you are still a rookie.”

Jerry nodded, as if realizing this belatedly.

In reality, Lee Min Ki had no money.

Since he was still a rookie, the pay he received per project was extremely low.

He had essentially been treated as a mercenary during the drama, so there was nothing to say, and the pay for [Forever Green] had been calculated based on rookie rates, barely enough to cover his living expenses.

The supplement ad had earned him some decent money, but after covering living costs and putting some into savings, he had just enough left over to scrape by with the deposit.

‘At least my recognition has risen a bit now, so I might be able to negotiate higher pay for future projects, but the immediate problem is still present.’

He could rent a studio somewhere, but considering the reason for moving, he wanted a place that offered some degree of privacy.

“Is there any place that doesn’t require a deposit, has low rent, is spacious, safe, clean, and in a good location?”

“Min Ki, aren’t you asking for too much?”

“How did you know? Ah, I want to live the easy life. I wish someone would just give me an apartment with a view of the Han River.”

“Even if they did, you wouldn’t be able to afford the gift tax.”

“Ugh.”

Just as he was half-heartedly spouting out his wishes and slumping over the desk in exhaustion, Joo Ha Na spoke up.

“Oh, now that I think about

it.”

Turning her gaze as if recalling something, she continued.

“Doesn’t your agency offer accommodation?”

“Accommodation?”

Caught off guard by her unexpected suggestion, Lee Min Ki turned his head as Joo Ha Na quickly added,

“You know, sometimes agencies provide housing for those who live far away or have special circumstances.”

“Agencies do that for idols, but don’t actor agencies rarely provide housing?”

Jerry countered, shaking his head, but Joo Ha Na disagreed.

“It depends on the agency. Some do. In fact, I know someone who had no place to stay and ended up living with the agency’s CEO.”

“Wow, they’ve got strong mental fortitude.”

“They’re still living there.”

“Wow, that’s really impressive.”

So, it seemed that some agencies did provide accommodation, though it wasn’t common.

As Jerry pointed out, most actor agencies didn’t typically provide housing.

Idols had various benefits because their agencies took a higher cut, but actors had to fend for themselves.

‘Not sure how JC handles it.’

Still, it didn’t hurt to ask.

It might be embarrassing to admit that he had no money and needed a place to stay, but not asking would be more embarrassing in the long run.

“I’ll ask right away.”

Taking a deep breath, Lee Min Ki quickly typed out a message to Manager Park Han Mo.

And moments later…

“Oh, geez!”

In less than 30 seconds, a reply came back immediately.

It read,

[Of course we have accommodation.]

It was a green light.

At least for now.

* * *

A walking path in an apartment complex.

“I understand the situation.”

Manager Park Han Mo walked a step ahead of Lee Min Ki as he continued.

“Most agencies don’t provide accommodation. But JC isn’t like most agencies.”

“It’s a good company.”

“Of course. Our CEO’s motto is to treat rookie actors well so that it pays off later.”

“Will the rent be deducted from my future earnings?”

“Haha, no way. The CEO doesn’t want to hear people saying she’s stingy just to save a few hundred thousand won.”

I see.

While listening to Manager Park’s words, Lee Min Ki was busy taking in the apartment surroundings.

‘It’s definitely nice. Actually, it’s too nice.’

It was, quite literally, a good place.

A large apartment complex near JC’s headquarters in Mapo District.

The building was less than five years old, and even without stepping inside, the first impression from the entrance was great.

It was certainly a far cry from his tiny 5-pyeong studio in a back alley.

‘But I won’t be living here alone.’

That’s right.

No matter how good the company was, it wasn’t a charity.

They wouldn’t give a rookie actor an entire apartment to himself.

It was a shared accommodation.

“There’s already someone living there besides you.”

“Really? Who is it?”

“A fellow rookie actor. You might know him. You’ve met before.”

“What’s their name?”

“Hehe.”

Manager Park only chuckled, not wanting to reveal the name.

Well, he would find out in a few minutes anyway.

‘I just hope they’re not too strange.’

With a mix of anticipation and apprehension, Lee Min Ki followed Manager Park, walking slowly.

Beep-beep-beep-beep.

When the door finally opened.

Lee Min Ki immediately understood what Manager Park’s cryptic words had meant.

‘Ah.’

The person sitting on the sofa, watching TV.

That figure was all too familiar.

“… Kim Tae Yang?”

Kim Tae Yang.

The person he had competed with during the JC audition.

The genius rookie actor.

He was a level above Kim Ji Hwan, without a doubt.

And now, here he was, sprawled out on the sofa.

But seeing him like that, Lee Min Ki couldn’t quite shake the shock.

Because…

‘Kim Tae Yang, wasn’t this guy supposed to debut much later?’

His contract had been signed at least two years earlier than Lee Min Ki remembered.

And more than that…

‘He wasn’t even supposed to be with JC.’

The agency was different too.
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‘This is bewildering.’

It was literally just bewildering.

Who was Kim Tae Yang?

A rookie boasting a sophisticated appearance along with overwhelming acting skills.

He was a monster that could easily be counted among the top five rookies who debuted around the same time as him.

‘In the past, I couldn’t even stand next to him.’

The memory of being envious and frustrated seeing Kim Tae Yang doing well was still vivid.

It was also shocking when they faced each other during auditions back in the Jam Acting School days.

But now.

He was sprawled out on the sofa, looking completely at ease in his pajamas.

“You two have met before, right?”

Manager Park Han Mo, sitting between the two of them, was busy chatting with a relaxed smile.

“Since you’re both rookies who debuted around the same time, I think it would be good for you to get along.”

“……”

“You can talk about acting too. It’s always beneficial to have a lot of friends in the entertainment world.”

Sure, it’s good to be friendly.

It’d be great to be connected with a successful rookie and maybe even do interviews together later.

Share some stories.

But how should one describe the way Kim Tae Yang was looking at Lee Min Ki?


It was so indifferent that it felt almost apathetic, as if he were looking at a background NPC in a game.

‘When I saw him before, he seemed like the kind of person who would greet first.’

Had something changed in his mind?

As the dry atmosphere lingered between Lee Min Ki and Kim Tae Yang.

“Oh dear.”

Manager Park Han Mo awkwardly checked his phone, which he had pulled out of his pocket, and spoke.

“I have something urgent to attend to, so I’ll be leaving. I hope you two have a great day.”

That person just fled.

It was obvious he fled because things were awkward.

What urgent business?

You don’t seem to have any talent for acting.

* * *

A week had passed while waiting for the audition results for [Café del Día].

‘Shouldn’t they be contacting me soon?’

The production team seemed to have some issues, as their reply kept getting delayed.

It seemed that the judgment process was taking longer than expected.

Perhaps they had a lot to consider internally.

During that time, Lee Min Ki was experiencing a rediscovery of sorts.

A rediscovery of the giant rookie, Kim Tae Yang.

Vroooom—


The sound of the vacuum cleaner was loud.

The vacuum’s noise echoed throughout the house several times a day.

Zing— Zing— Zing—

And the sound of the wet vacuum too.

The main culprit behind this harmony of vacuums was.

‘He’s incredibly obsessed with cleanliness.’

It was Kim Tae Yang.

Whenever he was bored, he would vacuum, and his cleanliness seemed almost excessive.

Ssss—

Ssak ssak—

Clack, clack—

Whenever you’d almost forget about it, the sound of cleaning would fill the house again, making it hard to find a speck of dust, not just on the floor but even on the shelves.

To the point where you’d wonder if he had a cleanliness obsession.

‘Sure, it’s good to live in a clean place, and yeah, it’s good. But when one person is so obsessively clean, it makes you feel self-conscious.’

That’s how cohabitation works.

Cleanliness is a relative concept; if one person is excessively clean, an ordinary person ends up looking messy.

And it wasn’t just cleaning.

Sizzle—

Rumble!

Bubble bubble—


Kim Tae Yang was also someone who excelled in cooking.

For the past three days, he had prepared breakfast, lunch, and dinner with full meals, which was fascinating to Lee Min Ki, who usually stuck to a simple fitness diet out of laziness.

‘Isn’t it normal for people who live alone to just eat ramen or frozen food? Or get delivery?’

Not to mention, his cooking skills were outstanding.

He cooked Korean, Western, Japanese, and Chinese food, and the dishes he made clearly looked a cut above the rest.

‘I’ve never seen someone who even plates their food with sauces like that at home.’

He wouldn’t look out of place in a cooking competition show.

What should one say?

It was as if Kim Tae Yang was declaring.

[I live a life this upright.]

His lifestyle was so upright that it was almost uncomfortable.

Of course, there was nothing wrong with living an upright life.

If that were all, Lee Min Ki would have thought, “Well, he’s a decent neighbor.”

But the real problem lay elsewhere.

The problem was.

“……”

“……”

There was absolutely no conversation between the two of them.

There were literally no conversations.

“Are you going to have lunch?”

“Yes.”

“It looks delicious.”

“Yes, chicken breast?”

“Because of working out.”

Even when trying to start a conversation, it would get cut off with short responses.

Of course, while they didn’t talk, it wasn’t as if they had no interaction at all.

Lee Min Ki would work out at home, and when he did, he’d often leave sweat or workout equipment lying around.

If it stayed that way for just a few minutes.

Vrooom—

Kim Tae Yang would clean it all up neatly.

Swiftly, smoothly, spotless.

To the point where even a drop of sweat felt like it was out of place.

Whenever Lee Min Ki snapped back to reality after doing something, Kim Tae Yang would often be watching him from a distance, giving him a sidelong glance.

Squinting his eyes.

‘He’s giving me a look. That’s definitely him giving me a look.’

As mentioned earlier, cleanliness is a relative concept.

Lee Min Ki’s lifestyle was well above the average for a typical Korean in his twenties.

The problem was that Kim Tae Yang’s lifestyle was in the top 0.1% among all of humanity.

‘Ah, this is awkward. So incredibly awkward.’

And so, it had been a week since Lee Min Ki had been unable to find any comfort at home.

It was an ironic situation.

He had moved to escape the discomfort of others, but now that he had moved, he found the person inside his own home to be uncomfortable.

He kept staring.

Whenever he tried to relax for a moment, there he was, staring at him.

In the end, with the weight of silence pressing down on him, Lee Min Ki had no other choice.

And that choice was.

“Puhahahaha! That’s why you shouldn’t live with other people recklessly! I told you, you’d regret it!”

It was to consult with someone else.

In the JC company break room.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung burst out laughing, clutching his belly.

“I mean, why would you deliberately bring misfortune upon yourself? Don’t you know the happiness of living alone? Are you, by any chance, the type who enjoys being crushed by the calamities you bring upon yourself?”

“……I had no idea I’d end up living with Tae Yang. And who would have thought we’d have this little to talk about?”

It was a shame.

The only person around whom Lee Min Ki could seek advice was Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

Because of the fact that he had once been over thirty.

‘I can’t consult people at the company because it might cause problems on a company level.’

While Kim Ah Sung was also affiliated with JC, their relationship dated back to before he joined JC, so it was a bit different.

Jerry wouldn’t be much help.

And although he was friendly with CEO Yoo Gyu Eon, wasn’t he technically the head of a business partner?

Choi Yoo Chang was too high up, and even if they arranged a meeting, it would definitely end with, “Let’s just drink.”

Kwon Joon Yong?

That was even more obvious.

[Do you know why male creatures fight for dominance? It’s simple—because they lack strength. Build enough physical strength, and they’ll naturally cower. I’ve never been picked on since my school days. Got it? Let’s add two more sets of deadlifts today.]

He was someone who believed every problem in the world could be solved with muscles.

With people like that around him, Trainer Kim Ah Sung was all he had left.

“Puhahahahaha! Uwahahahahaha!”

Not that Trainer Kim Ah Sung offered much comfort, either.

He was more likely to enjoy the situation while munching on popcorn.

“Min Ki, there’s an old saying. If you don’t like the temple, the monk should leave.”

“Come on, I just moved in last week. How could I leave already? The company would think I’m crazy.”

“Really? Then the uncomfortable person should be the first to make a move.”

“Ugh, that’s easier said than done.”

“There’s nothing easy in the world. But after the storm, you can always find beauty in the rainbow.”

I have no idea what you’re trying to say.

Really, no idea at all.

‘Still, talking to someone else made me feel a bit better.’

If nothing works, time will solve it, I guess.

Even if it doesn’t, it’s not like roommates have to get along.

It’s fine as long as we live well as strangers.

It’s not like he’s causing me any harm.

‘Yeah, when you think about it, maybe I’m the one making him uncomfortable. He was probably living well on his own before I moved in.’

As Lee Min Ki was trying to find comfort in having vented his frustrations.

“But you know.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung smirked and spoke.

“I don’t think it’s that Tae Yang dislikes you or anything.”

“Huh?”

After saying something cryptic, Trainer Kim Ah Sung followed up with something even more confusing.

“Maybe it’s because he’s paying too much attention to you.”

“……”

That’s him paying attention?

No matter how you look at it, it seems like he’s looking at me like I’m invisible. And you’re saying that’s him being considerate?

Before Lee Min Ki could make sense of what he meant, Trainer Kim Ah Sung continued.

“You remember the JC audition, right? You were the only one accepted, right?”

“Uh, yeah?”

I didn’t know the full details, but I assumed they hadn’t reached out to many people.

So I naturally thought it was like that.

“Actually, Tae Yang also passed at that time.”

“What?”

An unexpected revelation.

Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened as Trainer Kim Ah Sung laughed.

“He did pass, but he initially turned it down.”

“Wait a minute. He passed, but he turned it down?”

Lee Min Ki asked in disbelief.

“Why?”

“How would I know? Maybe he wanted to go somewhere else other than JC.”

“Then how did he end up at JC now?”

“It was around the time you were filming Campus Story, I think? He seemed pretty conscious of it. He was in a bad mood every day. Since someone who auditioned around the same time as him was already showing results.”

“……Ah.”

Was it restlessness?

That feeling of being anxious when someone who started around the same time as you pulls ahead while you’re still standing in place.

I could understand.

No, I had no choice but to understand.

Because the peers who started with me had all passed me by.

‘Looking back now, it seems trivial, but back then, it made me irrationally resentful.’

Just as I began to grasp the situation, Trainer Kim Ah Sung landed the final blow.

“He was grinding his teeth, determined to debut quickly and surpass you. He’s never shown that kind of attitude before. Heh heh.”

“……”

You seem to be enjoying yourself a bit too much.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung leaned back comfortably in his chair and sighed deeply.

“So, I suggested he try for JC in the internal audition.”

“Not another company, but JC?”

Lee Min Ki asked, as if it were unexpected.

“Doesn’t that create potential conflict?”

“No, no, Min Ki. That’s not how it works.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung waved his fingers in the air.

“Actors thrive the most when they can observe someone in similar conditions right next to them and stoke the flames of rivalry.”

At that moment, hearing those words.

Suddenly, I thought I could understand Kim Tae Yang just a little bit more.

“I’m saying this.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung hammered it home.

“It’s rivalry. It’s only natural to be wary of what the other person is doing.”

That’s right.

Kim Tae Yang had also been quietly observing Lee Min Ki.

‘I wasn’t the only one conscious of the other. He was too.’

He must have been paying attention to what kind of lifestyle I had, how I practiced acting.

The awkwardness we felt might have been due to the unconscious competition brewing between us.

It wasn’t strange to feel uncomfortable.

It was natural.

“Well, if it’s really that uncomfortable, why not watch a movie together and try to start a conversation?”

After rambling on for a while, Trainer Kim Ah Sung shrugged and said.

“In this industry, talking about projects is the most effective way to break the ice.”

Is that so?

As I finally began to feel relieved by Kim Ah Sung’s words, I smiled and said.

“You really live up to your title as a teacher.”

“Excuse me, what nonsense are you saying?”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung laughed as if it was ridiculous.

“I’m always a teacher. Of course, the best teacher in Korea, too.”

“……”

“You’re lucky, Min Ki. To have someone like me, an outstanding instructor, teaching you.”

There’s no helping him.

He’s the kind of person you can’t even compliment a little.

* * *

That evening.

After finishing his workout late, Lee Min Ki returned to the dorm.

‘Moving was great, but it’s a shame that the gym is farther now.’

The distance was a bit inconvenient.

Still, it wasn’t too bad, considering he could use the commute as part of his jogging routine.

But the real issue was starting now.

‘Phew, conversation, communication, peace. Communication fosters peace.’

He was determined to at least try and have a conversation with Kim Tae Yang.

Beep beep, beep beep.

With a tension that felt out of place in his own home, Lee Min Ki opened the door and entered.

But something felt odd from the entrance.

[You know what? Old man said that there is an angel with a shotgun.]

A familiar voice could be heard from the living room.

It was a voice he had heard many times and was very familiar with, but one that should not have been coming from this house.

‘Could it be?’

With a cautious curiosity, he tiptoed towards the living room.

It was at that moment.

‘That movie.’

Kim Tae Yang was sitting in the living room, watching a movie on TV.

And that movie was one so familiar to Lee Min Ki that it almost glued his eyes to the screen.

[Painkiller]

Painkiller.

It was a film that Lee Min Ki had watched countless times, but it was also a minor movie that was hard to find anyone else who had seen.

In Korea, it had drawn less than 100,000 viewers and was considered a total flop.

Even serious movie buffs only knew the title of the film, yet here was Kim Tae Yang, engrossed in it, leaning forward as he watched.

‘He’s watching that?’

It was a scene I never expected to witness in my life.

“Old man said that there is an angel with a shotgun.”

Seeing someone else mumbling the iconic line as if they were deeply moved by it was even more surprising.

It was an unimaginable sight.

Yet, the fact that it was unfolding right before his eyes left Lee Min Ki in shock.

‘He’s watching that and enjoying it like this? Is he out of his mind?’
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[Pain Killer].

In Lee Min Ki’s opinion, it was a work that no one with a normal taste would ever find enjoyable.

By “normal taste,” he meant the general public’s preference.

You know, those kinds of movies.

The ones where the director seems to hate the world and deliberately excludes anything the public might like.

Pain Killer was one of those films.

[The director seems too psycho.]

[Ah… it hurts too much to even watch.]

[I couldn’t last an hour in the theater.]

[I wish the main character could be a little happier, but it seems the director has no intention of that.]

It was a film meticulously crafted to betray the audience’s expectations.

For two hours straight, it relentlessly depicted the downfall of the protagonist, a successful person in society, and it was an excruciating experience.

The protagonist, who once lived a life full of love, was abandoned by the public due to a false news report, then by his workplace, and finally by his family.

In the end, even his freedom was stripped away.

It was a work focused solely on condemning the irresponsible reporting of the media.

From start to finish, it seemed to aim solely at tearing the viewer’s heart apart.

‘Watching this feels like torture.’

From a commercial perspective, it would’ve been a buried film.

The problem was, the director who made it was far too famous.


Manuel Wagner.

He was a legendary director, with three of his films ranked in the top 100 of the world’s greatest movies.

‘It’s even his final work.’

That film was his final piece before he passed away.

Perhaps because it was his last, he poured 140% of his personal preferences into it.

Wagner was already famous for making intense films, but Pain Killer was raw even by his standards.

It was a film that even seasoned cinephiles would burn their tongues on and spit out.

Ordinarily, no one would have a reason to watch it.

Of course, Lee Min Ki was an exception.

‘Kim Tae Yang, you know your movies.’

He was the kind of person who could enjoy any film as long as it had one good point, no matter how terrible the rest was.

Even a rotten fish was still a fish, and since it was a Manuel Wagner film, the quality was impeccable.

[Society, so pathetic, so cinematic.]

He had been watching, immersed from a distance.

“Ah.”

Kim Tae Yang seemed to have just realized Lee Min Ki’s presence and glanced his way.

The expression of awe he had worn just moments ago had vanished, leaving behind a stiff, expressionless face.

‘Why do I care?’

Lee Min Ki cleared his throat and spoke.

“You seem to like this movie.”


“…Do you know it?”

In the next moment, a clear answer flowed from Lee Min Ki’s mouth.

“Isn’t it Pain Killer? Manuel Wagner’s last film. Not many people even know it was released, though.”

Kim Tae Yang’s eyes flickered slightly at that moment.

He hadn’t expected him to recognize it.

But even that shock paled in comparison to what came next.

“I really enjoyed watching it.”

With that one comment, Kim Tae Yang’s pupils trembled.

The expression in his eyes said it all.

‘He enjoyed Pain Kille*? Is this guy out of his mind?’

It was the same thought that had crossed Lee Min Ki’s mind earlier.

The fact that he had even watched a film notorious for being as torturous as it was, let alone found it enjoyable, was astonishing.

‘Is he a masochist?’

The suspicion Lee Min Ki had entertained earlier was now being repeated in Kim Tae Yang’s mind.

Even though Manuel Wagner was a famous director, he had never met anyone in his life who actually enjoyed this film.

‘No matter how I look at it, he’s just pretending to know the title because of the director’s name. Unless he actually knows the plot.’

Kim Tae Yang knew that Lee Min Ki’s ability to pick up on things was extraordinary.

After all, during the JC audition, he had smiled his way out of the judges’ traps.

But…

“It’s been a while since I’ve seen it.”


With the next comment, Kim Tae Yang had no choice but to reevaluate his opinion of Lee Min Ki.

“Isn’t this the scene where the protagonist gets betrayed by his trusted boss?”

“That’s…”

“The boss came to him under the pretense of clearing up the misunderstanding, asking for an interview, but he was really just trying to get a juicy scoop for an article, right?”

“…”

“The scene where they’re shown through the glass window together, that’s foreshadowing. The physical door is open, but the mental door isn’t. The protagonist senses it ahead of time and kicks him out.”

Lee Min Ki began explaining details of the film that only those who had closely analyzed it would know.

He even dragged a chair over to the living room and continued speaking.

“At the start of the film, the building was shot from a low angle, and you could see a lot of the sky. Back then, society was portrayed as a warm place. But now… the buildings are surrounding the protagonist like a curtain. They’re pressuring him.”

Something strange was happening.

It was odd enough that he had watched the movie, but wasn’t he being a bit too detailed?

Kim Tae Yang, still harboring some doubt, asked cautiously.

“Then, what about the oatmeal the protagonist is eating right now?”

It was a trap.

It was a question designed to trip up even someone who had just casually watched the film.

But if Lee Min Ki answered this correctly, it meant he was truly on the same level.

With half-expectation, half-doubt, Kim Tae Yang waited for the next response.

“Oh, that.”

Lee Min Ki answered without hesitation.

“It doesn’t mean anything.”

“It doesn’t mean anything? Really?”

Kim Tae Yang raised an eyebrow, as if pressing for more details.

“Isn’t it usually interpreted that the protagonist, who once insisted on a fancy diet, is now falling into ruin, symbolized by him eating oatmeal?”

“Well, that’s the usual interpretation.”

But even in the face of this probing, Lee Min Ki smiled and calmly answered.

“But it’s just something the critics added in later. In reality, the director just liked oatmeal, so he put it in.”

“…”

“Manuel Wagner loved oatmeal as a child, but his parents didn’t let him eat it. So, after he became independent, he practically lived on it. He even ate it on set.”

It was a totally unexpected answer.

Normally, one would assume every moment in a film was intentional, like the workings of a finely tuned clock, with even fleeting objects carrying the director’s message.

But to hear that something had no meaning at all?

Especially from a director as renowned as Manuel Wagner?

Who would believe that?

However…

‘He’s right.’

It was the correct answer.

An undeniably pinpoint-accurate answer that spread a quiet sense of admiration within Kim Tae Yang’s chest like watercolor soaking into paper.

‘How does he know this? Even most people who’ve seen the movie don’t realize that—it’s such a widely misunderstood point.’

Anyone who had only casually watched Pain Killer would have no idea.

Those who had watched it deeply would have argued that the oatmeal symbolized the protagonist’s deprivation.

But those who truly knew Pain Killer would say there was no meaning behind it.

Lee Min Ki had given the third answer.

That meant…

“You really know your films.”

It meant that Lee Min Ki could be his friend.

At least when it came to movies.

“I didn’t expect you to have seen this, Mr. Min Ki.”

“Likewise. I’ve never met anyone who said they enjoyed this movie.”

“Hmm, all of Manuel Wagner’s films are fun. The quality is just on a different level.”

“Definitely. The attention to detail in every prop is amazing. Didn’t The New York Times say something like… what was it again? There’s a famous quote.”

“You mean, ‘Wagner’s films must be paused every 0.5 seconds to fully appreciate them’?”

“Ah, yes, that’s the one. Even films that were considered flops get re-evaluated after 10 years.”

Kim Tae Yang nodded and said,

“Some people said that Wagner left a mess behind with Pain Killer, but I disagree. I actually think this film is the essence of his work.”

“Exactly. Facing death, he could pour his entire soul into it.”

The two, who had barely spoken for the past week, were now having an animated conversation.

It was all thanks to movie analysis.

‘No wonder he’s such a good actor. The depth of his analysis is on another level. How many movies has he watched?’

Kim Tae Yang was reevaluating Lee Min Ki internally.

For the past week, he had lived with Lee Min Ki, and honestly, he had been a bit disappointed.

For all his acting talent, his daily routine didn’t seem particularly remarkable.

In fact, he had even wondered if Lee Min Ki wasn’t being too laid-back at home.

But finally, he had found it.

The source of Lee Min Ki’s skill was…

‘His output comes from an overwhelming amount of input.’

It was input.

At least, that’s how it felt to anyone who talked to him.

It was almost as if Lee Min Ki spent 30 hours a day watching movies—there was no end to the input.

It was like listening to an ancient scholar, with classics flowing effortlessly from his mouth.

“Wagner, Stendera, and Betclo. These three are the pillars of the German film industry. And all three of them were in a master-apprentice relationship, which is why their films share certain codes.”

“Like how Wagner’s oatmeal appears in Betclo’s films?”

“Yes, it’s not like knowing it changes the film itself, but it makes it more enjoyable if you do know, right?”

Movie buffs have always had an easy time getting along.

No matter how much their personalities, tastes, or lifestyles might clash, once they started talking about films, their conversations could last all night.

The more obscure the film, the stronger this bond became, almost like a process of mutual recognition.

That’s exactly what was happening between the two.

“Mr. Tae Yang, did you notice that low-angle shot in that scene? Usually, a group shot like that would be done with a high-angle.”

“Hmm, you’re right. Why did they shoot it like that?”

“They only showed the protagonist’s legs to emphasize his presence. It makes him seem dominant.”

“Ah.”

“But using a selective focus like that makes it hard to show depth, so they actually filmed the other people separately and composited them in with a blur effect.”

“They handled it so naturally. How did you know that, Mr. Min Ki?”

“It’s in the documentary.”

Their conversation continued.

It flowed effortlessly.

Starting with Wagner, it moved through Europe, then Hollywood, and eventually onto discussions about domestic directors.

From there, it turned into stories from film sets.

And then into personal tastes.

It was an endless cycle.

“Mr. Tae Yang, we seem to have similar tastes in movies.”

“Seems that way. I thought I’d be the only one watching films like this for the rest of my life, but here we are, by chance.”

“Right? Most people just don’t get it.”

“They always pick weird stuff whenever I try to watch something with them.”

“Ah, this kind of thing is just for us.”

At some point, they had even begun joking around, and soon, there was nothing left to say.

“Well, shall we grab a late-night snack?”

“A late-night snack sounds great. I was just getting hungry… has it already been that long?”

Lee Min Ki’s face was filled with surprise.

They had started talking about movies for what felt like a short while, but two hours had already passed.

“What should we order?”

“I’ll make something.”

At that moment, Kim Tae Yang headed to the kitchen and tied an apron around his waist.

Then he took out shrimp and garlic from the fridge and started heating up some olive oil.

He was making gambas al ajillo.

A Spanish dish known for being easy to make despite its fancy appearance.

‘It’s a bit high in calories, but… today’s cheat day. And it smells amazing.’

As the fragrant aroma wafted from the kitchen, Lee Min Ki realized something.

‘This feels… comfortable.’

The house felt comfortable.

When he had left the house that morning, it had felt like a concrete cage, but now, it was cozy, like a hideout.

Only one thing had changed between morning and night.

His relationship with the other person.

It seemed that who you lived with really was the most important thing about a home.

‘I should watch movies more often.’

Lee Min Ki hummed softly to himself.

Kim Tae Yang had seemed like such a stiff person, but now that they had found common ground, he didn’t seem that way at all.

In fact, it was quite the opposite.

Who else would get this excited talking about Manuel Wagner?

Kim Tae Yang was definitely someone special.

He might even be a connection he’d never find again in his lifetime.

‘Wait, maybe I should invite others to watch movies with us.’

That didn’t seem like a bad idea.

It might even be fun to invite his old classmates to join JC.

For a moment, his imagination ran wild.

He imagined hosting regular movie screenings and discussions in this house, using it as a hideout.

Lost in that fantasy, he barely noticed when Kim Tae Yang’s cooking was done.

“It’s ready. Come and eat.”

At almost the same time, Lee Min Ki’s phone buzzed.

“Just a moment, let me check this first.”

The message he received at that late hour wasn’t exactly the most welcome one.

[Hello.

This is a message from Studio Sailing.

Congratulations, Actor Lee Min Ki.

You have been selected for the lead role in the Café del Día audition.]
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[Café del Día].

It was a note saying he had passed the lead audition.

It was only after waiting a full week that Lee Min Ki finally received the result, and heat rushed to his head.

‘Really? Did I really pass?’

He opened his mouth in disbelief, staring blankly at the scene.

He had prepared his best, thinking he had given everything he had.

But to be honest, he thought the odds of failing were higher.

‘I thought I went too far with my approach.’

He wondered if he had overstepped his boundaries, trying to beat Kim Ji Hwan in the freestyle acting portion.

No matter how hard he had tried, it felt like a gamble.

As the production company’s response kept getting delayed day by day, he became more convinced he hadn’t made it, but now, the result was a pass.

This meant one thing.

‘I was right.’

His risky move had been the right one.

This was his first lead role on public television.

Caught in the overwhelming joy, Lee Min Ki kept grinning as he repeatedly read the message on his phone.

Maybe that was why his strange behavior caught someone’s attention.

“Why are you like that?”

“Ah.”


At Kim Tae Yang’s question, Lee Min Ki snapped out of it and cleared his throat before responding.

“You know Director No Ho Yeon’s new drama that I auditioned for?”

“Yes, you mentioned it earlier.”

“They just told me I got the part.”

“…!”

Kim Tae Yang’s eyes widened at the news.

But then he calmed down, speaking as if he had expected this.

“Is that so?”

Kim Tae Yang muttered indifferently and pushed back his chair, standing up.

Screech.

He even went back to the kitchen and started rummaging through the fridge.

His actions seemed strange to Lee Min Ki, so he asked curiously.

“Why are you acting like this? Aren’t you going to eat?”

“When there’s good news, it’s not seafood.”

Kim Tae Yang closed the fridge again, pulled out a chunk of beef, and dangled it in front of him.

“Beef is the right choice.”

* * *

In an exam, when one person passes, it usually means someone else has failed.

But in an audition, that’s not always the case.

Two people.


There was an option where two people could pass together.

And this time, it was the same.

The other was Kim Ji Hwan from Daon Entertainment.

“Well, you passed, at least. That’s what matters.”

CEO Hwang In Goo chuckled as if he didn’t care much about the result.

But Kim Ji Hwan couldn’t bring himself to laugh along.

Why?

“I got pushed to a supporting role.”

He had passed, but he was relegated to the secondary male lead.

Grit.

Kim Ji Hwan ground his teeth, unable to suppress his humiliation.

‘If they were going to reject me, they should have just done it completely. Why offer me another role instead?’

Anger surged within him.

But, strictly speaking, the judges had seen something good in him.

Why had they not rejected Kim Ji Hwan but instead given him the secondary male lead?

The reason was simple.

They sensed his impatience, desperation, and inferiority complex beneath the surface.

They had an instinct that, with a little adjustment, these traits could be brought out in his acting.

Of course, his basic acting skills were good as well.

Though it didn’t seem to resonate with him.


‘Are they looking down on me?’

There was certainly a reason for their decision. If they hadn’t thought he was good, they would have cut him.

He knew this.

But no matter how much he knew, he couldn’t help the anger bubbling up inside.

‘How hard did I prepare for this role?’

Though it wasn’t publicly known, Kim Ji Hwan had spent far more time preparing for this project than the other participants.

It was thanks to the secret information Daon Entertainment had gathered.

“I can’t accept this.”

Maybe it was because of his simmering frustration that he looked so pitiful.

CEO Hwang In Goo put down the documents he had been reading and sighed.

“Ji Hwan, you seem to be misunderstanding something, but you’re still a rookie actor.”

“….”

“Our company has already done a lot to give you opportunities, but when things don’t go your way, you have to know when to step back.”

“But—”

Just as Kim Ji Hwan was about to protest,

“Or do you think I’m wrong?”

CEO Hwang In Goo’s eyes gleamed like a snake’s as he spoke.

“The other side still saw potential in you, which is why they made the offer. It’s goodwill, goodwill. Do you know how hard it is to create a lead role for someone who should have been eliminated?”

“…Ugh.”

“You may not like the role, but walking away is a different story. Are you scared of Lee Min Ki?”

CEO Hwang In Goo’s one-sided pressure continued, keeping Kim Ji Hwan in place like a scarecrow.

“There’s more to the company’s business than you think. I’ve got a lot on my plate already, so don’t add to it by getting on my nerves.”

“…”

“Am I talking to myself?”

“…I understand.”

Kim Ji Hwan bit his lip tightly.

Humiliation churned within him.

It was common sense that when looking at talent agencies, the actor was the one in power and the agency was the subordinate.

But their relationship was different.

It was more like an uncle and nephew relationship.

Not by blood, but still tied by strings that, if strained, would cause headaches.

After all, his father and the CEO were old business partners.

“I’m just saying. You’re doing fine, kid.”

CEO Hwang In Goo waved his hand dismissively, as if tired of the conversation.

“Go on. And cut back on the drinking. It doesn’t look good for an actor to smell like alcohol.”

With those words, Kim Ji Hwan trudged out of the CEO’s office.

In the now empty room, CEO Hwang In Goo took out his e-cigarette, took a long drag, and exhaled the smoke, muttering.

“Damn kid, he’s starting to grow a head of his own.”

That’s how rookies were.

At first, they were grateful even for bit parts, but as time passed, they started to take supporting roles for granted.

Then, as soon as they hit lead roles, they started rejecting parts based on their preferences.

It was what people meant when they said their noses got higher.

‘He’s gotten too comfortable.’

Kim Ji Hwan was just walking that path faster than others.

Well, whatever.

That kind of arrogance suited him for his character anyway.

But someone else bothered him more.

“Lee Min Ki… Lee Min Ki… Lee Min Ki, huh?”

It was Lee Min Ki.

As CEO Hwang In Goo recalled his face, his eyes spun in contemplation.

‘At first, I thought he was just another rookie who acted well.’

Every year, countless rookies appeared.

Even if one stood out a bit more, it wasn’t unusual.

Many rookies performed well early in their careers.

But long-term, nine out of ten of them faded away.

Geniuses who lasted long were rare.

But geniuses who started fast were common.

That’s why CEO Hwang In Goo trusted his instincts.

He would invest in Kim Ji Hwan.

Even if Lee Min Ki seemed quite talented now, he had a gut feeling there was a limit.

‘He’s got weak energy.’

Not star material.

He felt it instinctively.

The intuition that had gotten him this far told him so.

Then why did this kid, Lee Min Ki, keep crossing paths with him?

‘Am I unlucky? No, that can’t be it.’

His luck had always been good.

Hadn’t he made it through this tough entertainment industry, leading a pack of nobodies and beating countless competitors along the way?

If he’d had bad luck, it would’ve been impossible.

‘There’s no way my luck is bad.’

There were no exceptions.

CEO Hwang In Goo was absolutely confident in his luck and his intuition.

‘Hmm, as long as we don’t overlap, it’s fine, but somehow we keep clashing. That supplement ad and now this drama…’

What kind of guy was he?

It felt bothersome.

Like a drop of soy sauce on his clothes that just wouldn’t come off.

‘Am I overreacting?’

It was pointless to overthink.

Just because the other guy was bad didn’t mean his own actor would shine.

But CEO Hwang In Goo had always been this way.

Once he decided something was off, it was off, no matter what.

Compared to Kim Ji Hwan’s resentment, CEO Hwang In Goo’s twisted feelings were on a whole other level.

“Yak-yu-go-bul bul-juk-shi-shim shim-ha-won-myeok…”

Clack, clack.

He calmly chanted his Buddhist prayers, rolling the beads on his wrist for a moment.

Then CEO Hwang In Goo’s eyes snapped open.

‘Ah, this is pissing me off.’

He needed to vent.

There didn’t have to be a big reason.

Venting didn’t need a reason in the first place.

He just felt like punishing the pest that had irritated him for even a moment.

It was a bad habit he had developed since he was young.

The kind of guy who, if he didn’t like someone at school, would steal their pencil case and toss it onto a tree.

‘Good. I’ve made up my mind. Let’s cause a little scratch while I’m thinking about it.’

There were many ways.

Too many, in fact, to decide which would be the most appropriate.

* * *

The first meeting at Café del Día.

Just like in the previous [Forever Green], the first day’s schedule was the same.

[We will begin the script reading at 2 PM, so please attend the meeting room on time. There may be consequences for non-attendance.]

It was a script reading.

And it was taking place at the main building of the filming location, [Cafe Rio].

‘Ugh, I’m so nervous.’

He had already experienced it once before.

But Lee Min Ki’s heart was pounding like a high schooler 20 minutes before the college entrance exam, and it wouldn’t calm down.

If you asked him why, it was because his position was different this time.

“Oh my, actor, I really enjoyed your previous work.”

“Haha, thank you.”

“I’m such a big fan. I always thought it’d be great if we could work together one day, and now that it’s happening, I’m so excited!”

She was so excited she had said the word “excited” three times in one sentence.

In fact, the way people looked at Lee Min Ki was completely different now.

Before, how should he put it?

He was just a fresh rookie who had luckily been chosen by Director Yeom Gwang Ho.

But now, no matter where he looked, everyone’s eyes were filled with a much friendlier gaze.

‘He’s got the makings of the next star.’

‘Campus Story was good, and he was great in Forever Green, too. That supplement commercial? I heard it did well.’

‘He looks even better in person.’

‘He seems to have a good personality, too.’

Like waves, the attention and goodwill poured over him.

In fact, it was starting to make Lee Min Ki feel a bit overwhelmed.

‘It would be easier if they were looking at me harshly. Everyone’s being too nice; it’s making me uneasy.’

In the midst of all these positive gazes, there was one person sending a very familiar look.

‘Wow, he’s been staring at me nonstop. Isn’t he tired?’

It was Kim Ji Hwan.

No matter how others treated Lee Min Ki, Kim Ji Hwan was busy glaring at him.

It seemed he hadn’t expected to see Lee Min Ki sitting there after thinking he had been eliminated, and now, he burned with competitive spirit.

‘I heard he’s playing the rival role. Is he already in character?’

That’s right.

If Lee Min Ki was cast as the lead, Seong Jin Woo, then Kim Ji Hwan had been cast as Seong Jin Woo’s rival, Cha Young Hwan.

Ironically, the dynamic between the two characters in the drama mirrored their real-life situation.

Seong Jin Woo was the elite barista brought in from above, while Cha Young Hwan was the barista who had been there all along.

A character who was consumed with inferiority toward the superior Seong Jin Woo.

In both love and in coffee-making.

‘Actually, that gaze is more comfortable.’

If everyone had treated him nicely, it would have been too much to handle, but Kim Ji Hwan’s one-sided glares made him feel more at ease.

Lee Min Ki, as always, was showing his odd social adaptability in the most unexpected way.

Meanwhile, someone was watching the whole scene with satisfaction.

‘Yes, this is exactly the setup I wanted. Both of them are doing well.’

It was Director No Ho Yeon.

With a broad smile, he thought to himself.

‘I had to think about this for a while, but now I can finally see the results, can’t I?’

Regardless of what happened between the two actors, as long as the final product was good, Director No Ho Yeon didn’t care.

With a delighted voice, he announced.

“Alright, let’s start the script reading now. Please take your seats.”

At his words, the chatting actors and staff quickly scattered and found their seats.

Director No Ho Yeon sat at the center, playing the role of moderator.

Around him, the seats were arranged according to the importance of each character.

Naturally, this meant Kim Ji Hwan was seated right next to Lee Min Ki.

“Looking forward to working with you.”

“…Yes.”

Kim Ji Hwan couldn’t completely ignore the greeting, so he nodded curtly.

But inwardly, his competitive fire was burning.

‘I’ll crush him during the reading.’

To redeem the humiliation he had felt during the audition, he had practiced until he thought he would die.

He had rehearsed so much that his throat had burst, leaving scabs behind.

Even though his role had changed, Kim Ji Hwan was confident he could overpower Lee Min Ki in any scene.

That weak-looking guy with a constant smile wasn’t even worth his attention.

Outside of this studio, they wouldn’t have exchanged a single word.

‘Let’s see how long you can keep smiling.’

When it came to solo performances, who knew? But when acting together, he was sure he could destroy him.

At least, that’s what Kim Ji Hwan thought.

However.

“Let’s start with scene 13. Min Ki, Ji Hwan, please get ready.”

The moment the script reading began,

Kim Ji Hwan instinctively realized he had been wrong.

“The world’s really become a better place, hasn’t it?”

A sneer formed on Lee Min Ki’s lips.

“Even someone like you can call themselves a barista just because they roast some coffee.”

“…”

“Aren’t you ashamed?”

His voice and presence were so commanding that it made Kim Ji Hwan want to avert his gaze instinctively.
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“……”

Lee Min Ki’s single word made Kim Ji Hwan freeze.

No, everyone sitting in the script reading room froze solid like icicles in the winter.

However.

Once Lee Min Ki opened his mouth, it didn’t seem like it would close, much like Heungbu’s gourd bursting open.

“I know people like you well. You think you’re something just because you got a barista certificate after rushing to a school, thinking it looks sophisticated because it’s a trendy job nowadays.”

“……”

“But did you know? You can tell the difference between fake and real just by looking at how someone grinds the beans.”

Cold, piercing words poured out of Lee Min Ki’s mouth.

They were beyond harsh, bordering on brutal.

The lines rolled off his tongue like snow being poured over the Siberian tundra.

Everyone stood in stunned silence for a moment.

‘Impressive.’

Director No Ho Yeon chuckled internally.

No, internally wasn’t enough.

“Heh, heh heh. Heh heh heh.”

At the sound of the laugh that escaped him, Lee Min Ki’s previously fierce expression softened back into his usual innocence.

“Director?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. It’s just so entertaining. I broke the mood, didn’t I?”


Director No smiled, showing no intention of hiding his amusement.

He was having fun.

For him, this situation was endlessly enjoyable.

‘They said Lee Min Ki turns into a completely different person when he starts acting, even though he’s usually gentle. It’s true.’

The scene unfolding before him was more than he had imagined.

He had once heard something.

That despite Lee Min Ki’s gentle exterior, he was great at expressing cold, icy characters.

Who had told him that?

It was none other than Writer Kim Hee Jin, who had written the script for Campus Story.

She was the one who had praised Lee Min Ki’s acting skills to Director No.

‘When I heard what Hee Jin said, I was skeptical, but this is the truth.’

At first, Director No hadn’t planned on choosing Lee Min Ki.

Although Lee Min Ki’s acting skills were outstanding, he didn’t quite fit the image Director No had in mind.

He was hesitant for a long time, debating who would be the best choice for the lead role.

[Hee Jin, you’ve worked with Lee Min Ki before, right?]

He had asked Writer Kim Hee Jin for her opinion at the time.

She answered without hesitation.

[That actor? He’s amazing.]

During the time Campus Story was being filmed, there was a point when Lee Min Ki received particularly high praise from the production team.

[His basic acting skills are solid, but more than that, his instincts are excellent. He has an incredible sense of character. It feels like he’s the only one in the scene who’s jumped out of the screen.]


It was his ability to embody characters.

[People like us all know that there’s a limit to what can be expressed with a script. That’s why actors who understand their characters are valuable. Lee Min Ki goes beyond that, as if he can already see the final result.]

He understood the structure of the scene.

He fully grasped how best to present himself.

Based on his overwhelming understanding of the script, he seamlessly fit himself in like the critical missing piece of a puzzle.

No, it felt like he had been there from the very beginning, standing in his rightful place.

That’s why Writer Kim Hee Jin had recommended Lee Min Ki.

And this was the reason Director No had chosen him at the last moment.

‘I would’ve regretted choosing someone else.’

And as it turned out, the fact that they were close only added to the good fortune that surrounded Lee Min Ki.

‘An actor who can perform steadily is reassuring. But I don’t mind someone who knows how to take risks at crucial moments.’

For the past week, he had agonized over the decision, thinking about the audition.

Could Lee Min Ki fully showcase his strengths in the role of [Sung Jin Woo]?

And the result of that deliberation.

“Continue.”

Was unfolding right before Director No Ho Yeon’s eyes.

“Do you get the same harvest just because you plant the same seeds? Just because you brew with the same beans, it doesn’t mean the result is the same.”

This was the scene where the newcomer [Sung Jin Woo], who had entered Café del Dia, lectured the long-standing barista [Cha Young Hwan].

It was a moment where Sung Jin Woo realized that Cha Young Hwan had been neglecting even the basic task of setting up the coffee grinder properly, despite working as a barista.

“New beans should be ground coarse, bitter beans fine. I’m sure you wouldn’t say you didn’t know that, right? Let’s see.”


When it came to coffee, Sung Jin Woo was cold, almost obsessive.

That acting, which might have felt over the top, flowed naturally.

Perhaps because of that.

“……”

His co-star Kim Ji Hwan was on the verge of losing it.

‘This bastard, what’s with his sharp tongue.’

Standing before Lee Min Ki, he felt incredibly small.

It was as if a precipice had opened up before him, an endless pressure weighing on his chest.

‘Is this really the same guy who kept avoiding my eyes?’

The answer was simple.

Lee Min Ki had never been intimidated by his gaze.

From the moment he had beaten him in the audition, there was no point where he had been afraid, unless it was out of annoyance.

To be precise, the person standing in front of Lee Min Ki wasn’t actor Kim Ji Hwan.

It was the inexperienced barista [Cha Young Hwan].

[When you act, don’t look at the person as an actor, but as the character.]

Lee Min Ki recalled the advice of Trainer Kim Ah Sung as he continued.

“Not answering?”

“……”

Kim Ji Hwan, who had been verbally beaten for a long time, wavered.

He was supposed to counter this.

All he had to do was recite the lines written in the script.

But the words, stuck in his throat, wouldn’t come out.

‘Am I really scared? Me?’

Overwhelmed, Kim Ji Hwan bit his tongue and shouted.

“……Who do you think you are to act so high and mighty?”

He barely got the words out.

But there was no satisfaction in what he had said, as the oppressive atmosphere still weighed him down.

“You just got here, what do you know to talk like that? Do you really think customers care that much about the flavor in a small neighborhood shop?”

Normally, Kim Ji Hwan had a strong presence, but at this moment, he mumbled under the weight of Lee Min Ki’s performance.

Because he had underestimated him, the reversal hit even harder.

His mind went blank from the unexpected intensity of Lee Min Ki’s acting, making it impossible to project his voice properly.

“……Who doesn’t know how to pull off a cheap bean stunt?”

“Have you tried?”

“Huh?”

“Have you tested whether you can tell the difference?”

“Do you have to taste poop and soy paste to know the difference? Do you think regular people can tell the difference between a thousand-won bean and a ten-thousand-won bean?”

He was crushed.

Crushed by Lee Min Ki’s acting, Kim Ji Hwan spat out words as if struggling to break free from the pressure.

“A shop has to be run rationally.”

“That’s the mindset of losers.”

And somehow.

Ironically, it blended together perfectly.

‘Both of them are good actors.’

That’s how it appeared to the others.

[Sung Jin Woo], constantly pressing, and [Cha Young Hwan], who was being pushed back but still forcing himself to speak.

Both of them seemed to leap off the script and come to life in the middle of the reading room.

‘I was worried Kim Ji Hwan would get crushed by Min Ki, but he’s doing well.’

‘Look at his eyes. He looks so frustrated.’

‘Ha, a rookie has to be at that level to stand out.’

‘Is this the standard for rookies these days?’

Both were performing well.

It was no surprise that Kim Ji Hwan was also considered one of the promising rookies of late.

He’d easily rank in the top ten.

So it wasn’t as if he couldn’t handle himself even when cornered.

Rather, he was enhancing Lee Min Ki’s performance.

Though he might not realize it himself.

‘Anyone with some acting experience can overpower someone with sheer force, but matching them like that isn’t easy.’

Director No Ho Yeon, who saw that, was excited.

“Young Hwan, I’ll be watching you carefully from now on, so make sure you do well.”

“What nonsense. You should be preparing to get kicked out in disgrace.”

Just like that, the two actors solidified their rivalry, much like the characters they were portraying.

Of course.

‘Hmm, good, good.’

‘Both of them have nailed the details.’

At least in the eyes of the others.

* * *

The usual broadcast schedule for a typical Korean mini-drama goes like this.

After deciding how many episodes it will have during the planning stage, the goal is to finish about half of them before the broadcast begins.

Of course, that’s just the goal, and if things don’t go smoothly, the stock of completed episodes may decrease.

In extreme cases, some dramas only start airing with about a month’s worth of episodes ready.

*Café del Dia* was no different.

It was originally planned as a 16-episode mini-drama, with the aim of finishing about eight episodes before the broadcast started.

But things were going a little differently than expected on set.

“If things keep going this well, we might actually finish all eight episodes.”

Everything was going incredibly smoothly.

“Wow, I’ve filmed nearly ten dramas, but this is the easiest shoot I’ve ever had.”

Director Jang Tae Wook, who was assisting with production, burst into laughter.

A veteran PD who had worked on nearly nine dramas.

His role was to assist Director No Ho Yeon, who came from the film world, and even though the work didn’t quite match his experience level, there hadn’t been a moment where a smile left his face.

“Director No, actors like him are really rare on a drama set.”

He was, of course, talking about Lee Min Ki.

“Min Ki?”

Director No asked, pretending not to know even though he clearly did, to which Director Jang Tae Wook nodded energetically.

“Director, when you film a movie, everything follows the director’s intentions, right? The schedule is usually more relaxed too.”

“Generally, yes. If things don’t fit, we keep shooting until it works. As long as the budget allows. Is it different with dramas?”

“Yes, since the schedule is tighter, there’s often a need for more flexibility.”

Director Jang pointed with his finger toward Lee Min Ki, who was standing off in the distance.

“That’s why we need actors like Lee Min Ki. He’s the core that drives the production forward, like a leader in an organization.”

A leader.

It seemed a bit too much of a compliment for a rookie actor, but seeing Lee Min Ki’s recent performances, he was certainly sharp enough to earn such a comparison.

“Min Ki, this might sound strange, but you’re a bit of a monster.”

“Me? A monster?”

“Do you know what? When I act alongside you, I feel like even my own skills are improving.”

That was the tone and manner.

Lee Min Ki’s character was so solid that he became a central axis around which the other actors’ characters naturally fell into place.

It wasn’t just Kim Ji Hwan.

Since the first foundation had been laid so well, it was no surprise the rest of the building was going up smoothly.

Did he even realize that he had become the center of the set?

“What do you mean? I’m too busy learning from my seniors, haha…”

He was nothing but humble in every situation.

“Oh, Min Ki! Be humble in moderation! There’s a limit to how much humility is charming, you know? Keep it up, and it becomes an insult!”

Even now.

As soon as break time started, he was busy chatting with everyone.

As a result, it had become a daily sight to see him surrounded by fellow actors, already acknowledging his abilities, all chatting together.

“……”

Except for Kim Ji Hwan.

He stood off in the distance, mumbling to himself as he stared at his script.

It seemed he was quietly burning with determination.

But even that could be seen as a positive influence for the sake of the production.

‘I’ll chew up the next scene. Let’s see how long you can keep smiling.’

…Is this really a positive influence?

Anyway.

Director No Ho Yeon watched the scene from a distance for a moment.

“Min Ki is certainly unique.”

He said with a proud smile.

“It’s like he radiates positive energy to everyone around him. Even when faced with difficult demands, he handles them calmly with a smile. Sets are stressful environments, after all.”

“Exactly what I mean.”

Director Jang Tae Wook responded, laughing as if in agreement with Director No’s words.

“But in my opinion, Min Ki isn’t so much a leader type… as something else.”

Just as he was about to say more.

“Oh.”

Director No suddenly stopped talking and checked his watch, murmuring to himself.

“It’s about that time.”

“Time?”

“Yeah, you know. Min Ki’s trademark move.”

“Oh, right.”

Without needing further explanation, Director Jang Tae Wook also stood up naturally.

It was as if they had silently agreed on something telepathically.

And it wasn’t just them.

Staff members all around peeked curiously, as if they had been waiting for this exact moment.

A wave of anticipation spread throughout the set.

Amidst all this, Lee Min Ki called out softly.

“My throat’s dry. How about we have some coffee?”

A moment later.

With fluid movements, Lee Min Ki tied on an apron, positioned himself in front of the machine, and began brewing coffee.

Drrrrrk.

The rich aroma of coffee soon filled the set.

“This is the best part of the day.”

“It’s weird, but it’s delicious.”

Lee Min Ki, using the break time to serve coffee.

This had become a regular event over the past few months on the set of *Café del Dia*.

“He sure looks good doing it.”

“Now I understand why people like guys who make coffee.”

“Min Ki’s back looks especially cool.”

“Yeah, his shoulders. Tsk.”

Perhaps this was one of the reasons Lee Min Ki was so well-liked on set.

Not only did he elevate the production, but he also brought a good mood to the atmosphere outside the scenes.

Of course, Lee Min Ki had his own rather self-serving reason for this.

‘I have to practice while I can.’

His self-serving reason for brewing coffee.

He was squeezing in practice so he could look even more stylish in front of the camera later.

In fact, the origin of this event came from when he started practicing making coffee but felt it was wasteful to throw it away, so he offered it to those around him.

“Min Ki’s coffee is getting better every time.”

“What are we going to do when this shoot ends? I’ll miss it.”

“Yeah. I wish this was a 50-episode drama.”

“You’re not planning to brew it yourself?”

“Are you crazy? There’s no way my coffee will taste better than Min Ki’s.”

A win-win for everyone.

And so, the set was filled with the aroma of coffee.

‘Hmm, it’s not just the form that’s good. The smell is great too.’

Director No Ho Yeon enjoyed Lee Min Ki’s coffee with a delighted expression.

‘Wait.’

Suddenly, an idea flashed through his mind like lightning.

‘Isn’t the press conference coming up?’

A press conference scheduled a few days before the first broadcast.

What if they held a special event there?
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“…….”

Lee Min Ki blinked slowly as he sat on the living room sofa, staring blankly at the ceiling.

‘Does this even make sense?’

His mind was in turmoil.

Just last night.

The reason was the proposal he received from the production team of [Café del Dia].

[Min Ki, your coffee-making skills are top-notch. It’s a shame that only we know about it, don’t you think we should show it to the viewers? You know, to the real viewers, I mean.]

That’s right.

They had completely re-evaluated the concept of the [Café del Dia] press conference.

The plan was to invite actual baristas and have them, along with the main cast, conduct a coffee tasting show.

‘Are they crazy?’

Lee Min Ki, the person involved, was in shock.

‘They want me to make coffee in front of real baristas?’

It was an overwhelming plan.

Of course, it was fine.

As an actor, there was no reason not to welcome more attention.

But he was a complete novice when it came to coffee.

He had only started dealing with coffee seriously for a few months.

Although those around him considered him to be quite skilled.


But no matter what others thought, he didn’t believe that himself.

“Ugh…”

Of course, the production team was likely aware of this.

They probably just wanted him to appear competent enough among the baristas.

After all, their primary goal was likely to take a few promotional photos, regardless of the outcome.

[Actor Lee Min Ki officially receives barista training for his role.]

This was probably the image they had in mind.

They likely only needed his skills to be passable, just enough to look the part.

Lee Min Ki had guessed as much.

But even so, the reason he was so embarrassed and frustrated was simple.

‘This whole thing is filled with lies.’

The script was riddled with incorrect information about baristas.

It was like a military drama filming a scene with outdoor surgery, or a scene where soldiers, meeting for the first time, were already pointing knives at each other.

It was a scene that real soldiers would laugh at.

The production team certainly knew this too.

Many of them had served in the military, and they had consulted military experts during the production process.

But they filmed those scenes anyway.

Because it was more dramatic and fun that way.

It was the same with [Café del Dia], which Min Ki had filmed.

[Paper filters? Those are for beginners.]


[Blue Mountain? It’s a good bean, but it’s also what ignorant newcomers rave about.]

[Cafe owners skimp on grinders while spending thousands on machines. But listen, the difference between good coffee and bad coffee lies in the grinder.]

It was embarrassing.

The dialogue was full of lines that would make real coffee experts cringe.

If he didn’t know any better, it wouldn’t be so bad.

But now that he knew, he felt mortified about having to act like a real barista in public.

It was what they called the “curse of knowledge.”

“……! ……! …! ……!”

Lee Min Ki, unable to scream out loud in the middle of the living room, buried his head in the sofa cushion and let out a silent cry.

Squeak.

From the room he thought was empty, Kim Tae Yang emerged with a sleepy expression.

“…….”

“…….”

There was a brief moment of silence.

Lee Min Ki, looking as if he was about to burst into tears, spoke first.

“Did you hear?”

“Hear what?”

“What just happened.”

“Oh.”

Kim Tae Yang scratched his messy hair and replied.


“Voice training?”

“…….”

With that casual remark, Lee Min Ki’s body slumped like a withered leaf.

‘I thought I was alone in the house.’

He wanted to die from embarrassment.

Why did he decide to live with someone instead of living alone?

No, living alone would have been too expensive.

If he lived alone, he wouldn’t be living in such a nice house.

At least, by living with someone, only Kim Tae Yang had to witness his embarrassment.

If he were living alone, the whole neighborhood might have heard.

Lee Min Ki rationalized his situation.

He felt that without such rationalizations, he wouldn’t be able to bear the embarrassment.

“Hmm.”

Kim Tae Yang, not caring about Lee Min Ki’s inner turmoil, scratched his head and said.

“Want some coffee?”

“Coffee?”

“I want to wake up a bit. They deliver from the café nearby, but if you’re going to drink some too, let’s order together.”

“……I’ll just make it myself.”

Lee Min Ki got up from his seat and walked towards the kitchen.

In the cupboard were the blended beans and a moka pot that had been delivered from the café.

Crinkle.

He carefully opened the bag of specially blended beans, releasing the perfectly roasted aroma from last week.

‘Life.’

It had the opposite effect.

The moment he smelled it, the upcoming press conference came to mind again, dampening his mood.

But Lee Min Ki shook his head, trying to shake off the negative thoughts.

‘No. I should take this opportunity to practice brewing coffee a little more.’

They say life is full of ups and downs.

Lee Min Ki, trying to stay positive, timidly resolved to practice making coffee and started boiling water.

And just as he was about to put the water on.

Buzz—

His phone suddenly rang.

‘Who could it be? Not many people call me at this time. Is it Ah Sung?’

Just as he was about to check the message, thinking it might be from Kim Ah Sung, he saw something unexpected.

[Director Kwon: Member.]

[Director Kwon: You haven’t been coming to the gym lately.]

It was a message he hadn’t expected at all.

* * *

Just two hours later.

Standing awkwardly in the gym, Lee Min Ki cleared his throat and said.

“Uh, I didn’t expect you to come all the way here.”

To this, the muscular man, reminiscent of a Renaissance statue, responded in a gentle voice.

“No need to feel pressured. Wherever my members are, that’s where I’ll be.”

It was Director Kwon Joon Yong.

He was standing right in front of Lee Min Ki.

This in itself wasn’t strange.

But Lee Min Ki couldn’t help but feel an odd sense of unease.

Why?

‘He actually came all the way here?’

It was because Director Kwon had come to a gym near Min Ki’s new home.

That’s right.

The Director, who should only have been frequenting the gym near his own home, had suddenly appeared at a gym near Min Ki’s new place.

Like some kind of foreign mercenary.

And to make matters worse, he seemed to be very friendly with the gym’s director.

“Senior, feel free to use whatever you need.”

“Oh, thanks.”

To be exact, it seemed that Director Kwon was a senior of the gym’s director.

It was an odd situation.

Why had Director Kwon come here, and why had he suddenly declared that he would be training Min Ki?

‘What is going on?’

Min Ki’s head was spinning.

The truth was this.

‘There’s no way I’m going to lose a prized fish that I’ve fattened up.’

Director Kwon had come all this way to chase after Min Ki.

Recently, he had received shocking news from Min Ki.

[I’m moving.]

Min Ki had told him that he was moving far away.

Away from Director Kwon’s territory, the [gym near home], to a place 30 minutes away.

It was absurd.

‘People get lazy if their gym is more than five minutes from home, but 30 minutes?’

There’s no way he’d show up regularly.

Since Min Ki had moved, the frequency of his gym visits had dropped to less than half.

From seven times a week to five, then five to three.

Recently, it had dropped to two.

Of course, his filming schedule was the main reason.

But that wasn’t what mattered to Director Kwon.

Exercise was something you did every day!

Just like eating, breathing, and walking on two legs, lifting weights was part of life!

‘His body will rust if he doesn’t exercise. No, he’s already gaining body fat. It’s because he’s been slacking off.’

No, it was because Kim Tae Yang was feeding him well.

Min Ki wasn’t the type to refuse the kindness of others.

But that wasn’t the point.

There was a bigger problem.

Something that made Director Kwon grit his teeth.

‘After all that effort, am I just going to let someone else reap the benefits?’

Min Ki had left.

After all the effort put into his body profile shoot and the advertisements.

The gym had just started reaping the rewards from the promotion when he announced he was leaving.

‘No way. Once a member, always my member.’

For Director Kwon, who dreamed of becoming a star trainer, using Min Ki as his promotional model, this was unacceptable.

So, he had come.

To the gym near Min Ki’s new home.

Fortunately, it was run by an old acquaintance, so it was easy to secure a spot.

[Outcall training?]

[Yeah, I’ll help out your gym members too. I heard it’s hard to find a good trainer lately? Didn’t one guy almost cause a knife fight by messing with a married woman?]

[He was married too.]

[Are you comparing me to that kind of trash?]

[Uh, no?]

[Do I seem like a joke to you?]

[…….]

[If you make room for me in your gym, I’ll let this slide.]

[……I don’t see how these are related, but if you insist.]

Under the pretext of outcall training, he had secured a position at the gym.

Although it meant he had to leave the original [gym near home] unattended, the gym had grown enough to leave a senior trainer in charge, so it wasn’t a problem.

“Well, let’s start with some light dumbbell lunges to warm up.”

Director Kwon handed over the dumbbells to Min Ki with a bright smile.

Min Ki, twitching his facial muscles, commented.

“……These feel heavier?”

He was right.

They were clearly heavier than what he usually used.

By about 3 kg.

“Did you bring the wrong ones?”

No, it was definitely on purpose.

Looking suspicious, Min Ki glanced at Director Kwon, who responded with a nonchalant expression.

“You’ve been resting a bit, haven’t you?”

“I’ve been busy with filming.”

“That’s right. So, you have to make up for it by working extra hard.”

“I heard if you overdo it, your muscles can actually start breaking down?”

“Is that so? Then stop just before they start breaking down.”

“…….”

The man was relentless.

But Min Ki sighed and silently began doing lunges.

‘Forget it. He came all this way to train me. I should be grateful.’

A director of a gym had come all the way to give him personal training.

And likely for free.

Rationally speaking, this was ridiculous.

But Director Kwon wasn’t a rational person.

More like a well-socialized silverback gorilla.

Of course, there was probably a give-and-take behind this generous training offer.

But.

“Fourteen and three-quarters! Fourteen and a half of a quarter!”

His voice was full of energy as he called out the numbers, making it impossible not to feel motivated.

‘Whatever. I just have to give it my all.’

In the end, this was a form of luck too.

Instead of complaining, Min Ki decided to lift the dumbbells and focus on his workout.

Meanwhile.

‘Who is that guy?’

‘He’s really handsome.’

‘I think I’ve seen him in a movie.’

‘Is that Lee Min Ki? Or someone who looks like him? Could it be him?’

‘He’s got a great build. I’ll have to ask him about his routine later.’

At this gym, people were starting to steal glances at him too.

* * *

Some time passed.

The press conference for the drama was officially starting.

Director No Ho Yeon, a well-known figure, had grabbed attention by transitioning into the drama world with [Café del Dia].

The fact that it was a food-themed drama, something not often seen, had piqued the public’s interest.

On top of that, there was the appearance of the hot rookie actor, Lee Min Ki.

Riding this wave of popularity, the production team had announced a unique press conference.

[We invite you to the press conference for Director No Ho Yeon’s new drama, ‘Café del Dia.’]

[A time where you can breathe the same air as the actors and talk freely about the project and coffee in a closer space.

We invite you to Café del Dia!]

The atmosphere was different from the usual press conferences that focused mainly on inviting the media.

The content was.

[The actors are going to make coffee?]

For some, it was intriguing enough to grab attention.

But for others.

[What a ridiculous display.]

It was an event sure to stir up both curiosity and criticism.
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Pre-release Marketing Stage.

At this stage, the production team frequently emphasized the dedication and professionalism that went into the production when promoting the drama externally.

[Action Actor Jang Wook Obtained a Shooting License for Filming]

[Ministry of National Defense Invited Experts for Close Inspection]

[Medical Drama ‘New Doctor’ Collaborates with Korea University Hospital for a High-Quality Script]

[Full-fledged Idol Training Drama ‘Idol Maker’ Collaborates with Korea’s Leading Agency, Neon Entertainment]

These methods were highly effective as promotional tools.

Not only could it give outsiders the impression that ‘this drama is different from the rest!’ but it also attracted enthusiasts who were interested in the relevant field.

[He even went to a professional training center in the U.S. just to shoot this ㄷㄷㄷ]

[Wow, that’s real craftsmanship ㄷㄷ]

[Looks like they’re doing it properly]

This time, [Café del Dia] was no exception.

[Coffee or Tea].

There was a community full of people who liked coffee and beverages.

Normally, it was a calm place, but it became lively all of a sudden because of [Café del Dia].

[They say Lee Min Ki received personal guidance from Barista Kim Hee Kyung for this project?]

A similar marketing strategy was employed this time as well.

[Kim Hee Kyung? The one who won awards overseas?]

[They say he received private lessons even before the show aired]


It was said that Lee Min Ki, who played the lead role, along with much of the production team, had received coaching from Kim Hee Kyung.

In addition, the script was reviewed.

As [Café del Dia], which claimed to be a full-fledged coffee drama, was released, it was no surprise that the community, [Coffee or Tea], packed with enthusiasts, was heating up.

[The coffee boom is coming]

[The boom of men who roast coffee is also coming]

[I’ve literally been living for this moment]

[Lee Min Ki looked handsome]

[Ah ㅋㅋ There’s going to be a surge in people signing up for barista classes soon]

The reaction was good.

Perhaps it was because coffee, while extremely popular in modern life, rarely had much exposure in the media.

It was because the enthusiasts had been eagerly waiting for a work that could quench their thirst.

Moreover, the participation of elite barista Kim Hee Kyung, one of the top figures in Korea’s coffee industry, in the production phase added to the excitement.

[Kim Hee Kyung, as a barista, confidently recommends this work in her name. From those who work with coffee professionally to those who simply enjoy coffee in their daily lives, everyone can enjoy watching this drama.]

While personal gain was one thing, she was a figure who had been actively working in the media, thinking about the future of the coffee industry itself.

There were few people in [Coffee or Tea] who didn’t know her.

[Kim Hee Kyung is trustworthy]

[After working so hard, now she’s reaping the rewards]

Was there any need to say more?

The atmosphere was lively enough to resemble a festival.

[Have to watch the live broadcast]


[Isn’t that Lee Min Ki? The guy with the good body.]

[ㅇㅇ He did a supplement commercial recently]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ What kind of rookie is already showing skin]

[Looks like he’s one of the top five rookies these days]

[ㅇㅈ]

Like a wildfire in winter, the public opinion that had ignited didn’t seem to die down easily.

It was clear that [Café del Dia] had emerged as the focal point in [Coffee or Tea].

Suddenly.

A person appeared.

[I got an invitation to the production presentation]

The moment that post went up.

[Ah]

The previously heated atmosphere of the community, which had been as hot as freshly roasted sweet potatoes in winter, cooled down as if cold water had been thrown on it.

Why?

Wouldn’t it be something to celebrate if a member of the community had been invited to the premiere of a popular drama?

[;;;;;;;;]

[;;;]

[;;]

Why had they been left speechless?

To reveal the reason.


[Ah, not that guy again?]

It was because the author of the post was quite famous within the community.

[Username: KimBawiCham]

He was notorious even within [Coffee or Tea] as someone with an extreme case of the ‘cool syndrome’ (people who are cynical about everything).

[Lucky bastard, as usual]

[Please, don’t go]

[What trouble are you going to cause this time?]

Reactions of displeasure arose in response to the luck of an annoying user.

But the person himself was always confident.

[How can you be sure that this coffee hype isn’t just a marketing gimmick?]

It was because he had his own convictions.

The conviction that his thoughts were absolutely correct.

In the first place, not all viewers viewed this expert-driven marketing positively.

[Isn’t it just for show? Last time, there was a military drama that got ‘inspected’ by the Ministry of National Defense, but they ended up doing open-heart surgery outdoors.

It’s all staged for marketing, you know.

Haven’t you watched Korean dramas long enough?

They’ll probably start a love story, and coffee will be sidelined.

In Korea, medical dramas are about love in hospitals, and office dramas are about love among office workers.

Doesn’t Kim Hee Kyung know people call her a show barista behind her back? ㅋㅋ]

That’s right.

Despite all the promotion, once the drama aired, its shallow depth was often exposed.

It was inevitable.

That’s just how dramas were.

Since the essence was entertainment, if they had to compromise between fun and realism, they would easily abandon the latter.

Of course.

[This guy is way too serious]

Anyone who knew the industry knew that marketing was just marketing.

That’s why someone like KimBawiCham, who criticized everything from the start, wasn’t warmly received.

[He must not have any friends]

[He’s such a know-it-all]

[For someone who doesn’t contribute anything to coffee culture, he sure talks a lot]

[Please don’t go. I’m worried people who love coffee will be criticized because of you]

The ridicule continued.

However, KimBawiCham, rather than backing down, proudly declared.

[There’s supposed to be a Q&A session, right? I’ll crush it]

The bell of a challenge had rung.

* * *

“…….”

More people had come than Lee Min Ki expected.

As he looked around the venue, that was his main thought.

‘Did they say they invited not only reporters but also regular viewers?’

It was the decision of the production team.

If they were going to serve coffee, they might as well provide it to the general public, not just the media.

It would be better for the show’s image.

But he hadn’t expected it to be this crowded.

Moreover.

“Wow, Min Ki, you’re lucky.”

Director No Ho Yeon chuckled.

“Look, there are even people with banners. Are they your fans?”

There were indeed some who did not hide the fact that they were Lee Min Ki’s fans.

‘What’s that banner?’

On a board, his face was printed clearly, a photo taken who knows when or where.

[Lee Min Ki has immigrated into my heart]

[Min Ki, let’s hit the top!]

[Support for Actor Lee Min Ki, who will become a shining star in the sky]

And it wasn’t just one or two people.

Seeing them giggling and laughing in a group made Lee Min Ki’s face flush with heat.

‘Ugh, come to think of it, they did say my fandom is starting to grow.’

He had heard it recently from Manager Park Han Mo.

Apparently, an online gallery for Lee Min Ki had been created, and although it was still in its early stages, a lot of posts were being uploaded.

[Congratulations in advance. If you want to succeed, managing your fans is essential. Actors need publicity, and fans create that publicity.]

In short, the emergence of a fandom was a sign of success for an actor.

‘I’m happy.’

Maybe those people came from there.

It was embarrassing but also appreciated.

He should probably post a greeting with a certification photo soon.

‘No, I should give them my autograph on the way out. Or no, an autograph might be too much. Yeah, I should take a picture with them. They’ll accept that, right?’

While he was silently pondering how to manage his fandom, two people approached him.

“Min Ki, how have you been?”

“Oh, teacher!”

“I told you to just call me Hee Kyung.”

One was Barista Kim Hee Kyung.

And the other.

“I’m Song Jin Bae.”

A somewhat stiff-looking man.

His expression wasn’t just firm—it was as hard as a rock, with a large hooked nose that dominated attention.

“……I’m Actor Lee Min Ki.”

His eyes, devoid of emotion, felt as heavy as a boulder.

It was the first time he was meeting this person face-to-face, but he knew exactly who he was.

‘They said he’s a major figure in the Korean coffee industry.’

He was the CEO of Beomcheon Food Company (BFC), a leading beverage company in Korea.

Beomcheon primarily focused on beverages but also engaged in various other food businesses, particularly concentrating on coffee.

‘They said there’s nowhere in Korea’s coffee industry where Beomcheon doesn’t have influence.’

From coffee beans distribution to machines, cups, sauces, franchise investments, and even interior designs.

Their reach was so vast that discussing the domestic coffee market without mentioning Beomcheon was impossible.

In short, CEO Song Jin Bae was a giant in the industry.

His defining trait was that he personally worked in the field.

They said that if a product didn’t pass his palate, no matter how much effort went into it, it wouldn’t reach the market.

It sounded reckless, but they said his taste was sharp enough to rival any gourmet.

It was said that CEO Song Jin Bae was participating in this event as an investor.

‘It’s the first time I’ve met such a big shot in person.’

It was suffocating.

Successful people often had a unique atmosphere.

Their gaze was different, as if they were looking deep inside their opponent’s shell.

Facing that kind of gaze directly felt like standing bare in front of a carnivore.

It was heavy.

While Lee Min Ki barely managed to stay composed.

“Min Ki.”

CEO Song Jin Bae spoke in a voice as blunt as his face.

“I enjoyed watching Always Young.”

“Oh, thank you.”

“I’m looking forward to this project too. I hope to see some good acting.”

That was it.

After finishing his short remarks, CEO Song Jin Bae, who had barely shown his face, quickly turned and left.

“Phew.”

The atmosphere is no joke.

Only then did the tension ease, and Lee Min Ki let out a long breath.

“How was that, Min Ki?”

As Kim Hee Kyung Barista, who was laughing, asked him, his legs gave way.

“Isn’t he kind of cute?”

“Oh, yeah, he’s cu…”

Wait a minute.

What did she just say?

Feeling as if something foreign had just entered his ear, Lee Min Ki asked again.

“Cute?”

“Yes, CEO Song Jin Bae is quite cute, don’t you think?”

“…….”

Cute?

That person?

Lee Min Ki’s gaze was filled with even more confusion.

Barista Kim Hee Kyung, do you have that kind of taste?

He didn’t want to judge someone too harshly, but even generously describing CEO Song Jin Bae’s face, it didn’t seem like ‘cute’ was anywhere near the right word.

Perhaps manly, but not cute.

Even so, taste should be respected, so Lee Min Ki refrained from commenting, when Barista Kim Hee Kyung waved her hand.

“Oh, don’t misunderstand. I meant his personality is cute.”

“…….”

His personality is cute?

That personality?

Already filled with questions, Lee Min Ki’s gaze grew even more puzzled.

“There are few people who love coffee as sincerely as he does. Haha, you could say he has a pure affection for this industry. That’s not common.”

Barista Kim Hee Kyung’s talk of pure affection was completely lost on him.

He couldn’t grasp it at all.

But since she said so, he would go along with it.

Lee Min Ki clenched his fist and said.

“Yes, I think I understand!”

“Right? If you stay close with him, it’ll definitely be good for you.”

Of course.

Naturally.

Although the meaning of her words remained a mystery, Lee Min Ki just nodded.

In the meantime, among the crowded audience, someone clutching a backpack to their chest was watching Lee Min Ki from a distance, thinking.

‘I’ve found him.’

Their target was standing right there.
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“The first round of the special event for the ‘Café del Dia’ press conference has ended! From now on, each barista should prepare for the second round!”

The host’s cheerful shout echoed in the air, and cheers erupted from the audience.

And.

Lee Min Ki, standing on the stage, stared blankly ahead, feeling overwhelmed with mixed emotions.

‘Was the atmosphere of a press conference always like this?’

The blinding spotlight was making him dizzy.

Looking ahead, he saw the audience in a frenzy of excitement.

When he slightly turned his head to the right, he saw Kim Ji Hwan.

He was wearing a sour expression.

‘The problem isn’t with him, though…’

It was to his left.

Two baristas.

A man and a woman were standing in a line on the same stage as Lee Min Ki.

Behind them were arranged various equipment like drip pots and grinders necessary for making coffee.

Feeling even more baffled, Lee Min Ki let out a hollow laugh.

‘This feels more like a competition than a press conference.’

No, his judgment was actually correct.

This [Café del Dia] press conference was indeed thoroughly inspired by barista competitions.

[Who will claim the glory of victory among the four baristas?]


The host was also aligned with this.

Two professional baristas, along with the two leads, Lee Min Ki and Kim Ji Hwan, were making coffee.

They would then serve it to the three judges in front, one by one.

The scores from this would be totaled to determine the winner.

‘There were two categories, if I remember correctly.’

Drip coffee and latte art.

That’s right.

Latte art (drawing pictures on top of coffee using milk foam) was included in the second round’s judging criteria.

[Since it’s hard to convey the taste of coffee through pictures, it seems best to appeal with visuals.]

It was a reasonable judgment at first glance.

Isn’t promotion all about visual information anyway?

That’s why even wine experts go out of their way to describe things visually.

Besides, latte art appears in the drama.

Considering that the purpose of this event was promotion, there wasn’t much issue with it.

The problem lay elsewhere.

It was this.

Lee Min Ki wasn’t particularly confident in latte art.

‘Ah, I’m not really good at latte art.’

Lee Min Ki groaned slightly, staring into the empty air.

‘Of all things, why latte art?’


Honestly, he wanted to avoid any potential pitfalls.

However, the production team had insisted repeatedly, saying it was essential, so there wasn’t much he could do as an actor under contract.

[It’ll be a great opportunity for you too, Min Ki. These days, viewers are sensitive to things like this. Who knows, maybe if you create a stunning latte art, cafés across the country might sell it as ‘Min Ki Latte’ someday.]

The hopeful words of the production team felt more like a burden.

‘Easier said than done.’

Latte art might seem simple on the surface, but it required highly delicate craftsmanship.

It’s like knitting.

For a beginner, even succeeding with the simplest pattern could take an entire day.

‘If only I had a month, or even a week more to practice.’

Maybe because latte art appeared in the show.

Thanks to his efforts, his skill wasn’t bad for a beginner.

In front of laymen, he might be able to pass off as an expert.

Here came the second problem.

Right.

The people standing next to him weren’t laymen.

‘…Even if it’s just for promotion, this is way over the line.’

When he glanced sideways at the two baristas, their faces exuded confidence.

They were the real deal.

As usual, Kim Ji Hwan had a dissatisfied look on his face.

‘Since it’s a production team-hosted event, they’ll probably give generous scores, but still, it has to at least look somewhat convincing…’


Ah, forget it.

What’s the point of worrying?

It’s not like he could suddenly fake a stomach ache and run away.

‘Now that I’m here, it’s just a matter of doing it or not doing it.’

Just as Lee Min Ki was steadying his wavering resolve.

“Thank you for waiting!”

The host shouted enthusiastically, his energy enough to make the blood boil.

“After a fierce battle with drip coffee in the first round, which barista will emerge victorious―――!!!”

The host’s shout was so loud it made him wonder how his throat wasn’t sore.

It was loud enough to hurt the eardrums on this end.

While Lee Min Ki resisted the urge to cover his aching ears with his palms, the host once again yelled loudly.

“From now―― the second round will begin! Ready―― go!! ”

At that moment.

The three competitors dashed towards the coffee machines with the ease of someone who had done it a thousand times.

Rubbing his eyes, Lee Min Ki belatedly moved his body.

‘First, the coffee.’

Viiing-

The familiar roar of the coffee machine echoed as it began to extract the coffee.

Listening to the sound, Lee Min Ki simultaneously prepared the steamed milk.

Bwooooooong-

The milk in the steam pitcher began to froth as it heated up.

This froth was what would be used for the latte art—milk foam.

When the temperature reached 65 degrees, and the texture felt hot to the touch, Lee Min Ki stopped the heating precisely.

‘Good, so far so good.’

Feeling relieved at the perfectly frothed milk with a velvet texture, Lee Min Ki let out a small sigh of relief.

Thanks to hundreds of practices, he could now do this part with his eyes closed.

But this was nothing.

The real challenge was about to begin.

It was time to draw the actual picture on the coffee.

How many times had he failed at this stage?

Before starting, he took a brief moment to glance around. His three competitors had already begun working on their latte art.

‘There’s no need to rush. Remember what your teacher taught you. Just stay calm and do as you practiced.’

There was a design that Kim Kyung Hee had specially created for him.

He just needed to follow it.

Controlling his rapidly beating heart, Lee Min Ki tipped the steam pitcher over the espresso he had prepared earlier.

Ssss-

The steamed milk poured smoothly, turning the dark espresso into a soft brown tone.

The problem came next.

‘Here goes.’

It was the stage where the picture would start forming with the foam.

In this stage, even a delay of 0.1 seconds in pouring could change the result completely.

[It’s not about your eyes. It’s about the feel in your fingertips. Trust your instincts. Latte art is a miracle created through endless practice and a little bit of luck, so keep that in mind.]

Recalling the advice from barista Kim Kyung Hee, Lee Min Ki focused all his nerves into his fingertips.

And.

‘Huh?’

A miracle happened.

* * *

Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened in disbelief at the result emerging from his hands.

“…!”

It was perfect—almost a perfect blossom had appeared on top of the coffee.

A blossom.

The design that Kim Kyung Hee had specially crafted for him.

A pattern resembling a blooming flower.

But as beautiful as it was, it was just as difficult. Even when he practiced alone leading up to the event, he had never fully succeeded at it.

‘How could this happen here?’

His eyes felt faint.

“Oh! A beautiful pattern is forming! It’s like flowers are blooming everywhere. What could he be making?”

When the host pointed to Lee Min Ki’s cup, he felt a chill run down his spine.

‘Just stay like this.’

One more step.

As long as he finished it off properly here, there would be no problem.

It was impossible to create a flawless design like a professional latte artist.

But as long as he produced the best possible result within his abilities, that was good enough.

The blossom slowly completing before his eyes was, at least to him, the most beautiful latte art in the world.

‘This is it, the final step.’

The three people who had started before him had already finished and submitted their results one after another.

Only he remained.

But now, all he needed was to softly draw the final tail of the blossom’s foam to complete it.

Thump, thump.

His heart pounded wildly, making each moment feel several times longer.

‘10%, no, 5% left.’

As Lee Min Ki’s nerves heightened to complete the finishing touches.

“Go, Min Ki――!!!”

A loud shout erupted from the press seats in the front of the event.

It was a fan cheering for him.

A voice that couldn’t hide the affection they felt for Lee Min Ki.

But a kind gesture doesn’t always work out for the person on the receiving end.

“…!”

The voice that sliced through the air like thunder pierced Lee Min Ki’s ears, instantly blanking out his mind.

‘Wait, what did they just say?’

It was just a cheer.

But in that heightened state of tension, an unexpected interruption at that moment felt catastrophic.

Like a car horn blaring near you on the day of an important test.

Like a coin suddenly dropping on the floor in the middle of a rhythm game.

Flick――.

It was enough to break the concentration of someone who had been approaching the peak of their focus.

Just 0.5 seconds.

It was barely the time it takes to close and reopen your eyes once, albeit with absolute clarity.

But.

In latte art, even 0.1 seconds could send everything crashing down.

Conversely.

0.1 seconds could also lift it to the heavens.

0.1 seconds.

Lee Min Ki’s hand shook.

0.2 seconds.

The falling milk foam wobbled unpredictably, leaving delicate traces behind.

0.3 seconds.

The foam, now sinking into the brown sea of coffee, formed a seed.

0.4 seconds.

The seed sprouted, and a bird spread its wings.

0.5 seconds.

The bird’s tail pierced through the blossoms and touched the edge of the cup.

“……”

“……”

Lee Min Ki’s breath stopped.

The cameraman also widened his eyes, capturing the world inside Lee Min Ki’s cup.

One second later.

The host, startled by the sudden silence, leaned in and said.

“What should I even call this?”

The camera projected Lee Min Ki’s latte art onto the event hall monitor.

It showed a magpie soaring gracefully among the fully bloomed flowers.

It was something reminiscent of an ink painting, captured perfectly in the cup.

“Wow…”

One spectator let out a gasp of admiration.

“It’s beautiful.”

Another muttered.

In that fleeting 0.5-second moment, a shake of the hand gave birth to an art.

Luck.

It was nothing less than luck.

Of course, it was only luck that Lee Min Ki himself knew about.

* * *

“Now, we’ll announce the judging results.”

The special event for the press conference had ended successfully.

All that remained was the judging. Each of the three judges could give a maximum of 5 points.

The results were divided into three categories: technical score, taste score, and artistic score.

[Contestant 1. Kim Jin Man 5/4/3 = 12 points]

[Contestant 2. Sung Ha Eun 4/5/2 = 11 points]

[Contestant 3. Kim Ji Hwan 3/3/2 = 8 points]

There was a slight difference, but the professional baristas, Kim Jin Man and Sung Ha Eun, took first and second place.

Kim Ji Hwan, however, fell behind by a significant margin.

And.

[Contestant 4. Lee Min Ki 4/2/5]

With 11 points, Lee Min Ki tied for second place with barista Sung Ha Eun.

The judges then gave their comments.

“I’ve seen a lot of latte art in my time, but the latte art I saw today from actor Lee Min Ki was truly remarkable. That’s why I’m giving him 5 points.”

He was the only one among the four contestants to receive a perfect 5 in the artistic score.

“……”

Lee Min Ki, confirming the results, held his still-thumping heart and let out a sigh of relief.

‘I did it.’

He thought he’d lose for sure, but he made it through.

The event he had been dreading the most during today’s press conference had just been resolved.

‘Am I a barista or an actor?’

He would never do something like this again.

As he chuckled to himself while retreating to the rest area behind the event hall.

“Min Ki, congratulations.”

“Teacher.”

Barista Kim Kyung Hee had approached him without him noticing, smiling proudly.

“I didn’t expect you to pull off such quick thinking at the last moment. You made a lot of mistakes before, but it seems like you practiced a lot behind the scenes?”

“Uh, yeah, I guess. I got lucky.”

Lee Min Ki cleared his throat.

He had practiced, but the bird pattern at the end was mostly luck.

“Sure, it could be luck.”

Barista Kim Kyung Hee countered his words with a smile.

“But you know what they say, luck is also a skill.”

Luck is a skill.

Even a professional was saying that.

Deciding to accept her kindness, Lee Min Ki replied with a smile.

“Yes, I guess I’m lucky.”

“That’s right…”

“Especially in meeting a great teacher like you, Kyung Hee.”

As he expressed his gratitude with a light smile.

“……”

Barista Kim Kyung Hee blinked in surprise and then said.

“Did you know? Min Ki, you have such a charming way with words.”

“Huh?”

“Just know that. I’ll go congratulate the others now. Think about whether you want steak or sushi for dinner.”

“Huh?”

No matter what he said into the empty air, barista Kim Kyung Hee walked away toward a corner.

At the end of that path stood a man leaning against the wall with a very uncomfortable expression.

It was Kim Ji Hwan.

His face was twisted in frustration after coming in last in the judging.

Even though it was just an event, the result clearly didn’t sit well with him.

‘But he did practice a lot behind the scenes.’

Recently, he’d even had burn marks on his hands.

He didn’t show it on the surface, but he must have gotten those burns while practicing coffee-making.

Knowing the history behind those burns, Lee Min Ki felt a small sense of admiration.

‘He’s surprisingly hardworking.’

He had realized it during the recent filming sessions.

Kim Ji Hwan wasn’t just about talent—his efforts were extraordinary.

Whenever director No Ho Yeon pointed out even a small flaw, he would go all out to fix it by the next shoot.

‘There’s a reason why his skills improved so rapidly in such a short time.’

Kim Ji Hwan was a rival.

But he was a rival worth watching.

He was not someone to be complacent about just because he had been outdone once.

Anyway, there wouldn’t be any more problems for the rest of the event.

The biggest hurdle had already been overcome.

“Now, it’s just the Q&A left.”

The Q&A wouldn’t be too difficult.

They would just talk about the project and discuss some general knowledge about coffee.

“Alright then.”

With a lighter heart, Lee Min Ki got up from his seat.

But he still didn’t know.

That in this world, there are always unexpected twists waiting around the corner.
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Q&A.

In Korean, it translates to ‘questions and answers.’

To make it even shorter, it’s called ‘Q&A.’

Usually, when people think of a Q&A, they believe it’s about asking questions you’re genuinely curious about, but at events like press conferences, it’s a bit different.

[It’s all scripted.]

It’s literally about asking pre-arranged questions and giving answers in line with that.

Before inviting the reporters, they had already distributed the list of questions to the major entertainment reporters.

[If they ask us this, we will respond like this. Please memorize it in your head so you don’t make any mistakes in the real situation.]

It was like opening an answer sheet and solving short-answer questions.

If a question seemed even slightly complicated or plausible, you could bet that the answer had already been predetermined.

One might worry about it seeming awkward, but at the event, professional hosts adjusted the tempo, so a natural atmosphere was always created.

This event, the production presentation for [Café del Dia], was no exception.

“Min Ki, you’re a rookie actor, but you’ve made some significant moves in the entertainment industry, quickly rising as a trending figure.”

“Haha, thank you.”

“Recently, your muscular, wild image has caused quite a stir, right? Will you be showing that charm again in Café del Dia?”

“Hmm, that’s true.”

Lee Min Ki flipped through the answer sheet in his mind.

‘What was I supposed to say here?’

As much as the question list had been distributed earlier, the answer list had also been reviewed and checked.


Lee Min Ki had stayed up late for the past few nights memorizing the answer sheet word by word.

‘I was supposed to tilt my head with a bright smile and say this.’

Reproducing the smile and posture he had practiced in front of the mirror until his facial muscles cramped, Lee Min Ki replied with 140% effort.

“As an actor, I always want to show viewers my best side, but this time, I’m aiming to present a calmer charm.”

“And what would that calmer charm be like?”

Lee Min Ki scratched the back of his head as if embarrassed and said.

“Would it resonate if I say I’m a man who smells like coffee?”

His answer had a bit of a cringe factor.

If he had said this in a school classroom, he would probably get beaten up by his friends during break time.

But.

The journalist was also a professional.

“Oh! A man who smells like coffee! In my mind, I imagine a guy who looks great in a dress shirt and apron. Haha, I’d like to promote a ‘one Min Ki per household’ policy.”

A true professional.

Even Lee Min Ki, who set the tone, was so embarrassed by the extravagant reaction that his fingers and toes curled up.

No, they actually curled up.

‘…Hold on.’

Listening to it live at the scene, the conversation might make you cringe, but when seen in text, it would come across as a witty response, and in edited videos, it would be a highlight.

“Now, I’d like to ask Actor Kim Ji Hwan a question. If you could describe your rival, Lee Min Ki, in one word?”

“Rival?”

He frowned.


Just when Lee Min Ki thought he had messed up, Kim Ji Hwan regained his composure and said.

“On TV, Lee Min Ki is a rival, but on set, he’s someone I respect.”

He did it.

He really pulled it off.

Though his slightly awkward smile gave off a bit of a sour taste, just managing to say that was something.

Lee Min Ki knew Kim Ji Hwan had done his best.

‘You were a pro too.’

But this would soon come to an end.

Not only was the Q&A session nearing its conclusion, but the entire production presentation was almost over.

The photo session was finished, and the discussion about the project had ended.

Now, only one thing remained.

‘The viewer Q&A.’

It was time for the audience to take over the interview.

A small bead of sweat formed on Lee Min Ki’s forehead.

The moment actors find most difficult in production presentations was right now—the viewer Q&A session.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung had said this.

[It’s easy to pull out a pre-set answer. There’s an agreement beforehand, and you just have to memorize it. But viewer questions? Yup, that’s all about quick thinking. Min Ki, you’re in for some trouble. Haha.]

How could a person laugh like that?

Just as the image of him flashed in his head, making Lee Min Ki feel nauseous, the host’s expression flickered with an unsettling gleam.

“We’ll now be taking questions from the viewers. If there’s something you’d like to ask the production team, please raise your hand!”


Here’s how the process goes from now.

When a viewer raises their hand, the host picks one of them at random.

The host’s technique lies in filtering out anyone who might cause trouble as much as possible.

Using experience and big data, the host meticulously scanned the audience’s expressions and then shouted in a loud voice.

“Yes! The person in the checkered shirt!”

At the tip of his finger sat a man with a sour expression.

He looked to be in his 30s.

A person with a bulky build, an ordinary face, and a backpack on his lap.

He gave off the vibe of a typical office worker who had rushed here right after finishing work.

‘People like him usually ask safe questions.’

From the host’s experience, such types often asked questions directly related to the project itself.

It was better than asking something personal.

Just as the host thought he had made the right call, it happened.

“I.”

The chosen audience member, still with a blunt expression, raised his hand and spoke in a monotonous voice.

“I’d like to ask Actor Lee Min Ki a question.”

“Yes.”

Lee Min Ki discreetly swallowed a bit of sweat and pulled his chair slightly forward.

‘As long as it’s a safe question, there shouldn’t be any problems.’

But in the next moment.

The question that calmly came out of the viewer’s mouth was, unfortunately, a true landmine.

“What do you think about the risks currently facing the coffee industry and what solutions would you propose?”

“……”

In other words, it was a complete landmine.

Kim Bawi Cham.

The named user from [Coffee or Tea] confidently threw out his trap.

‘You said you know coffee well? Let’s see you answer this.’

* * *

What.

A dizzy spell briefly washed over Lee Min Ki’s mind.

‘He didn’t ask about the drama, but about coffee? And even about the market?’

He thought, at best, it would be about relationships with other actors on set.

Or maybe how he prepared for his character in the project.

But everything missed the mark.

‘What’s an industry risk? What’s a solution?’

This was a total misfire.

Of all people, someone like that had to be chosen to ask the question.

It was sheer bad luck.

“Haha, um.”

Sensing that things had gone off track, the host quickly intervened.

“That’s a very good question! Wow, you must be quite interested in coffee. But since we’re here, it’d be great if you could ask a question more related to the project! Right?”

It was a subtle way of telling him not to ask strange questions.

But Kim Bawi Cham wasn’t someone to back down from subtle hints.

He was practically channeling the spirit of a journalist determined to expose a corrupt politician, so he replied in an even more firm voice, pushing through the host’s interference.

“My question is related to the project. Café del Dia is a coffee-related drama, after all.”

“……”

“I’ll ask again, Actor, what do you think are the chronic issues of the coffee industry, and how would you propose to solve them?”

It was ruined.

Sensing that things were heading for disaster, the production team exchanged nervous glances.

‘Who brought someone like him?’

‘Did they not screen the audience properly?’

‘What’s the host doing? Make a joke or move on, do something.’

‘If this causes a problem, who’s going to take responsibility?’

Everyone’s gaze was entangled in a web of complex thoughts.

But despite all the looks being exchanged, the situation had already unfolded.

If Lee Min Ki avoided answering, he’d become easy prey for the reporters who were desperate for a story.

No matter what the content of the article was, it was unlikely to benefit a drama set to air soon.

‘See?’

Meanwhile, Kim Bawi Cham was brimming with satisfaction.

‘Turns out they only pretended to know what they were talking about for marketing purposes. Can’t say anything when faced with a slightly difficult question, huh?’

He was basking in triumph.

To him, everyone’s silence was a victory.

Logically speaking, no one would normally ask such a question in this friendly event space.

Yet, Kim Bawi Cham thought his insight was sharp.

Usually, people who seek attention are unaware they’re doing so.

Even if Lee Min Ki managed to answer somehow, it didn’t matter.

Kim Bawi Cham was ready to counter with even deeper, more detailed questions to completely shatter Lee Min Ki’s confidence.

The question itself was a trap.

What remained was how Lee Min Ki would respond to this trap.

‘Come on, give me an answer.’

As a few seconds passed, the lively atmosphere deflated like the lifeless skin of a plaster statue.

‘Ah, I need to stop this.’

The host was about to make a bold move to defuse the situation when suddenly.

“That’s true.”

Lee Min Ki, holding the microphone, opened his mouth.

“I hesitated a little because I was thinking about how to answer.”

In that calm and composed voice, a small ripple of surprise spread through the room.

‘What’s he going to say?’

‘Is he confident?’

‘Answering a question like that poorly could backfire.’

‘Has he given up?’

In the midst of a silent outcry, what could Lee Min Ki possibly answer to a vague and complex question about the risks and solutions in the coffee market?

Lee Min Ki’s response was this.

“The environmental problem is significant.”

It was the environment.

* * *

The environment.

As everyone in the room blinked in confusion at the sudden mention of that keyword, Lee Min Ki calmly continued.

“The risk to the coffee market is the environment. Specifically, global warming.”

After mentioning the environment, he brought up global warming.

‘What is he talking about?’

Even Kim Bawi Cham, who had been primed to launch an attack, was momentarily thrown into confusion by the completely different angle of the answer.

‘Wouldn’t the typical flaw in the coffee market be about consumers’ preferences?’

Criticizing consumers would be a suicide move.

He had planned to tear apart Lee Min Ki’s response with a meticulous rebuttal, pointing out all the reasons for every issue.

‘But now he’s talking about the environment?’

All the rebuttals he had simulated in his head were unraveling from the premise.

Not only Kim Bawi Cham, but everyone else in the room felt the same way.

However, Lee Min Ki, who had introduced the topic, remained as composed as ever, his voice flowing steadily.

“The coffee tree is an extremely sensitive plant when it comes to its environment. Some species require temperatures to remain consistently in the high teens throughout the year, and both rainfall and elevation must be precisely controlled to harvest even a single coffee bean.”

“……”

“However, due to global warming, climate change is occurring, and the world is increasingly experiencing unexpected heat waves and cold spells.”

What does that have to do with coffee?

Ordinary people who simply consume coffee wouldn’t know.

Even coffee enthusiasts wouldn’t have thought about it.

“Coffee-producing countries like Brazil and Colombia are vulnerable to droughts.”

But for Lee Min Ki, it was a topic he could easily answer.

“Coffee trees wither quickly. A single drought can cause tens of thousands, even hundreds of thousands of trees to die like dominos. However, removing dead trees and replanting them is no easy task.”

It seemed almost as if his answer had been rehearsed, but even if someone claimed it was, it would have been hard to believe given how smoothly the words flowed from him.

“You have to wait three years, at least three years, for the trees to fully grow again before you can harvest the beans. But there’s no guarantee that another natural disaster won’t happen within those three years.”

How was he able to speak about this so easily?

Why did Lee Min Ki know in such detail about a topic that most people would never even think of?

The reason was simple.

‘In the future, coffee farms in South America suffer due to unusual weather patterns, causing coffee prices to skyrocket.’

Because he had actually experienced it.

In the near future, climate change would cause coffee prices to soar worldwide.

The price of coffee beans would double in just a year.

‘I heard there was a protest across Italy because the price of coffee went up by 0.1 euros.’

In this era, climate change felt as distant as a fantasy novel to most consumers.

But just a few years later.

Climate change would become a reality everyone would feel.

Even consumers like Lee Min Ki, who enjoyed coffee as a hobby, would begin to discuss it as a hot topic.

“To sum up, for the coffee market to survive long-term, we need to find ways to reduce carbon emissions. I believe that is the solution, not just for the coffee market but for the global agricultural market as a whole. Thank you.”

Having pieced together what he had in his head, Lee Min Ki looked around with an awkward feeling after finishing his response.

‘…Was I too serious?’

He had spoken based on what came to mind.

It was quiet.

The production team, the host, the audience, and even the person who asked the question remained silent.

They were like statues.

‘Uh-oh, did I mess up?’

A bad feeling crept over Lee Min Ki.

But strangely enough.

Why had even Kim Bawi Cham, who had been so confident, gone silent?

The reason was surprisingly simple.

‘What is climate change?’

Kim Bawi Cham was also a person interested in coffee itself.

He was utterly clueless about how the earth’s changes affected the coffee market.

He didn’t know.

Since he didn’t know, he couldn’t argue back.

All he could do was mumble to himself.

If he gave up and conceded, that would be the end of it, but Kim Bawi Cham hadn’t come here for that.

He had come to criticize anything and everything, so his shoulders twitched with restlessness.

‘What does an actor know about this?’

Even his pride was starting to crack.

In the end, driven into a corner and gnashing his teeth, the choice he finally made was this.

“Excuse me. I asked about the current coffee market, not the future coffee market.”

It was evading the point.

Unable to argue logically, he chose to argue the point itself.

It was a cowardly move.

Nevertheless, Kim Bawi Cham thought he had made a brilliant play.

Once a conversation shifts from being a discussion to an attack, the rebuttal itself becomes irrelevant.

“…Ugh.”

That persistence made Lee Min Ki flinch.

How could someone be this petty?

Is this a Q&A or a debate?

Is he really trying to win over him?

‘Now what should I say?’

Should he ask the host to cut it off?

Wait, why is the host just standing there?

Hold on, why does he look so entertained?

The situation was strange.

Not just the host, but everyone around was looking at Lee Min Ki with anticipation in their eyes.

‘Do they seriously think I can keep going back and forth?’

No.

I’m running out of things to say.

This isn’t a debate show; please, help me.

‘I’m going to die!!!’

In the moment when he resented everyone for not helping him, for not loving him, there was something that Lee Min Ki also didn’t know.

“This is quite an interesting discussion.”

There was someone else in the room who was interested in the same topic.

Beomcheon Food Company (BFC).

The company that had a significant influence on the Korean coffee industry, and its CEO, Song Jin Bae.

He was probably the top expert on coffee in the Korean peninsula, and he picked up the microphone and spoke.

“I never expected to hear such a high-level discussion. I’m delighted. Both of you made excellent points.”

Kim Bawi Cham’s face lit up at Song Jin Bae’s words.

In Korea, anyone who knew anything about coffee knew who Song Jin Bae was.

To be praised by such a person.

It was a moment that could be a lifelong bragging point for a coffee enthusiast.

“But climate change is indeed the crisis currently facing the coffee market.”

The giant spoke.

“Which means that Actor Lee Min Ki has hit the nail on the head.”

With just one word.

In just one sentence, the hopeful expression on Kim Bawi Cham’s face cracked apart like shattered glass.
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CEO Song Jin Bae.

During his time studying abroad, he tasted a coffee that made him feel a turning point in life, and after returning to Korea, he entered the food and beverage (F&B) industry, building a vast kingdom.

His goal was always just one thing.

It was the dissemination of coffee.

“I want to create a country where everyone starts their morning with a cup of coffee.”

For this one purpose, he ventured into any field related to coffee, and after many hardships, he now believed he was close to achieving it.

As long as a person didn’t particularly dislike coffee, it had already become a part of the life of Koreans.

That’s why he wanted to move on to the next stage.

“From the life of consumers to the life of producers.”

It was no longer just about consuming coffee; it was about cultivating the culture of coffee itself.

That’s why he increased his investment in media.

He wanted to foster a romanticized culture of baristas.

What he discovered during that process was the drama Café del Dia.

The moment he confirmed its existence, he realized.

“This is it.”

This was the work that could become a unique point in Korean coffee culture.

However, regardless of that, the entertainment industry itself had never sat well with him.

It was because there were too many people who treated coffee merely as gossip material.

“We talk about the future of coffee. BFC.”


“Shall we have coffee together?”

He needed their popularity, so he would use fair compensation to promote it, but he didn’t believe they had any real philosophy.

This time Café del Dia was no exception.

He made a large investment because the production team put their heart into it, but he never felt sincerity.

But.

“This is interesting.”

Just a moment ago, that preconception had cracked.

“The risk to the coffee market is the environment. To be precise, it’s global warming.”

That crack was caused by Lee Min Ki.

He had thought of him as no more than an actor who had practiced coffee art diligently, but in his words, he felt sincerity.

It wasn’t just some empty words.

“For the coffee market to last a long time, we first need to think of ways to reduce carbon emissions. I believe that’s the answer not just for the coffee market, but for the entire global agricultural market.”

These were clearly sincere words.

Not just lip service, but words filled with urgency, that could only be shown by someone who truly worried about the future of the industry.

“How can he speak so confidently? Is it because he’s an actor and has good pronunciation?”

No.

The reason he could feel sincerity in Lee Min Ki’s voice wasn’t for such trivial reasons.

It was because he had experienced that future.

He had seen with his own eyes the graph showing the price of coffee beans doubling in just one year.

Unlike the armchair experts who only talked theory, Lee Min Ki was speaking of things he had seen and experienced firsthand in this world.


Even if they said the same words, the appeal was bound to be different.

“He’s not like the small fry.”

This was the moment when CEO Song Jin Bae began to view Lee Min Ki and Café del Dia differently.

“Excuse me, but I was asking about the current coffee market, not the future coffee market.”

One of those armchair experts had opened his mouth.

Though he had tried to maintain neutrality, that remark was something CEO Song Jin Bae found difficult to let slide.

It was the driving force that made him open his mouth.

“Since last year, the drought has started. Because of that, the price of coffee futures has risen by 12% between last month and this month alone.”

“…….”

“Whether it’s due to climate change or not, we’ll have to wait and see, but the reality is that discussions about carbon emissions are happening at the forefront of the industry.”

CEO Song Jin Bae shot his words like arrows at Kim Bawi Cham, who stood like a punching bag with his mouth closed.

Then, turning his gaze with a slightly softer look towards Lee Min Ki, he asked.

“To add to what actor Lee Min Ki said, what improvements can be made, starting with the way coffee beans are transported? Any alternatives?”

“…….”

Lee Min Ki furrowed his brow even more.

At first, it seemed like CEO Song Jin Bae was supporting him, but now he was throwing more questions.

He had thought he was an ally, but it turned out he was a hidden enemy.

“Ugh, my information is starting to run dry.”

Of course, from CEO Song Jin Bae’s perspective, it was a question meant to boost Lee Min Ki.

Someone who understood environmental issues so well wouldn’t be unable to answer such a simple question.


But the reality was, while he knew about this change, he had only a surface-level understanding.

“Argh!”

His brain felt like it was about to explode, like a firework going off.

Whizz—

Across the event hall.

Through the glass on the other side of the hall, the blue sky caught his eye.

And.

A plane flying leisurely through the white clouds came into his view.

Just one plane, flying at a low altitude.

It was pure coincidence that he witnessed that scene with his own eyes.

But that coincidence was clearly driven by Lee Min Ki’s luck.

Then.

“……A plane.”

That was a revelation.

The revelation that would finally bring the decisive blow to this discussion.

From deep in his mind.

Lee Min Ki, who had retrieved the last piece of a dormant memory, opened his mouth.

“These days, I’ve heard that transporting coffee beans by plane has increased carbon emissions. It would be good to innovate the distribution process so that fresh coffee beans can be supplied mainly by ship.”

“Hmm.”

At that response, CEO Song Jin Bae let out a short hum.

Lee Min Ki’s suggestion was valid.

But it also had its drawbacks.

From the perspective of a merchant who imported coffee in real time for sale, there were realistic flaws in it.

However.

“That’s enough.”

He’s an actor, so what’s the problem?

It was something he could compliment and move on from.

No, it was more than enough.

That’s why CEO Song Jin Bae, with a satisfied smile, said.

“That was a good opinion. I would like to have you as our company’s ambassador.”

At that last remark, a small wave of laughter spread through the venue.

It seemed people thought he was joking about hiring him at the company.

Lee Min Ki also barely managed to hold on to his composure as he responded.

“…Haha, if you just give me a call, I’d be happy to anytime.”

Ah, he almost died from anxiety.

Finally realizing that this surprise debate was over, he let out a sigh of relief.

Meanwhile.

“I’ll have to make sure to contact him next time.”

CEO Song Jin Bae had developed even greater affection for the actor.

“Shit, shit, shit.”

Kim Bawi Cham, who had stepped up to attack, ended up boosting his opponent instead, and sat back down in humiliation, shaking with anger.

And.

Sitting quietly with a microphone in hand, Kim Ji Hwan thought with an empty heart.

“He researched so deeply.”

He realized the reason he couldn’t help but feel lacking standing next to Lee Min Ki no matter how hard he tried.

“It was the difference in detail.”

At a critical moment, the ability to take one step further was the difference between them.

It might not be necessary for acting.

Maybe he would never need to use it in his lifetime.

But Lee Min Ki was willing to study and accept knowledge beyond that.

“Sigh, I worked so hard for this project.”

Was it still not enough?

Kim Ji Hwan shook his head at what he thought was Lee Min Ki’s obsessive character research.

Also.

“That’s the student I taught.”

Kim Kyung Hee, the barista, couldn’t hide her delight as she smiled brightly, her dimples deepening.

“Sigh, really, Min Ki, can someone be this likable?”

She knew he was always sincere in everything.

But she never imagined he would come prepared to this extent.

As a teacher, how could she not like a student like that?

Following her.

“I picked the right person.”

Director No Ho Yeon also foresaw the success of the project from this simple presentation.

Lastly.

“This is newsworthy.”

“A barista who knows his coffee, Lee Min Ki.”

“Not only is his body sexy, but his brain is sexy too?”

The eyes of the journalists, who had caught their prey for the day, turned upside down.

* * *

There was a production presentation for Café del Dia.

Usually, when a production presentation was held, the protagonist was often the work itself.

What is the theme of the project?

What is the genre?

Who appears in it, and what’s the storyline?

This was generally the natural flow of things.

However.

This time was an exception.

“Lee Min Ki transforms into a one-day barista.”

Lee Min Ki monopolized the highlights of entertainment news.

“Had an unexpected debate on coffee?”

“Even a marketing proposal from BFC’s CEO Song Jin Bae?”

“Did his homework for the drama thoroughly.”

“There’s a reason why rising stars are rising.”

Articles from the journalists who attended the event poured out.

Lee Min Ki was already an actor who looked good on camera.

He had a small head and broad shoulders, and for some reason, he looked great in photos, making him ideal for media coverage.

And now, it was revealed that his brain was just as full, so was there even a need for further explanation?

“A genius at acting, and now a genius at coffee?”

Even [Star Magazine], known for its harsh criticism, added to the praise of Lee Min Ki.

Meanwhile, fans’ reactions were starting to explode.

“Our Min Ki is smart too.”

“Was that a real-time conversation and not a script?”

“No way that wasn’t scripted.”

“No, it’s not. That guy is a famous troll in coffee communities.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, there’s testimony coming up. He posted on the forum before the show aired, saying he’d destroy the arguments with facts.”

“He really taught them a lesson, lol.”

“Wow… This is really embarrassing. Min Ki is amazing.”

If things had been vague, this might have been dismissed as a staged circus.

But since Kim Bawi Cham was already a well-known online user, even this controversy died down before it could ignite.

Instead, it emphasized Lee Min Ki’s talent even more.

“What was that latte art? I’ve never seen it before, but it’s so pretty.”

The latte art had even placed a final punctuation on it.

“They say that art will be featured in the drama?”

“Wow…”

“Look at his focused profile while making coffee. So sexy. I never knew watching a guy making coffee could be this attractive.”

“Do they not sell that offline?”

“Isn’t it going to be sold in a collaboration soon?”

“I tried doing something similar at home, but it’s really hard.”

There was no need to look further.

It was obvious.

The true star of this production presentation was Lee Min Ki, and his stock, which was already soaring, had pierced through the clouds with just one event.

“Isn’t this something every coffee lover knows?”

Some people belatedly tried to downplay it, claiming they already knew it.

“If you could’ve said it at that moment, then go ahead!”

“I’m a barista, but I didn’t know about environmental issues.”

“Me too, lol.”

“This is what they call the ‘egg of Columbus.’ It’s when people act like they already knew something after hearing about it.”

It didn’t matter.

In the drama community, they had already united over the rookie actor Lee Min Ki.

With just one day left until the broadcast.

Even though Lee Min Ki hadn’t appeared on screen yet, in terms of buzz, he was already one of the top five rookie actors.

* * *

The day Café del Dia was set to premiere in the afternoon.

Despite having received a rare break from the production team out of goodwill, Lee Min Ki was rolling around on the floor, unable to find something to do.

“Aaagh, aaagh, aaagh, aaagh!”

He was too nervous to bear it.

His heart was pounding so hard that it felt like he might die of a heart attack at any moment.

In the past, he had been so nervous that he really collapsed and was taken to the hospital.

“Aaaaaaaagh!”

That’s right.

Even though he himself had forgotten lately, the truth was that Lee Min Ki was an extremely timid person compared to ordinary people.

If a street vendor approached him while he was walking, his brain would freeze.

If he stepped on a tile wrong in the shower, he would scream with his whole body in fear of slipping.

After experiencing a kiosk malfunction at a restaurant once, he became so terrified that he avoided restaurants with kiosks altogether.

A fragile human being.

That was the kind of person Lee Min Ki was.

The only reason he had learned to hide his naturally timid personality was thanks to the training he received under Kim Ah Sung, his trainer.

There was no way the personality he had from his frog-to-tadpole days would just disappear.

“Someone please hit the back of my neck and knock me out!”

A person’s nature, no matter how hard they tried to hide it, would leak out when faced with extreme situations.

With the drama he starred in as the lead about to air, Lee Min Ki’s true nature finally woke up.

“Hoo, hoo, ha, hoo, hoo, ha, hoo, hoo, ha.”

Eventually, as his energy was completely drained, he lay down on the bed, staring at the ceiling, practicing Lamaze breathing.

Vrr—

“Aaah!!!”

At the sudden sound of his phone ringing, he finally let out a real scream and jumped up.

It was just one text.

A single, insignificant text.

But the text was dangerous to his heart, already on edge.

“Wh-who is it?”

Nervously, he picked up the phone while hiding under the covers and checked the message.

“Huh?”

A hint of surprise passed across Lee Min Ki’s face.

Because.

The three characters displayed on the phone’s screen were extremely familiar.

[Kim Ji Hwan Actor]

It was his rival.

To be exact, the actor playing the role of his rival.
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The park installed inside the apartment complex.

A man sat on a creaky bench, frowning as he watched children playing far away.

“…What am I even thinking?”

The man’s appearance, as he mumbled to himself, looked anything but ordinary.

With eyes that seemed indifferent to the world and a sharp nose, he looked cynical to some.

His long limbs completed his silhouette in a striking way.

Even if you encountered him just once on the street, his appearance would be etched into your memory, making you turn around for a second look.

In other words, he had the look of an actor.

In fact, this man’s profession was indeed acting.

“Am I out of my mind?”

The man who had been muttering self-deprecating remarks for a while now was named Kim Ji Hwan.

He was a rising rookie actor, quickly gaining attention, and one of the two main leads in the drama Café del Dia, which started airing today.

Sitting on the bench, Kim Ji Hwan blinked as he stared blankly at the playground.

‘Out of my mind?’

The reason Kim Ji Hwan was here today.

It was to meet an actor who lived in this apartment, Lee Min Ki.

“Have you been waiting long?”

Lee Min Ki approached, asking him that question.

“Just got here.”


“I was surprised when you suddenly contacted me.”

As Kim Ji Hwan stared at him blankly, Lee Min Ki cleared his throat, then sat down next to him on the bench.

He looked at the playground, just as Kim Ji Hwan had been doing, and asked.

“This is the first time we’ve met separately like this, isn’t it? I didn’t expect you to contact me, so I was a bit surprised.”

“I just had something I wanted to ask.”

That was exactly it.

He had come here because he had something to ask.

But despite having organized his thoughts for a long time, his lips stayed glued together as if stuck with glue.

It wasn’t his usual style.

Coming to someone else’s neighborhood out of the blue to ask something—it felt embarrassing.

‘Seriously, what am I doing? What am I, some sort of master?’

Kim Ji Hwan frowned for a moment at himself.

Then, thinking it didn’t matter, he finally opened his mouth.

“You’re quite good at acting.”

“Ahem.”

At the unexpected compliment, Lee Min Ki cleared his throat in embarrassment, and Kim Ji Hwan continued, as if chasing after him.

“How do you practice acting?”

“What?”

“I’m asking how you practice. You’re good at acting. Better than me.”

“…….”


Lee Min Ki’s gaze filled with confusion.

‘Out of nowhere?’

But Kim Ji Hwan was serious.

He wanted to know how the other person managed to act so well.

No, it was obvious.

He must have accumulated a lot of input, or observed diligently on set, or studied hard, or found a great teacher.

Any answer would be fine.

Even a cliché one would do, as long as it came from the man in front of him.

Why?

Because for the past few months, he’d been breaking down and struggling every single day.

When he first saw him at the Daon audition, he couldn’t accept it.

Because it was him who had been cast.

Even when Lee Min Ki skyrocketed in popularity with *Campus Story* and Forever Green, Kim Ji Hwan was angry but didn’t think Lee Min Ki was a step ahead of him.

But after standing on the same set, he had no choice but to admit it.

Lee Min Ki was not just one step, but two steps ahead.

“I’ve thought about it every day. Objectively speaking, I’ve done everything I could.”

It hurt his pride, but if it was necessary, he was willing to lower his head and learn.

That’s why he had come here, something that wasn’t like him at all.

“What’s your secret? Why is there such a difference between you and me?”

Faced with the unexpected sincerity, Lee Min Ki responded with an awkward smile.


“…Haha, thank you for the compliment, but I’m not good enough to teach someone else. Ji Hwan, you’re just in a slightly different area from me, but you’re an excellent actor.”

“If you’re not teasing me, cut out the false modesty. I have an eye for acting.”

Kim Ji Hwan cut off Lee Min Ki’s words.

“Or is it that? You plan to keep the secret to yourself?”

Blunt.

Of course, this was what went through the mind of the person hearing those words.

‘Huh? This feels familiar?’

It was as if he had heard similar words somewhere before.

Asking if there was a secret.

Saying it wasn’t fair to keep it to oneself, and begging to be taught.

These were all very familiar phrases, and soon the culprit came to mind.

‘Ah, it’s Kim Tak.’

This is totally Kim Tak.

Just like Kim Tak, suddenly clinging on and begging for guidance.

Even though there was no secret at all, he wouldn’t believe it and would cling to you like glue, insisting on figuring it out for himself.

‘Did he just turn into Kim Tak during his day off?’

From Lee Min Ki’s perspective, it was rather fascinating.

‘But Kim Ji Hwan is already good at acting.’

He didn’t even understand why he was asking.

Wasn’t he already good at it?

No, not just good.

In his past life, Kim Ji Hwan was a star that Lee Min Ki couldn’t even dare to look up at.

Lee Min Ki was a nobody among nobodies.

Kim Ji Hwan, on the other hand, had been an up-and-coming actor, growing into a mid-tier star.

They were in different leagues.

Even though Lee Min Ki had gained some success in this new life, that didn’t mean Kim Ji Hwan had lost his edge.

He was still an exceptional rookie.

‘He improved so quickly.’

Kim Ji Hwan had an overwhelming ability to learn.

Once he received feedback, by the next shoot, he would correct it so well that no one could pick at him anymore.

Sure, he must have practiced hard, but he clearly had talent as well.

‘And his pride is quite high too.’

Having spent the last few months together on set, Lee Min Ki knew.

Kim Ji Hwan was the type to bang his head against the wall rather than ask others for help.

Yet here he was, reaching out.

And to him, the last person he would want to lower his head to.

Why was he doing this?

Why was he willing to endure this humiliation?

One thought crossed Lee Min Ki’s mind.

‘A desire to improve, perhaps.’

Maybe Kim Ji Hwan was the kind of person who, despite his pride, felt a stronger thirst for growth.

After all, it wasn’t strange considering how quickly he had improved.

Still, to be honest, Lee Min Ki felt a bit hesitant about giving advice on acting.

‘If I were as good at teaching people as Ah Sung, maybe it’d be different.’

Both he and Kim Ji Hwan were at similar levels, so any advice might not even make much difference.

In fact, it might backfire if he came across as arrogant.

But the look in Kim Ji Hwan’s eyes made it seem like he would perform a single-leg takedown if he didn’t say something.

‘If we fought, I’d lose, right?’

There was a definite height difference between them.

And he probably went to the gym too.

“Do you not want to teach me?”

As Lee Min Ki remained silent, Kim Ji Hwan pressed him again.

“As a fellow actor, I’m humbling myself to ask, but you still won’t share even that much with me?”

Hey, man, that’s not the tone you use when you’re asking someone a question.

But knowing Kim Ji Hwan’s personality, Lee Min Ki understood that even this was his desperate way of speaking.

Moreover.

He started to get a certain feeling.

‘If this is fate too?’

Since being reborn, he’d been feeling like his connections with people were particularly strong.

From his academy peers to his colleagues on set, it was the same.

And if Kim Ji Hwan could be another one of those valuable connections?

‘If, by chance, helping him now benefits me in the long run?’

The industry is small.

Even if Kim Ji Hwan felt overshadowed by him, he was still undoubtedly star material.

They’d definitely run into each other a few more times in the future, so it wouldn’t hurt to improve their relationship now.

There was no reason to be on bad terms, after all.

And besides.

The “luck” Lee Min Ki had experienced in this life wasn’t always like winning a lottery ticket at a convenience store.

It often came in a different form.

It was like accumulating deposits in a housing subscription account, slowly snowballing over time.

‘What if this moment is one of those times?’

A seed.

Having organized his thoughts, Lee Min Ki opened his mouth.

“It’s nothing special, but I’ll ask you one question.”

Seeing Lee Min Ki start to speak, Kim Ji Hwan’s gaze sharpened.

Almost as if he suspected he was about to pick a fight.

Lee Min Ki, trying to diffuse the tension, looked at the children playing in the distance as he continued.

“What ratio of input to output do you maintain?”

“Input to output?”

“In other words, how much time do you spend watching content versus how much time do you spend practicing acting or working on set?”

“Why do you ask that?”

“I’m asking because it’s necessary.”

At Lee Min Ki’s words, Kim Ji Hwan frowned, seemingly confused, but then slowly extended his fingers one by one as he answered.

“I watch at least one movie a day. Any extra time, I use for practice.”

One movie a day.

Roughly two hours—an average amount of time for an actor.

No, considering that he maintained this consistently, it was actually quite good.

‘Surprisingly, there are a lot of actors who don’t watch movies during their active periods.’

Once they start acting, even watching something becomes labor instead of relaxation.

However.

Lee Min Ki thought a little differently here.

“For me, it’s 8 parts input and 2 parts output.”

“8 parts input?”

When Kim Ji Hwan asked, sounding surprised, Lee Min Ki nodded and continued.

“I spend all day watching things, and I actually spend less time acting.”

Overwhelming input compared to others.

This was what Lee Min Ki considered his strength.

Why was he able to do that?

Why had it become a habit?

Because he had spent so much time wanting to act but unable to.

“I spent every day watching movies, dramas, and anime in my room.”

And then, after living like that, he eventually fell down the stairs, cracked the back of his head, and died.

Anyway, for Lee Min Ki, input had become a way of life.

As a result, watching and watching again had turned into a habit that stuck to him without him even realizing it.

“So, isn’t that just goofing off?”

When Kim Ji Hwan responded with suspicion in his voice, Lee Min Ki, as if he had anticipated this, said.

“Here’s the thing. Even on set, I constantly think about how the other actors are performing.”

It was observation.

While watching the kids play in the distant playground, Lee Min Ki continued.

“I think to myself, ‘If I were standing in that scene, how would I act? What is that actor thinking while performing that character? Why doesn’t the director point out that obvious mistake?’… I keep thinking and thinking.”

At those words, Kim Ji Hwan, as if he couldn’t understand, asked again.

“Isn’t that something all actors do?”

“That’s right. Everyone does it.”

Lee Min Ki didn’t deny it.

In fact, he agreed.

“But the important thing is the amount and accuracy of those thoughts. After all, without opening up someone’s head, there’s a limit to how clearly we can understand their actions, right?”

“Do you ever struggle with it?”

“Of course. I’m not a genius.”

“…You’re not?”

“No.”

Lee Min Ki repeated, as if putting an exclamation mark on his words.

“Unfortunately, I’m not.”

He wasn’t a genius.

Definitely not.

The one person who knew better than anyone else that he wasn’t a genius was himself.

Looking at Kim Ji Hwan’s expression, it was clear he was finding it hard to accept Lee Min Ki’s words, but was willing to let it slide since Lee Min Ki insisted.

‘I never thought I’d be worrying about stuff like this.’

It felt like just yesterday that he was treated like dead weight at the academy, yet so much had changed.

He used to think the person in front of him was the genius, but now it seemed like Kim Ji Hwan was the one treating him as some kind of genius.

Smiling bitterly at the irony of the situation, Lee Min Ki said.

“Still, I keep thinking. While eating, while walking, while exercising. I keep thinking and thinking, in my head, about other people’s actions.”

“…Are you saying that alone can improve your skills? Just by thinking?”

It was a voice filled with disbelief.

In response, Lee Min Ki chuckled softly and replied.

“There’s a saying from an actor I like.”

“What is it?”

Curiosity filled Kim Ji Hwan’s question, and Lee Min Ki, extending his fingers, said.

“If you think about any action three times, there’s nothing in the world you won’t understand.”

“……!”

Kim Ji Hwan’s pupils visibly shook.

His shoulders also shrank slightly.

His breathing became noticeably quieter.

It meant he was focusing all his senses on Lee Min Ki’s words.

Riding on the momentum, Lee Min Ki pushed further, as if determined to see this through.

“If you keep doing that, at some point, you’ll start to feel it. The other person’s thoughts. And from that moment on, you’ll be able to observe the whole set from different angles.”

Observation.

That was what Lee Min Ki prided himself on in acting.

Using his observations to perform in a way that aligned with the camera and the scene in his head.

“First, understand why this scene is set up this way. Then fit in your best performance like a one-line block in Tetris.”

He wasn’t sure if the metaphor would resonate.

After talking at length, Lee Min Ki seemed to feel embarrassed about boasting and cleared his throat before saying.

“That’s all there is to it. Not much, right?”

As he said, it wasn’t much.

It was something any actor could put into practice.

Yet it was also something most didn’t do.

Especially main actors, who were more accustomed to others adjusting to their needs.

Perhaps the long years of playing minor roles had forced Lee Min Ki to pick up these tricks out of necessity.

That’s why.

To Kim Ji Hwan, it felt a bit different.

“Understanding the scene, you say?”

Indeed, a different feeling.

“That’s all?”

He was simply asking out of curiosity, but Lee Min Ki flinched and took a step back, saying defensively.

“Why, why, what, why? If you don’t want to believe it, then don’t. I told you because I thought it might help.”

“…….”

Kim Ji Hwan raised an eyebrow at Lee Min Ki’s overly sensitive reaction.

He wasn’t trying to argue, but perhaps it came off that way.

Either way, Lee Min Ki’s words gave him something to think about.

‘If I had to analyze my own acting, I could certainly do that.’

But if he had to ask whether he fully understood the performances of other actors on set…

“…….”

He wasn’t so sure.

That was the kind of actor Kim Ji Hwan had been.

His ego was so strong that he barely thought of others as anything more than competitors, let alone as people to understand.

Even those around him had treated him that way from a young age.

Born into a family that ran a pharmaceutical company, blessed with good looks and personality, he had always grown up at the center of attention.

So he had never really been conscious of others.

He had always been in a position where it wasn’t necessary.

Having lived a life too accustomed to such relationships, Lee Min Ki’s seemingly obvious words had a slightly different impact on him.

‘Was this the secret to his acting?’

Whenever people thought of the name Lee Min Ki, one image came to mind.

“Wow, really?”

“Haha, Min Ki, you’re always so curious.”

“Oh, did I overstep?”

“No, it’s just fascinating. You have such strong curiosity.”

“I was really surprised by your performance earlier. When I watched your acting, I couldn’t help but get immersed.”

Even when it wasn’t his turn to act, Lee Min Ki was known for obsessively observing the performances of other actors.

During breaks on set, rather than reviewing his own acting, he would often exchange opinions with others.

‘If that was the secret behind this actor’s success…’

If his level of understanding had directly translated into his skill?

If that hypothesis were true, then that might be exactly what Kim Ji Hwan had been lacking.

In that case.

If that really was it.

“……!”

The fog clouding his mind cleared up a little.

Meanwhile, Lee Min Ki, watching him fall into deep thought in silence, had this thought.

‘Is he sulking?’

Was he upset?

‘Is it because I pushed back on that one thing earlier?’

No.

Even I think I said something a bit abstract, so surely he didn’t take it the wrong way?

What if he thought I was just spewing nonsense because I had nothing better to say?

But this really is all I have.

‘Ah, now that I think about it, this is kind of embarrassing.’

He had gotten carried away and said too much.

And yet, here Kim Ji Hwan was, not even saying anything after asking for advice—just sitting there.

‘He’s probably doubting me.’

He’s not a kid.

Both of them, lost in their thoughts due to a lack of communication.

“That’s true.”

Kim Ji Hwan finally stood up from the bench, brushing off his pants, and spoke hesitantly with a frown.

“Thanks.”

“Sorry?”

What does “thanks” even mean?

Not “thank you,” but just “thanks”?

Because of Kim Ji Hwan’s characteristically stiff way of speaking, the sentiment didn’t quite register.

Lee Min Ki decided to ask again.

“What did you just say?”

“I said thanks.”

“Huh? What did you say again?”

As Lee Min Ki pretended not to hear and kept pressing him, Kim Ji Hwan bit his lip.

“…I’m saying your words helped me.”

“Oh?”

“Just take it that way. Next time I’ll buy you something. Let’s talk again then.”

After saying that, Kim Ji Hwan turned away, frowning, as if something was still bothering him.

Like a child grimacing while being forced to swallow bitter medicine.

Looking at him, Lee Min Ki couldn’t help but think.

‘Wow, is he seriously saying thanks?’

Was that really Kim Ji Hwan, thanking him?

The same Kim Ji Hwan who always stuck to his own path, no matter what anyone said?

The Kim Ji Hwan who even had a sharp attitude toward the director on set?

Of course, it was possible.

Like the odds of pulling three 5-star characters in a mobile game’s first tutorial gacha.

In other words, it was an extremely rare situation.

‘But whatever.’

Lee Min Ki laughed it off cheerfully.

There was no need to dwell on whether or not someone thanked him.

After all, even with the same input, the output is always different.

As Lee Min Ki chuckled, preparing to get up and leave, Kim Ji Hwan spoke unexpectedly.

“Daon must have been blind.”

“Sorry?”

“They dropped you. The CEO must have been blind.”

This was a bit funny.

The person who beat him out was saying this, so it really was amusing.

‘Who knew Kim Ji Hwan could make jokes?’

His expression was dead serious, though.

Lee Min Ki, finding the gap funny, chuckled softly and said.

“Everyone makes a wrong choice at least once in their life.”

“…….”

“They say that failing to recognize talent is a disaster. The CEO of Daon didn’t recognize me as a talent….”

At that moment.

Kim Ji Hwan gave him a puzzled look, and Lee Min Ki realized his mistake.

‘Ah, that joke failed.’

Look at his expression.

He definitely didn’t get it.

He looked like someone who should have lots of friends, but his actions screamed “scholar.”

Maybe the earlier comment wasn’t a joke after all.

‘Oh well.’

Failure.

Tasting the bitterness of failure, Lee Min Ki said.

“Well, it was just bad luck for both sides.”

“Luck?”

“They say relationships between people are all about luck, right? Daon just didn’t have enough luck. Or maybe me leaving and joining JC was my luck.”

In fact, this statement carried the nuance of “It takes luck to work with me!”

Lee Min Ki hoped Kim Ji Hwan would pick up on that part, but…

“Luck, huh. I guess that makes sense.”

This earnest guy didn’t seem to catch the hint at all.

Nope.

He doesn’t get jokes.

Lee Min Ki sighed inwardly and laughed.

“Since you came all the way here, let’s grab a quick meal. There are a lot of good places around here.”

Koreans run on rice.

Thinking that, Lee Min Ki was about to lead Kim Ji Hwan to a nearby donburi restaurant when—

“Hmm?”

He saw someone trudging toward them from afar.

Carrying a massively stuffed shopping bag in one hand, like he’d been out shopping.

The silhouette looked familiar.

A strikingly handsome face with long, lean limbs.

A guy who looked just as much like an actor as Kim Ji Hwan.

“…….”

“…….”

It was Kim Tae Yang.

The one who lived in the same house as Lee Min Ki, who had now walked up close to the two of them, asking with sharp eyes.

“Actor Kim Ji Hwan? Are you two close?”

Instinctively, Lee Min Ki almost shook his head side to side but instead, out of some sense of courtesy, shook it up and down.
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The quiet hallway of the apartment.

Vrrrrr—

The elevator opened, and a man walked out, chuckling sinisterly.

“Hehe, finally made it.”

The man resembled a weak villain from a movie.

He was handsome, but more than that, he gave off the impression of someone you’d want to punch in the head.

That man’s name was…

“Ttak, stop fooling around.”

It was Kim Tak, Lee Min Ki’s fellow acting schoolmate.

“People passing by might misunderstand if they hear you. You know not to be a nuisance in someone else’s house, right?”

“Am I a kid or something?”

“A kid would be better.”

The woman nagging him as if taking care of a child also had a striking appearance.

“You’re too much, Seon Ah.”

Yoo Seon Ah.

She was also a fellow acting schoolmate of Lee Min Ki.

Even while scolding Kim Tak, her heart was pounding just the same.

‘This is my first time coming to Min Ki’s house.’

Today, the two were heading to [Lee Min Ki’s House] to watch the first episode of the new drama [Café del Dia], in which Lee Min Ki was starring.


Lee Min Ki’s house.

To be exact, it was Lee Min Ki’s House 2.0.

The first one was sold off due to privacy issues, and this expanded version was now the second location.

Honestly, she had always wanted to visit at least once.

But there was always something in the way.

[I’d love to do a housewarming and stuff too, but I think Tae Yang might be uncomfortable.]

The other tenant of Lee Min Ki’s house, Kim Tae Yang, was the reason.

[He’s a very tidy person. Still, I’ll try to convince him. Since we have the drama premiere, why not all get together to watch and get closer? After all, we went to the same acting school.]

Even though we haven’t met face to face.

Lee Min Ki had smiled and added that last part.

In any case, after months of careful maneuvering, they were finally stepping into someone else’s house.

It was no wonder that Kim Tak and Yoo Seon Ah were both excited.

“There must be a wine cellar, right? We should raid it all.”

“Um, Ttak, most regular homes don’t have wine cellars.”

“Eh, really?”

“Yes, and it’s not polite to drink alcohol at someone’s first housewarming.”

“I didn’t know that.”

Training the socially inept Kim Tak, who was practically like an ape, they stood in front of the room where Lee Min Ki lived.

Ding dong—

They rang the doorbell and waited for a few seconds.


Thud, thud, thud!

There was the sound of hurried footsteps from inside, and someone opened the door.

The face that appeared was…

“You must’ve had a hard time coming.”

It was Lee Min Ki.

He welcomed them with a bright smile.

However, Yoo Seon Ah’s gaze wasn’t on his face, but beyond his shoulder.

Because…

“…Other people are here too?”

There were other people comfortably seated in the living room behind Lee Min Ki.

Only then did Lee Min Ki’s face come into focus.

He was smiling.

He was definitely smiling brightly, but there was a desperation in his eyes that couldn’t be hidden.

‘If you noticed, please save me.’

* * *

The atmosphere in Lee Min Ki’s house was awkward, to say the least.

Five people in total were there, subtly checking each other out.

To be more specific, four humans and one ape.

More accurately, the ape wasn’t checking anyone out.

“Wow, you three live together?”


“…”

“Man, that must be fun. Ordering two chickens at a time, two pizzas, and even sharing a Netflix subscription.”

In the midst of the incredibly awkward atmosphere, only Kim Tak’s mouth moved freely like a fish swimming in water.

“And when you travel, you could split the cost of a rental car…”

“We don’t live together.”

Unable to hold it in anymore, Lee Min Ki finally spoke.

“Tae Yang and I live together, but Ji Hwan here just dropped by for something.”

“Oh? Really? Ji Hwan, what brings you here?”

“Well, that is… actually…”

Just as Lee Min Ki was about to explain.

Kim Ji Hwan glared at Lee Min Ki like a hungry wolf.

Even someone who had never spoken to Kim Ji Hwan could easily interpret that gaze.

‘If you spill the beans, I’ll beat you to death, and then hit you one more time to finish you off.’

In simple terms, it meant he was feeling embarrassed.

With his lofty pride, he didn’t want it revealed that he had come to a fellow rookie’s house seeking acting advice.

‘Wow, look at that glare.’

Noticing the look, Lee Min Ki let out a hollow laugh.

‘If only he could channel that into his acting, he’d already have won an Academy Award.’

Oh, Linda.

I’m so sorry, Linda.

Ignoring the deep voice ringing in his head, Lee Min Ki, as the host of this event, decided to show some minimal consideration for Kim Ji Hwan.

“It’s the premiere of Café del Dia today. We decided to watch it together.”

“I didn’t—”

“Right?”

Just as Kim Ji Hwan was instinctively about to object, this time Lee Min Ki glared at him.

This is as far as my kindness goes.

If you don’t cooperate, I’ll spill everything.

“…Tsk.”

Kim Ji Hwan averted his gaze.

His eyes twitched, but after letting out a sigh, he finally spoke.

“Yeah, Min Ki and I work on the same set, so I came over to watch it with him.”

“Oh, so we’re chingu~ chingu then!”

“Chingu?”

“Min Ki’s my friend, so a friend of a friend is also my friend.”

At Kim Tak’s words, a vein bulged on Kim Ji Hwan’s forehead, feeling utterly humiliated.

But maybe because he had at least some level of social awareness, he managed to restrain himself after receiving Lee Min Ki’s disapproving gaze.

‘How did I end up here?’

What started as a whimsical visit for some acting advice had spiraled out of control into this mess.

To be precise, it was all because of Kim Tae Yang.

[Since you’re here, why don’t you stay for dinner? I just made marinated salmon the other day.]

In the middle of their consultation, Kim Tae Yang had suddenly shown up with a shopping bag and proposed a meal.

He was going to decline, but then Lee Min Ki egged him on.

[Really?]

With a face that lit up as if he’d found gold on the street, Lee Min Ki had cheered.

[Tae Yang’s marinated salmon is the best. How long has it been since you made it?]

Lee Min Ki’s face was all smiles as he said that.

It was just salmon.

Just some salmon.

No matter how good marinated salmon could be, how delicious could it really be to evoke such a reaction?

Curiosity got the better of him.

That was Kim Ji Hwan’s mistake.

Kim Tae Yang, unfazed by the chaos, stood calmly with his arms crossed, nodding slightly.

‘My marinated salmon is special. Those who know good food would understand.’

He loved cooking just as much as acting.

If he hadn’t become an actor, he might’ve become a chef and aimed for a Michelin star.

Meanwhile, Yoo Seon Ah was busy marveling at the situation.

‘Wow, this is how successful people bond.’

The atmosphere was different from the start.

Lee Min Ki and Kim Ji Hwan were among the top new male actors these days, so there was no need to even mention them.

And Kim Tae Yang had recently appeared in a mini-drama as a supporting actor and gained attention as a scene-stealer.

He had just as much potential as Lee Min Ki.

Lee Min Ki himself had said so.

[Tae Yang is amazing. He’s great at grocery shopping, cooking, especially his marinated salmon, and even cleaning. He’s a multitasker. When something breaks, he fixes it on his own. He’s a human MacGyver. Anyway, his marinated salmon is just… wow.]

Although he seemed to be praising Tae Yang’s housekeeping skills rather than his acting, Yoo Seon Ah only remembered what she wanted from the blurry memory.

[Tae Yang is…

good at acting and a human MacGyver.]

He’s good at acting and fixing things like a human MacGyver.

How talented does someone have to be to earn the nickname “human MacGyver”?

But wait, isn’t MacGyver human by default?

Anyway, sitting at the same table with these three gave off an extraordinary vibe.

‘This is what it feels like to be around successful people.’

Though, strictly speaking, the awkward silence between them gave the air of weighty presence.

At least in Yoo Seon Ah’s eyes, the three professionals seemed that way.

‘No, I shouldn’t just stand by idly.’

When did she start feeling awed by rookie actors?

Yoo Seon Ah quietly chastised herself.

It seemed the best way to reignite an actor’s ambition was to face others in the same situation head-on.

After being rejected at two consecutive auditions recently, the fire of passion reignited within Yoo Seon Ah’s chest.

‘I need to debut soon so I can stand confidently among them.’

Yoo Seon Ah made a mental note to remember this moment of her future colleagues.

“Wow, this marinated salmon is crazy delicious.”

Kim Tak stuffed a piece of salmon into his mouth.

Without caring about others’ reactions, he kept shoving the food into his mouth and exclaimed in admiration.

“Tae Yang, you’re a genius! How did you make this marinated salmon? Is it a secret? Are you the next Baek Jong Won?”

“Hmph.”

“Man, the texture is soft, and the juice just explodes with every bite.”

“I aged it with kombujime.”

“Kombujime, huh? I don’t know what that is, but it sounds fancy.”

“Please, eat as much as you’d like.”

“Ahh, this is a food thief! My mouth is watering. I need to eat as much as I can while I have the chance.”

“I’ll pack some for you to take home, so feel free to eat slowly.”

Surprisingly, Kim Tae Yang, who was usually shy around strangers, seemed to like Kim Tak’s reaction.

It was a madhouse.

One person was being mindful of others.

One person was silently angry.

One person was burning with ambition.

One person was burning with appetite.

And one person was feeling proud.

Anyway, that was how the situation was going.

“Um…”

After a long period of reflection, Lee Min Ki finally spoke, having made a firm decision.

“It’s almost time for the premiere.”

Gulp.

Swallowing his dry throat, Lee Min Ki took a step forward.

“Shall we get ready to watch?”

“Oh, sounds good.”

Yoo Seon Ah clapped her hands.

“Yep.”

At that moment, Lee Min Ki shot up from his seat, ran to the living room, turned on the TV, and set everything up in lightning speed.

It was as if he had been waiting for this moment for minutes.

‘It felt like I was going to die from the awkwardness.’

The idea of watching something together was nice, but the awkwardness couldn’t be helped.

This time, since they were already invited, there was no helping it, but he’d have to think twice before inviting them again.

* * *

Café del Dia.

It had been a hot topic as a project by Director No Ho Yeon, a prominent figure in the film industry who had switched to drama.

But lately, it had become more famous for the appearance of actor Lee Min Ki.

[A man who is serious about coffee.]

[A coffee expert.]

[From the cheer man to the coffee man.]

The work itself was modest.

Maybe because it was a romantic comedy about food, it wasn’t marketed with a big budget like other blockbuster dramas airing at the same time.

Yet, it still managed to stay relevant in the buzz.

Today was its premiere.

And Lee Min Ki’s thoughts on watching the first episode were simple.

‘Wow, it looks amazing.’

He already sensed that it wouldn’t be ordinary.

‘Maybe because the director used to work in film? The color grading alone is different.’

He had seen some rough footage on set, but the final edited version had a distinctly different feel.

‘Director No Ho Yeon took the lead, and PD Jang Tae Wook supported him.’

PD Jang Tae Wook was someone whose work you could trust.

Director No Ho Yeon and PD Jang Tae Wook.

Just putting their names together guaranteed a high level of quality.

But the real star of the day was elsewhere.

It was…

‘It’s starting.’

Lee Min Ki himself.

His heart pounded with nervous excitement.

How would he look on screen?

What kind of acting would it be?

How would he appear on screen?

Even though he had run countless simulations in his mind, real life always had a way of being slightly different from expectations.

And the final result that unfolded was…

“…Hmm?”

It was much colder than he expected.

His expression was emotionless, and a cold disdain was etched on his face.

‘Did I act that coldly?’

He was surprised at himself, but when the dialogue started coming out, it got even worse.

[No matter what, you’re just a barista working in a small shop. After a few hours of basic training, do you really think you’re any better than a Starbucks part-timer?]

He had no manners.

Although the character [Sung Jin Woo] was his own, there was an inhumanity about him that felt more extreme than expected.

Because of the cold tone of the scene, his acting seemed even more ice-like.

‘Wow, this is top-tier editing by a top-tier director.’

Lee Min Ki kept pushing forward.

On the other hand, Kim Ji Hwan was busy getting backed into a corner.

For a moment, Lee Min Ki felt a tinge of pity for him.

‘Huh?’

At the same time, Yoo Seon Ah stared wide-eyed at the screen, lost in shock.

‘When did he get so good at acting?’
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‘This is unbelievable.’

Yoo Seon Ah’s pupils gradually widened as she stared at the TV screen.

‘Was Min Ki always this good at acting?’

Yes.

In just a few months.

Lee Min Ki’s acting had progressed beyond simply improving—it had reached a completely different level from his past performances in Forever Green.

It was like he had become a completely different person.

This transformation was fully reflected in his acting.

‘Wow, look at this guy. While everyone else is walking, he’s driving a Lamborghini at 380 km/h.’

Kim Tak also burst into laughter.

He never expected Lee Min Ki’s acting skills to improve this much.

It was almost laughable.

‘Amazing.’

Kim Tak gave a wry smile.

He had lived by the motto of enjoying life to the fullest, but watching Lee Min Ki act pricked at his sides.

He used to look down on him a bit.

Half jokingly, but also half seriously.

But now he knew.

‘This guy is the real deal.’


Lee Min Ki was a big vessel.

A big vessel takes time to shape, and he was just waiting for his moment.

That’s why Kim Tak felt envious.

Lee Min Ki’s growth made Kim Tak reflect on himself as well.

‘Growth, huh.’

Why?

How had Lee Min Ki managed to improve so much over the past few months?

There were two major reasons for it.

The first was…

[Is Barista Cha Young Hwan still struggling with the grinder?]

[Barista Sung Jin Woo, how about focusing on your own work instead of someone else’s?]

It was the presence of a rival.

Many people in the industry believed that Lee Min Ki’s acting had lifted Kim Ji Hwan up, but in truth, the opposite was also true.

Someone who was growing at an incredible speed and chasing right behind Lee Min Ki.

Whenever it seemed like he had pulled ahead, the next day, the gap had closed again. Whenever he tried to catch his breath, he would meet Kim Ji Hwan’s burning gaze.

This had been happening every day for months.

Can you imagine it?

Even though you’re a few steps ahead, you feel like the hunted, constantly being chased.

And what about that person’s growth?

Perhaps Kim Ji Hwan wasn’t aware of it himself, but he was providing Lee Min Ki with endless motivation.


And.

Lee Min Ki wasn’t much different either.

[In my opinion, Min Ki isn’t the leader type.]

Director No Ho Yeon had said.

[He’s more of a stimulant type.]

[Stimulant type?]

Director No Ho Yeon calmly explained to a curious PD Jang Tae Wook, who was surprised by the unexpected comment.

[When you watch him, it makes you want to improve. He’s working so hard, as a fellow person on set, you can’t help but push yourself too.]

[Aha.]

[Even I, as a director, feel like I want to create better results. It makes it impossible for me to slack off.]

He inspires the people around him.

If someone is standing still, he somehow makes them take another step forward.

If someone is already walking, he makes them run.

If someone knows how to run, he makes them fly.

It was the power of observation.

This observation allowed not only himself but also others to see a better version of themselves.

In this way, Lee Min Ki and Kim Ji Hwan created a synergistic effect with each other in Café del Dia.

This was the first reason for Lee Min Ki’s growth.

And the second was…

[Hmph, no matter how good a raw gem is, it takes a skilled chef like me to bring out its true value.]


There was also the assistance of a well-matched director like No Ho Yeon.

With the combination of these two factors, Lee Min Ki was now undoubtedly leading Café del Dia as a powerful protagonist.

“The coffee gives us a lot, but let me ask you something. What are we giving back to the coffee?”

On TV, Lee Min Ki delivered his lines with a fierce expression.

“Second store? Third store? That’s laughable. What’s the point of expanding if the roots are rotting?”

Café del Dia.

The story revolved around a café.

[Sung Jin Woo] was a foreign mercenary brought in to reform the café’s operations and franchise it, and various acting performances unfolded in the process.

“Let’s make coffee.”

At times, he was passionate.

“Do you still not realize that Barista Cha Young Hwan is the dust on this café?”

At times, he was cold.

“Boss Oh Yoo Na, you’re quite an amusing person.”

At times, he was sarcastic.

Lee Min Ki, as an actor, seamlessly portrayed all of these emotions.

As for the drama’s evaluation, that would have to wait.

But at least when it came to Lee Min Ki’s acting, it was hard to find any flaws.

‘…As much as I hate to admit it, he’s better than me.’

Kim Ji Hwan bit his lips and found himself motivated once again.

‘I need to catch up soon.’

Kim Tae Yang also watched the drama leisurely but with a small sense of urgency.

No one knew how the audience would receive the first episode of Café del Dia.

But one thing was clear.

The resolve of the four people working alongside Lee Min Ki had changed dramatically.

* * *

Café del Dia.

The much-talked-about drama had drawn close to the public.

[Title: Spoiler) Did you watch the first episode of Café del Dia?]

[Lee Min Ki is seriously good at acting.

I knew he was good at playing those cold, handsome characters, but he kept changing it up, lol.

He does passionate scenes, comedy scenes, and does it all by himself.

After the drama ended, all I could think about was Lee Min Ki.

If he keeps this up, this could become my favorite drama, lol.]

The story was about an elite barista who had won awards at international coffee competitions and returned to Korea, where he was scouted by a café.

The plot was about his efforts to revive a failing café and turn it into a franchise.

It was a fairly typical storyline for a food and beverage-themed drama.

They’d probably have some cooking battles with rivals, throw in some romance, and then the café would thrive, leading to a happy ending.

But because the plot was so predictable, the acting was all the more important.

And this was where Lee Min Ki truly showcased his skills.

[Sung Jin Woo’s character is truly unique.]

The character he played was indeed special.

[Comments (18)]

[He was really good.]

[LOL, I could only think of Lee Min Ki’s voice throughout the drama.]

[Kim Ji Hwan was good too, but Lee Min Ki overshadowed him, lol. It’s not like Kim Ji Hwan was bad, though.]

[Lee Min Ki stole the show.]

[I don’t even remember who the female lead was.]

[Was her name Yoon Ah?]

[It’s Yoo Na Rae.]

Lee Min Ki’s character overshadowed all the others.

His portrayal of [Sung Jin Woo] was that strong.

It might have been what Director No Ho Yeon intended from the beginning, but it was possible only because Lee Min Ki delivered such an outstanding performance.

Perhaps because of the buzz surrounding the drama before its broadcast.

The first episode of Café del Dia scored a viewership rating of 9.2% nationwide.

For a midweek evening drama, it was a solid start with room to grow based on its positive reception.

“Phew.”

And thanks to that, there was one person who had found a turning point in his life.

That person was Director No Ho Yeon.

Holding a mug in his trembling hands, he spoke as PD Jang Tae Wook laughed.

“Fortunately, we got off to a good start.”

“…This was the expected result.”

“Yes, it’s a well-made work, after all.”

Director No Ho Yeon nodded as if the ratings were an expected outcome.

But.

That wasn’t how he truly felt.

‘What if it flopped? I was so scared.’

His whole body felt like it would collapse under the weight of relief.

‘I did it.’

Café del Dia wasn’t just any project.

It was the first drama that Director No Ho Yeon, who had been active in the film industry, had directed.

On the outside, he acted nonchalant.

A director needed to carry the most weight on set, after all.

But deep down, he had been terrified of failure.

“Haha.”

PD Jang Tae Wook laughed continuously and said,

“They say the river eventually flows into the sea, right? As expected, Director No, your skills from the film industry are just as sharp in the world of dramas.”

It sounded as if he had known from the start that the drama would be a success.

But that wasn’t the case.

This project had been a big gamble for Director No Ho Yeon.

While the public called it a challenge, in reality, it was closer to a bet.

With the OTT market growing, he figured dramas had a better shot at international success.

It was a choice made while looking several years into the future.

‘That’s what I boldly proclaimed everywhere.’

Though he acted confident, he had been terrified because it was something he had never tried before.

He had barely made it through.

And one person played a significant role in that.

“It’s all thanks to you, Director.”

“Haha, no way. It’s thanks to PD-nim and Min Ki’s efforts.”

It was Lee Min Ki.

His influence on the project was immense.

Not only did he act well, but he also boosted morale on set.

[Enjoy your coffee!]

And he took on a significant promotional role, which no one had expected when they cast him.

How could he not be proud?

If he could, Director No Ho Yeon wanted to kiss his cheek… although that would be weird since they were both grown men. Buying him a house sounded like a better idea.

Of course, he didn’t have the money, so it was just a thought.

But.

There were still concerns.

“PD-nim, there are still seven episodes left.”

Because they still had more work to do.

With 16 episodes in total, they had 7 episodes left to film before the end.

“It’s too early to feel relieved.”

Director No Ho Yeon’s words might have been unexpected.

Or perhaps they sounded like humility.

But PD Jang Tae Wook continued to smile as he responded.

“Haha, at this rate, the ratings are practically guaranteed.”

“That’s not the case.”

Director No Ho Yeon shook his head.

“In fact, this drama relies solely on Lee Min Ki’s character, Sung Jin Woo.”

“Yes, it’s a character-driven story.”

The storyline of the first nine episodes had certainly revolved around Sung Jin Woo’s character.

The female lead and café owner, Oh Yoo Na.

The elite barista recruited from abroad, Sung Jin Woo.

And the entrenched barista, Cha Young Hwan.

These three characters’ dynamics made up 80%, if not 90%, of the drama.

“That’s what worries me.”

“Is there a particular problem?”

PD Jang Tae Wook seemed unconvinced by Director No Ho Yeon’s concerns.

“There are plenty of dramas where the characters drive the story. More and more, the importance of characters is growing in this era.”

In other words, if they just kept doing what they were doing, everything should turn out fine.

Café del Dia wasn’t aiming to be some groundbreaking, high-art drama.

The worry seemed unfounded.

“I’m not arguing against that.”

But Director No Ho Yeon shook his head again and said,

“The problem is the character itself.”

The next moment, Director No Ho Yeon spoke in a determined voice.

“The character’s essence is starting to waver.”

“What do you mean by that…?”

“As you know, PD-nim, no matter how well-defined a character is, the tone of the acting must change from episode 10 onward.”

That’s right.

Café del Dia was about to reach a turning point in its story.

Director No Ho Yeon continued.

“Up until now, the two lead baristas have been in constant conflict with each other.”

The antagonism and rivalry had driven the story well so far.

The female lead had wavered between them.

Their performances had been so well-balanced that the drama had continued to thrive.

But now, the situation had changed.

“Now, they’ve acknowledged each other.”

With the franchise expansion storyline and the two-year time skip in the narrative, the main characters had grown to respect each other.

Sung Jin Woo had moved away from idealism and gained a more realistic understanding of the business.

Cha Young Hwan had learned the responsibility that came with being a barista.

Both had recognized their limitations and used each other as benchmarks to grow.

“Now, they must join hands to face a greater competitor.”

And that was…

[The World Coffee Championship]

Winning the competition.

To win, they needed the dream beans.

To get those beans, they had no choice but to cooperate.

Their performances would now require more than just bickering.

“Can the two actors handle this kind of acting?”

Director No Ho Yeon asked in a voice filled with uncertainty.

Café del Dia was a drama that relied heavily on its characters.

If the characters wavered, the show’s appeal would plummet.

But the acting had to change.

The drama had been designed with this shift in mind from the beginning.

If the keyword for the first nine episodes had been internal conflict, the focus from episode 10 onward would be on cooperation and competition with external forces.

They had handled the conflict well.

But could they handle the cooperation?

‘If they were veteran actors, I wouldn’t be worried, but both of them are rookies.’

Rookies often had a limited range in their acting.

They might excel in one area, making their performances sparkle, but in another area, they could come across as flat and uninspired.

This was the challenge for rookie actors.

How much could they expand their acting spectrum?

‘Some actors get stuck here and end up playing the same character their whole careers. Of course, if they specialize in one type, there will always be demand for it.’

In any case, there was a reason directors were often hesitant to cast rookie actors.

They might excel at one or two things but fall short on the third, giving off an amateurish vibe.

“Hmm.”

PD Jang Tae Wook tilted his head and asked,

“Director, don’t you think Lee Min Ki will manage well enough once he gets into it?”

“Yes, of course, he will.”

Director No Ho Yeon responded immediately.

Without a moment’s hesitation.

It was almost as if he was saying that if the dish was bland, you could just add some salt.

‘Isn’t this guy a bit too biased?’

PD Jang Tae Wook couldn’t help but chuckle to himself at the director’s unwavering confidence, as Director No Ho Yeon calmly continued.

“Min Ki’s acting feels more like that of a seasoned actor who’s been in the industry for over five years. He might stumble a bit, but he’ll adapt quickly.”

“Then.”

PD Jang Tae Wook rubbed his chin, thinking deeply, and then spoke.

“The issue is with Kim Ji Hwan, right?”

“Yes, he’s the typical rookie.”

The question was whether Kim Ji Hwan could rise to the occasion.

Could he bring about the necessary change in his character without making him feel unstable?

PD Jang Tae Wook thought back to how Kim Ji Hwan had interacted with Lee Min Ki on set.

‘Well, as long as it’s not awkward, we’ll be lucky.’

Was it even necessary to have this kind of concern?

It was a headache.

“If worse comes to worst, we might need to prepare for a smooth landing rather than a ratings surge.”

Director No Ho Yeon left that comment hanging as he raised his mug to his lips, as if trying to calm his nerves.

Slurp.

The sight of him sipping his coffee seemed oddly pleasant to PD Jang Tae Wook, who asked with a curious look.

“Director, is that coffee any good?”

“It’s exquisite. Would you like a cup?”

“Oh, sure.”

Director No Ho Yeon stood up and walked over to the coffee machine, pulling out a bag of beans from the shelf.

But the design on the bag was unusual.

“Director, is that a squirrel on the bag?”

“Yes, isn’t it cute?”

“It is, but… is that the original design?”

PD Jang Tae Wook asked with a hint of suspicion, to which Director No Ho Yeon replied with a smile.

“Yes, this is squirrel poop coffee.”

“…”

Squirrel poop?

PD Jang Tae Wook’s face darkened.

Looking at him, Director No Ho Yeon said in a gentle voice.

“Unique, isn’t it? It’s called Konsac Coffee, a specialty from Vietnam. Min Ki gave it to me as a gift.”

“Ahem.”

PD Jang Tae Wook cleared his throat and said,

“I’m afraid I’ll have to pass.”

“What? It’s delicious.”

“I have chronic colitis.”

“PD-nim, didn’t you eat spicy seafood noodles this morning?”

“Yes, and it flared up again.”

* * *

The next day.

The atmosphere on the set of Café del Dia was more cheerful than ever before.

Why?

“Hehe, I never expected we’d break 10% viewership.”

Because they had just surpassed the 10% viewership barrier.

“Wow, I thought it was a long shot at 9%, but to hit 10% in the next episode…”

Indeed.

Perhaps because the show had gotten off to such a strong start.

Word spread quickly, and by the second episode, the ratings had jumped to 10.4%.

For a weekday evening drama, it was now on the path to undeniable success.

“If this keeps up, Café del Dia could be the big winner of this season.”

The actress playing the female lead, Oh Yoo Na, smiled brightly.

Her stage name contained the character for “snow” (설, Seol), and fittingly, her pure and gentle face lit up the set.

“It’s all thanks to Min Ki.”

“What? I didn’t do anything. It’s all because of Seol Ha, Ji Hwan, Director No, and PD-nim…”

“Did you memorize all our names?”

But.

There was always someone who couldn’t sleep due to nerves.

‘It starts today.’

It was Director No Ho Yeon.

Suffering from chronic insomnia and even constipation, he blinked his dry eyes as he stared into the empty sky.

All around him was the lush green of coffee farms.

The filming location for the next scenes.

It was the largest coffee farm in Korea, located in Jeollanam-do, though it would appear as a South American coffee farm in the drama.

“…..”

After staring at the vibrant green fields for a moment.

‘I’ve done all I can. Let’s go.’

Director No Ho Yeon finally made up his mind and spoke.

“We’ll start filming in three minutes. Get ready.”
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Café del Dia.

The Wednesday-Thursday drama that had successfully aired up to its second episode.

If one were to analyze the structure of this drama, it consisted largely of two episodes.

The first part was the Korea segment.

It was about [Sung Jin Woo], who was newly appointed to Café del Dia’s first branch, successfully leading the shop.

Now, the shooting for the second part was about to begin.

It was the overseas segment.

Two years had passed, and the three of them were participating in the World Coffee Championship (WCC) to promote the café and aimed for an award.

The part to be filmed today was one of the earliest scenes in this segment.

‘Can they do well?’

Director No Ho Yeon, holding a bundle of papers in his hands, nervously looked out over the middle of the coffee farm.

There, a man was squatting, scooping coffee into a bag.

Swoosh.

Swish.

Sitting alone in the coffee field, he continued scooping the coffee berries into the bag, again and again.

Among the green fields, his white clothes stood out noticeably.

However, he didn’t appear to be particularly lonely.

Nor did he look exhausted.

Rather, it seemed more like…


‘He feels reliable.’

Even though they had dressed him loosely, the naturally broad back gave off the vibe of a photoshoot.

‘Hmm, he’s got assertive shoulders.’

It was surprising.

To think someone could reveal their identity with just their shoulder blades, without even showing their face.

That broad back was slowly becoming one of the identity markers of the actor, Lee Min Ki.

Step.

In the meantime, two people walked slowly from the far end of the coffee field.

Though they didn’t seem to have a particularly solid upper body like Lee Min Ki, they instead possessed long legs and a cool, chic face.

And the other was a woman with a gentle expression, as if she couldn’t refuse a request for directions from a stranger on the street.

It was Kim Ji Hwan, who played the role of [Cha Young Hwan], and Seol Ha, who played the role of [Oh Yoo Na].

‘Oh, please.’

Director No Ho Yeon shut his eyes tightly.

No, as a director, he couldn’t close them completely and only half-opened them.

‘They’ll do fine, right?’

It was a scene where the two main characters approach the protagonist, who was harvesting coffee berries, and strike up a conversation.

There was nothing particularly special about the scene.

It was an acting scene most actors could handle easily, so why was his heart racing like this?

‘They did decently during the script reading. Please, just don’t let it come out weird. Even something average would be fine, just please.’

0.5 seconds.


Lee Min Ki, hearing the sound of footsteps, stood up and looked back.

As he saw the people behind him, a smile appeared on his lips.

In the next moment.

In that heart-pounding moment for everyone.

“Jin Woo-ssi.”

Kim Ji Hwan also smiled lightly as if responding to him and spoke.

“Is there money lying around over there?”

With that one short line.

With a completely nonchalant line, Director No Ho Yeon’s eyes opened wide.

‘It’s natural!’

His voice was natural.

His expression was natural.

His steps were natural.

It was strange.

It was just a greeting scene.

Even so, Director No Ho Yeon’s pupils expanded as if he had just witnessed a resurrected rock star shouting out loud.

But it wasn’t over.

The next scene was even better.

“Young Hwan-ssi.”

Not to be outdone, a voice filled with laughter, as if greeting a long-time friend, flowed from Lee Min Ki’s lips.


“How was Korea?”

“Korea?”

Kim Ji Hwan slightly raised one corner of his mouth and gave a light chuckle as he spoke.

“Thanks to you leaving the shop and running off to search for coffee beans, I almost died. So, what, you’re not going to say thanks?”

“I didn’t come here to have fun. I came here for work, so there’s no need for thanks.”

It was an extremely ordinary conversation.

The kind of light conversation shared between two colleagues who had known each other for a long time.

“The air is nice, the mountains are nice, the water is nice. If I had known it was this kind of place, I would’ve said I’d come instead.”

Seol Ha also chimed in.

“Isn’t this practically a vacation spot?”

“Seol Ha-ssi, the internet here is slow.”

“No wonder Jin Woo-ssi wasn’t answering my calls. Give me that bag too.”

Seol Ha joined in and started picking up the berries.

Kim Ji Hwan, caught up in the mood, also did the same.

The three of them naturally continued their conversation while gathering berries.

It was a scene with nothing special.

Just a dialogue scene.

But.

‘It’s so natural.’

Director No Ho Yeon felt touched for the seventh time already.

It was natural.

Not just the acting being natural, but what was important was that none of the three characters had lost their essence.

“You still can’t tell the rotten berries apart?”

[Sung Jin Woo] was still prickly.

“Do baristas really need to know that?”

[Cha Young Hwan] was full of complaints.

“Are you two fighting again?”

[Oh Yoo Na] found herself stuck between the two.

Maintaining their character traits while having a casual conversation—that was what made this feel like a miracle.

In conversations, naturalness was everything.

If the actors felt even a little bit awkward with each other, the viewers would instinctively notice it too.

So many times, when episodes changed, characters would collapse, and people would drop out of the show.

‘Maintaining the existing character while subtly changing the relationships is never an easy task.’

If anything, it might be one of the hardest things to do.

How was this possible?

How did Lee Min Ki and Kim Ji Hwan, who used to bicker both on-screen and off-screen, end up working together so smoothly?

The answer was simple.

‘Ji Hwan-ssi improves incredibly fast.’

‘He said it’s not about making himself stand out, but about observing the other person and fitting himself in.’

It was because the two of them had actively communicated over the past few days.

On the day of the drama’s first airing.

By chance, five people, including them, ended up having dinner and watching the drama together, which led to a discussion that lasted all night.

And through that, a miracle happened.

‘Ji Hwan-ssi isn’t as prickly as I thought.’

‘This guy has a broad perspective, even when watching the same work. It’s deep too.’

The uncomfortable relationship between them cracked, even just a little.

Acting, after all, grows in steps.

In the past few days, Kim Ji Hwan had shed the layers of discomfort that had built up inside him and advanced beyond them.

‘Competition is competition, but you still learn what you can.’

Their improved relationship off-screen was now being reflected in their on-screen performances.

But Lee Min Ki was just as surprised.

‘Senior Choi Yoo Chang was right.’

Suddenly, Lee Min Ki recalled the lesson from Choi Yoo Chang, a million-tickets-seller actor, during the filming of [Forever Green].

‘Unless it’s for another role, as a lead actor, it’s best to get along with everyone on set.’

He had said that improved relationships would directly lead to improved performances.

If there was a wall in the heart, it would show on-screen too.

Until now, the competitive spirit between them had coincided with the relationship between [Sung Jin Woo] and [Cha Young Hwan] in the story, making things work out well.

But with this new chapter, they needed to take a step further, and they had now arrived at that point.

“Jin Woo-ssi, isn’t your skin a bit too tanned?”

They were becoming friends.

“When roasting coffee beans, they get charred too. But it’s better for the outside to be burnt than the inside, isn’t it?”

“…Haha, are you saying I came because I was burning inside?”

“Feeling a bit guilty?”

Of course, there was still a faint trace of bitterness in their jokes, but the bond was clear.

To be precise, they weren’t quite friends, but rather frenemies.

But it was a definite change.

As clear as the difference between seawater and river water.

“Since we’re on the subject, Young Hwan-ssi, you can at least tell the difference between Robusta and Arabica now, right?”

“Haha, I certainly know better than someone who can’t sell a cup of coffee for less than five thousand won.”

“Wait a second! You two stop fighting already.”

“It’s not a fight, Young Hwan-ssi is just—”

“Enough!”

Unable to watch them bicker any longer, Oh Yoo Na intervened.

“Jin Woo-ssi, aren’t you going to offer your guest some coffee?”

“…You’re lucky Seol Ha-ssi is here. Follow me.”

At last, the scene came to an end.

The reunion scene.

As their meeting, after two years following the commotion in Korea, was drawing to a close.

Director No Ho Yeon, mentally and physically drained, leaned back and mumbled.

“Cut.”

* * *

[Café del Dia] continued its successful broadcast.

On the second day, the ratings reached 10%.

It had already recorded slightly above the average rating, but in the drama industry, it was the following week that really mattered.

‘Viewers only remember dramas with rising ratings, but there are actually more dramas whose ratings drop.’

That’s why avoiding a decline was crucial.

Even if the first week’s viewership could be attributed to marketing efforts, the real performance of the drama would be revealed starting from the second week.

Hence, many people in the industry often decided the show’s fate by the third week.

And.

Café del Dia soared, as if to prove that their worries were unfounded, like a plane cutting through the clear blue sky.

[Episode 3: 11.7%]

[Episode 4: 12.1%]

[Episode 5: 12.2%]

[Episode 6: 12.4%]

It didn’t just maintain its ratings; it recorded a steady increase.

At this point, the performance of [Café del Dia] was being summarized.

A well-made drama.

It might not have been a huge box-office hit, but it was at a level where it could proudly place its name on the list of winners of that quarter.

[Director No Ho Yeon nailed it.]

[Lee Min Ki, Kim Ji Hwan, and Seol Ha—the chemistry between these three is insane.]

[The drama overall just feels so fresh, LOL.]

[Watching this makes me want to drink a cup of coffee.]

[You know what’s really infuriating? This airs at 10 PM.]

[I need to sleep, but this makes me crave coffee, LOL.]

[Caffeine is killing me at night, sigh.]

It also contributed to the sleeplessness of the Korean population.

As the successful airing of Café del Dia continued, the show’s performance caught the attention of not only the viewers and broadcasters.

In a certain prominent building in Mapo-gu, on the top floor.

A man was busy reviewing documents while seated in the CEO’s chair.

“Sir, I’ve just organized and sent over the materials you requested yesterday.”

“Oh, thank you.”

It was CEO Song Jin Bae.

As the head of Beomcheon Food Company (BFC), he was a man with ambitions to make every citizen in the country drink at least one cup of coffee a day.

He casually drank his coffee while scrolling through the report he had requested.

“The response isn’t bad.”

It was an analysis of the success of [Café del Dia] and its marketing trends.

It outlined how they could leverage this show to invest and achieve a certain level of sales.

As CEO Song Jin Bae fixed his eyes on the screen, his secretary asked curiously.

“I didn’t expect you to personally review this, sir.”

“Promotion is something that always has to be done. But if we’re going to do it, we should do it smartly.”

“Have you already decided on the model you’ll hire?”

“Do I even need to say it?”

CEO Song Jin Bae responded as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

“Lee Min Ki. There’s no one else worth considering.”

It was Lee Min Ki.

Perhaps it was inevitable.

There was no one else who could represent Café del Dia as its main face other than Lee Min Ki.

Hearing CEO Song Jin Bae’s words, the secretary smiled faintly and said.

“I see the event from the last presentation left quite an impression on you.”

“Didn’t I say? You have to be able to distinguish between the real and the fake. In the end, the only thing that works in this world is the real deal.”

“So, you’re saying that Actor Lee Min Ki is the real deal.”

“He’s a rare kind of real.”

High praise was showered upon an ordinary actor.

From the secretary’s perspective, it was quite astonishing to see CEO Song Jin Bae, who rarely praised celebrities.

‘It wasn’t just rare.’

It was practically unheard of.

No matter how good the image of a celebrity was, most of the time, they were treated like disposable commodities.

So, Lee Min Ki was truly an exception among exceptions.

‘Is that actor really that remarkable?’

For a moment, the secretary recalled his performance.

The scene where he brewed coffee while wearing a white shirt and apron did look pretty cool.

His broad shoulders stood out vividly in the memory, contrasting with his delicate face.

It did suit him well.

‘His visual appeal is indeed impressive.’

In just a few weeks, the internet had turned the image of a man brewing coffee into a new romantic ideal.

There really wasn’t anything more to say.

Of course, the secretary wasn’t particularly interested in Lee Min Ki.

In fact, he liked Seol Ha more.

‘I just wish more people recognized how amazing women in white shirts look.’

Her white skin, long hair tied back neatly, and that bright smile—just thinking about it made his heart race.

It was frustrating how Seol Ha wasn’t getting more attention, overshadowed by the two male leads in the drama.

‘Tsk.’

If only the world would start a coffee craze.

Please.

And a white shirt craze too, please.

With a sense of regret, the secretary clicked his tongue and asked CEO Song Jin Bae.

“Should I contact his agency today then?”

“If you can set up a meeting, go for it.”

“Yes, I’ll make contact right away.”

Just as he was about to leave the CEO’s office after finishing his business.

“One more thing.”

CEO Song Jin Bae called him back just before he reached the door and added one last thing.

“Other companies must’ve contacted him already, right?”

“Yes, most likely.”

The secretary nodded repeatedly.

It was practically a tradition for people who filmed food-related dramas to immediately get offers for food-related commercials.

Given Lee Min Ki’s visuals, there was no way offers hadn’t come in.

Perhaps, he had already finished filming one.

‘In these situations, it’s often better to secure the deal first, even if it means paying cancellation fees later.’

The secretary figured that CEO Song Jin Bae was being overly cautious.

But he couldn’t say that out loud.

Instead, he replied with a soft smile.

“Since Actor Lee Min Ki is still relatively new, he might be cautious. But given how well the drama is doing, it’s highly likely he’s already in negotiations.”

“I see.”

CEO Song Jin Bae nodded as if he expected that and said.

“If there’s already a contract, tell them we’ll pay the penalty for canceling it too.”
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There are many different kinds of dramas in the world.

Comedy, historical, romance, action, thriller, horror, legal, medical, and so on.

The variety is countless.

However, among these, there was a type of drama that rookie actors particularly favored.

It was none other than.

[“I just want to shoot a food drama once.”]

A food-themed drama.

A drama that features the protagonist cooking and running a restaurant.

Why do they prefer this?

If you ask the reason, it’s none other than because of advertisements.

[“Actor Won Jin challenges real-life baking in his role as a baker.”]

[“Riding the momentum of Real Chef’s cast, he opens an Italian restaurant.”]

[“The Korean restaurant from the drama has appeared at Konkuk University Station!”]

Food is an area closely tied to people’s daily lives.

As a result, it also naturally connects to companies, making it easier to land related advertisements.

Even Lee Min Ki, who appeared in the recently popular drama [Café del Dia], was no exception.

“Hehe, haha, ha.”

Lee Min Ki hummed to himself.

He even swayed his shoulders in rhythm with the tune.


If someone saw him, it would be a scene so embarrassing that he would want to crawl into a hole, but he couldn’t help it, as it was difficult to contain the feeling that he might float up into the sky.

Why?

‘Because now I’m a proud TV commercial actor too!’

It was because he had signed a contract.

Last week, with a very decent company, no less.

[“Actor, we’ve received an offer through an advertising agency for a beverage promotion model.”]

Manager Park Han Mo from JC had delivered the news.

After seeing his performance in the coffee drama, a company ranked third in the food industry had expressed interest in signing a contract with him.

[“Your Personal Barista, Coffee-O.”]

Coffee-O.

A fairly well-known franchise coffee brand.

Their specialty was offering custom menus, managing individual accounts for each customer.

‘They said the contract terms were better than average. For a rookie, this is considered the best deal possible.’

Were the contract terms good?

The fact that it was a coffee advertisement itself could be considered an enormous benefit.

In this industry, there’s a saying even a passing nutria would know.

[“An actor should not be picky about roles, but they must be selective about advertisements.”]

This meant that a single advertisement could cement an actor’s future image.

In other words, if you choose the wrong one, you’re done.

This wasn’t just a saying; it was a reality.


An actor who mostly did fashion ads often continued to do fashion ads.

Electronic products lead to more electronic products.

Insurance ads lead to more insurance ads.

Just like how warriors in a game could upgrade to paladins or berserkers, actors also followed a certain path.

Honestly, this was fine.

Everyone did this sort of thing anyway.

The problem was advertisements for loans or underwear.

‘There were celebrities who ruined their image so badly that their value plummeted.’

While the money offered was large, the risks were just as extreme.

So what about coffee?

If we talk about that.

[“Coffee advertisements are something every actor dreams of at least once.”]

It was truly perfect.

[“It doesn’t ruin your image, and it’s easy to land follow-up ads. Coffee ads have long been loved by top stars.”]

It was among the top-tier advertisements.

There was no reason to hesitate.

For a rookie actor, this was an opportunity that rarely came, and it was probably due to the success of [Café del Dia].

‘The day has come when I’m filming a TV commercial.’

How envious he had been, watching celebrities appear in TV ads.

No, envy wasn’t even the right word.


You only feel envious when something is within reach, but when it’s a world up in the clouds, it just feels like another universe.

‘I can’t believe it.’

Lee Min Ki smiled bitterly.

And this wasn’t just any TV commercial, but a coffee commercial at that.

‘Elegant, soft, sophisticated, subtle, aloof, delicate, gentle, kind, fragrant, homely…’

Those were the images that came to mind.

Although he had signed with a company ranked third, not first or second, it didn’t really matter.

Third place was still a big company.

He remembered what Song Jin Bae, the chairman of Beomcheon Food Company, had said at the production announcement, but lip service like that was common everywhere.

‘Now I’ve got both drama appearance fees and advertising income, so I don’t have to worry about money for a while.’

A big, satisfied smile appeared on Lee Min Ki’s face.

‘I’m finally free.’

He had been chased by money his whole life, but now it seemed he was starting to break free.

He should treat his family to some beef.

This time, he would go on a trip with pride.

‘It starts in two days.’

In two days, the first filming at the studio would begin.

That’s when it would all start.

“Hehe, haha, haha. Hehehe, hehahaha.”

As he rolled around the living room, holding a printed copy of the contract in joy, the phone suddenly rang.

Bzzzz-

“Gasp!”

His phone rang abruptly.

But he held steady.

‘I’ve grown now.’

There was a reason why he used to jump whenever the phone rang.

In the past, most of the calls he received were debt collection calls.

Although he still had some trauma from that, which caused him to get startled when the phone rang, he was slowly overcoming it.

‘Good job, me.’

Feeling a small sense of growth over one phone call, he answered.

“Yes, Director.”

The content of that call was somewhat different.

Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened in surprise.

“Did you say Beomcheon contacted us?”

Beomcheon.

It was the number one company in the Korean coffee industry.

* * *

It had been a long time since he visited JC’s headquarters.

As he approached the building in Mapo-gu, a man was outside smoking.

“Actor, over here.”

It was Manager Park Han Mo.

Though his face was always kind, he was surprisingly sharp with his words.

When he spotted Lee Min Ki, he stubbed out his cigarette in a portable ashtray and smiled lightly.

“Let’s talk inside. The director is waiting for you.”

“Director Seo Jung Woo?”

“Yes, we thought it’d be best to discuss this together.”

Hmm, was it that big of a deal?

As Lee Min Ki let out a small groan, Manager Park casually said.

“It’s about the contract termination, after all.”

“…”

“It could even affect your future activity range.”

Hearing the point right from the start, Lee Min Ki let out a small sigh.

“Well, that’s true.”

It was.

The reason Lee Min Ki was visiting JC’s headquarters was to discuss whether to terminate his current contract or not.

Logically, it made sense to prioritize the existing contract.

But unfortunately, the company that suddenly intervened was none other than Beomcheon.

“This way.”

Creak.

When they reached the fifth floor of JC’s office, a small conference room was prepared.

Inside, Director Seo Jung Woo was leisurely sitting and reading a book.

“You’re here.”

Director Seo smiled and placed the book he had been reading on the desk.

The title on the cover read:

[17 Reasons Why You Should Live Kindly.]

Contrary to the refined font, the title exuded a strong self-help vibe.

‘Books like that are fun, though.’

But today’s discussion had nothing to do with living kindly.

It was more about, how should he put it?

Living selfishly, or rather, without taking losses.

To put it nicely, it was about living wisely as an adult.

“Hello.”

As Lee Min Ki bowed his head and sat down, Director Seo immediately spoke up.

“Actor, I believe you’ve heard the general details regarding the advertisement.”

“Yes, it’s about whether to terminate the contract or not.”

“That’s right. To be clear about my opinion first.”

At that moment.

Director Seo launched a surprise attack.

“We should terminate it.”

“…”

It came out fast.

He had thought they would at least try to stop him, so he found the statement somewhat surprising, but Director Seo spoke as if it was obvious.

“When Beomcheon does an advertisement, they are very careful about choosing their model. Perhaps it’s because they hold the number one position in the industry, but they tend to hire only the best models they can find.”

The number one in the industry.

Suddenly, Lee Min Ki felt like he understood what Director Seo was getting at.

“You’re saying working with Beomcheon makes you number one.”

Advertisements lead to more advertisements.

This meant that while it was true Lee Min Ki was advertising the brand, the brand, in turn, was also advertising Lee Min Ki as an actor.

In short, this advertisement was like a placement test in a game.

Once you establish a connection through an advertisement with a company as big as Beomcheon, it becomes easier to work with companies of similar scale in the future.

Especially if you’re a rookie.

“Yes, advertisements lead to more advertisements.”

Director Seo Jung Woo smiled at the expected response and continued speaking.

“Just to clarify, the Coffee-O company you signed with last week is also more than a fine company.”

“Hmm.”

“But Beomcheon is on a completely different level. It’s like the difference between a hyena and a lion.”

Listening to Director Seo Jung Woo’s words made it seem as though Coffee-O was a mediocre brand.

However, there wasn’t much exaggeration in his words.

In fact, he might have said it as gently as possible.

‘There’s a huge difference between being ranked first and second in the industry, let alone between first and third.’

There was also an even bigger reason behind this situation.

“Actor, what I’m about to say is off the record. Beomcheon made a proposal.”

Manager Park Han Mo tilted his head slightly and lowered his voice.

“They said if there’s a prior contract, they’ll even cover the contract termination fee.”

“Huh.”

It was a dizzying offer.

They were basically eliminating any reason for hesitation.

Wasn’t this a bit too aggressive?

What if this got out?

Of course, Beomcheon could afford such bold moves because of their solid position.

“It’s a rare offer. It shows how much they want you.”

The image of Beomcheon’s CEO, Song Jin Bae, came to mind.

Wasn’t he the one with a stiff face?

“Anyway, objectively speaking, there’s no reason to refuse. Nine out of ten people would choose Beomcheon. Just pick the one you feel most drawn to.”

As always, Director Seo Jung Woo smiled uprightly as he spoke.

“Of course, the later you delay, the more rude it’ll seem, so it’s best to decide as soon as possible.”

Did that mean it wouldn’t be considered rude if he rejected it now?

But why?

To Lee Min Ki’s ears, that gentle voice sounded like the whisper of a devil.

‘Just because another place offered better terms, you’ll betray the company you signed with just yesterday?’

It was a common occurrence.

Lee Min Ki recalled the employee from the agency who had signed the contract with him last week.

‘He was a nice person.’

He had a face like a quokka.

The way he kept bowing and thanking him several times was still vivid in his memory.

Strictly speaking, the agency was the one giving him the job, so there was no need for him to be that humble, but the man had shown great respect.

A behavior he had never seen in the past.

The more he thought about it, the deeper his worries became.

‘Would it trouble them if I suddenly decided to terminate the contract?’

Advertising was more labor-intensive than one might think.

Though it had only been a week since the contract was signed, it was highly likely that the advertising team had already been working on all kinds of preparations.

Securing a location.

Creating props.

Designing the packaging, exchanging approval documents up and down the ladder, reviewing everything.

At least dozens of people must have been busy working all day long.

It wouldn’t be hard to guess that several more contracts had been signed during that time.

‘There are only two days left until the main filming.’

With some hesitation, Lee Min Ki asked.

“Manager, would the people over there be disappointed if I cancel the contract?”

“Yes, of course.”

Manager Park Han Mo nodded.

“If you cancel just two days before the first shoot, and you expect not to be cursed at, that would make you someone who has no conscience.”

“…….”

That was a bit harsh.

Despite his words, Manager Park maintained a beaming smile as he continued.

“They’ve probably completed more than half of the preliminary work, trying to make the most of the drama while it’s airing. If everything suddenly falls through, they’ll probably chew up you and JC like gum behind your back, calling you an arrogant rookie.”

A pang of discomfort stirred in his chest.

As if he hadn’t made his point clearly enough, Manager Park kept adding his characteristic biting remarks.

“And that’s not the end of it. Once time passes and they find out you left them for Beomcheon, how do you think they’ll react? If it were me, I’d hold a grudge forever.”

“…….”

“They might even create a blacklist and circulate it. My hands are already itching.”

Would they really go that far?

Lee Min Ki suspected that half of this was a joke, so he smiled.

But there was something to take seriously.

‘For my own benefit, I’d be leaving them out to dry.’

He could do it, but this wasn’t a matter of whether he could or couldn’t.

It was a matter of whether he should or shouldn’t.

Did he want to live a life where he only pursued his own benefit?

Did contracts mean nothing more than a piece of paper?

‘What kind of person am I?’

Lee Min Ki found himself deep in thought.

He considered it from another angle.

‘Is this fate?’

When he first got contacted by the third-ranked coffee company, he thought he was lucky.

But now the first-ranked company had reached out too.

Was this luck?

Could this really be called good luck?

In a way, luck could be a cruel thing.

It didn’t discriminate between good and evil.

Even the worst people could have good luck.

‘Yeah, like that person.’

A certain person came to mind.

Back in the day, before he died, there was a CEO of a company he worked with.

He was a man with terrifyingly good luck.

No matter what he did, things always worked out for him.

The problem was that he used all of that luck to cheat others.

He really ruined people’s lives, meticulously.

‘My contract was like a slave contract at the time.’

There were many other celebrities in similar situations.

Eventually, when enough victims piled up, the CEO blew up the company and disappeared.

Legally, it was an official bankruptcy.

Yeah, legally, there was no problem.

He probably hid a lot of money in the process.

The last thing he heard was that the CEO had bought an apartment with a view of the Han River.

‘To that bastard, maybe that was a rational and mature choice.’

The CEO wasn’t the only one.

There were others who called him up to shoot something together, only to cancel on the day of the shoot.

Did they also have rational reasons?

What was so rational about screwing people over without a second thought?

At that moment, as these thoughts ran through Lee Min Ki’s head, he felt it.

‘I’m angry.’

He was angry.

He was angry at the CEO.

He was angry at all the people in the past who had easily broken their contracts with him.

But at the same time, he was also angry at himself for being shaken by such a trivial matter.

‘Min Ki, when did you become so pathetic?’

That was it.

Lee Min Ki realized he had become pathetic.

Even if he lived without much, he was told never to live in a way that made him look pitiful, and this was a pitiful choice.

It might be difficult now, but later it would become easier. And then he would live even more selfishly.

‘Now that I’m in a favorable position, am I supposed to become just like them? Nonsense.’

Even if he had lived his life as a nameless actor, he still had pride.

Creak.

Lee Min Ki adjusted his posture in his seat.

“Whew.”

After taking a deep breath to calm himself, he finally spoke as if he had made up his mind.

“I’ll decline.”

“You mean the Coffee-O deal?”

Director Seo Jung Woo nodded as if he expected that answer.

But Lee Min Ki looked straight ahead and said.

“No, I’m talking about Beomcheon’s offer.”

“Excuse me?”

It was at that moment.

For the first time, Director Seo Jung Woo, who had been calm the entire time, widened his eyes.

As if he had heard something he wasn’t supposed to.

As if Lee Min Ki had gone off script from his expectations.

However, Lee Min Ki remained calm and continued speaking.

“I want to proceed with the Coffee-O contract. No, I will proceed with it.”

It was a firm statement.

The tone was so resolute that Director Seo Jung Woo couldn’t say anything, and Manager Park Han Mo, looking surprised, spoke up.

“Actor, I’ll say it again, but in the long run, Beomcheon will definitely be the better choice. Even if you get cursed at now, as your stature grows…”

“Yes, I think that might be true. I’ll probably get some hate for this. But still.”

Lee Min Ki spoke again.

“I just want to do it this way.”

“……!”

His voice was so unyielding that Manager Park blinked in surprise.

Want to do it.

Not whether he could or couldn’t, but that he wanted to do it this way.

That desire was clear in his voice, expression, and gestures.

“As you mentioned, the people over there are working very hard, right? If I suddenly cancel everything, wouldn’t that cause them a lot of trouble? Right?”

Maybe it was the strength in his voice, but a brief silence filled the air.

“Haha.”

Suddenly, someone chuckled.

It was Director Seo Jung Woo.

He chuckled to himself, as if something had amused him, and spoke with a voice that sounded somewhat relieved.

“Honestly, I was more drawn to that side too.”

“Excuse me?”

“I was nervous.”

Wasn’t he just telling me to reject it earlier?

Surprised by this unexpected turn, Director Seo continued speaking.

“As men, isn’t it about pride? Choosing loyalty over money shows more pride.”

“…….”

“Scars on the body heal over time, but scars on the heart don’t.”

Ah, so that’s the reason.

It was a surprisingly bold reason, considering his appearance.

Hearing a line that could’ve come straight out of a Kim Sung Mo universe made Lee Min Ki chuckle, while Director Seo smiled inwardly.

‘I picked the right person.’

On the outside, the industry was filled with dreams and hope, but inside, it was run by numbers.

Someone like Lee Min Ki was a rare find.

It might seem foolish, but Director Seo Jung Woo didn’t dislike such idealistic decisions.

‘In fact, it’s better this way.’

Manager Park Han Mo felt the same.

‘…Is this man an idiot?’

Anyone could see that Beomcheon was the better choice.

Yet he was choosing loyalty over profit?

To be honest, it was interesting.

The man was interesting.

The company might not feel the same, but from an employee’s point of view, it was enjoyable.

After reaching this conclusion, Manager Park spoke up.

“Well, it means less work for me, so that’s nice.”

That was a very manager-like reason.

“Well then.”

Director Seo glanced at the clock on the wall and said.

“Since you’re here, why don’t we have a meal together?”

“Oh, that sounds good.”

“There’s a place nearby that serves excellent marinated salmon.”

At the mention of marinated salmon, all the tension melted away, and Lee Min Ki’s mouth watered.

He’d been eating a lot of marinated salmon recently.

‘I wonder which is better, the marinated salmon made by Tae Yang or this place.’

With the tension from the meeting dissipating, his mind was soon filled with thoughts of food.

As he excitedly left the JC headquarters and walked toward the restaurant, it happened.

Bzzz-

Just as they reached the restaurant, Manager Park’s phone rang.

“One moment.”

He tilted his body to the side and slowly read the message on his phone before speaking.

“Oh my.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Well, you see.”

Manager Park made a somewhat awkward expression, unusual for him, and said.

“They want to terminate the contract.”

“Huh?”

“From Coffee-O.”

“…What?”

What on earth was this about?
Top Star by Luck - Chapter 68

				
Chapter 68

The schedule was suddenly canceled.

The other party requested a contract termination, but it wasn’t exactly Lee Min Ki’s fault.

It was the fault of the CEO of the parent company that operated Coffee-O.

[Oh dear, I’m sorry. The CEO suddenly changed his mind… There’s a female idol he likes, and he insists on hiring her instead. Yes, yes, I’m really sorry.]

It came out of nowhere.

It was a well-known fact that personal preferences of executives often played a role in selecting advertising models.

However, trying to change the model two days before the shoot?

[We are truly sorry. Please convey our apologies to the actor as well. He must have already prepared a lot, and we have no words to offer.]

On the other side, they seemed so apologetic, almost bowing down in guilt.

“Heh.”

Lee Min Ki let out a small chuckle.

“That company must have a lot of money.”

Usually, in such contracts, they had to compensate several times the deposit upon cancellation, so perhaps that amount was considered pocket change.

Though he didn’t know for sure, it must have already amounted to something in the thousands.

Could the CEO consider it a hobby expense?

In this sudden situation, like a car accident, Lee Min Ki blinked.

“It feels like being rejected before I even confessed.”

“…….”

“…….”


Of course, the other two felt the same.

They had been trying to create a serious atmosphere, but it had suddenly evaporated into thin air.

[Haha! Adidas!]

For a brief moment, someone’s voice rang in his head.

Director Seo Jung Woo, too, chuckled awkwardly as if finding it difficult.

“This is a relatively common occurrence. When marketing budgets exceed billions, even sudden changes don’t pose a major problem.”

Well, it wasn’t something unheard of.

Although surprising, Lee Min Ki himself had been someone who, in his previous life, often faced contract cancellations out of boredom.

So he was more familiar with such cancellations than most people.

It was just the situation that was unexpected.

‘I had just made up my mind.’

It hadn’t been easy to refuse the offer from Beomcheon, and yet things had taken this turn.

‘It really does feel like I got rejected.’

Of course, it was just a feeling.

He had never confessed to anyone before, so he had never been rejected either.

“Still, in a way, it’s a relief.”

While he was struggling to recover from the shock, Manager Park Han Mo, who had already regained his poker face, spoke up.

“If we had been the ones to bring up canceling first, things would have been more difficult on our side. Not only would it have damaged the actor’s image, but we might have had to pay the contract penalty first.”

“Thanks to waiting, we dodged a bullet.”

“Yes, you could say that our company now has a small debt of gratitude toward them.”


True, since they canceled the commercial, they must feel guilty.

Maybe next time, they’ll throw another similar job JC’s way.

‘That worked out well.’

It was a narrow escape.

They had received Beomcheon’s offer just a few hours ago.

The conversation had only wrapped up about ten minutes ago, after which they came out of the meeting room after some small talk.

If they hadn’t waited, the loss could have been significant.

“Hmm, so can I tell Beomcheon that I rejected the other offer and ask for additional pay?”

Now that he felt a bit lighter, he muttered a joke, but Director Seo Jung Woo shook his head.

“It’s best not to tell lies that will eventually be found out. And above all, it wouldn’t be good for your image as an actor to be seen as someone who betrays companies.”

His tone was rather serious.

It seemed that he wanted to avoid even joking about contracts, so Lee Min Ki nodded.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

With that, the situation was roughly settled.

For Lee Min Ki, there was Beomcheon’s contract and the penalty fee from Coffee-O.

JC Entertainment now had a small debt of gratitude toward Coffee-O.

Thanks to a little patience, it had turned out to be the best outcome.

‘This is such a strange situation.’

Director Seo Jung Woo, who had been organizing the situation in his mind, smiled faintly.

What could he say about this?


It had only been a conversation lasting several minutes, but it left quite an impression on him.

‘By choosing loyalty, practical benefits rolled in.’

In the end, they had only gained from it.

If they had pursued the best outcome by going with Beomcheon, they would have lost much.

On the other hand, by choosing goodwill, the best result fell into Lee Min Ki’s lap.

It was like selecting a hidden option in a game.

You could say it was luck.

‘Luck, huh.’

For some reason, Director Seo Jung Woo found it difficult to let go of this incident.

There was something that bothered him.

‘Actor Min Ki is unusually lucky.’

It was luck.

It had been like this since the first time they met.

By chance, his friend, renowned fashion designer Yoo Gyu Eon, was attached to him as a collaborator.

Moreover, when they cast him as a bit player in Campus Story, he grew into a supporting role.

‘The actor who was supposed to play that role ended up with acute appendicitis and had to drop out, if I remember right.’

What else was there?

During the filming of Forever Green, he was offered a spontaneous special audition at the casting call.

For Café del Dia, well… at least this one was less about luck.

He had simply performed well at the press conference.

‘He’s consistently lucky. Is it because his good skills align with his luck?’

Director Seo Jung Woo, feeling a slight discomfort, glanced sideways at Lee Min Ki.

“Actor Tae Yang is really good at making marinated salmon. In fact, he’s good at cooking in general.”

“Surely, you’re not making Actor Tae Yang do all the housework, are you?”

“……Not to that extent. If I want to eat something, I cover the ingredient costs. Haha, it’s a win-win strategy.”

“Don’t overwork him too much. He recently developed housewife’s eczema, and it shocked me.”

It seemed that he had even become close friends with the sensitive Kim Tae Yang.

Kim Tae Yang wasn’t easy to get along with.

Wait, come to think of it, for a rookie actor, he has an unusual amount of luck with people.

‘Didn’t he say that a million-seller actor asked him out for drinks?’

Was it after he debuted and became successful that things turned out this way?

No.

If you think about it, it all started when Director Seo Jung Woo’s friend, Trainer Kim Ah Sung, attached himself to Lee Min Ki.

‘What is this?’

While walking, Director Seo Jung Woo stopped in his tracks.

‘The more I think about it, the more ridiculously lucky he seems.’

The more he recalled each detail, the more astonished he became.

Was there even any misfortune?

If there was, maybe it was being rejected at the Daon audition.

‘But then again, Daon has its own issues as a planning agency, so who knows.’

Exactly.

Daon did have issues.

Though it wasn’t widely known, JC and Daon were intricately connected since their founding days.

As one of JC’s founding members, Director Seo Jung Woo couldn’t be unaware of Daon’s problems.

It wasn’t for nothing that Trainer Kim Ah Sung disliked Daon.

If being rejected from Daon was also part of his luck, then how remarkable.

And there was one more thing he had learned.

The fact that the person named Lee Min Ki wasn’t the type to betray people for minor profits.

He hadn’t betrayed Coffee-O.

Then maybe, unlike others Director Seo Jung Woo had dealt with, he wouldn’t betray JC either.

‘He’s someone worth keeping by my side.’

Additionally, he had a rare personality in this industry.

How amusing.

After reevaluating his impression of Lee Min Ki, Director Seo Jung Woo smiled slightly.

Luck.

A person with good luck.

Then there was something that absolutely had to be entrusted to such a lucky person.

If one day, someone like that were to appear by his side, there was something he was determined to entrust to him.

After standing in place for a long time, deep in thought, Director Seo Jung Woo gazed quietly at Lee Min Ki.

“Director?”

Perhaps sensing something strange, Lee Min Ki called out to him with a curious expression.

“Hoo.”

Director Seo Jung Woo let out a long sigh, shook his head, and said,

“Min Ki, let’s stop by a convenience store on the way and buy a lottery ticket.”

“Pardon?”

Did I hear that wrong?

Lee Min Ki twitched his eyes and asked again.

“A lottery ticket?”

“Yes, I’d like you to pick my lottery tickets from now on. And if you win, let’s split the prize money fifty-fifty. Also, from now on, I’d like you to do my in-game draws for me.”

A lottery ticket and game draws?

At such a bizarre request, Lee Min Ki looked at Director Seo Jung Woo, puzzled.

‘Director, you look incredibly pragmatic, but you secretly like things like this, huh.’

* * *

How does advertising usually proceed?

To put it simply, it’s a continuous chain of outsourcing after outsourcing.

The most prominent of these are advertising agencies.

Their job is to receive requests from clients and create ads that meet their needs.

And.

There are entities that receive outsourced work from these advertising agencies.

Video production studios.

As the name suggests, these studios produce the ad videos.

Most of the time, they are independent from advertising agencies, but sometimes they exist internally.

Studio Shortpants was one such company.

And it was a bit special.

The work of an advertising agency is largely divided into inbound (receiving work requests from outside) and outbound (going out to secure work), and the more inbound work they have, the more capable the agency is considered.

Studio Shortpants was a company where the majority of its work was inbound.

In other words, many companies sought them out first, which meant they were a competent company.

But today, there was a problem.

Beomcheon.

An ad request had come from Beomcheon.

Beomcheon.

What kind of company was Beomcheon?

There was no need for a lengthy introduction.

In the coffee industry in Korea, you could call it the top player.

However, Beomcheon was also an incredibly picky client.

‘They really nitpick about everything.’

Perhaps it was because coffee had become a symbol of modern corporate marketing.

While other companies might have approved certain things easily, Beomcheon often demanded meticulous attention to every detail.

This time, they even made a special request, asking for extra effort in producing the ad.

What on earth do they want to do that’s making them so picky?

“Hmm.”

CF Director Kwon Ye Rin of Studio Shortpants let out a long sigh before speaking.

“He’s a rookie actor.”

“Yes!”

The continuity writer, who had been scribbling with a pen in one corner of the office, replied with a bright smile.

“Actor Lee Min Ki is incredibly popular these days.”

His popularity had surged over the past few months.

It was thanks to Café del Dia.

If he had been a memorable supporting actor in Forever Green, then Café del Dia had firmly established him as a famous rookie.

No, it wasn’t so much that others had put him in that position as that he had risen to it himself.

‘If he keeps this momentum, he’ll be a mid-level actor in a few years.’

While Director Kwon Ye Rin was recalling bits and pieces of information, the continuity writer beamed with a big smile.

“Lee Min Ki is no joke. In the communities I visit, people are going crazy. They say he’s definitely in the top five of rookies these days.”

It seemed like she was quite interested in him as well.

He did have the kind of look that people liked these days.

“He’s not just handsome like a sculpture, but he also has a boyish charm.”

“…That much?”

“He has this kind of milky, pure vibe. But then, his shoulders are no joke. Phew, it’s a good thing he got into advertising…”

It seemed like she wasn’t just a casual fan.

Apparently, she wasn’t just interested in him, but an extreme fan of Lee Min Ki.

‘She’s really into him.’

Director Kwon Ye Rin chuckled at the writer’s affectionate words.

She wasn’t the kind of cold-hearted person who would tell a fan to stop confessing their admiration.

It was hard to deny that good-looking actors were the lifeblood of this industry.

However.

Even she found it difficult to take the next comment at face value.

“He’s got a good reputation, too. They say he’s really humble and always smiles softly wherever he goes.”

It was about his personality.

Hearing this, Director Kwon Ye Rin’s brow twitched, and she asked, slightly in disbelief.

“Isn’t that just a rumor? Most rookies who suddenly become famous usually have bad attitudes.”

“No, they say Lee Min Ki is different.”

The continuity writer, startled, waved her hands in protest.

“You know the last press conference, right? I heard that it was because Lee Min Ki kept making coffee and handing it out to the staff that they even decided to hold the conference.”

“Rookies usually hand out coffee, don’t they?”

“Lee Min Ki is different!”

“What, does he hand out premium coffee? Like the kind fans send with those coffee trucks?”

“No, it’s not that.”

Then came an unbelievable statement.

“He actually makes the coffee himself and hands it out.”

“Makes it himself?”

“Yes! He uses the coffee machine to brew it by hand.”

Apparently, he brewed the coffee himself and handed it out.

It sounded as unbelievable as saying unicorns and dragons were frolicking merrily in the sky over Seoul, but the continuity writer repeated herself.

“I have a friend who works in lighting on the set of Café del Dia, and they said they’ve never heard a single bad word about Actor Lee Min Ki.”

That was detailed.

Director Kwon Ye Rin blinked at the passionate claim.

‘There’s already that much of a positive reputation going around? Is it just a rumor? No, it’s too specific to be just a rumor.’

Still, she couldn’t fully believe it.

Oftentimes, the stories circulating among industry insiders and the general public were quite different.

There were many instances where someone who was famous for being kind on the internet was actually notorious as a jerk on set.

‘Even within the same industry, the stories can differ. Someone who’s a saint here could be a jerk over there.’

Therefore, the more experience one had in the industry, the harder it was to trust every rumor.

‘Well, he does have a kind-looking face.’

Director Kwon Ye Rin looked at the picture of Lee Min Ki on the screen and spoke.

“Hmm, how long have you been in this industry, writer?”

“It’s been six years this year?”

“Then you should know, shouldn’t you?”

Of course, the rumors circulating within advertising agencies could also be different.

“That many actors look down on commercials.”

There was a common perception of actors.

That commercials were just commercials and not something to be treated as a serious part of their careers.

If they were only making a brief appearance to earn money, it was one thing, but there were few who seriously regarded commercials as part of their career.

“Well, there have been those kinds of actors, but wouldn’t it be different for Actor Lee Min Ki? He’s still a rookie.”

Some, like this continuity writer, might think that rookies were better.

‘No way.’

That wasn’t true.

In fact, rookies who rose to fame quickly and started filming commercials were more likely to have caught a case of star syndrome.

[I don’t usually act like this.]

[Is this how you work here?]

[I have a shoot tomorrow morning, so can we wrap this up for now?]

These were all things she had heard firsthand.

It was infuriating.

Even rookies who tried to hide their star syndrome often showed signs of being annoyed.

‘Most of the actors who had long careers before becoming famous were fine, but I’m still uneasy about Actor Lee Min Ki because he became famous so quickly.’

Sigh.

There was also another superstition.

It was said that actors with great physiques often had bad personalities.

This was purely a superstition.

It wasn’t a certainty.

But just as physiognomy existed, there was some experiential basis for making judgments.

‘Not that it’s something to brag about.’

Director Kwon Ye Rin hid her thoughts and said,

“Shall we start brainstorming ideas?”

“Ah… Could we do that a little later? The copywriter has slowed down a bit.”

“Then, please check everything before the actor arrives.”

“Yes! Understood.”

There was only one thing to focus on.

Regardless of who the actor was, creating the best result.

That was the professional’s job.

So, half nervous and half expectant, they waited for a day and a half.

And what Director Kwon Ye Rin encountered was someone completely different from what she had anticipated.

That is.

It wasn’t just a matter of being polite on set or anything like that.

[Sorry, but if it’s not too much of a bother, could I please get a tour of the studio?]

[That’s what the actor requested.]

Lee Min Ki’s courtesy had started even before they arrived at the set.
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“……”

Director Kwon Ye Rin twitched her eyes while holding her phone.

On the screen of the phone in her hand, a message was written:

[Sorry to bother you, but would it be okay if I asked to visit the studio?]

[The actor requested this.]

Director Kwon Ye Rin stared at those two sentences for a while.

Then, she burst into a small laugh.

‘He’s not even a college student.’

Saying he wanted to visit the studio to observe.

What exactly was he hoping to gain?

Had he seen something somewhere?

There were stories about some celebrities who were so serious about their work that they would come early to observe the set to get familiar with the environment.

‘But those stories are usually exaggerated.’

There wasn’t much for an actor to do at the site.

They would come, briefly review the script, get their makeup done, follow the instructions, film, and then leave.

‘His determination is admirable though.’

Director Kwon Ye Rin chuckled as she held her phone.

Was it because her behavior seemed strange?

The passing scriptwriter, Writer Na, poked her head in and asked.


“What’s going on?”

“Oh, Writer Na, take a look at this.”

“Just a second.”

Writer Na, who wore studio shorts, took the phone from Director Kwon Ye Rin and her eyes widened in surprise.

“Oh my, this is amazing.”

With her eyes wide open like saucers, she covered her mouth with her palm and asked in a surprised voice.

“Lee Min Ki wants to come visit? Seriously?”

Could a child receiving a Christmas gift from Santa Claus be as happy as this?

“There’s no need to be so surprised. He must just want to ease some anxiety.”

Director Kwon Ye Rin shrugged her shoulders and said.

“He’s a rookie who hasn’t filmed a commercial before.”

She was wrong.

It wasn’t that he hadn’t filmed a commercial because he was a rookie, but because, despite being experienced, his position in the industry had been lower than props.

Lee Min Ki hadn’t even managed to be a magazine cover model at a convenience store, let alone a commercial.

“Lee Min Ki will probably shed his rookie label really quickly.”

It was a slight to him.

If he heard those words, he’d probably be happy but also a bit downhearted.

In any case, these people wouldn’t ever know that.

Writer Na jumped up and down excitedly.

“This is crazy. He’s so diligent. The rumors were true, huh?”


“You never know yet.”

“Do you not like Lee Min Ki, Director?”

“No? Not particularly?”

“Then why do you always counter the compliments about him?”

“Hmm, it’s rational speculation based on experience?”

Yeah, right.

Writer Na sighed and said.

“You’ll let him come, right?”

“Well… it’d be a bit odd to refuse since he’s asking to come, wouldn’t it?”

Anyway, Lee Min Ki was personally picked by the advertiser.

There wasn’t any particular bad relationship.

Writer Na grinned from ear to ear and said.

“Oh, I should prepare a gift for when Min Ki comes.”

It felt like a guest was coming over.

Though Director Kwon Ye Rin felt a good instinct rising within her, she deliberately denied it and said.

“By the way, what happened with the copywriter you hired last time?”

“Oh, that.”

At that moment.

The grin on Writer Na’s face quickly disappeared.

She sighed and said.


“It seems they’re having trouble getting a sense of it.”

“Really?”

“Yes, they’ve been trying in various ways, but nothing seems to hit the mark, so they asked for a few more days.”

It was something that had happened recently.

There was a freelance copywriter working with Writer Na and the studio, but lately, they had been experiencing a slump.

Recalling their pale face, Director Kwon Ye Rin furrowed her brow.

‘They weren’t originally like this.’

A slump, huh?

If anything, they usually had too many ideas.

Whenever they touched a project, it would hit the mark every time.

They were someone you could trust to deliver.

In advertising, the role of the copywriter was immense.

One could even say it was the most important.

‘Still, if things don’t improve, I might have to replace them.’

As a fellow creative, she could understand their situation, but sometimes, as a professional, one had to be cold.

“What if they don’t come through in the end?”

Writer Na muttered in a worried voice.

Director Kwon Ye Rin, gazing at the wall thoughtfully, responded.

“Alright, I’ll start looking for a backup just in case.”

* * *

‘This is exciting.’

Lee Min Ki had been feeling excited lately.

If there weren’t any people around, he would have already thrown away all pretense of keeping a composed expression and spent the entire day grinning from ear to ear.

Of course, he had every reason to be excited.

Why?

[‘Café del Dia’ surpasses 13% viewership]

Because things were going well.

“Heh heh, heheh, hehehehehe.”

Oops.

He had been holding it in, but as soon as he relaxed, the laughter came out again.

Anyway, “Café del Dia” had been hovering between 11% and 12% in ratings.

That alone wasn’t bad.

It could easily be called a hit.

For Lee Min Ki personally, it had boosted his name recognition, almost as much as a blockbuster.

But then, something even more amazing had happened.

[Did you watch the new episode? It was so fun!]

After showing signs of rebounding at episode 10, by episode 12, the show had surpassed the 13% mark.

[Seeing the three of them getting along made me smile, lololol]

[They kept bickering in the beginning]

[I took a screenshot of Lee Min Ki’s shoulder, lol]

[Lee Min Ki and Seol Ha’s chemistry is amazing. The rude male lead and kind female lead combo is the best.]

[Jihwan is a scene-stealer]

[They should just all live together]

It was all thanks to the new episode.

The story had expanded from a local business rivalry to an international competition, and the slight changes in the characters had been well-received.

Was that all?

The filming was progressing so smoothly that they had plenty of footage left.

‘They said they’re almost done with episode 15, right?’

With just a couple more visits to the set, they’d finish filming the 16-episode drama.

‘I’ve got some extra time.’

That was a rare occurrence in the hectic world of drama production.

Even if they started filming with some buffer, they’d eventually resort to last-minute scripts by the end.

But this time, things were different.

They had time to spare.

Rather than using the extra time to rest, Lee Min Ki decided to spend it in a more productive way.

Which led to this.

“Hello! I’m Lee Min Ki!”

He had come to observe a commercial shoot.

Smiling warmly at his enthusiasm, Director Kwon Ye Rin said.

“Welcome. You said this is your first TV commercial, right?”

“Yes!”

“I heard you’re really interested in the set. Feel free to ask about anything you’re curious about. As long as you’re not in the way, I’ll answer everything.”

“Thank you! I’m in your care today!”

Lee Min Ki replied with a voice full of energy.

With the lung capacity he’d built up through exercise combined with proper vocalization, his voice pierced through like an arrow to those who heard it.

‘He’s got some energy.’

Director Kwon Ye Rin was slightly startled by the unexpectedly strong first impression.

Meanwhile, a woman who had been lurking nearby, a little away from the director, approached Lee Min Ki and spoke to him.

“Hello.”

It was Writer Na from [Studio Shorts].

“I’m really enjoying the drama. You looked great on screen, but you’re even more handsome in person.”

A compliment out of the blue.

Lately, he had been hearing compliments about his appearance often.

But no matter how often he heard them, he never got used to them.

‘No matter how many times I hear it, it feels amazing.’

To Lee Min Ki, compliments about his appearance were like Tylenol.

No matter how much he took, he never built up a resistance.

In other words, it always felt good.

“Thank you for the kind words.”

As Lee Min Ki smiled gently, it happened.

‘That smile…’

Writer Na felt as if flowers were blooming around her and the world was spinning as she spoke.

“C-could I get your autograph?”

“Oh, of course. Where would you like it?”

“Just a second! I’ll bring something right away.”

Writer Na hurriedly brought a pen and notebook, which she handed to him.

Taking them, Lee Min Ki focused his mind on the pen.

Soon, the handwriting he had practiced over the past few months flowed smoothly onto the paper.

Writer Na, looking at it with a face full of admiration, said.

“You even write well. I’ll cherish this as a family heirloom.”

A family heirloom, huh?

She sure knew how to speak prettily.

Lee Min Ki suddenly felt the urge to do even more for her.

“Would you like me to sign a few more? I can sign as many as you want.”

“…Really?”

“Would you like a picture as well?”

Might as well throw in a bonus.

Just as an impromptu fan meeting was about to take place, Director Kwon Ye Rin stepped in, frowning slightly.

“Writer Na, the actor didn’t come here for that today, did he? He’s a guest, so let’s help him do what he came here to do.”

“Oh!”

Writer Na, startled by her words, quickly bowed to Lee Min Ki.

“Sorry, did I overstep?”

“Huh? Not at all.”

It was just getting good.

Overstep?

Not at all.

He had been wondering what kind of variation to add to the next signature when she interrupted.

Still feeling unsatisfied, Lee Min Ki licked his lips as Director Kwon Ye Rin led him to a designated spot in the corner.

“This is where you can sit. I’ve warned the staff, so if anyone bothers you, just let me know. We’ll be busy with our work, so feel free to observe comfortably.”

“Thank you! I’m looking forward to learning a lot today!”

Lee Min Ki responded once again in a loud voice.

His tone and polite expression were as energetic and enthusiastic as ever, and then he added one more thing.

“By the way, when does filming wrap up today?”

“Hmm? Probably after 10 p.m.? We’ve got a bit more work today.”

“Ah, got it! Thank you!”

The way he spoke made it seem like he was planning to stay until the very end.

But Director Kwon Ye Rin’s thoughts were different.

‘Let’s see how long he lasts.’

She was still half skeptical.

It was commendable that he came to observe the set.

But in any case, you needed a certain amount of knowledge to ask questions and actually gain something from the experience.

Could a complete outsider really pick up anything?

Director Kwon Ye Rin didn’t place much significance on Lee Min Ki’s visit.

She figured he would get bored and leave at a convenient time.

‘He’ll probably last until the afternoon.’

He hadn’t prepared anything either, so it was obvious.

Not having high expectations, Director Kwon Ye Rin returned to her work to finish the remaining tasks.

‘I’ll just buy him lunch.’

But she still didn’t know.

She had yet to realize that Lee Min Ki wasn’t someone who could be taken so lightly.

* * *

“……”

Thirty minutes had passed since Lee Min Ki’s observation had started.

He sat quietly in his seat, doing nothing.

He just watched the filming from a distance, making sure not to get in the way of the staff.

Taptaptap.

Occasionally, he typed on his laptop or sipped coffee, but that was about it.

Director Kwon Ye Rin glanced over at him, somewhat surprised.

‘He’s quieter than I thought.’

She had expected him to ask something.

She had been thinking about what to say if he got in the way.

But Lee Min Ki was different.

With a mask on his face and a baseball cap pulled down low, he quietly sat in his spot, observing like a ghost, as if he wasn’t even there.

Taptaptap.

Occasionally tapping on his laptop.

‘Doesn’t he have any questions?’

Director Kwon Ye Rin furrowed her brow.

But another 30 minutes passed.

Then another.

Nothing changed.

Taptaptap.

Lee Min Ki kept typing on his laptop.

Sip.

He drank his coffee.

Observation, laptop notes, coffee.

That was all Lee Min Ki was doing.

“Would you like something to eat, sir?”

“Chicken breast.”

“Is it good?”

“No.”

Even when the staff chatted with him occasionally, the conversations didn’t last long.

“We got this dessert from a shop nearby. Would you like to try some?”

“Thank you, but I’m on a diet.”

“One won’t make a difference, will it?”

“I think so too, but my trainer seems to notice everything.”

He even refused small gifts, keeping a clear line between work and personal interactions.

It was rare to see someone so focused only on their task while maintaining a polite demeanor.

It was surprising to see how quiet he was.

‘Doesn’t he have any curiosity?’

Strictly speaking, he was very curious.

He just didn’t want to interrupt them while they were working and was saving his questions to ask all at once afterward.

Besides, just watching the set was fun enough for him.

‘I’ll be filming a commercial here soon.’

It felt like how high school students must feel when touring a university campus.

After all, for the past seven years, Lee Min Ki had been like a college applicant himself.

The thought of being in the center of the set soon made it hard to suppress his smile.

But slowly, Lee Min Ki’s presence started to attract attention.

Even when he was doing nothing, his presence was noticeable, creating an aura around him.

‘Is he addicted to coffee?’

He never seemed to take the straw out of his mouth.

It was almost like he was collecting empty cups like bottles of wine on display.

And it was always iced Americano.

Why?

She thought about it for a moment.

‘Well, he’s minding his own business, so it’s not like I have to offer him anything. I’m not someone who’s desperate to give out favors.’

Director Kwon Ye Rin deliberately turned her attention back to the shoot.

Lee Min Ki was a guest observer today, but they had come for work.

Their value as professionals might be different, but when it came to prioritizing work, there was no comparison.

“Look over here.”

“Yes.”

On the set inside the studio, an actress struck various poses.

Today’s shoot was for a cosmetics commercial.

The background was a simple gray, designed to emphasize the actress’s beauty by downplaying the colors around her.

The tagline was simple to match the concept.

‘Shining purely. Paradis.’

The model was a newcomer.

Bang Eun Young.

You could probably stand her in the middle of Gangnam Boulevard and only one or two out of a hundred people would recognize her, but her looks were on par with those of a famous actress.

Although she was unknown, there was demand for unknowns.

They could bring a fresh, clean image.

‘In thrillers, they sometimes cast unknown actors to play villains on purpose.’

Bang Eun Young wasn’t completely unknown though.

She had played a minor role in a historical drama recently, and her appearance had been praised, with some calling her a “Joseon Elf.”

She seemed to have quite a bit of pride, as she gave off an air of nobility.

But that only suited the concept of the cosmetics ad.

‘This feels good.’

The concept had been well-defined during the brainstorming stage, and it seemed like they might even finish the shoot before the day was over.

‘Once this is over, I should ask Actor Min Ki if he had any questions.’

With a light heart, Director Kwon Ye Rin picked up the camera again.

But.

Unexpected issues always arise on set.

“Ugh, seriously!”

It was a situation no one could understand.

Bang Eun Young threw the bag in her hand to the ground and shouted.

“I told you to bring me water! I’m thirsty!”
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Screech!

An unpleasant hissing sound echoed through the open air of the studio.

It was because Bang Eun Young, an actress who was in the middle of filming, had suddenly stood up roughly from her chair.

With a sharp voice that felt like nails on a chalkboard, she complained.

“I told you to bring me water. Why don’t you listen? Do you think I’m a joke?”

As if they had been scolded for neglecting their duty, the staff looked around nervously at each other with pale faces.

It wasn’t because they were scared.

It was more like, how should one describe it?

‘Oh no, why is she throwing another tantrum?’

It was more like they were sharing their annoyance.

Perhaps not liking those gazes, Bang Eun Young raised her voice even higher, almost a half-octave louder, shouting.

“Can’t you hear me right now?!”

At that moment, someone walked out with a gentle smile.

“Miss Bang, is there a problem? Did one of our staff make a mistake?”

It was Director Kwon Ye Rin.

Not just any director, but the person in charge of the entire production, she had stepped forward.

“Would you mind telling me what happened?”

As the person in charge appeared, Bang Eun Young glanced her up and down as if she were evaluating her.

Then, with a voice full of anger, she said.


“I told the staff earlier. During filming, my throat gets dry often, so I told them to always have a bottle of water ready.”

“Ah, I see. It seems our staff forgot.”

“Yes, I’ve mentioned it several times, but I don’t know why they keep ignoring me.”

Strictly speaking, her complaint was somewhat unreasonable.

If she needed water, she could easily get it herself.

After all, she wasn’t their boss.

At most, she could ask them politely, but she had no right to order them around.

It was clearly an overstep.

However…

“Oh, I see. There have been a lot of things happening on set today, and it seems we made a mistake in the confusion. Miss Bang, I apologize on behalf of our staff.”

Director Kwon Ye Rin remained calm, maintaining a submissive tone.

She treated Bang Eun Young almost like a prestigious customer at a luxury department store.

Why, though?

These two weren’t in a superior-subordinate relationship, so why did she feel the need to bow her head?

The reason was quite simple.

‘Hold on. The one standing before me isn’t a person, it’s an orangutan. When an orangutan screams in its cage, no one screams back.’

It was easier to just yield and move on.

‘Bang Eun Young really acts like she owns the place. Just as the rumors say.’

She had a notorious reputation.

It was common knowledge that she often caused trouble on set.


She was one of those celebrities with a serious case of what people call “celebrity syndrome.”

Even so, they were bowing their heads willingly because she was clearly the key figure in this advertisement.

Bang Eun Young was barely known to the public.

But without her, the project would have to start all over again from the planning stage.

If such a situation occurred, how would the advertisers react?

‘Oh my! What a difficult situation for you,’ would they sympathize?

‘No, of course, they would only look at the results.’

In other words, the studio would be labeled as incompetent for failing to handle a model’s whims, causing delays.

So, it wasn’t because they feared her.

It was because dealing with her was just dirty work they wanted to avoid.

‘Endure it, Ye Rin. You’ve managed well so far, haven’t you? You’ve dealt with worse power trips before.’

If catering to this one person’s whims meant the project could finish smoothly, it would be worth it.

Director Kwon Ye Rin comforted herself with that thought, swallowing her frustration.

‘Ugh, this is annoying.’

But it was still frustrating.

This was why she disliked working with rookies.

There were so many of them suffering from “celebrity syndrome,” acting worse than top-tier actors.

How could anyone enjoy working with rookies when they had to put up with this kind of arrogance almost weekly?

It was almost amazing that Writer Na still enjoyed working with celebrities.

‘Still, just endure.’


With Director Kwon Ye Rin keeping her polite smile, perhaps the situation became too awkward for Bang Eun Young to push further.

“Hmph.”

Bang Eun Young frowned slightly and muttered.

“Just make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

“Thank you. Young-hoo, did you hear that? Please bring a new bottle of water from the break room for Miss Bang.”

“Y-yes!”

The tense atmosphere, which had been on the verge of exploding, instantly calmed down thanks to the director’s intervention.

But it was only the beginning.

Bang Eun Young’s tantrum, once ignited, didn’t seem to show any signs of stopping.

“The lights are too bright. Didn’t I tell you this earlier?”

“They’re positioned like that because it’s necessary…”

“I don’t care. I can’t open my eyes!”

She then started complaining about the lighting.

“I almost got hurt just now.”

She criticized the placement of props.

“Can’t you see I’m sweating? What’s the point of having an air conditioner?”

“We’ll lower the temperature right away.”

She even went as far as to complain about the temperature on set.

Bang Eun Young’s power trip was meticulous and relentless, covering every minor detail.

Even Lee Min Ki, who was watching the scene from a distance, couldn’t help but be impressed.

‘Wow, she’s something else. No wonder she’s famous for this.’

It was astonishing.

Who was Bang Eun Young, after all?

Even Lee Min Ki had heard of her name.

In the near future, if anyone in the entertainment industry were to mention someone with “celebrity syndrome,” she would be at the top of the list.

[Bang Eun Young apologizes for power trip during CF shoot, exposes scandals]

[Announces plans to reflect and take time off]

She was infamous.

There were plenty of celebrities with terrible personalities.

A manager assault or noise complaints wouldn’t even make the headlines.

Considering that, even ordinary power trips wouldn’t make much of a stir, but Bang Eun Young had managed to stand out.

[Bang Eun Young (Actress) / Incidents & Controversies / 8.1. Power Trip]

Among all the similar Roland gorillas, she had claimed the title of the silverback.

So, Lee Min Ki had been curious about whether he would ever witness her legendary power trip in person, and now, he was seeing it unfold right in front of him.

It was fascinating.

‘Wow, she’s still a rookie only playing supporting roles in dramas, yet she’s already like this?’

To become the symbol of power trips, you had to be at least this level.

No wonder even in this field, experts stood out.

He recalled hearing that she had a relative who was a producer at a small broadcasting station.

That’s why she had grown up spoiled.

‘Wait, is she already this famous?’

Just to be sure, Lee Min Ki sent a message to Manager Park Han-mo.

[Manager, do you know an actress named Bang Eun Young?]

As soon as the message was sent, the number “1” indicating an unread message disappeared.

Kak! Thump!

‘That was quick!’

Not even 10 seconds had passed when the response arrived.

[Manager: Are you with her right now?]

[Me: Yes, I’m at the studio visit. She’s filming right now.]

[Manager: Avoid her.]

[Manager: Don’t talk to her.]

[Manager: Don’t even make eye contact.]

“…”

What was this?

Just as Lee Min Ki was about to ask why, another message popped up.

[Kang Ah-sung: LOLLLLLLLLLLLLL]

It was from Kim Ah-sung, his trainer.

Not even from Manager Park Han-mo, but from Trainer Kim Ah-sung.

It was unexpected, but apparently, the two of them were together.

As Lee Min Ki re-read the messages, he let out a small sigh.

‘How is she even perceived among people in the industry?’

She’s just a second-year rookie.

Even during this period of relative obscurity, she was already like this. How far would her notoriety spread once she became famous with a few more projects?

Would it extend to the stratosphere, breaking through into space?

‘Considering her career so far, she’s probably just barely making a living as an actress. Where does she get that confidence?’

If she made a scene on set and rumors spread, wouldn’t her work dry up unless she became really famous?

Luckily, she would become famous later on.

But how could she be so bold when she was still relatively unknown?

‘It’s impressive.’

I should make sure not to act like that.

If I ever become famous in the industry, I want to be known as a kind person.

As Lee Min Ki observed her with the expression of someone watching a gorilla in a zoo, something happened.

“Hey, you.”

Bang Eun Young finally aimed her next attack at him.

“Who is that person over there, sneaking glances at me? With such lewd eyes.”

“Excuse me?”

“And he was fiddling with his phone earlier. Is he secretly filming me?”

The sudden accusation made Director Kwon Ye Rin’s head spin.

‘Ah, this is going to be a mess.’

* * *

With the situation spiraling out of control, Lee Min Ki said his first words.

“Me? Are you talking about me?”

He was trying to confirm.

You

never know.

It could be a case of mistaken identity.

Maybe someone else had actually done something suspicious.

But that hope was meaningless. Bang Eun Young responded with a voice full of contempt.

“Who else would I be talking about? The one wearing a mask and a hat. You were secretly filming me, weren’t you?”

“Me?”

“Don’t play dumb. You’re dressed suspiciously too.”

“…”

Lee Min Ki’s eye twitched slightly.

‘Wow, is this really happening?’

It seemed that Bang Eun Young hadn’t recognized his identity yet.

It wasn’t her fault.

He was sitting in a shadowy corner of the studio, wearing a hoodie, a baseball cap pulled low over his head, and even a mask covering his face.

All of it was meant to avoid drawing attention.

If someone recognized him, it would be uncomfortable for both parties.

‘This situation is getting complicated.’

It looked like she thought he was some sort of paparazzi sneaking around the set.

‘What a ridiculous day.’

Lee Min Ki sighed inwardly.

If anything, he was the one who usually got photographed, not the one doing the photographing.

‘What did she see to suspect me? Is she upset because I took out my phone earlier?’

He hadn’t been taking pictures of Bang Eun Young.

He had only taken a picture of the peculiar lighting setup so that he could ask Director Kwon Ye Rin about it later.

In fact, Bang Eun Young’s face or even her shadow hadn’t appeared in the photo.

‘I guess I’m not always lucky.’

Luck was a strange thing.

It could feel like you had it, but when you didn’t, you really didn’t.

Like when he missed the bus this morning.

Although, that bus had ended up breaking down and the passengers had to get off while it was taken to the repair shop.

Unaware of that, Lee Min Ki sighed deeply, which only made Bang Eun Young frown more.

She turned to Director Kwon Ye Rin and asked.

“Is that person part of the staff?”

“He’s an actor who’s here for a studio visit. Miss Bang, this is not the place to—”

“A studio visit? An actor? Well, aren’t I lucky.”

At that moment, Bang Eun Young stormed out of the makeshift set.

She stomped toward Lee Min Ki with determined steps, the sound of her footsteps echoing sharply.

‘Is she coming to pick a fight with me?’

Just as she reached right in front of him…

“Who are you?”

“Well…”

Lee Min Ki pulled down his mask.

“…”

It took only 0.3 seconds for the thin piece of fabric to drop from his face.

Bang Eun Young’s face instantly went pale.

“…”

“Um, did I perhaps do something wrong?”

Lee Min Ki asked again.

But still, no answer.

“Miss Bang, could you please respond?”

“…”

There was still no reply.

Bang Eun Young stood frozen in place, her eyes trembling uncontrollably as she stared at him.

‘Lee Min Ki?’

Who was Lee Min Ki?

Among the recent newcomers, he was arguably at the top in terms of rising fame.

From his very first role, he had garnered attention as a supporting actor.

Then, he had proven his abilities in a thriller film, and even a seemingly insignificant supplement commercial had gained attention thanks to him.

Recently, with Café del Dia, he had solidified his place as a rising star.

He was a rocket.

The speed at which he was rising was like a rocket.

In just one year, he had filmed three projects and soared to fame like a three-stage rocket.

Among fellow rookies, many considered him a role model, aspiring to become like him.

But even so, he was just a rookie.

A successful rookie, yes.

But for someone like Bang Eun Young, who suffered from “celebrity syndrome,” it was as if she were facing a monster who had outpaced her in every way possible.

And then…

There was one more critical reason.

‘Isn’t he the nephew of his agency’s CEO?’

A persistent rumor had been circulating.

Because of Lee Min Ki’s mysterious pre-debut background and his rapid rise after his debut in Campus Story, a rumor had started among the talkative rookies in the industry.

[He’s the CEO’s nephew.]

[He’s the third generation of a chaebol family.]

[He’s the hidden son of a famous actor.]

[He’s the son of a high-ranking official at the broadcasting station.]

[He’s friends with a pharmaceutical company’s heir.]

All of it was lies or exaggerations.

However, there was one key piece of evidence that fueled these rumors.

[You know that actor who got into an argument with Lee Min Ki on Campus Story, right? Not Park Tae-kyun… but Park Tae-gyeon? He hasn’t appeared in a single project since.]

The rumor claimed that Park Tae-gyeon had been blacklisted by Lee Min Ki, preventing him from getting any work.

Of course, that was also just a rumor.

Park Tae-gyeon was simply too busy wasting his life away to focus on his career.

He had nothing to do with Lee Min Ki.

But regardless, the rumors had grown like a snowball, and Lee Min Ki was now regarded as an almost mythical figure in the industry.

The moment Bang Eun Young realized that she had insulted such a person…

‘What did I just say?’

The color drained from her face as dizziness swept over her.

Suddenly, she snapped back to reality.

The studio, where she had reigned like a queen just moments ago, now felt as cold as a dark alley at night.

“Miss Bang.”

With an awkward smile, Lee Min Ki spoke again.

“Could you please tell me if I’ve done something wrong?”

He genuinely didn’t know and was asking earnestly.

However, to Bang Eun Young, his voice sounded like the grim reaper calling her.

“Th-the camera…”

“Ah, I see. You misunderstood because of the camera. I was just checking the lighting. Would you like to see my gallery?”

Lee Min Ki smiled even more warmly, trying to reassure her.

There’s an old saying: you can’t spit on a smiling face.

Having grown up with constant criticism, Lee Min Ki had learned to defuse situations by smiling whenever misunderstandings arose.

Thanks to his naturally gentle face, it usually worked well.

But this time, it was the wrong choice.

To Bang Eun Young, that smile looked like the sneer of a cruel superior.

[The world’s a nice place, isn’t it?]

She felt as if she could hear words that he hadn’t even spoken.

His expression said it all.

Shivering, Bang Eun Young stammered.

“I-it’s fine…”

“I don’t want to be misunderstood as a criminal. If you’re really uncomfortable, it’s best to clear this up, don’t you think? Here, take a look. Please, feel free.”

Lee Min Ki handed her his phone.

‘Huh?’

Bang Eun Young took it with both hands, trembling like a child holding a bomb, unable to move.

She nervously glanced around the studio.

But everyone was looking at her with the same expression.

‘Why did she freeze up?’

‘Is this that thing? Strong against the weak, weak against the strong.’

‘Serves her right.’

‘Does Lee Min Ki have some kind of power here?’

They all wondered why the person who had been so power-hungry earlier was now cowering in front of him.

Strictly speaking, Bang Eun Young wasn’t in a position to power trip anyone.

She was more like a dog with a dirty reputation.

And Lee Min Ki, as it turned out, was the perfect antidote.

That was all there was to it.

‘Wow, this is interesting.’

It had been 40 minutes since the shoot with Bang Eun Young started.

For the first time, Director Kwon Ye Rin let out a genuine smile.

‘Min Ki, you’re full of surprises. You’ve been so polite, but you’re really sharp when you need to be.’

That wasn’t true.

Lee Min Ki wasn’t thinking that deeply about it.

But to the others on set, it sure seemed that way.

Meanwhile, there was another person grinning widely at the scene.

‘This is it.’

One person.

Someone who had coincidentally visited the studio suddenly had an epiphany.

And then…

“I’m sorry.”

“Sorry? For what?”

“For suspecting you…”

“You’re suspicious?”

“I won’t do that again.”

“Do what?”

“Um… I mean… I won’t doubt people like that…”

“Why not? People can be suspicious.”

On the other hand, Bang Eun Young was trying to handle Lee Min Ki’s kindness but was on the verge of tears.
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A change came to the filming site of the “Studio Shorts.”

No, rather than a change, it was a revolution.

The latter sounds better.

In any case, the origin of this revolution was none other than:

‘Wow, with just Min Ki here, the shoot is so much smoother.’

It all started with Bang Eun Young shutting her mouth.

“Actor, please tilt your head a bit more. Do you see the red dot on the camera? Look at that, please.”

“……Yes.”

At her unusually quiet demeanor, Director Kwon Ye Rin let out a small laugh.

Instead of acting bossy like before, she just quietly did her job, sneaking glances around.

Lee Min Ki was the reason.

Like a wolf running wild in the field, she found out there was a tiger, and her spirit broke.

‘This is annoyingly frustrating.’

She’s so cautious about someone in the same industry, yet we aren’t even in the same field.

Director Kwon Ye Rin looked at her with an expression of disdain.

‘If she was going to fold so easily, she shouldn’t have caused such a scene in the first place.’

She was completely deflated.

Her once proud charm seemed diminished, but what did it matter?

This could be fixed in editing.


What mattered more was that her interest in Lee Min Ki was growing.

Director Kwon Ye Rin glanced at him, then subtly smiled.

‘There’s a lot to like about him.’

She had carried an unnecessary prejudice.

From the start, he had been quietly doing exactly what he needed to do, nothing more, nothing less.

Observing the set while typing away on his laptop.

Sipping coffee diligently.

And without interfering with the work, he had a charm of his own.

‘I wish all rookies were like Min Ki.’

Her opinion of him had improved drastically.

It wasn’t like Lee Min Ki had done anything in particular, but that’s how the world works.

When you’re surrounded by incompetent people, those who do nothing wrong get praised.

Like Switzerland during World War II.

In this situation, Lee Min Ki was even acting as a deterrent, which made things better.

‘Ah, he saw me.’

She made eye contact with Lee Min Ki.

Their eyes widened for a moment, and then Lee Min Ki smiled brightly and waved enthusiastically.

“…….”

She almost got swayed.

He’s a dangerous man.


For a moment, Director Kwon Ye Rin felt a massive boulder drop onto her chest and quickly turned her head away.

It had been three years since she vowed not to fangirl over actors.

She had almost fallen for a rookie actor, someone she had once disliked.

“Thank you for your hard work today.”

With that complex feeling, they finished Bang Eun Young’s shoot.

‘It was not nice meeting you, and let’s never see each other again.’

As she stretched, thinking that it was time to properly explain the set to Lee Min Ki, someone hurriedly approached her.

“Director!”

“……Copywriter?”

The copywriter.

It was the person who had been half-missing from the studio for the past few days.

* * *

A copywriter.

To sum up this job in one sentence, there was a phrase passed down from long ago.

[A person who writes sentences]

Just as it sounds, a copywriter is someone who writes sentences.

From the one-liner catchphrases typically associated with ads, to every single word shown in a commercial, it all falls under the work of a copywriter.

But it’s not as lofty as it seems.

[You don’t like it?]

[I spent all day writing this.]


[I’ll refine it.]

[Hmm, I don’t quite get it, but I’ll give it a shot.]

[I’ll go do some field research…….]

In fact, it’s closer to a general labor job.

Sometimes, a copywriter is tasked with writing the script for a commercial film, and other times, they’re responsible for the narration.

Planning is also the copywriter’s job.

The background music for an ad? Also the copywriter’s responsibility.

Packaging?

Copywriter’s job too.

The scope of what they touch is broad.

Once a direction is set, it’s like weaving a tight web of sentences in a textile factory, repeating meetings after meetings.

That’s the essence of being a copywriter.

Rather than a sentence maker, they’re more like a planner who handles a lot of sentences.

But just as you need to dig the first shovel to build a building, or start a fire to cook, copywriters also need that first sentence.

Whatever the ad, the first sentence that sets the direction often marks the beginning of the project.

However, for this ad, that first sentence had been delayed.

‘Right, that’s it.’

It was solved.

In the meeting room inside the “Studio Shorts” set.

Sitting on the leather sofa, Copywriter Hong Ui Joon’s heart was racing.

In front of him, Director Kwon Ye Rin was staring at her laptop screen, deep in thought.

She was reviewing the copy and the plans derived from it that Copywriter Hong Ui Joon had painstakingly written.

“Hmm.”

Director Kwon Ye Rin let out a sound that could not be deciphered.

Gulp.

Copywriter Hong Ui Joon swallowed nervously and opened his mouth.

“So, what do you think?”

“Hmm, let me take another look.”

Director Kwon Ye Rin reviewed it once more with her sharp gaze.

Then she lifted her head and looked at Copywriter Hong Ui Joon, saying:

“It’s good.”

“……!”

She said it was good.

Copywriter Hong Ui Joon’s eyes grew as big as saucers.

His candid reaction made Director Kwon Ye Rin chuckle as she added a final remark.

“You could’ve done this all along. Why did you delay it?”

“Haha…….”

She was pointing out how he had practically disappeared, using his recent slump as an excuse.

Copywriter Hong Ui Joon, knowing he had been irresponsible, gave an awkward smile and said:

“I’ve been stuck recently. You see, this doesn’t happen often, but every few months, there’s a period where my brain goes completely blank, like a blue screen, and I can’t do anything.”

“And that just happened to be this time?”

“Yes, but I’ve solved it.”

His voice was confident.

Not only his voice, but Copywriter Hong Ui Joon was truly full of confidence.

That’s because the mental block that had stifled his thoughts for the past few days had cleared.

And that was all thanks to:

“The moment I saw Actor Min Ki, it was like divine revelation from the heavens.”

Lee Min Ki was the reason.

“Min Ki?”

“Yes!”

When Director Kwon Ye Rin asked back in surprise, Copywriter Hong Ui Joon nodded enthusiastically and said:

“I saw him argue with that female model earlier.”

“You mean Actress Bang Eun Young?”

“Ah, yes, her, the one who was screaming for water like a ghost dying in the desert.”

“Haha…….”

He’s good with words.

Copywriter Hong Ui Joon, unable to contain his excitement, stood up and spread his arms wide like wings, shouting:

“The moment I witnessed her being crushed by Lee Min Ki, a scene struck me like lightning in my mind, and this is what I came up with!”

“Hmm.”

Director Kwon Ye Rin read it again slowly, and she couldn’t help but smile.

‘Somehow, imagining that situation makes this all connect.’

It wasn’t a groundbreaking plan.

In fact, the copy echoed many clichés of the existing market.

But it certainly suited Lee Min Ki perfectly.

“Seeing this has sparked a lot of good ideas in my mind as well.”

“Right?!”

Copywriter Hong Ui Joon exclaimed in an excited voice.

“I think we should jump into a meeting right now.”

“Ah, about that.”

Director Kwon Ye Rin replied with a sheepish smile.

“If it were this evening, sure, but right now might be a bit difficult.”

“Excuse me?”

“I have something to do for Min Ki.”

“Something for him……?”

“He’s here for a tour. I was planning to show him around.”

“A tour?”

“Strange, right?”

“No, it’s not uncommon.”

She understood what he wanted to say.

It was likely a negative comment.

Something like, what could a rookie actor possibly do on a set tour?

But Director Kwon Ye Rin shrugged and said:

“I thought the same thing at first, but now that he’s here, he’s been doing the best work.”

“Doing work? But it’s a tour?”

“Yes, surprisingly.”

He’s been more helpful than expected.

Since he’s already made things run smoothly, shouldn’t she do something in return?

“Let’s meet in the evening. In the meantime, polish this up one more time.”

“Yes! Got it!”

Copywriter Hong Ui Joon replied with vigor.

His voice was so enthusiastic that Director Kwon Ye Rin couldn’t help but chuckle.

‘He’s a lucky charm.’

Everything was falling into place.

Just a few hours after Lee Min Ki arrived, everything that had been stuck was now flowing smoothly.

* * *

The day after Lee Min Ki’s tour at Studio Shorts.

‘Ah, that was fun.’

Lee Min Ki arrived at the set of the drama [Café del Dia] for the shoot.

The staff were lined up in front of a car.

“Iced Americano, please.”

It was a coffee truck.

Lee Min Ki’s fans had pooled money together and sent it.

‘This feels a bit satisfying.’

It was a fan tribute.

There came a day when he would receive tributes.

As he stood back and watched quietly, the staff passing by each gave their thanks to Lee Min Ki.

“Thanks to you, we’re enjoying this coffee, Min Ki. Although we’ve always enjoyed it.”

“I’ll try it myself.”

The staff, who had grown friendly, even joked with him.

But this was the end now.

According to the schedule, today would be the last day of filming.

‘Ah, it was fun.’

But this drama [Café del Dia] had a rather interesting twist even at the end.

‘After touring the CF studio yesterday, I’m now shooting a CF in the drama.’

That’s right.

The storyline of the drama coincidentally aligned with Lee Min Ki’s real-life experiences from the day before.

The protagonist of [Café del Dia], [Sung Jin Woo], had teamed up with [Cha Young Hwan] and [Oh Yoo Na] to compete in the World Coffee Championship and successfully win.

By this point, Sung Jin Woo had risen as a star in the drama’s world.

The final episode’s plot revolved around him starring in a CF to promote [Café del Dia].

‘How ironic.’

It felt like acting within acting.

As he sat there reviewing the script, Director No Ho Yeon called him.

“Min Ki, we’ll start soon, so get ready.”

“Yes.”

“You’ll do well, right? CF acting.”

Director No Ho Yeon’s voice carried both expectation and unease.

‘Maybe I shouldn’t have added the CF shoot scene.’

It was because of the scene they were about to film.

CF scenes were tricky.

Even with seasoned actors, the performance often came off stiff, making even directors avoid them.

Sometimes, if they felt it wouldn’t work, they’d just cut it from the storyboard altogether.

Why do actors struggle with CF acting?

It’s because acting in dramas and acting in commercials are fundamentally different.

The target audience is different, and thus the approach must also be different.

‘In a drama, the actor becomes fully immersed in the character, living in that world, but in a CF, they must break the fourth wall and directly address the viewer.’

Though the two seem similar at first glance, they’re starkly different.

‘You not only have to adjust your gaze differently but also change the tone of your voice.’

Is this Lee Min Ki the character or Lee Min Ki the actor?

Or is it Lee Min Ki the actor playing Sung Jin Woo and promoting the CF to the audience?

The nuances needed to be distinguished and performed clearly.

It was far from easy.

The gap between drama and CF acting was as vast as the difference between a musical singer and a ballad singer.

But why do actors often seem to give competent performances in CFs?

That’s because the studio team works tirelessly to craft the perfect sequence from the material.

Actors would shoot for hours, sometimes ten hours or more, only for the best seconds to be extracted for the final cut.

But dramas were different.

As they neared the end, actors would be exhausted from sleep deprivation and rushed scripts, making it hard to maintain the same level of focus.

‘Fortunately, we’ve been lucky, and the filming’s almost done, but still, I hope we can finish on a high note.’

I didn’t want any blunders at the very end.

As he caught a glimpse of Director No Ho Yeon’s slight unease, Lee Min Ki smiled and said:

“I’ll try my best.”

“CF acting is never easy, but I trust you. Feel free to ad-lib too.”

“Haha…….”

Was he trying to express trust or anxiety?

Lee Min Ki pondered it briefly before walking onto the set.

They had rented an entire CF studio for this shoot.

There were even two layers of cameras.

And in the middle of all this, Lee Min Ki had to act.

“Hoo.”

Lee Min Ki calmed his breathing and blinked his eyes three times.

‘Let’s recall what Director Kwon said.’

What was it again?

[The most important thing in a CF is to be aware that viewers are watching beyond the camera. It’s the exact opposite of dramas, where you immerse yourself in the character and forget about the audience.]

Be aware of the viewers.

That means I need to perform as if I’m speaking to the audience.

Unlike in dramas, where naturalism was key, here, exaggerated gestures were necessary to convey emotions clearly to consumers.

Exaggerated stretching.

A voice loud enough for everyone to hear.

A gaze that seemed to pierce through the camera.

All moves that would fit in a Japanese drama.

And there was one more layer to this.

‘It’s Sung Jin Woo performing CF acting.’

This was the challenge Lee Min Ki had to overcome now.

“Hoo.”

Wait.

Didn’t the director say I could ad-lib?

‘Sung Jin Woo’s acting, huh?’

Wait, I think I get it.

Something flashed in Lee Min Ki’s mind.

It was like he almost understood something, but if he tried to articulate it, the words would fail him.

‘Ah, what is this?’

Instinct told him it would work.

But logic wasn’t so sure.

‘Should I do it, or not?’

He was at a crossroads.

But then, a memory came to mind.

From the time at the baseball stadium when he yelled out.

What if he hadn’t yelled then?

Sure, it might’ve passed quietly, but he wouldn’t have gained anything either.

When his thoughts reached that point, Lee Min Ki made up his mind.

‘Even if I regret it, I’ll do it.’

Might as well go for it.

As his uncertain gaze crossed the spotlights, he saw Director No Ho Yeon signaling from afar.

A signal to let him know it was ready to start.

Lee Min Ki nodded.

And five seconds later:

“Ready, action.”

The signal was distinctly different from the usual “standby, cue” used by drama PDs, fitting for someone with a film background.

As soon as it rang out, an unfamiliar expression settled on Lee Min Ki’s face, like a mask layered over his features.

Then, with a stiff, puppet-like voice, he exclaimed:

“Wow―― This is really delicious――.”
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A devastating sentence erupted from Lee Min Ki’s mouth.

“Ah— looks delicious――.”

It was literally a voice as stiff as a wooden puppet.

It was the kind of voice that made everyone present feel awkward, as if the air had become suffocatingly heavy.

A voice that dared not exist in this space reverberated.

‘What is this?’

‘What did I just hear?’

The staff’s gazes were mixed with an appropriate ratio of surprise and bewilderment.

They say the human brain freezes when it’s shocked; that was exactly the case here. It was as if they had encountered a deer while standing guard.

But the person responsible for the situation, after uttering just one word, seemed utterly indifferent.

No, it was more than that.

“Hmm―― this is the taste— after all, coffee should have depth――.”

He confidently delivered his next line.

“…….”

The awkwardness only deepened.

How could one scene be this uncomfortable?

Even an ordinary person who knew nothing about acting would feel their hands and feet curling up from the cringe-worthy performance. For those familiar with the situation on set, it was enough to make their senses numb.

And yet, was Lee Min Ki someone who usually lacked acting skills?

‘The actor used to be so good at acting.’


‘Is he not feeling well today?’

No.

On the contrary, Lee Min Ki’s acting ability was outstanding, even on set.

He was so talented that it was hard to believe he was a rookie actor.

He knew when to blend in and when to stand out.

His perspective was broad.

His acting was not something common, as he calculated even the movements of the staff beyond the work itself.

But despite that, the current performance from Lee Min Ki was utterly incomprehensible.

‘He wasn’t like this during the script reading.’

‘Even Lee Min Ki has a role he can’t handle.’

‘At this point… I could probably do better.’

‘Now he’s showing his limits.’

Some took pleasure in his apparent flaw.

However.

Others thought differently.

‘This is intentional.’

It was Director No Ho Yeon.

‘Actor Lee Min Ki isn’t the type to act like that without a reason.’

To him, Lee Min Ki was someone obsessed with details.

Bad acting?


Impossible.

If it was the Lee Min Ki he knew, it was only right to interpret it as one big ad-lib.

The only question that remained was: what was the purpose behind this ad-lib?

‘He’s aiming for something. But what?’

‘I think I know, but I can’t be sure.’

Both Kim Ji Hwan and Seol Ha, who had experienced Lee Min Ki enough to understand him, made the same assumption.

And.

Their assumptions were exactly right.

‘I wonder if this will resonate.’

Lee Min Ki’s acting was indeed bad.

In every way, it was intentionally bad acting.

“Why is such―― delicious coffee, so delicious?”

Even the short one-line performance just now was like that.

He imagined how it would feel if someone who had never acted before tried their hand at a commercial.

‘Instead of being aware of the audience beyond the camera, focusing on the camera lens itself.’

Lee Min Ki’s gaze darted back and forth between the camera and the director like a reckless driver cutting through traffic.

‘The voice was stiff. The control of intonation and pacing was all choppy.’

His voice seemed to insist on being heard.

It was a voice that felt as out of place as a propaganda speech from a northern communist party.

‘His hands, restless and unsure of where to be placed.’


Even his posture was awkward and uneasy.

The production team was itching to declare an NG and rush over to pull him off the set.

“Coffee is something… umph!”

Lee Min Ki stammered as if he had bitten his tongue.

Just as everyone thought it was an obvious NG, Director No Ho Yeon shouted something completely different.

“Actor, let’s have a talk for a moment.”

Upon hearing that, someone thought to themselves.

‘Serves him right.’

* * *

In the temporary meeting room set up in the studio.

Director No Ho Yeon stared at Lee Min Ki with a serious, unblinking gaze.

It was such a heavy gaze, as if he was trying to probe into his innermost thoughts.

The tension grew to the point where the water cup in front of them felt out of place. Finally, he opened his mouth.

“Just now, was that intentional?”

“Well.”

Lee Min Ki slowly nodded.

“Yes.”

“I thought so.”

He got straight to the point.

Director No Ho Yeon shook his head and said.

“Let me make it clear, I’m not saying it was bad. I did ask you to improvise, after all. But I do need to know one thing for sure.”

In the next moment.

With a newfound curiosity in his voice, he asked.

“What was your intention?”

His tone was like that of an interrogator.

However, Lee Min Ki knew that this was simply Director No Ho Yeon’s serious nature. He wasn’t trying to pressure him.

‘He genuinely wants to know.’

He was the kind of person who would say what he had to say directly.

He wasn’t one to beat around the bush.

Because of that, Lee Min Ki, instead of giving a roundabout answer, decided to confront it head-on.

“It’s how I interpreted the character Sung Jin Woo.”

He meant the character.

At those words, Director No Ho Yeon’s eyes gleamed with even more interest.

“The character?”

“Yes, I thought bad acting would suit Sung Jin Woo.”

It was exactly as he said.

Lee Min Ki had indeed acted as Sung Jin Woo.

However, the Sung Jin Woo he portrayed was one who, within the story, acted poorly.

‘Sung Jin Woo isn’t someone who would be good at filming commercials from the start.’

That was how Lee Min Ki interpreted the character of Sung Jin Woo.

He could have done the commercial acting properly.

Maybe not perfectly, but he could have at least faked it decently.

With a few retakes, he could have smoothed out the performance.

“But then I thought, would that really be Sung Jin Woo? Wouldn’t I just be showing off my own good acting? That’s when I started to question it.”

This was the doubt that had arisen in Lee Min Ki’s mind.

While Director No Ho Yeon rested his chin on his hand, listening as if urging him to continue, he calmly elaborated.

“What I challenged myself to do wasn’t just commercial acting.”

“Did you see something else?”

“Yes, portraying Sung Jin Woo doing commercial acting was the real challenge.”

Was it awkward?

Of course, it would be.

It had to be awkward.

That was how Lee Min Ki had interpreted the character of Sung Jin Woo.

“I understand your reasoning, but why pursue such a variation in a character you’ve maintained so well?”

Director No Ho Yeon probed further, as if seeking deeper insight.

And this was a question Lee Min Ki had already anticipated.

Actually, saying he anticipated it might be wrong.

He had thought about it for so long that his response was as natural as breathing.

“When you look at genius characters in the media, the more brilliant they are, the more unexpected flaws they tend to have, right?”

“Hmm, for example?”

“Like that genius scientist and millionaire playboy character from America. He’s flawless, but he’s so forgetful that his daily life is a mess.”

That was the charm of that character.

Lee Min Ki raised another example.

“Or the genius characters in Japanese comics. They’re exceptional in their fields but often can’t even cook a simple meal, so they end up eating cheap bread.”

A person who’s perfect in every way lacks charm.

The Sung Jin Woo that Lee Min Ki envisioned was a perfect barista, but someone with flaws in other areas that made him more relatable.

“So, in other words.”

After listening attentively for a while, Director No Ho Yeon finally spoke.

“The flaw you see in Sung Jin Woo is that he’s too perfect.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Lee Min Ki nodded as he said.

“I wanted to give Sung Jin Woo a charming flaw. And that flaw was bad acting.”

Of course, it was a momentary ad-lib, but it wasn’t just bad acting.

When you broke it down, it was an incredibly detailed performance.

It had only been a day, but after experiencing the CF set, Lee Min Ki had a clear understanding of what kind of acting was required for commercials.

So, he avoided all of that.

It was like intentionally selecting the wrong answers on a test to score zero.

That was the kind of acting Lee Min Ki had just displayed.

‘Well, a barista doesn’t need to be good at acting. It’s certainly intriguing.’

Director No Ho Yeon looked at Lee Min Ki.

After all, this was the final episode.

There was no rush in filming, and with the grand finale of the episode, some minor adjustments could be made.

Some suitable modifications might be necessary, but it wasn’t a problem to tweak things.

What’s the issue?

In a typical drama setting, story-related matters would usually be discussed separately with the scriptwriter in charge. However, Director No Ho Yeon was an exception.

Since he came from the film industry, he, like many in the Korean movie scene, also took on the role of the scriptwriter.

This allowed him to make on-the-spot adjustments as needed.

‘There’s no problem here.’

His focus shifted to something else.

‘This actor has a wider perspective on the work than I thought.’

Lee Min Ki himself.

He wasn’t simply fulfilling the role he was given but was thoroughly researching his character’s strengths and weaknesses.

Usually, rookies were either overly enthusiastic or had a narrow view, but this one was the opposite.

‘I should’ve let him ad-lib from the beginning.’

Regretful.

Since it was his first drama and the actor was a rookie, he had intentionally kept everything under tight control.

If they shot again, next time he’d grant him more freedom.

Maybe he’d coax him into doing another project later.

‘It’s a shame I only found out about this at the end.’

Director No Ho Yeon let out a small sigh inwardly.

Of course, only inwardly.

On set, he maintained his image as a perfectionist so as not to be underestimated by the actors.

“Anyway, I understand now. After hearing your explanation, I think your opinion is valid.”

“So, does that mean…?”

“Let’s go with Sung Jin Woo doing bad acting.”

“……!”

Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened.

Not only had his interpretation been acknowledged, but it was even going to be reflected in the work.

This was an achievement he had obtained just before the drama’s conclusion.

“Is that for real?”

“There’s no need to be surprised. As long as it makes the work more interesting, that’s all that matters. If we stick to something too plain, it can get dull, right? There are many ways to finish a story with a flourish.”

Director No Ho Yeon spoke as if it was nothing.

“But since we need to make some small adjustments, let’s take a break.”

From now on, it was the director’s time.

Even with adjustments in the middle, he would have to polish things up to ensure the flow remained smooth from start to finish.

There were many people waiting on set, so it needed to be quick.

Just as he was about to get started.

“Wait.”

There was something he wanted to praise.

Director No Ho Yeon called out to Lee Min Ki.

“The part where you bit your tongue at the end—great detail.”

“…….”

“That was intentional, right?”

With a tone as if he was the only one who understood, Lee Min Ki swallowed hard and replied.

“Ah, of course!”

It wasn’t.

That had been a mistake.

In the current atmosphere, he couldn’t bring himself to refute it, so Director No Ho Yeon continued, as if he had known all along.

“I thought so, that was my favorite part.”

“…….”

So it was, indeed.

Yes, sir.

* * *

Director No Ho Yeon made changes to the script.

If the actors could adapt flexibly and ad-lib to suit the situation, directors could also revise the script within manageable bounds.

This time was no different.

“A truly delicious―― coffee, delightful coffee――.”

While Lee Min Ki performed his bad acting, they repeated the shoot from the start.

With different angles, different perspectives, the camera closed in.

And.

As time passed, Lee Min Ki’s acting improved.

“A truly delicious coffee, delightful— coffee.”

It had become watchable.

Some might see this as Lee Min Ki gradually improving through repeated filming, but the truth was this.

‘As expected, he’s a good actor.’

This was all within the scope of the revised script.

‘Slowly improving. More quietly than a turtle’s steps, more gradually than an ant’s effort, more silently than the stock market rising.’

This was the story of [Sung Jin Woo] as acted by Lee Min Ki.

At first, his performance was unmistakably ‘bad acting,’ but by the 19th retake, he had successfully reached the level of ‘inexperienced acting.’

Yes.

Lee Min Ki was portraying a character who was improving his acting skills.

It was all part of Director No Ho Yeon’s plan.

‘I’ll edit this and use it.’

It was a portrayal of how Sung Jin Woo, determined to master the commercial, improved through sheer will and practice.

However, to those who only caught a glimpse of the situation, it seemed different.

‘So he really couldn’t act.’

‘But still, he’s improving. Slowly, but he is.’

‘He’s like a water rocket.’

It only looked as though Lee Min Ki was improving at a sluggish pace.

But after the 27th retake ended.

“Good, Min Ki. Show us something great this time.”

“Yes!”

At Director No Ho Yeon’s shout, Lee Min Ki’s eyes lit up.

And soon after, his real skill was revealed.

“…….”

“…….”

“…….”

With just one line, the trio of extras who had been secretly criticizing him fell silent.

‘What’s going on?’

‘What just happened?’

‘He knew how to do it all along?’

The person had changed.

Was this really the same person who had been showing such slow progress a moment ago?

In an instant, he had transformed into a perfect professional actor.

“Good job.”

While some of the extras were dumbfounded, Director No Ho Yeon praised Lee Min Ki with a look of pride.

“It seems like we’ll get a good scene.”

“Thanks to you, director. Thank you.”

And so, with a small hiccup, the final shoot came to a successful conclusion.

The drama had already aired up to episode 12, so they had only about three weeks’ worth of content left.

But considering the industry’s average pace, this was a very stable situation.

‘Ah, I feel so relieved.’

Lee Min Ki stretched widely, feeling liberated from the filming set.

It felt like he had become a free man.

But to truly be free, there was still one thing left to do.

That was.

“Actor, see you again soon.”

“Indeed.”

It was the studio shorts.

Last time was a rehearsal, but this time it was the main shoot.

Just one week after the rehearsal, they were already moving on to actual filming.

‘Wow, this is really happening.’

Lee Min Ki murmured as he glanced around the interior set designed to look like a real house.

“With the props to prepare and everything, I thought it’d take longer, but I didn’t expect we’d shoot this fast. Truly a top-notch studio.”

“Hoho, don’t be surprised.”

Although Director Kwon Ye Rin spoke modestly, she shrugged her shoulders as if pleased with the compliment and said.

“Commercial production is all about speed. Sometimes, we plan things the day before and shoot the next day. There are even companies that can make props on the same day.”

“Wow….”

So this is how the world works.

No wonder everyone on set had dark circles under their eyes like makeup.

As Lee Min Ki marveled, Director Kwon Ye Rin, feeling a bit embarrassed, cleared her throat and spoke.

“You’ve studied the storyboard I sent you, right?”

“Oh, yes.”

“What did you think?”

“Well.”

He had been waiting a long time to share his thoughts directly with the person in charge.

With a faint smile, Lee Min Ki said.

“It’s really fun. I’m sure this will be a huge hit.”

“Right?”

Director Kwon Ye Rin giggled as if she had expected that response.

“‘Wearing Coffee,’ I think it suits you perfectly. You’re such a great actor, after all.”

“Haha… hearing that from you makes me a bit bashful.”

Lee Min Ki chuckled lightly.

But his thoughts weren’t quite the same.

“It’s fun, but it’s going to be really tough.”

The commercial storyboard.

It turned out to be an unexpected challenge.
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There was something about watching actors.

“People change.”

People did change.

The moment they started acting in earnest, it felt as if they transformed into a completely different person from the one you originally knew.

To the average person, this was akin to witnessing magic.

“Seriously, this guy seems like a total couch potato, but as soon as he starts acting, he becomes a king straight out of a historical drama.”

“Jim Carrey? How can that actor be the same person as before? I thought it was someone else entirely.”

“Actors really aren’t just actors for no reason.”

Their appearance is the same.

Their scent is the same.

They are the person you’ve always known.

So why do they suddenly feel like a stranger, even though all the information matches your memory?

It was simple.

-If you’re an actor, you must be able to change everything except the foundation to truly become an actor.

That’s what actors should do.

That’s what being an actor is.

Starting from something as simple as their footsteps, to the movements of their hands, their facial expressions, the tone of their voice, inflection, and nuance, they must be able to change everything to be considered an actor.

-Abandon yourself. Discard your way of walking, your breathing patterns, and even how you blink. Only by discarding everything can you become an actor.

That’s what acting is.


It’s about becoming someone other than yourself.

‘Changing, huh.’

Lee Min Ki stood with both feet on the studio floor, dressed like an office worker.

His suit fit him sharply.

On top, he wore a crisp white dress shirt, and below, slim-fit dress pants that extended perfectly down his legs.

A company ID hung around his neck in a lively arc.

A typical new employee look.

However, the role he had to act from now on was far from typical.

‘…This is going to be tough.’

It was none other than transforming into a completely different person.

Like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, his task was to change into a new person in an instant.

This was the comment that came with the storyboard synopsis.

“The new employee drinks a coffee and completely transforms into another person. The idea is to show that you can change just by drinking a familiar beverage. We’d like you to express the shift in energy. Think of Clark Kent in American films, who becomes Superman as soon as he straightens his chest and lifts his head. We’re looking for a cool transformation.”

It sounded easy.

It was something any actor would want to try at least once.

After all, the Superman role was such a legendary reference in the industry.

Rustle, rustle.

Lee Min Ki read through the storyboard again, which he had already worn out from reading so many times, as he sunk deeper into his thoughts.

‘Come to think of it, there was a time back at the academy when we were assigned a project about split personalities.’

What was it again?


They said that actors could clearly understand their role from the gap in that change.

It was quite an intriguing task.

‘I played both a man and a woman back then.’

It was a male personality and a female personality.

To emphasize the difference between the two genders, he had to do a ton of research.

Even the range of motion in his pelvis when taking a step would make the feeling change as drastically as heaven and earth.

He’d thought a lot about what constituted a feminine gaze, a feminine posture.

He’d done well for the most part, but in the middle of it, his voice had cracked, and he’d ended up getting laughed at a lot.

“….”

His face flushed red.

‘Ahhhh… I should’ve just done what everyone else did.’

Why do embarrassing memories always last so long?

Even so, it felt like he was starting to get an idea.

It was at that moment when he ran the simulation through his mind one last time.

“Ready.”

About twenty steps away, Director Kwon Ye Rin, who was grouped together with the staff, signaled to Lee Min Ki.

“Action!”

It began.

The moment that voice resonated through the air.

Lee Min Ki sat in the office chair, slumped his head, and sighed deeply as if the world was caving in.


“Hoo…”

It was just a simple movement.

Just sitting in the chair and letting out a sigh as though exhausted by the world.

Yet, it felt like the only thing in existence.

The usually gentle and healthy image of actor Lee Min Ki disappeared with that short sigh.

Sitting there was a completely different person.

A new employee.

Just an ordinary, weary new employee A, worn down by corporate life.

His upper body drooped so weakly that you’d want to walk over and offer him comfort.

At that moment, when it seemed like he might shatter like glass with just one more push.

“Hey, rookie.”

A chubby man approached and plopped down some documents on his desk with a thud.

“Here, take this, and this. And this too. You can get it all done by lunch, right?”

It was the classic sight of work being dumped on him.

But Lee Min Ki accepted them all silently, without a word.

Then, just as the man was about to leave.

With a shaky gaze, he glanced at the documents left on his desk, but instead of picking them up.

Clank!

He grabbed the can of coffee sitting on the desk with a firm grip.

It was a can of coffee, elegantly branded with “BFC” – Bumcheon Food Company.

Click.

Gulp, gulp.

Lee Min Ki downed the can in an instant.

And as he picked up the documents and stood up, Director Kwon Ye Rin’s heart began to race.

‘It’s starting.’

This was the beginning of the ordeal set in the storyboard.

‘This won’t be easy.’

The commercial was about a person completely transforming after drinking a single cup of coffee.

The copywriter had come up with the idea after witnessing how a sharp-tongued actress had calmed down as soon as she saw Lee Min Ki back when he used to frequent commercial sets.

‘It’s either fresh or overly simple, depending on how you see it.’

After all, there were tons of commercials with similar concepts everywhere.

But that’s the nature of ideas.

In a world where hundreds of ads were churned out every day, truly innovative ideas didn’t exist.

What really mattered was how they were executed.

How they were directed, and how they were acted.

‘Let’s see.’

A lot was riding on Lee Min Ki’s performance.

Apparently, the fate of the commercial would be decided by his acting skills.

Even if it wasn’t perfect, they could always reshoot, but the foundation had to be solid.

‘He needs to give us something to work with.’

Director Kwon Ye Rin hoped Lee Min Ki would at least do well enough not to be embarrassing.

Tock! Clang.

At that moment, the can fell to the floor and rolled away, and Lee Min Ki loosened the tie around his neck and tossed it to the ground.

Step.

Simultaneously, he shoved one hand into the pocket of his suit pants and started walking down the corridor in his dress shoes.

And then.

‘Huh?’

Director Kwon Ye Rin’s eyes widened.

‘Is that the same guy from before?’

All he did was get up from the chair.

In just a fleeting moment.

In the blink of an eye, Lee Min Ki’s presence completely changed.

‘Were his shoulders always that broad?’

His hunched back suddenly spread wide like a manta ray, filling the set in an instant.

‘That jawline is sharp.’

His previously slackened jawline tightened.

Confidence began to radiate.

Shk.

Lee Min Ki slicked back his hair with one hand.

The pre-set parting revealed a cool, confident forehead.

He rolled up his sleeves.

His muscular forearms, which had already shown their strength in Forever Green, were revealed.

A metal watch on his wrist boasted its thickness.

And then.

‘His expression is so composed.’

Even his face had changed.

His eyebrows lowered.

The drooping corners of his eyes lifted.

His eyes became larger.

His protruding lips receded inward.

With each step Lee Min Ki took, it was as if the man himself was ascending an escalator, changing stage by stage.

By the time he had confidently strode about ten steps from where he had been a timid new employee just moments ago, he had transformed into the hidden heir of the company’s chairman.

‘Damn.’

‘That confidence is explosive.’

‘That style suits him too.’

‘Is he really the same guy from before?’

As the set crew marveled at Lee Min Ki’s transformation.

With the click-clacking sound of his shoes, Lee Min Ki had already walked up to the manager’s desk and called out with a clear voice.

“Excuse me, Manager.”

The next moment.

A pile of documents crashed down onto the manager’s desk.

They were the ones the manager had left earlier.

“Let’s split the work.”

“….”

The manager looked down at the scattered documents, his chubby chin hanging open in disbelief.

It was as if something that should never have happened in this world had just occurred.

As he alternated between looking at the documents and Lee Min Ki, his forehead began to twitch uncontrollably.

“Cut!”

Director Kwon Ye Rin’s voice rang loudly across the set.

At the same time, the tension, which had been taut like a string pulled tight, snapped like an arrow loosed from a bow.

‘Did it work?’

Lee Min Ki flinched.

Acting out a scene where a person changes completely after drinking a single cup of coffee.

He had practiced it to the best of his ability, but it was such a unique performance that even he wasn’t entirely sure.

Thump, thump.

As time passed with his heart pounding like a hammer.

Director Kwon Ye Rin beamed brightly and shouted.

“Min Ki, you’re a genius!”

“….”

It seemed he’d done well.

Finally relaxing, Lee Min Ki let out a long breath and said.

“…Thank, you.”

Oops, he bit his tongue.

His face flushed again as his tongue slipped from the lingering tension.

Embarrassing.

He had done it at the academy too, and now, after doing everything well on set, he’d made this kind of mistake at the last moment.

‘Ahhhh.’

It was so embarrassing, with everyone watching.

But did you know?

Mistakes, depending on the circumstances and the person who makes them, can result in completely different outcomes.

‘Did he just bite his tongue?’

Small laughs began to spread among the crew.

‘He has that side to him too?’

‘I was a little intimidated by his acting just now, but he’s still cute.’

‘I think I’m going to become a fan of Lee Min Ki from today.’

Director Kwon Ye Rin, who was about to burst into laughter along with the others, barely suppressed it at the last second and said.

“You did so well. Let’s shoot from a different angle now.”

* * *

That evening.

“We’ll make it good enough to submit to Cannes (one of the top three international advertising festivals).”

With Director Kwon Ye Rin’s confident voice, the shoot wrapped up.

“Haha, isn’t Cannes a bit of a stretch though?”

“Why? We could make it if we try.”

Was it really that easy?

The number of Korean actors who made it to Cannes could be counted on one hand.

‘It would be great if I could be one of them, but….’

Well, it still felt like a star far too distant to aim for.

It wasn’t that Lee Min Ki was underestimating himself, but Cannes was simply the dream of everyone in this industry.

On the other hand, Director Kwon Ye Rin’s expression was filled with excitement.

The cold, aloof attitude she’d had when they first met was nowhere to be seen.

“I was so surprised today, you know? You did so well, Min Ki. Usually, new actors struggle a bit… Well, not that this is something I should be telling you. Anyway, look forward to it.”

“I’ll trust you, Director.”

Lee Min Ki let out a small chuckle as he tried to gather his surprised feelings.

‘Can people really change like that?’

She seemed so thrilled.

Her enthusiasm was almost tangible.

But this was the kind of relationship a director and an actor were supposed to have.

Like a craftsman rejoicing over finding a good tool, for a director, a great actor becomes their muse.

For Director Kwon Ye Rin, Lee Min Ki was an actor who inspired her creativity.

Of course.

“When I make my debut as a director one day, I’ll have to reach out to actor Lee Min Ki.”

This was also the case for other staff members.

All day, Lee Min Ki was the topic of conversation among them.

Mostly in a positive light.

“Idiot, by then, would actor Lee Min Ki even be at the level where he’d agree to work with you?”

“Well, who says I can’t reach out to Hollywood actors?”

Among them was someone who didn’t just talk but mustered up the courage to act.

“Mr. Actor, we’re all going out for dinner tonight. Would you like to join us?”

“Ah, I’m sorry. I have a workout appointment later.”

“Wow… self-discipline.”

Of course, summoning the courage didn’t always yield results.

Even being rejected didn’t necessarily lead to bad feelings.

“Now I see why he has such a great body, thanks to his discipline.”

“Not just anyone can be an actor.”

“That guy is going to be successful.”

With that, Lee Min Ki left the drinking party behind and walked out of the studio feeling lighter.

After all, he was heading to exercise.

His gym trainer from [Gym Near My Home], Trainer Kwon, was even coming for a personal training session, so he couldn’t just skip it.

In the past, he might’ve tried to find an excuse if he really couldn’t make it, but now there wasn’t even room for that.

‘Busy, busy.’

He’d just drop off his stuff at home and head out immediately.

It was while Lee Min Ki was walking through the alley near his apartment with that thought in mind.

“….”

Somewhere in that alley.

About twenty meters away, a suspicious man was standing.

His hoodie pulled down low.

Holding something wrapped in newspaper in one hand.

‘Is that… what I think it is?’

As Lee Min Ki tensed up.

The other person thought.

‘Found you, Lee Min Ki.’

Finally, they had crossed paths.
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‘This is strange.’

Lee Min Ki flinched at the sight of the man whose face was deeply hidden by a hoodie.

A hoodie itself wasn’t strange.

However, the man had completely concealed his face with black sunglasses and a mask, and above all, his hands were strange.

‘Is he holding a weapon?’

He was holding a newspaper.

There’s nothing strange about that.

But Lee Min Ki knew what that newspaper was used for.

‘It’s that thing I saw while filming “Forever Green”.’

It was something commonly seen in thriller movies.

A newspaper hiding a weapon inside.

It was often used to catch the victim off guard.

The crumpled newspaper in the hand of the man in the hoodie had that exact shape.

‘No way.’

It better not be someone like a villain from a thriller.

While Lee Min Ki, despite meeting him for the first time, subtly heightened his guard, the man’s heart was also pounding for a different reason.

‘Finally, I found him.’

He had been searching for Lee Min Ki diligently for the past few weeks.

Of course, it wouldn’t have been hard to find him.


All he had to do was visit the studio.

The problem was that he needed to meet Lee Min Ki one-on-one, in a private place.

Why?

‘Just one arm, and I’ll get 30 million won.’

Because he was a hitman who did such work.

His main job was ambushing people and causing physical injuries, usually disguised as accidents.

Like subtly smashing an athlete’s Achilles tendon, for instance.

‘Given who the target is, the pay is really good.’

When he first received the offer, he thought he had hit the jackpot.

After all, a person is a person, whether they are a celebrity or a regular person—made of the same flesh and bone.

In the eyes of an expert, that’s all it was.

Even the client who commissioned the job didn’t seem to care too much about the details.

[They didn’t even ask for him to be killed, just for an arm to be injured. They must really have some grudge against him.]

[Why do you need to know that for the job?]

[No, I was just curious because I saw a movie about something like this. Ah, if you’re uncomfortable talking about it, you don’t have to.]

What the client had said was something to behold.

[Imagine you’re holding a fly swatter, and there’s a fly annoying you. There’s no reason not to swat it, right?]

It was a brutally blunt expression.

Just because it annoyed him, he wanted one of Lee Min Ki’s arms broken.

There must have been more to the story, but there was no reason for a contractor to pry into such matters.


The fly swatter just works according to the money given.

‘Has this rookie actor already made enemies?’

The client was apparently quite well-known in the underworld.

Of all people, it had to be him.

But aside from that, the pay was more than enough.

That was enough for him.

However, despite the initial smooth start, he had been feeling uneasy lately.

Because things hadn’t gone as planned.

‘I thought I was going to die from how our paths never crossed.’

For some strange reason, Lee Min Ki had avoided every place the man had checked beforehand.

If he waited in one alley, Lee Min Ki would go through another alley.

If he waited near the studio, Manager Park Han Mo would drive him home.

If he waited in front of his usual restaurant, he would bring someone else along.

He had prepared and reviewed his plans several times, but Lee Min Ki seemed to avoid him like a ghost.

‘He’s ridiculously lucky. But that luck ends today.’

The hooded man walked past Lee Min Ki without a care, as if he hadn’t even noticed him.

His movements were as if he were just another passerby.

But the hair on the back of Lee Min Ki’s neck stood on end, like the latest high-tech antenna.

Maybe it was because he was so used to misfortune.

Lee Min Ki instinctively knew how to avoid danger.


Step, step.

He subtly changed his direction, naturally avoiding the path the man was walking on.

Hoping that nothing would happen.

While fiddling with his phone in one hand, he kept his eyes alert and on guard.

But, that movement seemed to provoke the man.

‘He noticed.’

The man swiftly lunged.

He moved quickly, trying to overpower Lee Min Ki in one go.

That’s when the problem occurred.

‘Huh?’

It was a coincidence.

A plastic bag happened to be lying where the man stepped.

And, it caused the man to trip.

Rustle.

“Ugh?!”

The man’s body spun through the air in a bizarre arc.

“Gah!”

He crashed dramatically onto the concrete, groaning in pain, and the newspaper bundle slipped from his grasp.

It rolled directly towards Lee Min Ki.

‘This…’

Lee Min Ki kicked the newspaper aside.

The object that tumbled out from inside was baffling.

‘A flashlight?’

It was a flashlight.

Not just any flashlight, but one that looked like it could be used for self-defense.

Its reinforced plastic parts, plastered all over, made it look menacing.

The grip was designed so that it wouldn’t slip, even during intense movements.

On top of that, it was longer than most ordinary flashlights.

Its exact model was the [Iljijeonsan HX-1].

How did Lee Min Ki know this?

‘It’s the one I saw during the shoot.’

It was one of the props used on set during the filming of “Forever Green.”

Though they ultimately didn’t use it because it didn’t seem intense enough, he still remembered its intended use.

‘It’s supposed to blind people with its light and then be used like a club to beat them.’

It was a self-defense tool.

Its long shape made it suitable for swinging like a baseball bat to hit someone. It may look like this, but it was definitely capable of cracking someone’s skull.

However, what made this tool truly dangerous was something else.

It wasn’t considered a weapon.

‘It’s more threatening than a standard baton, but since it’s not classified as a weapon, it’s often used in crimes.’

What was it again?

People would use it to assault others and, when caught, could easily make excuses.

According to the director, professionals in the industry often use it.

Even if caught, they could pass it off as mutual violence.

‘Why is this here?’

Lee Min Ki hesitated for a moment, then picked it up and examined it.

His suspicion soon turned into certainty.

It was exactly what he thought it was.

‘I thought the director was joking.’

But it turned out what he had heard back then was true.

As he stared in disbelief, the man, who had already regained his stance, was glaring at him with bloodshot eyes.

Gulp.

Lee Min Ki swallowed nervously.

Step.

Holding the flashlight in one hand, he began to step backward slowly.

It was clear from his actions that he was on high alert.

The man clenched his teeth.

‘Damn it.’

This was beyond frustrating.

How could a professional lose his equipment to the target?

It was utterly pathetic.

Was this even a situation that made sense?

His face flushed at the thought that this had never happened in all the time he’d been doing this job.

If anyone found out, he wouldn’t be able to show his face.

‘Still, a job is a job.’

The man gritted his teeth.

‘If you don’t have teeth, you bite with your gums.’

Just because he lost one tool didn’t mean he couldn’t finish the job.

There was no way he couldn’t handle one actor barehanded.

…At least, that’s what he thought as he charged forward.

“Ah!”

“…!”

Suddenly, Lee Min Ki shouted loudly and switched on the flashlight, pointing it directly at the man’s face.

Whoosh!

In an instant, the entire alley lit up like broad daylight.

A powerful beam of light, just short of blinding, shone directly into the man’s face.

It was the HX-1 self-defense flashlight.

Designed to blind an opponent with its light, giving the user time to strike or escape, the tool was working as intended.

“…Ugh!”

The unexpected counterattack caused the man to stagger backward, momentarily losing his vision.

As the man flailed in confusion, two thoughts raced through Lee Min Ki’s mind.

‘Do I run? Or do I subdue him and hand him over to the police?’

If he wanted to escape, now was the time.

But if he ran, he wouldn’t be able to uncover the man’s identity.

On the other hand, if he subjugated the man on the spot, it would be ideal.

However, in doing so, he would have to take on extra risk.

As an actor whose image would suffer greatly from even the slightest injury, it was not a good gamble.

Moreover, since the man hadn’t actually inflicted any harm yet, it would be difficult to justify a confrontation.

‘There’s no need to take unnecessary risks. I’ll just run and report it to the police.’

Lee Min Ki had made up his mind when—

“You bastard!”

The man had regained his composure, glaring at him with wide, angry eyes.

Thanks for not running away.

Even though the situation had taken an unexpected turn, it wasn’t too late.

‘You’re dead.’

The man gripped the knuckles in his pocket tightly and glared at Lee Min Ki when—

“…!”

The man suddenly bit his lip as he noticed someone appear at the far end of the alley.

Damn it.

A person he didn’t want to be seen by was standing there.

Long limbs and a face that looked like he found everything in life to be a bother.

It was someone the client had repeatedly emphasized not to be discovered by.

‘Ugh.’

Things had gone terribly wrong.

So wrong that it couldn’t have gone worse.

The man hesitated for a moment before—

“Damn it!”

He turned around and bolted, kicking off the ground forcefully.

Without even glancing back.

“…”

Left standing in the middle of the alley, Lee Min Ki stared blankly at the spot where the man had fled.

‘What just happened?’

I was about to run, but the other guy ran first.

What was that about?

What was that person trying to do to me?

I have no idea.

‘Could it be that I’ve started getting targeted just because I’m a celebrity?’

Were they planning to kidnap me, threaten me, and take my money?

What was the name of that movie I watched before?

‘Ah, a hostage situation.’

Yeah, like a hostage situation.

The one where criminals kidnap a superstar actor and hold them hostage.

Was I almost involved in something like that?

‘I guess I should report this to the police. I should also notify JC.’

As his thoughts raced in confusion, making it difficult for him to focus on just one thing,

“Hey, what are you doing there?”

A man called out from behind him.

Flinch.

Startled by the previous encounter, Lee Min Ki turned around as if he had just seen a ghost.

“Ji Hwan?”

Yes.

Standing at the opposite end of the alley was Kim Ji Hwan.

He was looking at Lee Min Ki with a puzzled expression.

“Are you filming a movie? A thriller?”

“It’s not that, but… it almost turned into one.”

Although he wasn’t sure if this was the right moment to be cracking jokes, Lee Min Ki, still feeling unsure, asked,

“By the way, what are you doing here? Do you live nearby?”

“No, I live in Yeoksam.”

Ah, Yeoksam.

That’s a nice neighborhood.

But why did you come all the way here?

Unable to grasp the situation, Lee Min Ki frowned.

“Do you really not remember?”

Kim Ji Hwan chuckled and said,

“You’re funny. You’re the one who suggested we watch a movie and study every Friday night.”

“Ah.”

That.

For a moment, Lee Min Ki was caught off guard.

‘Doesn’t it seem weird to show up without making proper plans?’

Just because he casually mentioned it over a meal, he came without any further contact?

His sense of timing was off.

But right now, Lee Min Ki appreciated Kim Ji Hwan’s strange behavior.

‘It feels a little safer with someone around on this dark street.’

Feeling a strange sense of relief, Lee Min Ki said,

“Let me call the police first. Oh, and I need to go to the gym as well.”

First, the gym.

* * *

However, even after reporting the incident, there wasn’t much help the police could provide.

There wasn’t any solid evidence left at the scene, and there were no CCTVs.

‘It feels like I’ve been haunted by a ghost.’

The police said they would investigate, but advised him not to expect too much.

In the end, it felt like he just got his face remembered by the police.

They were surprisingly friendly too.

‘I thought Korean police were supposed to be rude, but I guess not.’

Anyway, the matter seemed to be coming to a close without much progress, but there was someone who reacted differently.

“…So that happened.”

JC Entertainment.

Seo Jung Woo, one of the key figures representing this company.

He was also known as the strategist of JC.

He was highly sensitive to what had happened to Lee Min Ki.

“I didn’t expect things like this to still happen.”

It didn’t seem like he was merely concerned because an actor under his company had nearly been involved in an incident.

Rather, it seemed like he had some specific idea of what was going on.

He even seemed to know who the culprit was.

“Has this happened often?”

Lee Min Ki asked, trying to hide his nervousness while his heart pounded at the thought of hearing some inside scoop.

“It used to happen quite frequently. Not anymore, though.”

Director Seo Jung Woo sighed and said,

“I’ll need to have a word with the CEO.”

“The CEO?”

Goo In Mo of JC Entertainment?

The name of someone he had never met before caused Lee Min Ki to flinch, but Director Seo continued.

“When it comes to things like this, the CEO is an expert.”
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Thump, thump.

Lee Min Ki’s heart raced uncontrollably, not allowing him even a moment’s rest.

Recently, he’d become quite courageous, yet now he couldn’t calm down.

The reason was simple—he was just moments away from meeting a legend in the industry.

‘I’m really going to meet CEO Goo In Mo.’

CEO Goo In Mo.

The head of JC Entertainment, and along with Director Seo Jung Woo, one of the two pillars supporting the company.

Moreover, he was known by a specific nickname.

[The Defender, Goo In Mo]

If Seo Jung Woo was focused on bringing in celebrities, Goo In Mo was famous for ensuring that none of them left.

‘Even people who were full of complaints about JC supposedly turned into JC devotees after meeting CEO Goo In Mo. They said it’s almost like magic.’

Once a celebrity loses trust in a company, it’s nearly impossible to recover that. How on earth did he manage to hold onto them?

Lee Min Ki had heard of his reputation over and over again during his time as a no-name actor, to the point where his ears nearly wore out.

The Defender, Goo In Mo.

It was a name you couldn’t forget after hearing it once.

‘It’s a bit childish to give someone a nickname, but on the flip side, it means they’re that successful.’

How amazing could this person be?

How exceptional must his abilities be as a human being for this to be possible?

‘Does he have, like, six arms? Two sets of eyes, noses, and mouths? No, wait, eyes are normally in pairs.’


Despite all this, he was rarely seen in the media.

It was hard to even find a single picture of him.

‘He must dress super stylishly, right? His voice would be deep and low, giving off immediate trustworthiness.’

While Lee Min Ki was sitting in the conference room lost in all sorts of imaginations, Director Seo Jung Woo spoke up.

“It’s your first time meeting the CEO, isn’t it, Actor Lee?”

“Oh, yes.”

“The CEO is often very busy. He rarely comes to the office.”

Director Seo spoke in a casual tone.

Then, as if he felt he hadn’t explained enough, he added more.

“To be precise, it’s his principle that a CEO should be out of the office to work properly.”

Was that so?

Lee Min Ki was quietly impressed.

‘A person with their own beliefs is different.’

In truth, if someone wanted to be critical, they could argue against it.

How many companies have been ruined by CEOs being away from the office and missing internal discontent?

But since he’d grown the company with this approach, from a results-driven perspective, there didn’t seem to be a problem.

“When you meet him this time, you’ll be quite surprised.”

“Will I?”

“Yes, in both good and bad ways. He’s an unusual person. The CEO is an entertaining man.”

Director Seo Jung Woo smiled faintly.


For some reason, that smile had a mischievous hint to it, which Lee Min Ki would understand just a few minutes later.

“Damn it.”

The person who entered the conference room.

A man wearing sunglasses, with tanned skin and arms covered in tattoos, walked in and spoke.

“Why the hell are you dragging a busy man to the office? The company should come to me.”

“……”

Lee Min Ki’s brain momentarily froze.

‘Who is this guy?’

His tone was a bit rough.

Even after pulling himself together, the man still looked completely native.

His slouching posture showed he wasn’t new to this attitude either.

Even in the best possible light, he seemed like someone completely unfit for company life.

Maybe someone who would beat people up in an underground gambling den in Macau.

‘What’s with that black plastic bag he’s carrying? Smuggling goods? Wait, why is the director staying quiet?’

While his brain struggled to catch up with reality, Director Seo smiled warmly and said.

“Actor Lee, this is the CEO.”

“What?”

Had he heard wrong?

While Lee Min Ki’s mind was still overwhelmed, Director Seo turned to the gangster-looking man and said.

“CEO, this is Actor Lee Min Ki.”


“I know.”

Ah, so he really was the CEO.

He really was.

Wasn’t he?

As Lee Min Ki’s doubts grew more intense, Director Seo laughed even deeper.

‘As expected.’

Since starting at JC, seeing this reaction had become one of his small pleasures.

* * *

In the perfectly soundproof conference room, where no noise came in or out.

In that silent space.

“You’re handsome.”

CEO Goo In Mo spoke up.

“I’ve seen a few of your works, but you look better in person.”

“Yes, Actor Lee is visually quite appealing.”

“Jung Woo has an eye for people. Let’s schedule a photoshoot soon. Jung Woo, what would be good?”

“How about furniture?”

“Furniture? Yeah, that’s good. A bed or interior lighting. If we’re making a premium actor, we should shoot premium ads.”

While leaving Lee Min Ki standing like a backdrop, the two continued their conversation.

From the way they talked, it seemed like he really was the CEO.

He was.

But looking at his actions, it was still hard to believe.

For example.

Psssh!

Gulp, gulp.

“Ah!”

The fact that he’d brought beer cans into the conference room and was cracking them open.

‘What is this?’

So that black plastic bag contained this.

No wonder it looked lumpy; it was full of beer cans.

‘Ah, where is JC’s future headed?’

A CEO cracking open beer cans at the office. Or is it because he’s the CEO that he can do that?

But after being shocked from the start, nothing could surprise him anymore.

That was what he thought.

Until—

“Would you like one too, Actor?”

With just a single sentence, CEO Goo shattered that expectation.

“…I’ll pass.”

“Is it because of a diet?”

No.

Would it really be because of a diet?

Isn’t it more normal to not even consider the idea of drinking in a conference room?

As Lee Min Ki declined, CEO Goo clicked his tongue in disappointment and said.

“Ah, real honest conversations come out when you’ve had a bit to drink.”

Right, they were here to talk.

Lee Min Ki, who had almost forgotten, remembered this fact when CEO Goo sighed and spoke.

“From what I’ve heard from Director Jung Woo, you were attacked by some thug on your way home?”

“Oh, yes.”

Lee Min Ki nodded.

“And the weapon was… a flashlight?”

“Yes, it was designed as a self-defense tool.”

“Did you see the attacker’s face?”

“No. He was wearing a hat. And a mask.”

“A professional.”

CEO Goo appeared deep in thought.

What should be said?

It seemed less like speculation and more like he had expected this.

As he tapped his chin, his sharp eyes suddenly gleamed, and he turned to Director Seo Jung Woo.

“I’ve already come to my own conclusion, but what do you think, Jung Woo? Could it be him?”

At that, Director Seo blinked briefly, then nodded in agreement.

“Yes, I think so.”

“If anyone would pull this kind of stunt, it’s obvious.”

“There aren’t many who would.”

The two seemed to have reached the same conclusion.

While Lee Min Ki, left out of their understanding, wore a confused expression, CEO Goo spoke again.

“Actor, from here on out, what we discuss is strictly off the record. Can you keep a secret?”

Sensing the gravity in his words, Lee Min Ki nodded carefully.

He instinctively felt it.

What he was about to hear would be more confidential than anything he’d learned during his entire time in the industry.

“Alright, let’s talk.”

CEO Goo took a deep breath before speaking.

“The culprit is probably Hwang In Goo.”

“What?”

Startled by the unexpected name, Lee Min Ki flinched as CEO Goo continued.

“Hwang In Goo of Daon, he’s probably the one who ordered the attack.”

Daon Entertainment.

Just recently, it had been the agency of Lee Min Ki’s dreams.

The very name he had yearned to join for years came out so bluntly from CEO Goo’s mouth.

“He’s the biggest bastard in the business.”

So bluntly.

* * *

“Actor, did you know that the entertainment business used to be heavily linked with gangsters?”

CEO Goo began to explain the fundamentals.

“It’s not as bad now, but up until about ten years ago, gangster capital was mixed into the industry. These days, it’s more sophisticated. Mainly through nightlife. You’ve probably heard of it at least once, right?”

“Well.”

After a brief hesitation, Lee Min Ki slowly nodded.

“Yes, to some extent.”

Was it only something he’d just heard about?

The Korean entertainment industry had been thrown into chaos.

‘A significant number of celebrities from major entertainment companies were tied up with dirty money.’

Loansharking, gambling, drugs, and even the sex industry—everything was tangled together in a massive scandal.

It had gotten to the point where it was rare not to see a headline about it daily.

But despite all the noise, the conclusion had been rather anticlimactic.

[Suspect Y, Not Indicted Due to Lack of Evidence]

Aside from a few key figures, most of those involved were let go.

As a result, even the prosecution was rumored to be in cahoots with the entertainment industry.

‘There was a lot of talk about how they were above the law.’

Dirty money never disappeared with time.

It merely changed form.

It hadn’t exploded yet, but it wouldn’t be long before it did.

Maybe three years at most.

‘Have I been too complacent?’

In light of a future already set in motion, Lee Min Ki couldn’t help but feel a renewed sense of unease.

Now that he thought about it, who was the real culprit back then?

Even during that massive controversy, only the branches were cut, and the roots remained unnamed.

Just how influential must that person have been?

‘Was it someone on the level of a congressman? The prosecution covered it up, after all.’

Would he learn the truth if he stayed in the industry long enough?

As he quietly chewed over his curiosity, CEO Goo continued.

“The one ruling behind the scenes is Hwang In Goo.”

“Cough!”

Lee Min Ki burst into a coughing fit.

“CEO Hwang In Goo?”

“There’s no one who hasn’t gotten tangled up with him. He’s notorious for controlling almost every industry you can’t enter without going through him. He’s also got some political connections.”

“Even with the prosecution?”

“Huh? Yeah.”

That came out so easily?

That’s a bit—

No matter how much, shouldn’t there have been some time to process it?

This was too abrupt, like throwing out an answer sheet right away.

“Yeah, you’re probably shocked, Min Ki. Who would’ve thought that Hwang In Goo of Daon was behind the scenes, playing both gangster financier and pimp?”

Yes, I was definitely shocked.

I really hadn’t thought of that name even once.

The fact that the CEO of the company I had dreamed of working for was the culprit—it’s quite startling.

“I’ve known for a long time. That sly bastard. If an actor asked him to make coffee, he’d spit in it and mix in his cigarette ashes. He’d cause trouble and make the juniors clean it up.”

“…You seem to know a lot of details, so were you close?”

As Lee Min Ki pulled an awkward face, CEO Goo continued, in a tone that was both nostalgic and somewhat unpleasant.

“He and I started from the same bottom. So yeah, I know him well.”

“That’s true.”

Director Seo Jung Woo chimed in from the side.

“Actor, you might not know since you’re from a younger generation, but in the past, both our CEO and Hwang In Goo were famously known in the industry as ‘Goo In Goo.’”

“Hey, don’t go saying things like that.”

So there was such a nickname.

Now that he thought about it, their names were indeed similar.

“Ahem, it was just a saying. Just a saying.”

“What’s there to hide? Mad Dog Hwang In Goo and Hunting Dog Goo In Mo. Everyone in the industry knew about them.”

Mad Dog? Hunting Dog?

That was absurd.

‘Is it a custom in this industry to give everyone nicknames?’

This wasn’t some martial arts novel.

As he began to feel a growing sense of skepticism about these childish antics of grown adults, CEO Goo shrugged and said.

“Anyway, judging from the situation, this is the method they often use. If they see someone they don’t like, they break them down just enough so they leave the industry voluntarily.”

“Are you certain it was CEO Hwang In Goo’s doing?”

“I’m not 100% sure. There’s no physical evidence.”

Not being 100% meant they were close to it.

The next moment.

CEO Goo placed his beer can on the table, clasped his hands together, and said.

“Actor, do you understand? You’ll likely face more trouble in the future.”

“I suppose so.”

“This isn’t something to take lightly. Although this time it ended in an attempt, there could be another attack.”

That’s right.

An incident that happened once wouldn’t just stop after one occurrence.

If it wasn’t a coincidence, it could happen again someday.

What should he say?

In CEO Goo’s gaze, Lee Min Ki saw something strange.

As if he wanted him to leave the industry.

To leave.

To run away out of fear of the threats.

‘Is that really the answer?’

Lee Min Ki sank into thought.

There was a huge evil lurking in this industry. And that evil had already bared its fangs at him.

But does that mean leaving is the answer?

‘Will they really stop bothering me if I leave?’

Unlikely.

But just because someone might come after him, was it right to run away out of fear?

Was it really the answer for the victim to leave just because they were scared of the perpetrator?

‘Quit acting? Now that I’m finally landing my first lead role in a drama, just as I’m starting to establish myself in the industry?’

That’s not an option.

Even if the knife is at my throat, I’ve resolved to see this through. I won’t give up.

I’ll keep going, even if I die.

In fact, being an actor means coming back and doing it even if you’ve died once.

“I want to see this through to the end.”

I won’t turn back.

As he made that resolution and locked eyes with CEO Goo, something unexpected came out of his mouth.

“Right. We can’t just sit back and do nothing either.”

What he said wasn’t defeatist or a suggestion to quit.

It was something completely different.

“They can screw each other over for all I care, but they dare mess with my actor?”

CEO Goo’s teeth audibly ground together.

“That bastard, he crossed the line this time.”
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CEO Goo In Mo growled.

“I’m the type to avoid a dog covered in filth, but if that dog goes crazy and tries to bite people, there’s no choice but to swing a stick.”

His voice was filled with determination and hostility.

If anyone heard him, they would be alarmed enough to think it should be reported to the police immediately.

They said he had a rough start when he first entered the industry, and it seemed to be true.

Even Lee Min Ki himself flinched, but CEO Goo In Mo continued speaking.

“I didn’t want to get involved, but this time, we need to establish some discipline.”

Hearing this, Director Seo Jung Woo spoke as if he’d been expecting it.

“CEO, under no circumstances should violence be used.”

“I know. Do I look like a gangster? Do I seem like someone who would throw punches?”

Honestly, he did.

However, since he was the company’s CEO, it wasn’t something Lee Min Ki could say directly. So, he tried to answer tactfully.

“That’s the part that seems gangster-like.”

Director Seo Jung Woo went ahead and said it.

“Hey, Jung Woo, you.”

“Don’t trouble the actor needlessly.”

“When did I trouble him?”

“Right now. How can an actor be honest with his own agency’s CEO? If you only hear what you want to hear, how are you any different from Dong Zhuo sitting in his palace?”

Powerful.


Seo Jung Woo, known for his gentle demeanor among the employees, was now standing up to CEO Goo In Mo in a firm manner.

It was reminiscent of Manager Park Han Mo’s assertiveness.

“…Is that so?”

Surprisingly, CEO Goo In Mo seemed to yield.

“Yes, from your clothes to your behavior, you’re far from inspiring trust.”

“Ugh.”

With a groan, CEO Goo In Mo scratched his head, clearly irritated by the barrage of criticism.

After a brief moment of silence, as if he had nothing more to say, he got up and spoke.

“Alright, enough. Since the topic came up, I’ll go settle things with the person in question. Actor, just focus on acting well. Jung Woo, you take good care of the actor.”

“You can leave that to me.”

Just when it seemed like the conversation was wrapping up, a curious thought crossed Lee Min Ki’s mind, and he raised his hand slightly.

“Excuse me, may I ask one thing?”

“Hm?”

“How exactly are you planning to handle things with Daon?”

While it wouldn’t matter if things ended here since the CEO said he’d take care of it, Lee Min Ki was still curious about the method.

After all, there wasn’t any clear evidence that what happened to him was Daon’s doing.

Even if there were to be an argument, he wanted to know how it would be handled.

‘So that I have something to say if I run into Daon’s actors.’

As that thought crossed his mind, CEO Goo In Mo smirked and replied.

“An eye for an eye, a fist for a fist.”


Startled, Lee Min Ki responded.

“…A contract killing?”

“What?”

“You said ‘a fist for a fist.'”

“Actor, seriously, what do you take me for? That’s a bit much.”

CEO Goo In Mo frowned deeply and said.

“It’s not something I can go into detail about with the actor, but both Daon and our side have plenty of mutually assured destruction weapons that would cause a lot of bloodshed if revealed. I’ll just give them a little sniff of it.”

Mutually assured destruction?

Was it some scandal that both sides kept hidden from the public?

Or maybe business corruption.

Something they both knew about but kept quiet as a professional courtesy within the industry.

“That kind of thing.”

CEO Goo In Mo stood up completely as he spoke.

“CEO Hwang In Goo and I go way back, to when we were nobodies scrounging for scraps, not even close to where we are now. If we start a mudslinging contest, we could take each other down to the very bottom.”

“For example?”

“Actor, you’re really persistent.”

“Oh.”

Lee Min Ki realized he had gone too far for a moment.

But CEO Goo In Mo just chuckled lightly and continued.

“Actor, from this point, it’s top-secret, so just know that such things exist.”


“…”

“I’ll handle it like a gentleman. A real gentleman.”

It seemed he wasn’t going to reveal any more details.

However, the confidence in CEO Goo In Mo’s words made him seem completely trustworthy.

Mutually assured destruction wasn’t called that for nothing.

Threatening others also meant being willing to accept the same threat to oneself.

CEO Goo In Mo’s words were a promise to risk the life of his company and see it through to the bitter end.

“For now, nothing will happen, so don’t worry about it. If you stress out and damage your skin, it’ll be a loss for everyone. Jung Woo, I’m leaving now.”

“Please contact me when you’re done.”

“Right. By the way, Jung Woo, where’s that baseball bat signed by Yoo Jae Bin from the Yotuns?”

“It’s by your desk, CEO.”

“Good.”

And just like that, CEO Goo In Mo left as suddenly as he had arrived, like a storm.

The meeting room fell silent.

“Shall we head back too?”

“Ah, yes.”

As Lee Min Ki got up with Director Seo Jung Woo, a thought popped into his head.

‘A weak spot, huh.’

Every company had a weak spot.

‘No, they absolutely have one.’

In fact, Lee Min Ki knew quite a bit.

He could easily count a few ways to tighten a leash.

He didn’t even have to look far—there were several things he could think of right now.

‘At this point, there’s that stock fraudster. And the real estate speculation scandal should still be ongoing. There’s also the case where celebrity C stole a restaurant name.’

After all, even though Lee Min Ki was a failed industry professional, he was still part of the industry.

And when it came to information, he knew just as much as others.

However, he had kept his mouth shut, not because he wasn’t someone to nitpick at others’ faults, but because he suspected there might be victims like Joo Ha Na.

Rumors tend to be exaggerated.

For example, wasn’t the restaurant theft case actually a situation where the celebrity was the victim?

‘The initial accusations of abuse were actually part of the store owner’s media play, taking advantage of the celebrity’s image sensitivity.’

Still.

If there was even a chance that a genuine offender existed…

As his thoughts reached that point, he wondered.

Could it be that Daon had no weak points?

What if Daon was connected to the entertainment scandal that had rocked the industry?

If that were the case.

“….”

Perhaps the one holding the knife’s handle wasn’t Daon, but this side.

With that thought lingering, Lee Min Ki followed Director Seo Jung Woo out.

Gradually realizing that time was on his side.

At the same time, he decided to wait and see, now that the CEO had made the first move.

However.

At this point, Lee Min Ki still didn’t know.

That events were unfolding in a completely different direction than what he imagined.

* * *

A month passed after the incident.

There was nothing special to report, and time flowed peacefully day by day.

It was hard to believe that there had been such a major incident not long ago.

‘The CEO must have really done something.’

Maybe because he had made such a bold declaration.

Word had it that he stormed into the other company and caused chaos, under the guise of negotiating.

[From what I heard, he went to the empty CEO’s office and smashed Hwang In Goo’s desk.]

It seemed a bit excessive.

[Excuse me?]

So that’s why he was looking for a baseball bat out of the blue.

Who would’ve thought he took it to smash someone’s desk.

Feeling a bit dizzy, Director Seo Jung Woo put a finger to his lips and spoke.

[Someone at Daon told me. Please keep it confidential.]

He said he wouldn’t use violence.

He said no violence, but did that just mean no violence against people?

Was breaking furniture okay?

[Daon just let that go?]

[CEO Hwang In Goo and CEO Goo In Mo have a complicated relationship. When our CEO goes to say something, how can anyone stop him?]

That wasn’t all.

Apparently, the CEO had also said that if even one more incident occurred on their end, he would put a huge stain on Daon as a company.

No one knew exactly what that stain would be.

But it was clear that whatever it was, it would be “real.”

[Once the CEO declares he’s going to do something, he does it. He’s that kind of person. Even if it means ruining the company or going to jail, he follows through.]

Director Seo Jung Woo had absolute faith in CEO Goo In Mo.

As a CEO, he seemed utterly untrustworthy.

But as a person, Seo Jung Woo trusted him infinitely.

‘He’s like a captain of action. A captain of action.’

It was truly something to behold that such a person was the head of a large group like JC.

Was this industry really okay with that?

It was doubtful.

He said he’d settle things gently.

But instead of sophisticated CEOs toasting over drinks, it was just blunt force.

However, having such a wild card on their side was reassuring in its own way.

Because, after all, even if he was a rare madman, he was their madman.

At any rate.

Considering the current circumstances, it seemed right that the immediate danger had passed.

Over the past month, Lee Min Ki had been thoroughly enjoying the surge in popularity from his work in *Café del Dia* and a

coffee advertisement.

[Lee Min Ki’s Coffee]

[Actor Lee Min Ki’s recommended coffee recipe for today]

[If the coffee tastes off, try adding a pinch of salt.]

The advertisement was a huge hit.

A literal smash.

The character he played, *Sung Jin Woo* from *Café del Dia*, had perfect chemistry with the coffee ad.

Even now, it could be heard on the TV in the living room.

[Just like all wines aren’t the same, not all coffees are the same.]

[It’s different. *Beomcheon*.]

It wasn’t just the TV ad.

[Lee Min Ki Blending]

Even *Beomcheon*, which owned a coffee franchise, had launched a new blend under his name.

Recently, he was basically being treated as an exclusive model for *Beomcheon*, his face plastered wherever they could.

‘At this rate, it’d be better to sign me as an exclusive model. Not that I mind since it’s fattening up my bank account.’

Barista Kim Hee Kyung was also fully booked with private classes, and she’d even been invited on media as a coffee expert, saying she was so busy she barely had time to breathe.

Demand for premium coffee had skyrocketed.

[The beans that appeared in *Café del Dia*!]

This was the phrase most frequently attached to catalogues at shopping malls these days.

Lee Min Ki felt it.

He felt that he and society were interconnected.

‘My actions have impacted society.’

Just like a butterfly flapping its wings on one side of the globe could stir a storm in Texas, the flapping of his wings had brought a breeze of change to the world.

How many people, he wondered, ever got to feel this?

‘Almost no one.’

Perhaps only revolutionaries might experience something like this.

The emotion he was feeling was unmistakably that.

‘It’s rewarding.’

Rewarding.

It filled his chest so fully that even a light prick would make it burst.

He felt a solid sense of fulfillment.

It was so overwhelming that even just sitting still made him grin uncontrollably.

Things were going well.

Could anything be better?

“Min Ki.”

As he smiled, Kim Tae Yang approached, carrying a basket full of laundry.

“Something good happen?”

“Hmm.”

Lee Min Ki thought for a moment about how to answer in a way that would sound plausible and finally responded in his most serious tone.

“Same as always.”

“I see. Then could you help with the laundry?”

Ah.

That was a hint.

“Ahem.”

Lee Min Ki quickly got up to help with the laundry.

No, to be exact, he was just about to start helping.

*Bzzzzt.*

His phone suddenly vibrated violently.

“Just a moment.”

With the laundry basket still in his arms, Lee Min Ki answered the call.

The screen showed it was Director Seo Jung Woo.

Since the director rarely contacted him outside of work, Lee Min Ki wondered what this could be about as he answered.

“Yes, Director, what’s going on?”

And after just a few seconds of conversation.

Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened.

“…Understood. I’ll get back to you soon.”

So, it turns out.

The world is interconnected in such a way that things often stray far from what one expects.

And this time was no different.

‘A double interview.’

The reason Director Seo Jung Woo had contacted him was for an interview.

A recent request from a media outlet eager to interview the hot rookie actor.

An interview in itself wasn’t strange.

But the problem lay elsewhere.

This wasn’t just any interview.

It was a double interview.

The request was to interview Lee Min Ki alongside another rising mid-tier actor who had been gaining popularity recently.

The concept was to interview two of the industry’s next big stars.

But the issue was with the actor who was to be interviewed alongside him.

‘Kim Do Ha… so we’re connected like this.’

Kim Do Ha.

He was at the center of the celebrity scandal involving entertainment and nightlife.

In other words.

He was the person at the heart of the explosive scandal from his previous life that Daon had managed to slip out of.

And now, he was suddenly barging into Lee Min Ki’s peaceful life.
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The entertainment and nightlife scandal from a past life.

In other words, a scandal that exploded, mixing drugs, sex, and violence all together.

It was commonly referred to by the media with a name like this:

[Kim Doha Scandal]

The phrase came from the fact that entertainer Kim Doha was at the center of it, with a web of criminal activities spreading out like a spider’s web.

[Kim Doha, moving to Pattaya with entertainer B. Picks up a local contact and enjoys a secret trip for a week.]

[Kim Doha’s chatroom—what conversations took place inside?]

[Hosting parties every day at K Hotel near Gangnam Station. Multiple high-ranking officials invited.]

It caused a huge stir.

The scandal had many details revealed to the media, but as far as Lee Min Ki knew, that was just the tip of the iceberg.

‘So many entertainers were involved that they tried desperately to cover it up.’

Whether a victim or a perpetrator, being entangled in such a disgraceful event alone was enough to ruin one’s image.

One victim was even turned into a perpetrator through the media circus, ruining their entertainment career.

‘I heard there was an intense lobbying war between entertainment companies and media outlets to hide a few names.’

There were many hidden figures behind the scenes.

Who would have guessed that Daon Entertainment was working in the background?

Even Lee Min Ki hadn’t imagined the name Daon coming up.

Kim Doha.

How much does JC Entertainment know about this situation?


Do they know that Kim Doha is one of the pawns?

Probably not.

If they knew, they would have cut this interview offer before it even reached Kim Doha’s ears.

But now that he was already here.

A thought suddenly flashed in Lee Min Ki’s mind.

‘What if I could use Kim Doha to trace back to Daon?’

It was said that Kim Doha had formed a sort of network using the celebrities he was acquainted with.

If he could even touch the tip of that network.

If, by any chance, that was possible.

‘Couldn’t I use this opportunity to grasp Daon’s weakness?’

In the end, it’s a matter of proof.

Lee Min Ki knew there was something wrong with the current entertainment industry.

The important thing was how to prove it.

If he could get any clue through Kim Doha, wouldn’t it be a worthwhile endeavor?

‘Even if it turns out to be impossible…….’

He was really successful during that period.

Lee Min Ki typed Kim Doha’s name into his phone and searched for his face.

And then he thought.

‘He looks like a really nice guy.’

A kind face and a gentle voice left a strong impression.


With such traits, along with his great hosting skills, he was noted as a next-generation star MC in the industry.

‘There’s no need to refuse the interview itself.’

It’s a big opportunity.

That’s probably why JC suggested it so readily.

Take what you can get.

The rest can be dealt with slowly.

Just as Lee Min Ki was about to nod and stand up from his seat.

“Did a casting offer come in?”

Kim Tae Yang, who had already hung up all the laundry in an instant, opened his mouth.

Ah.

He had said he would help with the laundry, but after taking one phone call, he had gotten sidetracked.

“Oh, sorry. It was an urgent call.”

Lee Min Ki quickly tried to explain, but Kim Tae Yang just shrugged and said,

“You can just carry the bags when we go grocery shopping later.”

“Oh, okay.”

“So, what’s going on?”

“Well, it’s…”

Lee Min Ki hesitated for a moment, looking at Kim Tae Yang.

Should he say it?

No, it would be weirder not to say anything.


It’s just an interview, no need to hide it from a housemate from the same company.

“An interview offer came in for Kim Doha.”

As soon as he said it honestly.

“Kim Doha. Kim Doha.”

Kim Tae Yang repeated his name a few times with a puzzled expression.

Then, after staring into empty space and mumbling for a moment, he suddenly spoke.

“He’s someone with a bad reputation, right?”

“What?”

Had he heard something?

Lee Min Ki was slightly surprised by the sudden remark, but Kim Tae Yang continued.

“I majored in theater and film, remember?”

“Right. From Hanye Won.”

Hanye Won wasn’t just any theater and film department.

It was known as the cradle of talent in the Korean entertainment industry.

Being from Hanye Won alone was like a seal of approval for acting skills in the acting world.

‘I forgot since he doesn’t flaunt it.’

Kim Tae Yang was so unpretentious that Lee Min Ki had forgotten about it, but Kim Tae Yang continued talking.

“I have a lot of close female classmates and juniors, and some of them said they received personal contacts from Kim Doha.”

“From Kim Doha?”

Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened in surprise.

Personal contact from Kim Doha, could that be… that?

“Yes, he’d use connections as an excuse. Saying he’d give them work or introduce them to famous celebrities.”

So it was true.

It was something that had been quietly known.

“I don’t know the full details, but anyway. And there’s something else.”

Kim Tae Yang was about to say something more but hesitated.

As if even he thought it was a bit unbelievable.

“What else is there?”

“…This is just a rumor.”

After hesitating for a moment, as if he had already started, Kim Tae Yang reluctantly opened his mouth again.

“They say there’s a junior who gave up on their acting dream after hanging out with Kim Doha.”

The moment that came out of Kim Tae Yang’s mouth, Lee Min Ki was momentarily speechless.

That rumor, isn’t it?

‘Luring them with promises of a debut, then blackmailing them to use them as slaves.’

It was a famous tactic.

And if it was Kim Doha, it was certainly plausible.

Kim Tae Yang continued in a nonchalant voice.

“Well, it’s just a rumor. There are always people quitting this industry halfway. Kim Doha is known for being a nice guy, and nobody in this industry is without some rumors, right?”

Unfortunately, this particular rumor was accurate.

There’s no smoke without fire.

As Lee Min Ki blinked, Kim Tae Yang spoke again.

“If there really is a problem with him, it’ll come out soon. But since it’s been quiet so far, he’s probably fine.”

Exactly.

That issue will surface soon.

“Once you meet him, you might find out he’s actually a good person. You were the same at the academy.”

“Well, yeah, maybe.”

Lee Min Ki pursed his lips and mumbled.

He didn’t feel the need to continue talking behind someone’s back.

Of course, Kim Doha was indeed a bad person, but at this point, there was no hard evidence.

“You don’t really know someone until you meet them. Words can easily get twisted.”

“You’re right, Min Ki.”

Kim Tae Yang nodded in agreement and added,

“People are like onions.”

“Onions?”

“You have to peel them to know what’s inside. Let’s make onions the focus of dinner tonight.”

That’s a weird connection.

* * *

Kim Doha.

He could be considered the most well-connected actor in recent times in Korea.

No, not just an actor, but the most well-connected person among entertainers.

His defining characteristic?

“Oh, you’re here?”

“Kim Doha, that cheeky bastard, always hogs the good spots.”

“Haha, come on, bro, calm down. I’ll hook you up with a hot one today.”

He liked to party.

That’s how he had been even before his debut, and even more so after.

Since his college days, he was unmatched when it came to creating social events.

After his debut, the participants just changed from regular people to celebrities.

No, even high-ranking people in society started to mix in.

‘The vibe is off today.’

Kim Doha slowly looked around the room after sitting down.

Maybe because he had been at the center of the party scene for so long, his mind was thoroughly numb to stimulation.

No matter how exciting the indulgence, it eventually becomes familiar over time.

Even steak gets boring if you eat it every day.

That’s why Kim Doha was always searching for something new.

‘Let’s keep her for now. I’ll get her number later.’

While he was swiftly organizing today’s scene in his head.

“Oppa.”

A fun phrase slipped into Kim Doha’s ear.

“Do you really know all the celebrities, oppa?”

“Hey, do you think I’d lie? Whether it’s a box-office actor or a Hallyu star or even a company president, they’re all my bros.”

A man was sitting next to a woman, showing off.

The man’s name was Lee Heul.

He was a second-string member of the once-popular idol group [Lava].

Despite being in a group that shone brightly, he had failed to benefit from its success due to his lack of talent.

Like a firefly overshadowed by the sun, Lee Heul had faded into obscurity.

Before long, he had found his place in the nightlife scene rather than with his group and was now trying to fill his ego by showing off to a woman.

‘Pathetic.’

Kim Doha scoffed inwardly.

There were too many like him in this industry.

People who had spent time but never built a career to match.

Lee Heul was a prime example.

“Hmmm, I don’t believe you.”

“You’re underestimating me. I’ve been rolling around in this industry for years.”

While Lee Heul was playing the push-and-pull game in a corner of the room.

“So, oppa.”

Finally, a name came out of her mouth.

“Do you know Lee Min Ki?”

“Lee Min Ki?”

“Yeah, the guy who

got famous recently because of coffee.”

It was Lee Min Ki.

As she said, he was someone who could now be considered the most well-known among new male actors.

At the mention of Lee Min Ki’s name, a deep wrinkle appeared on Lee Heul’s forehead.

“Hey, that guy’s nothing special.”

“Huh? You know Lee Min Ki?”

“Famous, my ass. He’s just a bubble. He got lucky and is getting some attention now, but there are tons like him. People will forget him soon enough.”

At those crude words, Kim Doha almost burst out laughing.

‘Coming from someone who never even experienced a moment of fame.’

But regardless, Lee Heul was in the same group as him and was still useful in some ways, so he couldn’t say anything.

Even if he had become a washed-up idol, he was still a member of the group Kim Doha managed.

Keeping him around would surely come in handy at some point.

Before his true feelings could surface, Kim Doha quickly masked his expression.

Meanwhile, Lee Heul continued his exaggerated boasts.

“Then, can you introduce me to Lee Min Ki?”

“Sure, but why would you want to meet someone like that? You’ve got me.”

“I’m just curious about your skills, oppa.”

“…Haha, cheeky, huh.”

Lee Heul backed down, knowing full well himself.

His words were grand, but he wasn’t capable of introducing someone like Lee Min Ki.

But.

There was someone in the room who could.

“Hey, Doha.”

It was Kim Doha.

Lee Heul winked at him and said,

“Now that I think of it, don’t you have an interview coming up with Lee Min Ki soon?”

“I do.”

“Why don’t you bring him over sometime? She doesn’t believe me.”

This time, Kim Doha couldn’t suppress his laughter.

Was this guy really suggesting bringing an untested rookie into their playroom just to impress a random girl?

“Should I do that, bro?”

However, it was something he had already been considering.

Even before Lee Heul brought it up, the other side had already made a move.

‘There was talk recently.’

CEO Hwang In Goo of Daon had made a request.

He had asked if Kim Doha could get along well with Lee Min Ki.

[Hey, Doha, you’re quick to form close relationships with people, right? Could you do the same with Lee Min Ki?]

[Are you referring to that rookie actor?]

[Yeah, that kid.]

[Is there any particular reason?]

[Doha, since when did we need detailed reasons between us?]

[I’m just curious.]

[You’re really sharp, Doha. Full of curiosity. Handsome, too. No wonder you’re so popular.]

[Thank you.]

[By the way, did you know? People with too much curiosity tend to have short lives.]

[…I’ll do it.]

It was more of an order than a request.

On top of that, the order was just to get friendly, which was laughable.

‘It’s not like we’re children being told to become friends.’

The intention was clear.

They wanted to drag him into the dirt.

Once they had him in their grip, it would be easy to exploit him when needed.

That was CEO Hwang In Goo’s dirty hobby.

He wanted to have leverage over any entertainer, no matter who they were.

Whether through a scandal, a tax issue, or even a woman.

CEO Hwang In Goo believed that once he could control someone through their weakness, that was when they could truly have a relationship built on trust.

Kim Doha was no exception.

‘Disgusting bastard.’

It never felt good to become someone else’s pawn.

Like some subcontractor.

Well, it wasn’t like he had room to talk since he also had leverage on the other side.

Still, Kim Doha had received favors from Daon for quite some time, so he couldn’t completely ignore it.

At least, not this time, as he had decided to play along with CEO Hwang In Goo’s game.

‘It doesn’t seem too difficult either.’

From what he knew, there were few entertainers who disliked women.

It didn’t matter what kind of person Lee Min Ki was.

No matter how much they pretended to be sophisticated on the outside, once they got a taste, it didn’t take long for them to become addicted.

‘Just like him.’

Kim Doha faintly smiled as he looked at Lee Heul, who was casually mixing white powder into his drink.

‘The more earnest they are, the quicker they fall into the game. Because they don’t know stimulation.’

He had seen it happen plenty of times.

Lee Min Ki was even better.

Not only was he diligent, but he also had the talent to back it up.

If you plant someone who’s doing well in the next generation, you could mutually benefit for a long time, making it a solid investment.

A weakness.

Yes, having a leash on a successful rookie actor wouldn’t be a bad move.

“Sure. I’ll bring it up.”

Kim Doha stood up as he said that.

Seeing this, Lee Heul was surprised and asked,

“Hey, you’re leaving already?”

“I have a shoot early in the morning.”

“Tsk, you’re such a straight arrow. Man, if you only focus on work, you’ll get too tired to have fun later. Just saying.”

It’s not like I’m playing because I can’t work, unlike you.

Just because we’re playing together, don’t assume we’re on the same level.

Kim Doha suppressed the rising thoughts, maintaining his usual gentle smile as he said,

“Haha, I could never outdo you, bro. I’m learning from the best today.”

“See? Even Kim Doha’s this dumb.”

“……”

He changed his mind.

That washed-up bastard, he’d be cut off soon.
Top Star by Luck - Chapter 78

				
Chapter 78

[Yes, then I will coordinate the schedule.]

The interview with Kim Do Ha was finalized.

And it happened quite quickly.

Usually, for this kind of plan, schedules from both sides need to be coordinated, so if something goes wrong in between, the plan often disappears entirely. But something unusual happened this time.

[Kim Do Ha says he is a fan of the actor. He insisted on meeting as soon as possible.]

They seemed very eager about interviewing Lee Min Ki.

‘It’s luck, but not exactly the kind of luck I welcome.’

Lee Min Ki gave a bitter smile.

It felt strange that Kim Do Ha liked him.

If it had been in the past, when he didn’t know anything, he would have been so happy about such a favor that he’d feel like he was walking on air.

But now he knew better.

Knowing the ugly nature of the person named Kim Do Ha, it was hard to feel purely happy about it.

‘Well, it doesn’t matter.’

Rather than worrying about this troublesome matter, he decided to focus on something better.

And that something was…

“…I never thought the day would come when I’d walk into this house on my own.”

It was home.

Lee Min Ki had decided to use his brief free time to visit his family, whom he hadn’t seen in a long time.

To be more accurate, it had reached a point where it was no longer possible to put it off.


‘I kept postponing, saying I was busy, and it came to this.’

He had delayed it too long.

When he thought about it, it had already been two projects since he last saw Lee Min Seo.

It had been right after filming [Campus Story], so more than half a year had already passed.

At this point, the guilt of keeping distance from his family started weighing on his heart.

‘If I went to a reunion, there’s no reason I can’t see my family.’

From a distance, he could see the red brick house, with some bricks crumbled and fallen.

That sight, worn by time, pained him in a way.

He had avoided this place for so long.

Of course, there were reasons why he had avoided it.

[Son, I want to support whatever you do, but being an actor seems a little off.]

His parents had vehemently opposed his acting career.

[Most kids from well-off families who are good-looking still end up as unknown actors.]

[Your mother’s right this time.]

It was as if they saw no chance for him to succeed as an actor, not even 1%.

“…Hmm.”

Recalling the nagging from a corner of his memories, Lee Min Ki let out a small groan.

In the past, when he heard things like that, he harbored resentment, feeling as if his parents were looking down on him.

He thought they were convinced he would fail.

But looking back now, they had been right, so he had no room to argue.


‘I spent at least ten years struggling, tripping, and falling into ruin. I guess adults aren’t adults for nothing.’

In any case, it no longer mattered.

He had changed.

Now, as a rookie actor, he was walking an elite path that anyone would acknowledge.

Starting with small roles, then supporting roles in films, and eventually landing a leading role in a public network drama.

He had even successfully done back-to-back commercials for supplements and coffee. It was clear he had joined the ranks of successful rookie actors.

‘To anyone, it would look like I succeeded.’

That was important.

Objectively reaching a position of success.

When he achieved sustainable success, not just a one-hit-wonder, he wanted to face his family proudly.

To show them that he, too, could live a normal life like everyone else.

That had been the long-held dream of Lee Min Ki, the person who had lived his previous life.

‘…Good, I’m just one step away.’

He had circled around for hundreds of steps, but now only a few steps remained.

Just enter the house, open the door handle.

And proudly face his parents.

Not as the failed son, Lee Min Ki, but as their proud son, Lee Min Ki.

“…….”

Still, it felt a bit awkward to meet them as a family of three without his sister.

But what’s strange about three family members seeing each other?


Thinking it was awkward was, in fact, the awkward part.

“Huu, hooph!”

Just as he tried to muster up some courage.

“Boss, can’t you wait just a little longer?”

From over there.

Somewhere on the edge of the alley, he heard an accidental voice.

And it wasn’t a friendly one either.

“We didn’t just dig up money from the ground to lend it to you. If you keep acting like this, you’re going to make things hard for people, got it?”

“Please, just give me a little more time.”

“Tell me exactly. How long do you need until you can pay it back?”

“Next month, I’ll have some money coming in…”

“I think I’ve heard that same line about five times now. If I hear it again, I might be able to recite it by heart.”

Even without listening carefully, it was easy to guess the relationship between the two people.

And there was something else.

‘Father?’

It was a familiar voice.

As if mesmerized by that voice, Lee Min Ki moved forward on tiptoes and soon saw someone.

“…!”

It was his father.

He was bending his back, bowing repeatedly in front of another middle-aged man.

“You’ve got a kid, don’t you? If you don’t have the money, ask your kid to lend you some.”

“That’s difficult.”

“Why? Are you two strangers? Don’t tell me, Boss, you don’t even keep in contact?”

“I’m really sorry, but I’d appreciate it if you could leave today. I’ll contact you immediately after.”

The words felt like a noose tightening around his neck.

Listening uncomfortably from the alley, eavesdropping.

‘…….’

Lee Min Ki moved forward.

Directly.

He had thought about circling back around and taking a few more steps to avoid the confrontation, but at least for now.

“I’ll pay off that debt.”

He wanted to walk straight ahead.

“Who’s this now?”

The rough-looking man across from him frowned just as Lee Min Ki took off his hat.

“…!”

It was about time that his face became his identification card.

At this point, he could toss out his business card or say his name.

But instead, Lee Min Ki said something else.

“I’m his son.”

* * *

To define Lee Min Ki’s family in one word, it would be this:

A poor household.

As some masterpiece novel once said.

Happy families are often happy for the same reasons, but every unhappy family has its own reasons for their unhappiness.

But the reason for the unhappiness in his family was utterly simple.

Money.

It was simply the lack of money.

This one thing was both the root cause and the entirety of his family’s unhappiness.

His father lost his job early due to workplace politics.

He tried starting a business with his severance pay but ended up failing and losing everything.

Fortunately, the couple managed to run a moving company, so they didn’t have to worry about starving. But it had been so long since they lived without debt that they couldn’t even remember the last time.

You could call it a textbook example of modern-day misfortune.

So stereotypical, it was almost cliché.

And also.

[I feel sorry for Min Ki.]

The guilt they felt toward their son was just as typical.

[Why, honey?]

[He’s doing so well on his own, but maybe we’ve been blocking his way.]

Their son had always been a source of concern for them.

[Min Ki has loved movies since he was a kid, right?]

[He always watched movies. Even at an age when others were excited about dating, traveling, or hanging out, he only cared about watching movies.]

In his early twenties, he gave up college and spent several years working to contribute to the family before suddenly leaving home, declaring he wanted to try acting.

Instead of supporting him, they stood in his way, which stuck with them like a fishbone in their throats.

That’s right.

These parents carried guilt toward their son.

For ignoring a potential possibility and only confronting him with harsh reality.

[Maybe acting is his calling, and we just dismissed it too quickly.]

[But how could we not try to stop him?]

[Do you think he’s eating properly? I’m so worried I can’t sleep.]

[Let’s send Min Seo to check on him.]

But that guilt didn’t last long.

Before they knew it, he had debuted on his own, and in the blink of an eye, he had become a star.

Every time they turned on the TV, they saw his face.

Even at the grocery store, his face was plastered on BFC coffee.

This both delighted them and made their guilt grow even heavier.

[If only we had trusted him and supported him, maybe things would have gone much smoother.]

They hadn’t recognized his talent.

As a result, they felt sorry for forcing him to debut as an actor much later than he could have.

They didn’t offer him financial support, nor did they even cheer him on with words. On the contrary, they had actively opposed him, making their guilt even greater.

So they made up their minds.

[Let’s not be a burden to Min Ki.]

Even if times were tough, they resolved not to ask their son for help.

They had no right to do so.

Their son was just starting out as a rookie actor and enjoying the prime of his life. They didn’t want to burden his shoulders with their debt.

Although successful celebrities make a lot of money, the more they earn, the more they

spend.

The couple had seen countless times on TV how entire families latched onto a single successful celebrity, draining them dry.

They had even clicked their tongues in disapproval, thinking that such parasitic families were worse than not having a family at all.

No matter how heavy their debt was, they never thought they would stoop so low as to abandon their principles.

‘We don’t have much debt left, so let’s just pay it off and tell him later.’

They had been steadily repaying their debts, and by the year after next, they would finally be able to breathe easier.

Then, they would face their son proudly.

They were waiting for their son’s visit with that determination.

Ding dong!

At the sound of the doorbell, they went out happily, only to be greeted by the debt collector at the worst possible time.

[Ah, boss, I wondered when you’d show up.]

On what should have been a joyful day, reality struck again.

“I’m his son.”

Their son appeared.

The son they had been too guilty to face, Lee Min Ki.

“…Actor Lee Min Ki?”

“Yes.”

“You’re telling me the boss’s son is Lee Min Ki?”

The debt collector, bewildered, glanced back and forth between Lee Min Ki and his father.

‘Wow, now that I look at them, they do look alike. Like father, like son.’

It was surprising.

But no one was more surprised than Lee Min Ki’s father.

‘Is that really my son?’

Even though he had seen his son for over 20 years, even with his own eyes right now, it was hard to believe the transformation.

It was undoubtedly a familiar face.

The features were the same, and so was the voice.

But the very aura of the person had changed.

‘When did my son become so impressive?’

His build had grown more imposing.

It was entirely thanks to his posture.

He stood straight, his back aligned with his neck and shoulders.

His now brightened face had an effortless confidence that softly shone.

But his gaze was filled with concern.

‘When did he get so many wrinkles?’

The reason was none other than his father.

The wrinkles etched into his face, like the rings of a tree, were more noticeable than expected.

It had been a while since they last saw each other.

Those wrinkles had formed after years of hard work, supporting the family every single day. It was impossible to erase those deep lines completely.

But at least.

The future wrinkles would decrease.

‘Because I’ll make sure of it.’

There was something he had realized at the reunion.

You can’t turn back the life that’s already passed.

But at the very least, you can change the life that lies ahead.

That much is possible.

Both for work and for family.

Lee Min Ki took another deep breath and opened his mouth.

“You said there’s a debt, right?”

If most families are happy for the same reasons, then unhappy families are diverse in their reasons.

Then.

That famous saying could also be interpreted in another way.

Most unhappy families could become happy for the same reason.

And that reason is…

“I’ll pay it off.”

Money.
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“How much is the debt?”

At Lee Min Ki’s incredibly confident attitude, the debt collector flinched.

Legally, the collector had the upper hand.

Yet, why did it feel like he was the one in debt, facing the man before him?

‘What’s going on?’

He sensed a primal gap between them.

It was like a jackal facing a tiger.

Thud.

The debt collector, without even realizing it, took a step back and squeezed out his words with difficulty.

“…A little over 100 million won.”

“Is that so?”

What a relief.

After hearing the exact amount from the debt collector, Lee Min Ki let out a small sigh of relief inside.

‘If it had been much more, I might’ve had to ask my agency for help. But this much is manageable. I never thought I’d use the money I saved up since debut for something like this.’

It was a close call.

He had worried that it might be an enormous sum, but 100 million won was something he could handle.

“I’ll pay it.”

Lee Min Ki casually said.

At the same time, he glanced slightly at his father.


‘No matter what, 100 million won isn’t a small amount. Has he been hiding this all this time?’

He knew his family had debt.

But he didn’t know the exact amount.

And he certainly never imagined, even in his wildest dreams, that a debt collector would show up at their door.

It wasn’t that he had been neglectful.

His parents had simply hidden it that thoroughly.

Just like many parents in other households who don’t reveal the specifics of their financial situation to their children.

‘If I’d known, I would’ve helped sooner.’

Had they kept this hidden for years?

There was a time when he felt a bit disappointed that his parents couldn’t support his acting career. Now, he understood why.

With 100 million won, just the interest alone would be significant.

‘Well, whatever. I’ll pay it off.’

He didn’t have so much money that he could flaunt it.

But it wasn’t a small amount either.

He had earned a considerable sum from starring in a drama, and the advertising fees also contributed.

He had long surpassed 100 million won just from his savings.

Though it was a large sum of money that he had never touched before, he didn’t feel it was too wasteful to spend now.

Why?

‘I’ll just make more money.’

Compared to the future earnings he would make, this was as insignificant as the fat content in a chicken breast.


More importantly.

‘If you’re going to spend money, it’s best to spend it when it’s most worthwhile.’

Money is valuable depending on how and when you use it.

So, if he had to spend it, he wanted to use it in the most meaningful way.

This was that moment.

His bank account might feel the pinch, but it was worth it to lift the lifelong burden off his family’s shoulders.

In the grand scheme of things, it was a bargain.

He had the confidence that 100 million won would soon be nothing more than pocket change.

If he invested in a few stock options, he could easily recover more than that. For someone who knew the future, investing was as easy as walking on flat ground.

To begin with, his goal was to succeed as an actor, not to aggressively accumulate wealth.

Having no regrets left about money, Lee Min Ki opened his mouth.

“I’ll transfer it right away. Give me your account number.”

“Uh, okay.”

“This is my business card. From now on, contact me directly. I’ll inform my agency, so you can reach out to them as well.”

The debt collector took the card from Lee Min Ki and quickly left.

He kept glancing back over his shoulder as he went.

A few seconds later.

Silence settled between the two people left standing in the alley outside the house.

‘What an atmosphere.’

Lee Min Ki felt a headache coming on.


He hadn’t expected their reunion to unfold like this.

He had been wondering how to break the ice with his awkward family, but he never thought he’d start by paying off their debt.

‘What should I say?’

Meanwhile.

“….”

His father just stood there, silently staring at him.

His eyes were filled with a mix of emotions, tangled in the empty air.

Whether he felt proud of his son, grateful, or perhaps too overwhelmed with guilt to know what to do.

In truth, it was this:

‘I’m so shameless.’

He felt ashamed.

After all those years of opposing his son’s dream, now he was shamelessly reaping the benefits of his success.

He hadn’t known.

‘They must’ve gone through a lot raising me all those years.’

Lee Min Ki didn’t feel like he was repaying his family as an actor, but rather as a son who had been difficult to raise.

‘How many times did I break my bones as a kid? Was it five times? I got bullied at school and even had to transfer once. My clothes kept getting torn up too.’

This was just paying back what he owed.

Not giving, but returning.

That was how Lee Min Ki saw it.

“Whew, it’s hot today, isn’t it?”

To be honest, he had exaggerated a little.

But looking at the scene before him, he felt it was worth it.

The awkward atmosphere lingered for a moment.

Lee Min Ki smiled softly, calling on all his acting skills.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s just a small way to give back for raising me. Just a little.”

One of the “Top 100 Cool Phrases I’d Want to Say Someday” that he had kept in mind smoothly flowed from his mouth.

Among the other phrases were:

[Give me everything from here to there.]

[I’m Lee Min Ki.]

[I owe it all to the viewers who made this possible.]

And so on.

But at this moment, one of those phrases resonated calmly.

Had he not been trained through years of acting, he might have burst out laughing at the satisfaction of the moment.

“You’ve worked hard.”

His father, feeling a mix of gratitude and guilt, only managed to say that.

“And I’m sorry.”

An apology.

Usually, receiving an apology from family isn’t something that makes you feel at ease, but this time, it actually helped him feel better.

They had reached the point where an apology could be exchanged.

“I should have told you sooner, but I kept hesitating, trying to gauge the situation, and it ended up being too late.”

He could have told him over the phone.

But he hadn’t wanted to cover it up with a cheap apology.

An apology given too easily would feel shallow.

He didn’t want to seem like a father who only turned up late to cling to his successful son.

“I didn’t expect you’d grow up so well on your own. I guess I didn’t trust you enough?”

Feeling a weight lift off his chest, Lee Min Ki opened his mouth.

“Whose son do you think I am? Of course, I’d do well.”

His voice was confident.

There was no resentment, only a lighthearted tone that glossed over everything.

At those words, his father, too, felt a small sense of relief, as if he’d been saved.

“I’m late, aren’t I? I got caught in traffic on the way here.”

“My son, you seem to have changed a lot since you started appearing on TV.”

“That’s all thanks to you for giving me these good looks, Dad.”

“…No, it’s your mom who gave you the good looks.”

For a brief moment, a smile appeared on his father’s lips.

This is my son.

The son I raised.

His father, unable to directly express the remaining guilt in his heart, looked him up and down from head to toe and said:

“Did you grow taller? You seem to be looking at me from a different height.”

“Lifts.”

“Lifts, huh? They work pretty well. Buy me a pair later.”

“These are custom-made.”

“Even celebrities wear custom lifts?”

“If you buy just any pair, you can’t walk long distances.”

For them, this short conversation was enough.

“Let’s go inside.”

“Where’s Mom?”

“She went out on a date with Min Seo.”

The two of them soon entered the house.

After stepping into the entryway and taking off his shoes, Lee Min Ki glanced around, soon realizing that the house was much more worn down than he remembered.

‘This is what the house looks like now, huh?’

He hadn’t visited in so long that his memories had become faint.

His nostalgic memories had romanticized the house as cozy despite its age, but reality was much harsher.

‘The wallpaper is peeling. The furniture is worn out. The floor is warped, and there’s even a bit of mold.’

It was just old.

And more than that, it was the kind of wear that comes from not having enough money.

Having stayed in a nice dormitory provided by JC recently made it all the more evident.

But.

This much was expected.

‘What’s important is the future.’

A lot was going to change.

For him, and for his family.

* * *

‘This is amazing, amazing, amazing.’

Her heart was racing like crazy.

No, her legs were even bouncing up and down.

Inside the broadcasting station’s entertainment division.

Among the third team, who focused mainly on online content, a producer barely managed to secure a casting and now felt like she could fly to the sky in excitement.

“Hehehehe.”

While she was grinning to herself, a man popped his head over the partition across from her and said:

“Producer Na, keep it down.”

“Oh, uh, sorry.”

“See the second team? They got chewed out by the director yesterday, so they’re on edge. Let’s be mindful.”

“Okay.”

She must have been pretty noisy.

Embarrassed, Producer Na’s face flushed as red as a ripe persimmon.

But she couldn’t help it.

There was a reason she was so ecstatic.

Why?

‘It’s Kim Do Ha

and Lee Min Ki! This is going to be huge! It’s going to be a massive hit!!’

She had managed to secure both of the hottest stars on the same show.

Just thinking about how she had somehow made this impossible project happen was enough to make her heart flutter.

‘Wow, how did I even pull this off?’

Kim Do Ha’s appearance fee was always high.

Despite his gentle face, he was incredibly meticulous when it came to work, scrutinizing everything as if he were doing quality checks in a precision factory. That alone was a challenge.

And then there was Lee Min Ki.

‘He must have so many offers lately, with how popular he’s become.’

When is an actor’s appearance fee the highest?

When they’ve just hit it big?

No.

It’s when some time has passed since their big success, and they start to fade slightly from the public’s view.

It’s also the time when they’re preparing for their next project, and people are throwing money at them to sign deals. Even getting an interview at that time is no small feat.

‘Wow, am I really this competent for pulling this off?’

She was so excited that she shook her body in a little celebratory dance.

Then, she let out a deep breath of relief.

‘And on top of that, the concept I pitched was so odd. I’m glad they accepted it.’

It wasn’t just a simple interview.

There was a small additional concept attached to the plan.

[60-Second Impromptu Acting.]

It was a concept where they would ask the two actors to perform a short impromptu scene.

From the start, this project had been brimming with Producer Na’s personal biases, like the thick cream in a Swiss roll cake.

It hadn’t been intentional, but the agency actually appreciated the idea.

It gave the actors a chance to show off their acting skills a little, and it helped maintain their image.

Since it was just a 60-second performance, the burden was relatively low.

Still, acting was acting.

It was only natural to have some doubts.

‘Will they prepare properly?’

Just having those two high-priced actors agree to come on the show was already a blessing.

Would they give a performance as good as what they showed in dramas and movies?

That would be ideal.

‘Eh, I’m getting ahead of myself. Wishful thinking.’

Producer Na shook her head, laughing at her own thoughts.

Just having them agree to come was good enough. Why expect perfection?

Wasn’t it common knowledge that celebrities have their heads in the clouds?

Considering the popularity of these two stars, their egos were probably sky-high by now.

“Hehe.”

She giggled to herself again.

“Producer Na, I told you to keep it down.”

“Oh, right.”

She lowered her head again, realizing she had gotten too carried away.

But.

At this point, she had no idea.

That there were stars in the world who, until just a year ago, would have given anything for even a 10-second acting opportunity, let alone 60 seconds.

* * *

“Isn’t that Lee Min Ki?”

“Probably just someone who looks like him.”

“Uh… no, I’m pretty sure that’s Lee Min Ki.”

Uh-oh.

Lee Min Ki quickly pulled his mask down over his face.

These days, even just walking down the street, more and more people recognized him, making it uncomfortable to go outside.

‘Good thing I moved to the JC dorms.’

If he had stayed in that one-room apartment complex, by now his private life would have become delicious public property for the media.

Anyway.

‘It’s supposed to be 60 seconds of impromptu acting, right?’

Sitting on a bench at a bookstore, Lee Min Ki once again reviewed the script he had received beforehand.

And soon, he sighed again and closed it.

‘…It’s simple.’

Only the setting and characters were specified.

There was not a single detailed action or line of dialogue to be found.

They called it impromptu acting, but it was shockingly straightforward.

Was it really okay to be this honest?

There are plenty of actors who cover up bad acting with camera angles, but they didn’t seem to care about accommodating such people.

‘Well, whatever. This is better for me.’

Fortunately, Lee Min Ki remembered the exact nature of this particular project.

Because he had seen it before.

‘This thing became really successful and went on to become the standard for testing actors’ skills.’

It was such a successful concept that even he had enjoyed watching it.

New episodes used to come out every week on MyTube.

He had assumed there would be a script since it was a planned production, but he was surprised to find out it was truly impromptu.

‘At least they stayed true to the goal of testing acting skills.’

But there was something more important.

His opponent was none other than Kim Do Ha.

‘He won’t be half-hearted about it.’

This was Kim Do Ha, after all.

Regardless of a person’s real character, Kim Do Ha’s success as an actor was no coincidence.

A man whose voice alone could command a character.

An actor who had become the poster boy for kind-hearted roles.

By this time, it was no exaggeration to say that Kim Do Ha represented the “new generation” of serious actors.

The title associated with the name Kim Do Ha carried significant weight.

That’s why.

‘I’ll take him down.’

Lee Min Ki had decided to steal that title for himself.
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The car, which had been driving for a long time, came to a stop.

“Actor.”

At that moment, Manager Park Han Mo, who had been looking back, opened his mouth.

“We’ve arrived.”

“…”

“Actor?”

“…”

“Actor.”

“Ah.”

Only after being called several times did Lee Min Ki barely come to his senses.

“Sorry. I’ve been out of it lately.”

He had been mentally training, repeating scenes in his head so much that he didn’t pay attention to what was happening outside.

“It’s fine. You’ve had something unpleasant happen recently.”

Was it because the incident with the assailant had only happened not too long ago?

Manager Park Han Mo, usually very relaxed, spoke in an unusually serious tone.

But it was different.

Lee Min Ki was lost in thought for a completely different reason.

“Because it’s the day I face off against Kim Do Ha.”

It was as simple as that.


Today was the day of the double interview with Kim Do Ha.

More precisely, it was the day for a showdown in acting between him and Kim Do Ha.

He had prepared thoroughly.

It wasn’t just a day or two of practice, but this time, he had put in a particularly meticulous effort.

[Min Ki, your vibe’s a bit sharp these days.]

Even Kim Ah Sung, the trainer, pointed it out in surprise.

[It doesn’t suit you.]

[… ]

[Just do it the way you always do.]

It wasn’t that he took it lightly.

Rather, thanks to that, when he was with Trainer Kim Ah Sung, he could focus on his practice with the same condition as usual.

Recalling that moment, Lee Min Ki smirked as he spoke.

“I just want to win, if possible.”

“Win, huh?”

Park Han Mo’s eyes glimmered with a little curiosity at the unexpected comment.

“When I look at you, actor, I think that you always give your best, even in the smallest things.”

“Sorry?”

“Objectively speaking, it’s just a small interview, isn’t it? It’s rare to see someone prepare so sincerely like you.”

“Ah.”

Lee Min Ki let out a small exclamation, realizing the difference in perspective between him and Manager Park Han Mo.


‘Right, to others, this probably doesn’t seem like a big deal.’

Indeed.

To Lee Min Ki, who knew that the “60-second Acting” content would become a big hit in the future, this acting could never be taken lightly.

But to others, it was different.

No matter how trivial the project, it would just look like he was giving his all.

‘For a rookie actor who has continuously succeeded without failure, this is a time when one might start to get arrogant, but he’s really straightforward.’

That was how Lee Min Ki appeared in Park Han Mo’s eyes.

Always humble, always diligent.

It was as if the weight of the task didn’t matter from the start; he tackled even the smallest tasks with an attitude of utmost sincerity.

To the manager, it naturally stood out.

‘If a rookie actor, who just had a hit project, is this sincere even about a small interview, he’s bound to succeed in anything he does in the future.’

Just as Park Han Mo was about to get lost in thought, he blinked and cleared his mind.

“Go ahead. Stretch and prepare yourself.”

“Yes, thank you for driving me!”

Lee Min Ki nodded politely as he got out of the car.

The fact that he still expressed his thanks made the manager chuckle.

For the manager, these small gestures gave him a strong sense of fulfillment.

But this much was something quite a few celebrities also did.

Yet, Lee Min Ki added another step.

“And about the dinner plan for tonight. You remember, right?”


“Yes, why?”

In a puzzled voice, Manager Park Han Mo asked, and Lee Min Ki beamed brightly.

“I’ve made a reservation at a premium Hanwoo omakase restaurant for tonight. Look forward to it.”

“…”

“Manager, let’s do our best today as well.”

With that, Lee Min Ki clenched his fist and disappeared into the studio entrance with energetic steps.

A moment later.

Left alone in the quiet car, Manager Park Han Mo gripped the steering wheel and let out a small laugh.

‘He still remembers the promise to treat me to Hanwoo if he succeeded.’

A person who doesn’t forget even the smallest promises.

* * *

At the same time.

‘Hmm, so this is what it’s like?’

A man sitting on a chair in the broadcast station’s waiting room chuckled.

In his hand, a phone played a continuous stream of videos of a certain man.

It was footage of the rapidly rising actor, Lee Min Ki.

[Just because your life is tragic doesn’t mean it’s all bad. There’s a saying I like. Your ruined life is everyone’s fault. But destroying yourself now is your own responsibility. Got it? The one tormenting Seol Ha right now is Seol Ha herself.]

It was a scene from *Café Del Dia*, considered one of the most iconic moments.

The male lead, Sung Jin Woo, confesses his feelings with clumsy advice to the female lead, who has suffered from a troubled family background.

[Why can’t Jin Woo speak any better?]

[Yes, I’m that kind of person.]

[It must be nice, having no regard for others.]

[It is. Absolutely. I’ll probably live carefree and long. Unlike some people.]

[… ]

[Why worry? There’s no point in worrying when it doesn’t change anything. Do you think someone will forgive you just because you feel sorry? Do you think the world will rage with you just because you’re angry?]

After a brief silence.

Sung Jin Woo spoke again.

[You need to take action. Even if you work out for just 30 minutes a day, a year from now, you’ll be a different person. People can change that easily. So what kind of person do you want to be a year from now, Seol Ha?]

The past can’t be helped, but the future is something you can shape.

So holding on to the past and tormenting yourself is just self-punishment.

That’s what he meant.

[Is there someone who owes you money and won’t pay it back? Does it make you so mad you could die? Don’t hate them. It’ll only stress you out. Just sue them.]

It was clearly a heartfelt message, yet the lines themselves were so cheeky it made you want to slap him.

Still, thanks to Lee Min Ki’s acting, the character came to life.

The scene ranked 3rd among the top 5 moments chosen by viewers.

After watching the scene for a while.

“Pfft.”

Kim Do Ha puffed out his cheeks and chuckled softly.

‘Wow, that’s so cheesy.’

The acting felt cheesy.

No matter how the viewers rated it, at least in his eyes, Lee Min Ki’s acting seemed that way.

‘Did he learn acting from Japanese dramas?’

It felt overacted.

Of course, it wasn’t necessarily bad to unleash your emotions at the right moment.

But it felt like he had gone too deep into it.

To Kim Do Ha, this was amateurish method acting.

Moreover, method acting was long out of fashion.

‘If it’s obvious, it’s already over.’

Acting is about naturalness.

Once, method acting’s chronic flaw became apparent.

In the pursuit of natural acting, the naturalness itself is ruined.

It happens when the actor becomes too immersed without realizing it.

Unless you’re at a certain level, it’s the kind of acting where the actor is the only one enjoying themselves.

That was Kim Do Ha’s view on method acting.

It was also something people in the industry commonly said.

[Method acting is something done for self-satisfaction.]

[They have no idea how hard it is for the people around them to keep up.]

[Right. Like a midfielder who thinks he’s good at soccer? Or a midlaner who thinks they’re great at jungling? That kind of feeling.]

It was a misconception often made by rookies being pushed by their agencies.

They think they’re in that role and getting attention because they’re good, when in reality, it’s because they have strong backing.

A sardonic smile appeared on Kim Do Ha’s lips.

‘There are tons of self-proclaimed method actors like that.’

Unless you’re a master, method acting is just arrogance.

To Kim Do Ha, Lee Min Ki’s acting belonged to that category of fake method acting.

Of course.

It was largely a matter of personal taste.

Kim Do Ha was the type of actor who focused on classical acting, which was the opposite of method acting.

Rather than being swayed by the role, he prided himself on interpreting the character.

Thus, he was almost repulsed by seeing others being consumed by method acting.

‘Today will be easy.’

It was no wonder Kim Do Ha felt confident about winning.

“Definitely.”

As he re-read the script, his certainty grew.

Moreover, there was a huge flaw in method acting, one that no genius of method acting could avoid.

Even if it wasn’t Lee Min Ki, even if it were a giant in Korean cinema.

No, not just that.

Even if it were one of the great Hollywood legends whose name was etched in the Hall of Fame, there was an unavoidable flaw in method acting.

‘It’s predictable.’

If Lee Min Ki was a method actor, he would never be able to reach Kim Do Ha’s level.

‘If we get closer later on, I’ll have to point this out.’

Since they’d likely clash, it would be better to have someone at least somewhat useful.

With that thought, Kim Do Ha turned his eyes back to the script to calculate more possibilities.

* * *

A room draped in dark black fabric on all sides, resembling a

black box.

Inside, with a camera focused on them.

“Hello, I’m Lee Min Ki.”

“I’m Kim Do Ha.”

The two finally greeted each other face-to-face.

Across from them, where the camera that viewers couldn’t see was set up, an LED monitor displaying the interview instructions flickered.

[1. Please introduce yourselves briefly.]

They had already greeted each other.

They had spent a few minutes leisurely chatting in the waiting room.

They knew enough about each other.

But they needed to show the viewers something they’d want to see.

“Now that I think about it.”

Kim Do Ha was the first to speak.

“I really enjoyed watching your *Café Del Dia*. I learned a lot from your role as Sung Jin Woo.”

“…!”

At the sudden compliment, Lee Min Ki’s forehead twitched.

“They call you an acting powerhouse, don’t they? But that term feels strange. Actors are supposed to be good at acting by default, aren’t they? You don’t hear people calling someone a ‘powerful baseball player,’ do you?”

Kim Do Ha continued speaking in a tone so sincere that if you heard it in an interview, you’d want to hire him on the spot.

“In that sense, I believe the term ‘acting powerhouse’ emerged because there are so many rookie actors who fail to meet the audience’s expectations.”

What was he trying to say?

Was he implying that he should be embarrassed to be called an ‘acting powerhouse’?

At the moment Lee Min Ki tensed up a little, Kim Do Ha continued.

“For an actor like you, Lee Min Ki, there’s no need for the term ‘acting powerhouse.’”

“…”

“Because you’re already a complete actor.”

It was pure praise, straight from the heart.

No matter who heard it, they would think, ‘Wow, this guy is so full of goodwill,’ and be genuinely impressed by his kind words.

It suited someone who was currently one of the most popular MCs.

Whoever listened to this interview would surely have nothing but good things to say about Kim Do Ha.

But Lee Min Ki knew better.

‘His tongue sure is slick.’

He knew exactly what this man had done, so he was well aware that Kim Do Ha’s words were just sugar-coated, broadcast-friendly lines.

But it didn’t matter.

“Thank you.”

There’s a proper time for everything.

“In fact, I’ve also learned a lot from watching your acting, Kim Do Ha.”

“My acting?”

“Yes, from *Will You Marry Me or Not*, *Pennant Race*, *Chemistry*, and *I Can See It*. I’ve watched every one of your works at least ten times.”

At Lee Min Ki’s words, Kim Do Ha’s gaze sharpened slightly.

It was as if he was saying, ‘I’m not going to stop you, so go ahead and keep talking.’

Picking up on that signal, Lee Min Ki continued.

“To me, Kim Do Ha, you were like a textbook. A textbook that clearly showed what good acting was. It felt like you were the North Star for sailors, guiding them on how things should be done.”

This wasn’t just flattery.

Kim Do Ha’s acting was indeed marked by perfectionism.

While it didn’t have overwhelming strengths, it was at least flawless.

That had influenced Lee Min Ki as well.

Of course, the fact that there were over a hundred actors from whom he had learned acting, not just Kim Do Ha, was a secret.

“I hope to learn something from you again today.”

“…Haha, I’d be happy to.”

Kim Do Ha responded with a soft laugh.

“But if you’ve learned from me, shouldn’t you treat me to a meal?”

A small laugh spread through the studio.

Enough with the formalities.

The real battle was about to begin.

From the other side of the camera, PD Na, who was in charge of the show, spoke.

“Today, for the viewers, we’ve prepared a very special content as a fan service.”

It was starting.

The 60-second acting.

This was the highlight of today’s show.

“Ah, ah.”

At that signal, Lee Min Ki lightly stretched his neck.

At the same time, a small thrill appeared on Kim Do Ha’s lips.

‘Alright, show me.’

Show me the limits of amateurish method acting.

There’s no ill will, but there’s definitely some mischief.

And then, a few seconds later.

“Ah, ah.”

When the impromptu acting began in earnest.

“…”

Kim Do Ha’s eyes widened in disbelief.

‘It’s not there.’

In Lee Min Ki’s acting, the chronic flaw of method acting.

It wasn’t there.

All that was left was clean acting.

Like a freshly ironed shirt, it was perfectly crisp and classic acting, sparkling right in front of him.
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[60-Second Acting]

A content where you perform impromptu acting for exactly 60 seconds.

Only a situation and a character are given, with no specific acting instructions at all.

The situation and character given to Lee Min Ki were as follows:

[A Studio Apartment/Living Alone]

It was a setting that couldn’t be any simpler.

The production team likely aimed at people in their 20s, who are the main audience of the Mitube variety show.

They probably didn’t have high expectations.

‘But it ended up being a huge hit.’

It was literally a massive success.

In the near future, it became customary for actors confident in their acting skills to appear on [60-Second Acting] for both promotion and acting skill verification.

So many actors participated that there were over 200 videos easily uploaded.

Lee Min Ki was a maniac who watched every episode of this show.

But do you know?

What an actor who wants to appear on such a show but can’t think while watching it?

‘If it were me, I’d try something like this.’

It was a simulation.

In Lee Min Ki’s case, he would think about how he would act in that given situation.

He practiced pathetically alone in front of a mirror, only to be caught by someone.


Although he never had the chance to use those polished skills, the situation was a bit different this time.

‘I can use everything. Without holding back!’

This acting session was no different.

The killer move Lee Min Ki prepared was exactly this:

“Wh-Who’s there?”

It was a delusion that anyone living alone would have at least once.

“I know you’re hiding there. Come out before I call the police!”

He imagined that there was a thief in the house.

Lee Min Ki tiptoed around the room, stealthily walking.

Sometimes, he stared at places where nothing could be seen, and other times, he waved his hand into empty space.

Producer Na saw that and had a shocked expression.

‘Is he searching the closet?’

Yes.

It was pantomime.

When it comes to impromptu acting, people often think of monologues, but in [60-Second Acting], pantomime played an important role.

It was because, in such a short time, you had to clearly imprint the situation on the audience.

“Don’t move. I’ve got a pretty good idea. You think I’m easy because I live alone? I’m a 9th-dan in Taekwondo and a 9th-dan in Hapkido. I even got a fully-paid vacation as a reward. You’re done for.”

Lee Min Ki continued to tiptoe around the empty room for a moment.

Then he opened an empty closet.

“…!”


He suddenly looked horrified, as if he had just seen a ghost, and collapsed right on the spot.

“…!! …!”

Without a word, he opened and closed his mouth while crawling across the floor with his arms, as if trying to escape.

Producer Na opened her mouth wide again in surprise.

‘There really was a thief hiding in the house.’

Exactly.

There really was a thief in the studio apartment.

What most would dismiss as delusional became a reality.

It was the moment when an impromptu act gained a storyline.

But it wasn’t over yet.

“Wh-why are you here, sis?”

The thief turned out to be someone he knew.

It was already ridiculous that there was actually a thief in the house, but even more absurd that the thief was someone he knew.

‘This is crazy. It’s so real.’

Producer Na burst out laughing.

This content, which was half a gamble, seemed like it might be a jackpot, filling her with excitement.

‘They said Lee Min Ki was good at acting, and he really is.’

It was nothing short of amazing.

She had met countless actors while working at the broadcasting station.

And she also realized that most of the work of those who were called talented came from the help of the directors.


Especially for rookies.

Even more so for actors who rose to fame in a short period.

But what about the scene unfolding in front of her now?

‘He’s carrying the entire scene by himself with no help at all? Lee Min Ki, are you really a genius?’

It was as if he was painting a vivid watercolor on a blank canvas.

“No, no? Me, cheating? With someone else? You think I would cheat on you, sis?”

This was driving her crazy.

The story took another step forward.

The thief, who he thought was a stranger, was someone he knew, and that person turned out to be his girlfriend.

On top of that, the actor portrayed the character as if it was his own fault.

‘Right, the girlfriend came here because she caught him cheating.’

It was absurd.

There was no realism in it.

But since it was a 60-second performance, it wasn’t the detailed nuances but the instant impact that mattered.

Lee Min Ki’s acting was perfectly suited to this content.

‘They said he was thorough in his preparation, but this can’t be explained by mere thoroughness. He could write scripts himself.’

Producer Na forgot to laugh, simply watching in awe.

Meanwhile.

Someone else was watching this unfold, feeling their blood dry up.

‘This crazy…’

That person was Kim Do Ha.

‘Did Lee Min Ki really prepare something like this?’

He was sweating profusely as he witnessed Lee Min Ki’s performance up close.

‘This isn’t just about good or bad acting.’

The entire concept was different.

Did JC E&M come up with this idea for him?

Did they put this much effort into just one interview?

No.

Kim Do Ha knew well that the company didn’t go that far.

Moreover, even the acting ability Lee Min Ki was showing made it impossible to deny reality.

All the assumptions in his head shattered like a classroom window hit by a soccer ball.

‘Method acting is supposed to be impossible for impromptu performances.’

Exactly.

If there was a weakness to Lee Min Ki’s method acting, it was that method acting is difficult in impromptu performances.

It takes a long time to become one with a character, to truly embody them.

That’s the huge downside of method acting.

There’s even a saying that method actors film half as many projects in their lifetime compared to classical actors.

‘Method acting can’t be done in a short time.’

Method acting involves aligning every detail, from mannerisms to breathing and blinking, with the character.

It’s almost impossible to achieve that in a short amount of time.

This is why method actors are rare in drama productions and often disregarded for the same reason.

In contrast, Kim Do Ha’s ‘classical acting’ was different.

He approached his roles from a thoroughly technical standpoint.

As long as the right situation was given, he could usually deliver a performance above average.

Because of that, he thought today would show a clear difference.

‘But what is this?’

The truth was as follows.

Lee Min Ki’s acting…

‘Good, there’s a reaction. Maybe I should twist my body a little more here.’

…wasn’t method acting from the start.

To pull off method acting, an actor must have absolute confidence in their character and performance.

They must believe that even if they ad-libbed on set, others would support it.

Without that confidence, method acting falters like a shaky bridge.

Arrogance that is close to overconfidence.

This is something that a mere extra couldn’t have.

‘There’s almost 60 seconds left. How should I wrap this up? A proposal? Or should I break the window and escape?’

Lee Min Ki was now calculating his next move.

He was calculating every possible scenario and placing himself like a chess piece in the scene.

In truth, Lee Min Ki was a classical actor down to his bones.

In [Cafe del Dia], he only calculated and acted out the emotions typical of method acting because it was required.

“…Sis, the chicken has arrived… Shall we talk while eating?”

That’s how Lee Min Ki’s performance ended.

He perfectly delivered the content suited to the [60-Second Acting] format, along with the acting skill to match.

“Awesome.”

“Wow, seriously.”

“That was crazy.”

Soon, applause erupted from the surprised staff in the studio.

“We’re not done filming yet.”

With Producer Na’s mediation, it was now Kim Do Ha’s turn.

And his performance was…

“Mom, I’m out of kimchi.”

A typical monologue performance.

It was a textbook example of a monologue that you could see anywhere.

It wasn’t suitable for [60-Second Acting], but more like an audition performance.

‘He’s good.’

He was good.

As expected of one of the top-paid young actors of this era, he was good.

But that was all.

“A scholarship? I know, I’ll take care of it. I’m your son.”

It wasn’t fresh.

“Okay, I’ll call you back tomorrow.”

Moreover, his acting wasn’t at a level that could overshadow Lee Min Ki’s.

Click.

Kim Do Ha closed his phone with a small, pathetic motion that hardly counted as pantomime, and muttered in a voice full of sighs.

“…I’m going crazy.”

He was, literally, going crazy.

As much as he hated sensationalism in acting, his performance wasn’t sensational at all.

* * *

By the time both the interview and the performances were over.

“Sir, I learned so much from you today!”

Lee Min Ki shouted loudly towards Kim Do Ha.

“As expected, seeing you in person is on a different level than on-screen.”

“…H-ha, I’m glad it was helpful.”

Kim Do Ha responded with a trembling voice.

It hadn’t even been an hour, yet Lee Min Ki was starting to feel burdensome.

It was obvious.

Though he wasn’t sure exactly what it was, he could feel an overwhelming pressure.

That, in turn, became a

small source of anxiety for Lee Min Ki.

‘Did I go too far?’

It’s best to be seen as a junior at a similar level, just a little below, so that the senior feels comfortable helping you.

But had he worked too hard?

He did intend to win, but he didn’t expect to actually win.

Since his opponent was the famous Kim Do Ha, he thought he had to give his all just to compete.

‘Maybe I overdid it.’

He thought he had done too well.

‘What if he starts avoiding me because I made him uncomfortable?’

Actually, that would be great.

…Except, not really.

He had approached Kim Do Ha hoping to get closer, maybe share a meal and gather some evidence.

But instead of getting closer, they were on the verge of not wanting to even make eye contact with each other.

Kim Do Ha felt the same way.

‘Ugh, it’s embarrassing to keep him close after this. But Kim Do Ha, since when did you care about that?’

He had come intending to bring Lee Min Ki into his circle, but things had turned out completely different.

It was instinctual.

‘I can tell just by looking. This guy hates messing around.’

How could one describe Lee Min Ki?

He was like a human sculpted in the shape of the word ‘diligence.’

Sometimes, you meet people like that in life.

‘The kind of guys who act like they’re the protagonist of a shonen manga.’

They are unreasonably positive and excessively passionate.

They can’t stand not being seen as pure.

And without realizing it, they make those around them feel dirty.

In Kim Do Ha’s eyes, Lee Min Ki was exactly that kind of person.

‘Annoying bastard. I bet if he saw an old lady struggling with a cart on a hill, he’d help out of pity.’

The ironic part was, Kim Do Ha was seen by the public as that very kind of person.

The difference between the two was one thing.

Whether the inside matched the outside, that was all.

‘Ugh, even if I try to recruit him, he probably won’t budge. What should I do?’

If he tried, Lee Min Ki would fall for it right away.

In fact, he was waiting for Kim Do Ha to say something.

But the one who prided himself on his sharp judgment was unaware and left struggling in confusion.

Ring-ring.

“Ah.”

Suddenly, a phone call came in.

‘Who the hell calls at a time like this?’

Kim Do Ha grumbled as he picked up the phone.

[Hey! I heard you went to film something with Lee Min Ki!]

The person on the other end was none other than…

Lee Heul.

[Let’s grab a drink.]
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“Alcohol?”

Kim Doha’s eyelids twitched at the sudden suggestion.

It was true that he wanted to talk a bit more with Lee Min Ki.

However, it was obvious why he was being called out for drinks at this time.

‘It’s so noisy I can barely hear him, must be a club.’

It was a club.

And they were probably having fun in a private room.

Predictable, really.

‘This is a bit of a headache.’

It was a space he didn’t want to reveal to outsiders yet.

As he hesitated, unable to make a decision, Lee Min Ki spoke up.

“Who is it?”

“Oh, well…”

Kim Doha was about to come up with an excuse.

[Oh? Whose voice was that? Lee Min Ki?]

Ah, Ihle had caught on.

“Hyung, it’s just that—”

Kim Doha tried to stop him, but a drunken Ihle, now completely unstoppable, shouted out again.

[Hey! It’s really Lee Min Ki, isn’t it?]


“It is, but…”

[I knew it! Lee Min Ki! Hand him the phone, right now! Hey, you heard me? Lee Min Ki is there. Tell him to come over.]

At that moment, Kim Doha let out a deep sigh.

Now he understood why Ihle was so desperate to have Lee Min Ki by his side.

‘Another one of those times where he’s trying to impress with a girl by his side.’

A man who lives and dies by his pretentiousness.

How can someone be so consistently predictable?

Ihle truly deserved to be called a pine tree.

Though, that pine tree’s roots were as rotten as the moldy wallpaper of a bathroom.

‘This just got annoying.’

Kim Doha’s frown deepened.

‘I was trying to slowly tame him, but forcing a connection now might just complicate things.’

From Kim Doha’s perspective, Lee Min Ki looked like a diligent, hard-working person.

The type who only saw acting and nothing else.

If it were a classy bar, maybe, but could he really be coaxed into going to such a place just for fun?

… That was entirely Kim Doha’s misunderstanding.

“Who’s calling?”

In reality, Lee Min Ki was someone who wanted to dip his toes, even just a little, into this group.

And he was quite proactive about it.

“My name’s come up a few times, hasn’t it?”


Kim Doha smiled brightly and said,

“Min Ki, it’s an acquaintance of mine.”

Just as he said that, Kim Doha realized he had unintentionally let a careless remark slip.

[Hey! Hand him the phone! I know it’s Lee Min Ki. Just for a moment, give him the phone!]

Ihle had perfectly grasped the fact that Lee Min Ki was there.

Like a predator extending its claws, the situation became tense.

Meanwhile, Lee Min Ki, even though he didn’t fully understand the situation, wasn’t about to miss the chance.

‘Does he not want me to meet this person?’

Why would someone be reluctant to introduce him to someone else?

Unless there was some unresolved grudge involved, it didn’t make sense, especially since Lee Min Ki wasn’t someone with a vast social circle.

The Daon scandal was known to only a few people.

So, if Kim Doha was hiding something, it was likely something shady.

If there was something shady about Kim Doha, it would be obvious.

“They’re asking for me?”

He had to poke at it.

“Haha, he’s just really drunk.”

[Drunk? Who’s drunk! Kim Doha, are you mocking me right now?]

Kim Doha clenched his teeth so hard at the ranting on the other end of the line that they were about to crack.

[Hey, you there, can you hear me?]

“Yes, who is this?”


[You know me, right? I’m Ihle. From Lava?]

“Ihle?”

At the booming voice coming from the phone, Lee Min Ki caught on.

And he faintly smiled.

He had hoped to reel in a small fry, but this was no small fry.

It was a big catch.

‘Ihle… wasn’t he one of the people involved in that incident?’

He remembered.

Ihle.

Once a member of a popular idol group, but after the group switched to mostly solo activities, he couldn’t find his footing.

Then, suddenly, he got involved in a crime, which caused his fans to go crazy.

[Ihle, you scumbag. Did you say you wanted to be seen in the news? Well, here you are, on the front page.]

[The most pathetic guy in the world.]

[See if anyone sends you care packages in jail.]

[So the tofu you said you liked on TV was foreshadowing, huh?]

He was also notorious for his loose tongue.

He contributed to blowing the incident out of proportion by carelessly messaging ordinary people on social media.

He messaged them, saying, “I’m Ihle, the idol. Let’s meet just once.”

‘He’s not even afraid of getting caught, huh.’

To Lee Min Ki, Ihle was the kind of person who couldn’t be trusted, someone he wouldn’t want anywhere near him.

But for now…

“Wow, it’s really Ihle? I’m a fan!”

He could be the person who respected Ihle more than anyone else in the world.

[Min Ki, remember this. When acting, you need to love your co-stars, even if they were your parents’ worst enemy. But don’t actually love your parents’ enemies.]

Recalling Kim Ah Sung trainer’s vivid advice, Lee Min Ki enthusiastically shouted in an excited tone,

“I’ve watched all of your works, Ihle sunbae-nim! Wow, back in high school, everyone knew who you were. Everyone in my class was copying your dance moves.”

It was a blatant lie.

Lee Min Ki was someone who watched various works, but he never forced himself to watch anything unbearable.

Especially when it came to someone like Ihle, infamous for his poor acting.

Most of his classmates back then probably didn’t even know Ihle’s name, though they might have known Lava.

However, those in the spotlight tend to overestimate their fame.

[Oh? Really? Did you hear that? Lee Min Ki says he’s my fan! Doha, bring him over right now. Let’s meet!]

This was a headache.

Kim Doha felt like his head was about to explode.

But things were already way beyond his control.

‘If I try to draw the line now, this foolish Ihle will throw a fit later.’

He had intended to gradually distance himself, but this situation had gotten tangled up at the worst possible time.

There was no helping it.

Kim Doha let out a deep sigh and said,

“Min Ki, I’m sorry, but it seems like you’re nearby. Why don’t you show your face for a bit?”

One thing was clear in this mess.

It was bad luck for Kim Doha.

And good luck for Lee Min Ki.

* * *

In a luxurious yet eerie hallway.

‘This is really it.’

Lee Min Ki was busy looking around in amazement.

‘It’s exactly like what I saw in the articles.’

Club [Uncommon].

Its name had been repeatedly mentioned in news articles as a crime scene.

After that incident, more similar cases came to light, like branches sprouting from the same tree.

However, they merely changed the owner’s name and the store’s sign, continuing business as usual.

‘I’ve prepared as much as I can.’

Walking down the corridor, Lee Min Ki checked his equipment again.

There was a small camera on his chest.

In his pocket was a high-performance recorder.

He had brought them, just in case there was something to capture during drinks with Kim Doha.

And if he got caught, he had a plausible excuse ready.

[I often review recordings after filming to practice my lines.]

It was a common enough practice among actors.

Now, all he needed was one thing to go right.

As he walked, feeling a bit on edge, Kim Doha gave a wry smile and said,

“Min Ki, it’s a bit sudden to bring you to a place like this on a first meeting, isn’t it?”

“No, I find it interesting.”

“Interesting?”

Kim Doha asked in a somewhat surprised tone.

“Have you been to places like this before?”

“Uncommon is famous, right? It’s said to be one of the top three clubs. I’ve been here once or twice when I was younger.”

A lie.

The only time Lee Min Ki had been to a club was when he turned twenty, and within five minutes, his phone and wallet were stolen. He swore never to return after that.

“You partied a bit, huh?”

“I stopped going after preparing to become an actor. But every guy has a phase where they’re into girls, right? Besides, I’m more amazed that someone like you, Kim Doha sunbae-nim, is here.”

“Haha, sunbae-nim? No way. Just call me hyung. And I don’t come here often. It’s just that Ihle hyung is a regular here, so I come when he calls.”

The conversation between the two was filled with soulless lies, thrown back and forth.

But in this brief exchange, Kim Doha’s suspicions subtly eased.

‘He should be intimidated, but he seems natural. Has he really partied before?’

Not long after, their footsteps halted in front of a large room.

Creak.

When the door opened…

“Oh! Doha, you’re here!”

Inside, a man, half out of his unbuttoned dress shirt, was rolling on the floor.

It was Ihle.

“Lee Min Ki, huh!”

As he cheerfully waved and shouted at him,

‘Ugh, the smell.’

Lee Min Ki instinctively grimaced.

The overwhelming stench of alcohol and cigarettes

assaulted his senses.

Just from a whiff, he was already longing for the sweat of a gym.

‘What a mess.’

Ashtrays lined the table.

Bottles of expensive liquor were scattered around, their labels visible enough to hint at their hefty price tags.

But none of that mattered.

The real issue was…

‘Is that really Lee Min Ki?’

The gazes of the women around the room.

‘Wow, it’s really Lee Min Ki?’

‘He looks just like he does on TV.’

‘Heard his physique was great, guess it’s true.’

‘Hmm, it’d be nice to have him around. Does he have a girlfriend? Probably does.’

Women in revealing outfits stared at Lee Min Ki with hungry eyes.

Like predators from the feline family eyeing their prey.

‘Quite an audience.’

In the past, he might have been interested in that.

He used to be starved for others’ approval, affection, or anything resembling goodwill.

But now, his focus was entirely elsewhere.

‘Now, let’s see. Is there anything here?’

Looking for evidence.

While subtly acknowledging the gazes directed at him, Lee Min Ki combed over the table.

With some luck, maybe he could find something—anything.

Drugs, perhaps.

Or any other incriminating material.

But it wasn’t going to be that easy.

“Hyung, you’ve had too much to drink.”

“Shut up. How did the shoot go?”

“Thanks to you, it went well. You’re keeping things clean today.”

“I’m always clean.”

Although Ihle was often out of his mind, he wasn’t stupid enough to leave anything incriminating in plain sight in front of someone new.

Anything suspicious would have been cleaned up long ago.

‘This is more normal than I expected.’

Was he looking in the wrong direction?

Had he underestimated the situation?

As Lee Min Ki sat on the sofa, lost in thought, a woman with a strong scent of perfume approached him.

“Oppa, is this your first time here? Why are you avoiding my gaze?”

“……I’m shy.”

“Why the formal speech?”

The woman giggled obnoxiously.

Stop talking to me.

I need to think.

Just as Lee Min Ki was about to refocus his attention, the woman leaned in aggressively.

“Wow, you must work out. Your body’s solid.”

As she tried to touch him.

“Why are you avoiding me?”

“I’m ticklish.”

“You’re funny, oppa.”

He tried to dodge her, half-annoyed.

But then.

‘Wait.’

Something caught his eye.

‘That.’

On the woman’s wrist was a faint trace of blood.

It was a tiny drop, hard to see unless you were looking for it.

Looking closer, he noticed more droplets spaced along a thin line.

‘Did she take something? Or are those self-inflicted cuts? Maybe she scratched herself?’

Whichever it was, it didn’t matter.

It caught his attention.

Once noticed, it was impossible to ignore.

More than that, if he let it be, he might end up getting it on his clothes.

And today, he happened to be wearing white.

A handmade piece crafted by CEO Yoo Gyu Eon himself.

The only one of its kind in the world.

He didn’t mind the woman clinging to him, but if it got dirty, that would be an issue.

“Hold on a second.”

Lee Min Ki rummaged through his coat pocket.

Then, he naturally pulled something out.

“……Oppa, is that a band-aid?”

It was a band-aid.

There it was, small and neat, in Lee Min Ki’s hand.

“You carry band-aids?”

“Yeah, I get hurt often.”

Lee Min Ki answered nonchalantly.

It was true; he had often been injured and carried band-aids out of habit.

He didn’t get hurt much these days, but in the past, he was constantly bruised, swollen, scratched, and torn.

So carrying band-aids had become second nature to him.

‘It’s more like a good luck charm now.’

Even though he didn’t use them anymore, the habit didn’t disappear in a day or two, so he carried them just for peace of mind.

“Here you go.”

Lee Min Ki carefully placed the band-aid on the woman’s wrist.

Gently, yet perfectly.

With a smooth, practiced motion that showed his life experience, he quickly applied first aid.

‘Who would have thought I’d be putting on a band-aid in a club.’

The woman found the situation both amusing and absurd, letting out a small laugh.

Did he really notice the injury on her wrist?

In this dim place?

His observation skills were incredible.

Most people here wouldn’t notice a bruise or scratch.

Even if they did, they wouldn’t care.

If someone grabbed her wrist, it was more likely just part of the usual skinship, not an act of kindness.

In short, Lee Min Ki’s actions were unusual.

‘This guy is strange.’

People said he was kind on TV, but could he really be this nice?

Most celebrities who were praised for being nice turned out to be disappointing in real life.

‘Take Kim Doha, for example… never mind.’

The woman, feeling a bit off, bit her lip slightly before finally speaking again.

“……Oppa, are you a player?”

She was briefly intrigued, but she had her own work to do.

She wasn’t just sitting next to a guy she wasn’t even interested in, acting all sweet for no reason.

Kim Doha’s eyes from across the room were sharp.

She bit her lip and spoke, still feeling half-annoyed.

“You don’t seem new to this.”

“I told you, I get hurt often.”

“From acting?”

But this time, she was ignored.

Lee Min Ki’s gaze was fixed on something else.

‘Huh?’

It was just pure luck.

Really, just luck.

Luck, like a golden nugget dropped on the floor.

‘That.’

A smartphone with a cracked screen.

A familiar model, with an equally familiar case.

It was a VIVA X7, with a case branded by a sports car company.

He had seen it many times on internet forums and in news articles.

There it was, lying abandoned on the floor.
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A historic controversy in the Korean entertainment industry.

The gist of the so-called “Kim Doha scandal” is as follows.

[Around 2 a.m., Club employee A found a cellphone while cleaning a room.

While searching for the owner, they stumbled upon various unspeakable materials.

Later, these were exposed on the internet with the help of Journalist B, who facilitated the internal whistleblowing.]

Among these, the cellphone, infamously called “Kim Doha’s phone,” became a hot topic.

The VIVA X7, with a sports car logo engraved on its case, caused such a brand image crisis that it threatened to destroy the company.

[Kim Doha’s phone, discontinuation rumor.]

Despite the name “Kim Doha’s phone,” it wasn’t actually Kim Doha’s personal phone.

‘It sure looks like Kim Doha’s phone, though?’

A chill ran down Lee Min Ki’s spine.

He tried recalling the moment several times just to be sure, but the phone and case seemed undeniably familiar.

Could it really have been dropped here?

Something that could be considered a legend in the industry was lying abandoned on the dirty ground like a cigarette butt.

“……”

Taking it seemed like the right thing to do.

It wasn’t clear whether it was locked with a password, but at least he could retrieve it for now.

If he got caught, he could always make an excuse that he was trying to return it to the owner.

‘But how?’


Picking up something from the ground when all eyes were on him was no easy task.

He needed a way to divert everyone’s attention at once.

Was there any suitable method?

Just when he was pondering, it came to him.

That method.

“By the way, speaking of which…”

Lee Min Ki opened his mouth, but just then—

Thunk.

His elbow knocked over the whiskey bottle on the table beside him.

Crash!

It fell to the floor, shattering into glass shards.

“Ah!”

With everyone’s shocked gazes fixed on the scene, Lee Min Ki acted quickly.

“Oh no, I’m so sorry.”

Pretending he couldn’t bear the guilt, he grabbed a rag from the table and started wiping the floor.

Scrubbing away the liquid on the floor.

And at the same time—

‘Now.’

He discreetly scooped up the phone with his fingertips and slid it into his sock with a swift, graceful movement.

It took less than a second from the bottle breaking to retrieving the phone.


If a passing thief had seen, they might have admired the smoothness of his actions.

“Min Ki, are you okay?”

“You should be more careful.”

“Haha, even you make mistakes. Wasn’t that whiskey expensive?”

With voices full of concern, Lee Min Ki responded apologetically.

“Ugh, my shoes are soaked. Sorry, I’ll just run to the bathroom for a second.”

And that was it.

Amidst the bewilderment of the sudden incident, Lee Min Ki swiftly stood up and headed to the bathroom.

Right after returning to the room—

“Sorry, but my manager just called me about an evening appointment. I’m really sorry, but I have to leave first. I’ll pay for the broken bottle next time.”

“No, it’s fine. Are you leaving already? Can’t we talk a little longer? What’s a manager that can’t wait?”

“Senior, it’s a really important appointment. It’s something I’ve been working on since my debut. I promise to treat you to a great dinner next time.”

After exchanging a few words with Lee Heul, Lee Min Ki quickly left.

Having obtained what he wanted.

‘Evidence secured.’

He had removed the SIM card in the bathroom.

There was nothing more to see.

All he wanted now was to escape this rotten place as soon as possible.

* * *

The next day.


CEO Hwang In Goo of Daon arrived at work feeling exceptionally light-hearted.

“So? You managed to bring Lee Min Ki into the room?”

[Yes, we even had a nice chat.]

“Well done. I’ll give you a good gift next time we meet.”

[No need.]

“No, no, when an elder offers, you should know how to accept.”

[Then.]

“I’m busy. I’ll hang up now.”

Click.

As soon as CEO Hwang In Goo wrapped up his business with Kim Doha, a sly smile spread across his face.

‘It’s over.’

The stress from Lee Min Ki had been overwhelming, but it ended today.

He had done all he could.

‘A fly is still a fly, even if it escapes a spider’s web.’

Some time ago, he had tried using a contractor to get things done, but it had failed.

Probably because that contractor was incompetent.

All they cared about was money, with no real value.

But this time, he had successfully used Kim Doha to entangle things.

‘Maybe I’ll accuse him of sexual harassment.’

He had received incriminating evidence.

Photos of Lee Min Ki clinging to a woman in the room.

What would happen if rumors spread that a male actor, famous for his warm personality, was involved in such accusations?

There would be no need to explain further.

His stock would plummet.

This would be far worse than some school violence rumor.

His agency wouldn’t be able to contain it.

Even the actor himself, who would hide such things from his agency like one would from their parents, wouldn’t confess.

How could the agency possibly manage this?

‘His life is in my hands now.’

All that was left was to crush him with a single finger or play with him like a toy.

‘This is too easy. I don’t understand why other agency presidents can’t do this. They’re so dull.’

For example—

Like JC’s CEO, Goo In Mo.

Actors aren’t people you can manage by treating them kindly and hoping for cooperation.

They respond better when they know who’s in control.

That was the difference between Hwang In Goo and someone like Goo In Mo.

Do you see actors as collaborators or as subjects of control?

Of course, CEO Hwang In Goo chose the latter.

‘Soft-hearted fool. In the end, I’ve won again.’

When CEO Goo In Mo barged in a while ago, it was a real surprise.

Sure, he had faced threats before.

But CEO Goo In Mo knew.

Hwang In Goo was all bark and no bite.

‘He’s willing to sacrifice himself.’

But what if it were someone else’s flesh?

It was obvious.

From what he knew of Goo In Mo, he wasn’t the type to take a gamble that could risk an actor’s career.

“Alright, let’s have some fun now.”

CEO Hwang In Goo had decided to fully bring Lee Min Ki under his control.

Once he decided on something, he did it.

Nothing more, nothing less.

‘I’ll bleed him dry.’

Meanwhile, two days had passed since Lee Min Ki had secured the phone.

But during that time, nothing significant had happened.

Just one thing was clear.

“……Are these people even human?”

The situation he was involved in was much bigger than he had anticipated.

Checking the conversations on the phone was horrifying.

[Me: {Video evidence}]

[Doha: Haha, Brother, I told you not to upload things like that.]

[Yoon Jae Woo: Why didn’t you invite me?]

[Shabi: We said let’s have fun together, but you keep going solo again.]

All kinds of disgusting material that defied words were floating around.

‘I can’t believe these people exist.’

His head spun.

They talked about how good it was to touch certain female celebrities and how they should share the experience.

There was talk of which drugs were good and which were bad.

The countless images and videos, casually scattered, were overwhelming.

It was way beyond what any ordinary person could imagine.

And.

‘There are over 40 participants in just this one chatroom?’

The scale was far beyond anything he had known before.

“Ugh.”

While sorting through the evidence, Lee Min Ki couldn’t help but gag at the disgusting material.

‘These aren’t people. They’re demons. Demons that crawled out of hell.’

He knew it, too.

It was no secret in the industry that people with good looks secretly formed their own predatory cliques.

But who cared?

If young men and women enjoyed each other’s company for pleasure, what was the problem?

As long as they didn’t shatter the public’s illusion, what they did behind closed doors didn’t matter.

But this was different.

‘You scumbags. This is a crime.’

The problem was that it clearly crossed the line into criminal behavior.

For example—

[Me: That stuff from last time was great. Do you have any more?]

[Doha: I’ll check with the chairman, haha.]

They were talking about drugs.

It was also clear how Daon was involved.

[Me: Is there any of that stuff left from Daon last time?]

It was about drugs.

Drugs.

It seemed that Daon was a supplier for these people.

Probably on the largest scale in the country.

‘There are this many addicts?’

Especially the phone’s owner, Lee Heul, who was emblematic of it all.

Lee Min Ki let out a heavy breath.

‘Good thing I backed everything up.’

Right after getting home, just in case, he connected the phone to his laptop and backed up all the data.

It was a smart choice.

Because just a few hours later, the messenger app was remotely wiped.

‘They’ve already noticed.’

Fortunately, the phone hadn’t been locked with a password.

They must have been complacent.

If necessary, he had planned to use a professional to unlock it, but this reduced the risk.

“……”

As he reviewed the phone’s contents.

One thought crossed Lee Min Ki’s mind.

‘How did they manage to hide all of this?’

The people involved in the [Kim Doha scandal] that he remembered were far fewer.

Centered

around Kim Doha, there were about 10 to 20 people.

The rest were his clients, whose identities hadn’t been revealed.

But what he saw now was at least double or triple that number.

There didn’t seem to be many companies that weren’t involved.

‘No wonder they fought so hard to cover it up.’

They must have blocked and blocked again, ensuring this criminal kingdom would endure for future generations.

‘Disgusting bastards.’

It needed to be exposed.

But the timing was critical.

When, and how to release it.

If nothing else, this was something that required careful consideration.

‘Judging by how hard they worked to suppress it, there must be some powerful people involved. The media is probably complicit too.’

Even though there were outlets that accepted anonymous tips, how could he trust them?

Should he route it overseas and use an anonymous account to leak it in a way that would be hard to trace?

‘No. There are too many victims.’

If things went wrong, releasing the materials could end up further harming the victims.

He had to be cautious.

In the end.

Lee Min Ki reached one decision.

‘I’ll wait a little longer.’

It wasn’t the right time to report it immediately.

He had only acquired the phone at the club recently, so if he acted now, he would quickly become a suspect.

It was better to avoid risky moves for now.

If he were to go public, he needed to wait until suspicion moved away from him.

‘Just a little longer.’

The time would come soon.

There was no way he could endure this disgust for much longer.

“Hoo.”

With that thought, Lee Min Ki placed the phone into the drawer.

And resumed sorting through the materials.

Preparing evidence to bring the perpetrators to justice when the time came.

Meanwhile, at that same moment.

Someone was spiraling into madness.

‘Damn it, damn it, damn it!’

The person walking through the hallway with bloodshot eyes.

‘Where is it? Where did it go?’

It was Kim Doha.

Thunk.

He bumped shoulders with a club employee, who awkwardly nodded in apology.

“Oh, excuse me.”

In that instant.

Smack!

With a sharp crack, the employee’s head snapped to the side.

Startled, he turned his bewildered gaze toward Kim Doha, who spat out a rough, metallic curse.

“Where the hell are your eyes? Can’t you watch where you’re going?”

“I-I’m sorry.”

The employee flinched, shocked by the behavior so unlike Kim Doha’s usual gentle image.

He knew it.

This wasn’t rational behavior.

Even a usually calm person can erupt with irrational anger sometimes.

But right now, there was no way he could hold back.

Because.

‘That idiot Lee Heul screwed up!’

The phone had leaked.

Somehow, Lee Heul had lost his phone.

‘How many times did I tell him to keep the phone secure? If he wasn’t going to listen, he should’ve gotten a burner phone under an alias.’

The phone contained massive amounts of data.

If even a fraction of it got out—

“……!”

He didn’t even want to imagine it.

He couldn’t report it to the police, fearing that any evidence might be leaked.

Although he had remotely triggered the data wipe, what if someone had backed up the data before that?

‘I’m finished.’

Kim Doha shuddered at the thought of a guillotine blade hanging just inches from his throat.

So many people were involved.

If this blew up, how many people would hold him accountable for managing things in the middle?

No, before he could even worry about that, there was the legal issue.

Even if he spent the rest of his life rotting in prison, it wouldn’t be surprising.

Even if he somehow avoided legal trouble, his life in society would be over.

And before that, he might end up with a knife in his belly.

‘Damn it, damn it.’

But there was nothing he could do.

With someone else holding his life in their hands, all he could do was bite his nails.

‘This is insane.’

The helplessness made Kim Doha’s anxiety boil over.

The same helplessness he had mercilessly used to dominate others was now turning against him.

Three years of misdeeds had become a noose tightening around his neck.

“Ahhhhh!!”

Crash!

Unable to bear the pressure on his pounding heart, Kim Doha threw a glass to the floor.

Meanwhile.

[60-second acting.]

The show featuring both him and Lee Min Ki was achieving results far beyond what one would expect from a mini-interview on a mere internet platform.
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[60-Second Acting].

Originally conceived as a supplementary project for interviews, it soon exceeded expectations and established itself as a leading short-content format in the entertainment world.

The formula for this show’s success was attributed to three main factors.

Acting skills.

Character.

And shock value.

To succeed, all three had to be captured perfectly within 60 seconds.

And.

[Did Lee Min Ki always act this well?]

Lee Min Ki happened to have all three of these factors.

[Yeah, he’s always been good.]

[Min Ki is seriously amazing ㅠㅠㅠ]

[That guy’s really good at acting, for real.]

[I realized it when I saw “Café del Dia.” This guy’s going to blow up.]

[He’s been good since his debut. I first saw him in “Campus Story” and didn’t even realize he was a rookie. I was shocked when I found out.]

[I thought he was some unknown actor who had been struggling for 7 years ㅋㅋㅋ]

[You must be seeing Min Ki for the first time ㅎㅎ]

[Ah, seriously ㅠㅠㅠ was I the only one who didn’t know? ㅠㅠㅠ?]

[Let’s start studying together from today.]


From MeTube to female-oriented communities, there was an explosive reaction.

His acting was already a given.

Having built up plenty of potential, his talent had now fully bloomed after countless practices.

His character also followed the success formula of [60-Second Acting].

In other words, it pursued stereotypes.

[Ah, I’ve imagined something like that before.]

[Fantasies on.]

[Everyone’s had that daydream where terrorists break into your classroom and you fight them off ㅋㅋ]

[For real ㅋㅋ imagining pulling off a 108-hit combo while the teacher’s lecturing.]

[Yeah, I used to think like that. Miss those days.]

[I still do.]

[?]

[??]

[What, why? What’s wrong?]

By setting up scenarios and characters that everyone had thought about at least once, it saved time from having to build up character development separately.

Of course, there were also unexpected reactions.

[I got chills while watching it; it reminded me of something similar that happened to my older sister, so I really related….]

[True, just thinking about the situation while he’s acting alone is really terrifying;;; With a bit more directing, it could be seriously scary;;;]

[Apparently, it’s a common game guys play when living alone—like checking if someone else is there. But if there really was a burglar, wouldn’t that be insane?]

[Honestly, the girl’s the crazy one;;;; Why would she break into someone else’s house;;;; insane.]


[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ why is everyone so into it. He was just acting alone ㅋㅋ큐ㅠㅠ]

[It really felt like a horror movie.]

The reactions varied depending on the viewer.

Even Lee Min Ki himself had not anticipated this.

In some places, it was seen as comedy, while in others, it was perceived as horror acting.

In any case, after the character came the shock value.

This needed no further explanation.

The performance was calibrated to match the threshold of provocation for future [60-Second Acting] standards.

It was something that the innocent content of today could hardly follow.

To summarize:

Acting skills, character, and shock value—the trifecta.

From head to toe, Lee Min Ki meticulously calculated success and executed his performance like solving a math problem.

The result?

[Title: Did you see the new project by LMG?]

No explanation needed.

[Ah ㅋㅋ of course, I saw it ㅋㅋ obviously.]

[Season #1581259, meeting Lee Min Ki again.]

Screenshots of Lee Min Ki and Kim Doha’s interview spread across internet communities.

No, to be exact, only the part featuring Lee Min Ki from [60-Second Acting] was spreading.

60 seconds is a short time.


It was too short to show a full-fledged performance.

Acting fundamentally requires a story, and it’s nearly impossible to build up enough immersion for the audience within 60 seconds.

This was a natural limitation.

However, that’s why there were also advantages to the 60-second format.

For instance.

[What’s up with that flailing in midair ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[I’ve watched it like 10 times on repeat.]

[Wherever I go, I see Lee Min Ki.]

[The leech channels are working hard.]

It was perfect for sharing.

Because it was short, people could concentrate and watch it in a short time.

Compared to dramas, which require at least 30 minutes, or movies, which require more than an hour of full attention, its impact was absurdly powerful.

It was even shorter than the typical 3- to 8-minute MeTube content.

Though generating revenue from MeTube views generally requires videos to be longer than 3 minutes, [60-Second Acting] didn’t aim for view counts.

The purpose was to boost the actor’s popularity and exposure.

Whether intentionally or not, Lee Min Ki’s [60-Second Acting] was nearly perfect in every way.

[Lee Min Ki could do comedy too.]

Its impact was undeniable.

[But he really does have talent.]

[Yeah, it seems like Lee Min Ki is legit.]

[Of course, ㅋㅋㅋ He’s not some rookie who got lucky with three consecutive hits after debut.]

[He’s truly incredible.]

Meanwhile, as Lee Min Ki basked in the spotlight, there was someone thoroughly overshadowed.

That was.

[Kim Doha also filmed one.]

Kim Doha.

When people heard that he had participated in this project, their thoughts were unanimous.

‘Kim Doha is good at acting.’

‘Since Lee Min Ki acted that well, Kim Doha will also do well, right?’

They envisioned a performance befitting the reputation of this versatile actor, Kim Doha.

Compared to a rookie who had only filmed three projects, it was common sense to expect great acting from a seasoned actor who had worked on more than ten.

Not to mention, he had already proven his sense of humor in variety shows.

‘What kind of performance will Kim Doha show?’

With excited hearts, the viewers clicked.

And.

“Season the pork belly with pepper… set the air fryer to 210 degrees for 3 minutes?”

It wasn’t interesting.

It didn’t evoke any sense of fun.

[It’s kind of bland.]

[It’s just ordinary.]

[He does act well, but that’s about it?]

[I don’t feel like rewatching it.]

[Somehow, it feels a bit underwhelming.]

[But Doha’s still handsome, so it’s fine ㅠㅜ]

If Kim Doha’s video had been the first to be seen in [60-Second Acting], it might have been fine.

But unfortunately for him, the act before his was Lee Min Ki’s.

Lee Min Ki, who conceived the next evolution of [60-Second Acting] after experiencing it firsthand.

Kim Doha’s prototype couldn’t compete.

[It’s not that Kim Doha was bad, but Lee Min Ki is just on another level.]

[When you compare the two, the difference is really noticeable.]

It was inevitable.

It was like placing a high school student who had just enrolled in an art academy and was learning to sketch orange peels next to a seven-year veteran Fauvist painter.

There was no way the business could survive.

[Kim Doha has a good career, but his acting skills are truly something.]

[You mean Lee Min Ki, not Kim Doha.]

It was the moment when Lee Min Ki’s acting was reassessed.

From being a promising rookie with good intuition, he was reclassified as a top-tier rookie actor who overwhelmed others with sheer acting skill.

He fulfilled his promise.

He truly overshadowed Kim Doha.

In the public’s eyes, Lee Min Ki stepped on Kim Doha as a stepping stone and climbed higher.

* * *

On a sunny afternoon.

“Yawwwwn.”

Lee Min Ki stretched on a bench near a bookstore, letting out a long yawn.

“Isn’t that Lee Min Ki?”

“Must be someone who looks like him.”

Though some people around him occasionally recognized him, he had successfully concealed his face well enough that it didn’t happen often.

Wearing a thick cap and a mask.

“Did you see that guy’s proportions earlier?”

Of course, some things couldn’t be hidden, no matter how much he tried to cover them up.

“Is he a celebrity?”

“Hey, your boyfriend just passed by.”

“……I wish.”

These days, it was becoming harder to walk around freely.

Even without doing anything noticeable, too many people recognized him now.

Even today, a simple stroll was about all he could manage.

Just staying in one spot was becoming an event in itself every day.

‘For now, I can still go outside, but soon I won’t even be able to do this.’

Lee Min Ki thought to himself as he glanced up at the blue sky.

How long would he be able to enjoy this normal life?

‘Maybe it’s because I’ve been involved in so many abnormal incidents lately, but just the fact that things are peaceful is kind of healing.’

Ordinary life was something easy to overlook because it was so mundane, but when it became harder to hold onto, it became infinitely precious.

This was especially true for celebrities.

There’s a famous story that Michael Jackson couldn’t even shop at the neighborhood grocery store.

Apparently, his friends rented out an entire supermarket just so he could enjoy a normal day as an ordinary person.

‘I mean, there’s no way I’ll ever get that famous, though.’

Michael Jackson was an extreme case.

Lee Min Ki chuckled briefly, staring into the air, and let out a small sigh.

‘I’ve got a lot on my mind these days.’

There was the whole situation with Daon.

Sorting through the data contained in the phone he had acquired was nearly done.

When the time came to reveal it, it had to be revealed.

‘But when, where, and

how.’

That hadn’t been decided yet.

This wasn’t the end.

If the Daon controversy was a personal dilemma, there was another concern that weighed on him as an actor.

‘It’s about time to start a new project.’

It was about choosing his next work.

JC had already started bringing it up.

[It seems like you’ve rested enough.]

Even if they didn’t immediately jump into filming, it would be a good idea to start considering one or two projects.

That way, it would be easier to coordinate with the production teams regarding schedules.

Moreover, no matter how popular he had become, as a rookie, he still had to strike while the iron was hot.

[A rookie actor’s fame may flare up briefly, but it doesn’t last long. If you don’t want to be a one-hit-wonder, it’s better to continue releasing work consistently.]

This was advice from his manager, Park Han Mo.

[Of course, since you’ve just shot a successful project, you might be afraid of failing with the next one. But you need to change your mindset. It’s okay to fail. Even if the project flops, what’s important is that you keep filming.]

Sure, filming is fine.

But the real issue was which project to pick.

Lee Min Ki was deep in thought.

‘What’s a good project that’s trending right now?’

In truth, there were many successful projects out there.

Lee Min Ki had a rough idea of which ones would succeed.

If he picked one from that list, there would be little chance of failure, despite Park Han Mo’s concerns.

But the most important thing was which project he *wanted* to film.

‘Commercial success is great, but I want to pick a project where I can grow.’

He felt an instinctive pull toward growth.

‘Joaquin Paul Jonathan said it best. If you’ve done two or three commercial projects, try to film one artistic piece.’

That’s supposed to be the perfect balance.

The golden pattern for securing both success and growth as an actor.

If you only film commercial projects, your range of acting gets fixed, and there’s no long-term development.

Someone else once said this:

[Commercial films build recognition, while artistic films build skill.]

Artistic, huh.

Art is tempting.

Isn’t there a project that’s artistic and lets you use your body in a variety of ways?

“Hmmm.”

It wasn’t an easy decision.

Picking any random project meant at least three months of filming, if not a year or more of work.

He couldn’t just pick something without care.

Moreover, having already seen firsthand that a project’s success could exceed expectations.

‘Café del Dia wasn’t supposed to be *this* successful.’

This also meant, inversely, that his involvement could lead to a project’s decline.

So he had to choose carefully.

He had to rack his brain and pick the right project that matched his chemistry perfectly.

‘Sigh, but even so, compared to the days when I had no money and was worrying about my health, these are happy concerns.’

With all these possibilities in his mind, he kept walking aimlessly, letting his feet take him wherever.

“Ah.”

When he snapped out of it, he realized he had arrived at a very familiar place.

It was.

‘Jam Acting School.’

The acting academy he had graduated from.

Without thinking, he had unconsciously walked down a path his body remembered.

‘Wow, that’s eerie.’

Just how deeply ingrained in his mind was this place?

At this rate, he was practically a salmon returning home.

But at the same time, he felt it was good timing.

It was an acting academy.

A place where people who loved acting gathered to contemplate acting.

It made him feel like he was going back to the days when he was eager to debut.

‘Maybe if I look around here, I’ll get some inspiration.’

With that thought in mind, Lee Min Ki changed his course and entered the building.

Hoping not to run into the Director.

That person would probably try to rope him into filming an interview.

‘Let’s see.’

As he walked through the hallway, he saw people in each practice room, fully immersed in their acting exercises.

“Ah, Tophus, why have you hidden yourself in this shadowy place? It’s damp and dark here.”

“Michaela, I can no longer go out into the light.”

“Everyone can bask in the light.”

“If you saw my ugly form, you’d change your mind.”

Some were rehearsing lines with exaggerated emotions as if they were preparing for a play.

“Hoop!”

“Good! Try it with more bounce!”

While others were warming up by doing flips, like circus performers.

‘That’s impressive.’

It was fascinating to watch.

As someone who had a minor trauma regarding body movements, Lee Min Ki often felt admiration when he saw people performing physically demanding stunts that could easily lead to injury if done wrong.

‘I feel like I’m getting inspired.’

It was fun.

He felt like if he kept watching, something would really spark within him.

Just one more step.

It felt like if he took just one more step, he would see it.

What could it be?

Why did it feel like he was about to see something but couldn’t?

In this moment of returning to his humble beginnings, the fog in his mind cleared for a brief moment, and he felt like he was on the verge of grasping something.

‘Huh?’

At the corner of Jam Acting School.

He unintentionally noticed a scene.

In a quiet practice room where there wasn’t a soul in sight, someone sat crouched with their knees pulled in, looking as though they were about to cry.

And it was someone he was quite familiar with.

‘Seon Ah?’

Yoo Seon Ah.

Someone he hadn’t seen much of in recent gatherings, was still sitting there on the practice room floor.

‘Why are her eyes so swollen?’

Her face was full of sadness.
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‘Seon Ah?’

It was Yoo Seon Ah.

She was a fellow student at Jam Acting School, known for standing out even among her peers.

Yoo Seon Ah, her face swollen as if she had been crying a lot, was sitting pitifully on the floor of the practice room.

‘It’s been a while since I’ve seen Seon Ah… Wait, was she always someone who cried?’

Lee Min Ki was shocked, as if he’d been hit over the head with a hammer, at the unexpected sight.

What kind of person was Yoo Seon Ah?

She was overflowing with positivity, to the point where she didn’t show even a speck of negativity.

When he thought of her face, only a smiling image came to mind—nothing else.

But now, here she was, sitting alone like this.

‘Come to think of it, she hasn’t been showing up to our group meetings lately. Did something happen?’

In the last few months, the frequency of their meetings had dropped significantly.

In the early days of Lee Min Ki’s debut, they met with Kim Ah Sung, the trainer, and Kim Tak almost once or twice every week to practice acting together.

They had kept that study group going up until very recently.

However, Yoo Seon Ah’s attendance had decreased.

He had thought she was just busy.

“…Did something bad happen to her?”

He was staring blankly at her in that moment.

“…!”


Yoo Seon Ah turned her head and looked in the direction of the hallway where Lee Min Ki stood.

Then—

“…!”

Startled as if she had seen an alien, she covered her face with both hands.

Lee Min Ki instinctively ducked down, hiding below the window.

And then, for a brief moment, he held his breath.

‘Why am I hiding?’

He soon realized there was no reason to be hiding.

Creak!

Yoo Seon Ah opened the door and glared at him.

“Min Ki, can we talk for a moment?”

* * *

Clatter.

Lee Min Ki handed Yoo Seon Ah a can of coffee.

“Here.”

“…”

“If you don’t feel like drinking it, you don’t have to.”

“It’s not that. Give it to me.”

Yoo Seon Ah sighed and took the coffee.

And as soon as she opened the can—


“So, what’s going on?”

Lee Min Ki asked, glancing at her.

“You really startled me. Did something bad happen?”

“I’m not sure if I should tell you.”

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

At that moment, the practice room fell silent.

An awkward stillness hung in the air, heavy enough to make it hard to even lift a finger.

Lee Min Ki rested his chin on his hand, thinking seriously.

‘Was comforting someone always this hard?’

It’s tough.

The character [Sung Jin Woo] from the drama seemed good at comforting others, but now that he found himself in a real-life situation where he needed to comfort someone, he couldn’t find the right words.

Of course, Sung Jin Woo’s character was notoriously insensitive.

His comforting scenes in the show only seemed plausible because of his looks and the direction of the scene. In real life, if you tried comforting someone like that, you’d probably get buried in the nearest hillside.

‘Characters in stories can comfort others so easily.’

Lee Min Ki blinked and mentally searched through his database.

Was there anyone around who could be a good reference?

‘Maybe I should try doing it like Ah Sung? …No, that wouldn’t help.’

He could already predict what Kim Ah Sung would say.

[Wait, Min Ki, look this way. Let’s take a picture. Huh? Huh? Why are you turning your head away?]

For some strange reason, that suited Ah Sung well.


But if a regular person did that, they’d be lucky not to get punched in the face.

‘What about Kim Tak?’

No, definitely not.

Just thinking about Kim Tak’s dumb expression made him eliminate that option immediately.

If there was anyone rational around him…

‘Manager Park Han Mo? Director Seo Jung Woo?’

Nope.

Those two were sometimes so overly rational that they lacked empathy.

If you were crying, they’d just tell you to spend that time practicing more, brutally hitting you with facts.

‘I don’t have anyone useful around me in situations like this.’

It was surprising.

As Lee Min Ki marveled at his shallow talent pool, Yoo Seon Ah suddenly spoke.

“…I got rejected.”

“Huh?”

“I said I got rejected. From an audition. I thought I’d make it this time, but I failed again. It’s the ninth time in a row. This time, they didn’t even bother to send a rejection notice. I only found out because a friend of mine got accepted.”

“Ah…”

Breaking the silence, her words poured out in an instant.

But they were so appropriate that Lee Min Ki finally understood the situation.

‘So that’s why she’s so down—she failed the audition.’

Of course.

If an aspiring actor got hurt and withdrawn, this was usually the reason.

Why hadn’t he imagined this sooner?

It was obvious.

‘Even Seon Ah can fail.’

The reason he hadn’t considered this was because Yoo Seon Ah was an exceptionally talented person among his peers.

As far as Lee Min Ki could recall, before he returned to the past, it didn’t seem like it had taken her that long to debut.

So he hadn’t even entertained the idea that she might fail an audition.

It was just unthinkable.

‘I think she debuted around this time.’

He vaguely remembered.

When he was bitter from drinking the cup of defeat repeatedly, Yoo Seon Ah had debuted right away, and he had looked at her with envy.

That was the image of Yoo Seon Ah engraved in his mind.

“…Min Ki, don’t I seem ridiculous?”

“Huh? Not at all.”

How could she seem ridiculous?

He was about to refute her but was still thinking of the right words when Yoo Seon Ah spoke again.

“When you were attending the academy, Min Ki, you were always full of energy, even when you kept failing auditions over and over again.”

“Ah.”

“But now that I’m in that position, I can’t do it. I’ve tried, but I just can’t.”

True.

He failed an enormous number of times.

Feeling a bit awkward, Lee Min Ki thought carefully before speaking.

“Well, back then, failing was kind of expected for me, right? I failed so often that it didn’t even affect me that much anymore.”

“No, there’s no such thing as someone who doesn’t feel pain. It just means you endured it well, Min Ki.”

Her tone suggested she couldn’t entirely relate.

Yoo Seon Ah, her lips slightly pouting as if she were sulking, added,

“It’s exhausting to always smile. I used to wonder how you could stay so endlessly positive, Min Ki. I wondered if I could do the same, but I guess I’m just not that kind of person.”

It was dark.

The mood was so heavy that it felt suffocating just listening to her.

It was hard to imagine such words coming out of the usually bright and positive Yoo Seon Ah.

But—

‘I see.’

Lee Min Ki could somewhat understand her feelings.

‘So, to Seon Ah, I looked like an endlessly positive person, just like I thought of her.’

They had both misunderstood each other.

To her, he was someone with an unbreakable mentality, someone who had persevered, debuted, and quickly gained success.

But—

In reality, he was a bit different.

No, not a bit.

He was very different.

“Actually, I’m not…”

After quietly listening to her for a while, Lee Min Ki finally spoke.

“I’m not such a positive person. It’s actually the opposite.”

He was closer to being a negative person.

Someone who saw everything in the world negatively.

“Huh? You, Min Ki?”

Yoo Seon Ah looked at him as if she couldn’t believe what he was saying.

Lee Min Ki chuckled bitterly and explained.

“It’s just that I don’t show it, but I’ve always been incredibly negative. I’m the kind of person who’s never really succeeded at anything.”

What was success?

Someone who had failed constantly, then joined some obscure scam agency, only to have his back picked clean and his life ruined.

Even in his thirties, he lived like that, cutting off contact with his family out of sheer shame.

How could he not be negative?

But—

‘That’s still me.’

It was precisely because he had lived a life where being negative was inevitable that he could now think the way he did.

He wasn’t positive.

But he had learned how to make peace with his negative life.

“Seon Ah, do you know the saying?”

After hesitating for a while, Lee Min Ki finally opened his mouth again.

“That a gentleman’s revenge is never too late, even after ten years.”

“…Revenge?”

Revenge, in this situation?

Yoo Seon Ah gave him a puzzled look, as if asking what he was talking about.

Lee Min Ki clenched his fist and continued.

“Yes, revenge. A very thorough revenge.”

It seemed that even he felt embarrassed by what he was saying, as he gave a small cough before continuing.

“Every time I failed an audition, I told myself that I would get revenge on those judges.”

“How?”

“You know that saying. The best revenge is to succeed.”

“Success is revenge?”

“That’s right.”

Lee Min Ki stood up and pointed to himself as he spoke.

“What do you think the people who rejected me are thinking now?”

“Well… Ah.”

Yoo Seon Ah let out a small gasp, as if she realized something.

Lee Min Ki chuckled and said,

“They probably feel like they missed out on

an investment, don’t you think? I mean, it’s one thing if they rejected me after the practical test, but they filtered me out at the paperwork stage. I still don’t know why.”

“Maybe you were just unlucky?”

“Yeah, maybe it was just bad luck.”

Lee Min Ki chuckled again.

If you think about it, her words weren’t wrong.

“Everyone feels that way, don’t they? We feel happy when we’re recognized, but bitter when we’re undervalued. They probably thought I wasn’t worth enough. It must’ve been something like that.”

“…”

“So, I always thought this to myself.”

Lee Min Ki continued, his voice firm.

“I’ll succeed no matter what. I’ll make them regret looking down on me. I’ll make it big and get on TV. Then I’ll say their names one by one, listing everyone who rejected me.”

“…Would you really?”

“I’m not done yet.”

“Oh, right.”

“I’ll tell all my juniors and peers. Those people didn’t even let me audition. They rejected me at the paperwork stage. They have no eye for talent. I’ll tell everyone that they rejected the great Lee Min Ki. I even imagined my words being captured and spread across the internet.”

“…Is that the end?”

“No, there’s more. But if I keep talking, it’ll just get more pathetic, so I’ll stop here.”

Yoo Seon Ah chuckled softly.

Seeing the meaning in her laughter, Lee Min Ki felt embarrassed and smiled awkwardly.

“Seon Ah, you should think the same way. If those people dared to look down on you, go to a better place and get your revenge. Succeed, and when they see your face in a theater, let them be so envious that their stomachs churn. When they see you in the headlines as a million-ticket actress, let them regret it for the rest of their lives.”

The possibility was slim.

After all, how many people in an audition would really live with regret if someone they rejected ended up succeeding?

It would be rare.

So maybe it was just wishful thinking.

No, it *was* wishful thinking.

But sometimes, in moments of pain, wishful thinking was exactly what one needed.

“We’re not characters in a comic.”

Lee Min Ki continued.

“People can’t always live with a positive mindset. There’s that saying about how even if you roll around in a pile of manure, it’s better to be alive. If you need feelings of revenge, or even petty feelings, those can be good medicine.”

That was his belief.

Anything that could be used as fuel to push forward and change the outcome was fine.

There was no need to feel guilty about not being a positive person.

“If someone can smile even when they should be enraged, that’s a mental illness. Even Confucius would slap someone across the face for that.”

“Slap me?”

“No, not like that. You know what I mean, right?”

He hesitated awkwardly for a moment.

“Heh.”

Yoo Seon Ah let out a small laugh.

As if the situation was so funny that she couldn’t hold back from laughing aloud.

Then she let out a few more chuckles, and finally, she sighed deeply.

Then she shouted,

“Those bastards!!! Screw you!!! I’ll show you―― Screw all of you!! Screw!!”

“…”

Did I hear that right?

If this had been in a movie, it would’ve gotten a 15+ rating for sure. The rough words startled Lee Min Ki, but Yoo Seon Ah, seeming relieved, sighed deeply and said,

“You’re right, Min Ki. People don’t have to smile all the time.”

“…Right?”

“If the world is crap, why shouldn’t we be able to say it’s crap?”

In the next moment, Yoo Seon Ah stood up, smiling brightly once more.

It was the same smile she always wore.

Finally, Yoo Seon Ah said,

“Thank you. Thanks to you, I feel like I’ve found some direction.”

“…I’m just glad I could help.”

Did it really help?

I hope so.

As Lee Min Ki smiled faintly, Yoo Seon Ah spoke again.

“I’m going abroad for an audition this weekend.”

“Abroad?”

Hearing this, Lee Min Ki was slightly surprised.

Auditions are auditions, but going overseas for one?

Normally, you could take care of things domestically.

At most, people from the provinces would come up to the capital for final auditions.

But he’d never heard of someone going abroad to audition for a Korean agency.

‘Wait, actually… I think it happened once.’

He couldn’t quite remember, and as he struggled to think of it, Yoo Seon Ah spoke again.

“Yes, it’s with a company that’s collaborating with a foreign enterprise. They’re thinking about expanding globally, so they said the audition needs to be evaluated by foreign investors.”

As soon as he heard this—

“Hold on.”

Lee Min Ki’s head spun as if he had downed a strong drink.

He asked, just to be sure,

“By any chance, what’s the name of that agency?”

“Why do you ask?”

“I’m just curious. It might be a place I know.”

“You probably know it.”

Yoo Seon Ah responded with a confused voice.

“It’s a place called 3Y Entertainment.”

3Y.

The moment he heard that name,

“Heh.”

Lee Min Ki let out a small, bitter laugh.

“Why?”

“Oh, I’ve heard of it.”

He’d heard of it, alright.

He’d heard of it *a lot*.

So much that it was practically drilled into his ears.

‘As one of the most vile places.’

3Y.

It was a joint venture founded by three individuals from Korea, China, and the U.S., each with a name starting with Y.

They lured actors overseas under the pretense of auditions and used the promise of debuting as bait to exploit them.

They were infamous for actually carrying out the so-called “pillow sales.”

In other words, it was the company where Kim Do Ha was the ringleader.

‘These bastards.’

Something small snapped inside Lee Min Ki’s head.

It was probably the thread of his patience.

He had been planning to wait a little longer, but now the issue had come right to his doorstep.

Just a few days.

If he had hesitated for just a few more days, Yoo Seon Ah would have been the next victim.

No, it was certain.

Had he not met Yoo Seon Ah and spoken with her today, in a few days, she would have gone abroad and become their next target.

When this thought hit him—

It was as if a knife was planted firmly on the cutting board of his heart.

‘I need to crush them right now.’

She said she was planning to leave this weekend?

He made up his mind.

He would take them down before the weekend came.
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Around the time Yoo Seon Ah learned that she had applied to 3Y Entertainment, Lee Min Ki gave her his first piece of advice.

“Don’t go.”

He was trying to dissuade her.

Yoo Seon Ah’s reaction was only natural.

“Huh? Why?”

She questioned it.

“Isn’t 3Y a good place? Kim Do Ha is also there. Oh, and I’m not paying for the upcoming overseas audition. The company is covering both the accommodation and the plane ticket.”

At first glance, she seemed to be making a valid point.

3Y was known for having many successful actors, not to mention Kim Do Ha, who was currently at the height of his popularity.

Lee Min Ki, too, might have strongly recommended 3Y if he hadn’t known about the past.

But not anymore.

“I know. But please trust me this time.”

Lee Min Ki sighed slightly as he spoke.

“3Y, well, I’ve heard some rumors. It’s not a good place. There’s some bad talk going around about it.”

“What kind of talk?”

“Well… I can’t explain it in detail to you, Seon Ah.”

That was to be expected.

It was only natural that he couldn’t go into detail.

There was no concrete evidence to present.


Or rather, if he wanted, there was evidence. Very detailed evidence, in fact.

But at this early stage, Lee Min Ki had no intention of sharing it with anyone.

‘Even if I expose it, I haven’t decided how to do it yet.’

For now, he was only looking into ways to anonymously report it.

And he wanted to make sure it was to a media outlet that would report it as transparently as possible.

Maybe because it seemed strange that Lee Min Ki was trying to dissuade her without solid evidence, Yoo Seon Ah looked at him with half-closed eyes and spoke.

“Hmm, I really wanted to go to 3Y this time. The co-CEO over there even said he was very positive about my profile.”

“There’s bad talk. I’ve heard that there are messy scandals inside.”

“Isn’t it fine as long as I don’t get involved? And isn’t 3Y a company with a great image?”

“Well… that’s true, but…”

Uh-oh.

She didn’t seem like she was going to listen.

What other evidence could he offer?

Wasn’t there something suitable?

‘There’s nothing.’

Those 3Y bastards had managed their image so fantastically.

Of course, with Kim Do Ha as one of their stars, their actions were just like his.

‘Ugh, should I just sneak a document and show it to her?’

At that moment, when he thought it might be worth a shot, Yoo Seon Ah spoke unexpectedly.

“Alright.”


She said something surprising.

“I’ll trust what you say, Min Ki. If you’re trying that hard to stop me, there must be a reason.”

“Huh?”

“You’re not just anyone, Min Ki. You’re an actor actively working in the industry, so you must have heard a lot of things. Right?”

“Well, I suppose you’re right, Seon Ah.”

“There’s an old saying that if you listen to your elders, even when sleeping, you’ll reap rewards.”

Yoo Seon Ah spoke with a satisfied voice, patting her chest.

On the other hand, Lee Min Ki found her words somewhat ridiculous.

‘Is she saying she doesn’t need evidence?’

No, was it enough for her that he said it, without any solid reason to back it up, even with an audition right in front of her?

How much did she trust him?

It didn’t seem to be an issue of trust.

‘Shouldn’t she be careful of getting involved with some cult?’

Even though things had worked out as he hoped, Lee Min Ki couldn’t help feeling a bit dumbfounded, while Yoo Seon Ah had her own reasons.

‘Min Ki recently appeared on TV with Kim Do Ha.’

She had seen it.

She had seen Lee Min Ki doing well on television.

No matter how depressed she was at times, she had enough sense not to mention it to him. But after watching the [60-Second Interview], she felt even more disheartened.

Why? Because it was like this.

A fellow aspirant, who had struggled alongside her, suddenly took off.


He was working with someone who was like a star in the sky.

She didn’t even know if she could enter the agency where Kim Do Ha belonged as a mere rookie, while her peer was competing directly against Kim Do Ha himself.

And he even won.

This was something she couldn’t bear.

The fact that she felt such emotions toward her peer only made her feel more miserable.

‘Why am I feeling like this? Am I really that worthless?’

Once, Lee Min Ki had been far behind her.

Now, she was feeling jealous of her own peer.

How shameful was that emotion?

It even made her wonder if she had secretly looked down on Lee Min Ki.

But as for him.

His attitude had changed.

[People can’t live with only positive thoughts, can they? Even if it’s a dirty feeling like revenge, if it helps, it’s medicine.]

He had offered her a different perspective when she was desperate, as if standing at the edge of a cliff.

It was okay to be as negative as she wanted.

That was what being human was.

So, did her evaluation of Lee Min Ki as a person diminish?

Not at all.

‘Min Ki, I envy you. I’m seriously jealous. It feels like you live in a completely different world from me.’

On the contrary, she admired him even more.

She acknowledged it.

She had completely surrendered.

Not only was he better as an actor, but also as a person.

So, she decided to catch up quickly.

She would shake off her current feelings and get up, and one day, she would say it proudly.

That she had caught up to him.

‘I’ll confess that I used to be terribly jealous of you back in the day.’

It wouldn’t happen soon, but one day, she was determined to make it happen.

Back to the present.

In any case, from what she knew, Lee Min Ki was someone who had worked well with Kim Do Ha.

[Didn’t Min Ki go somewhere with Kim Do Ha recently?]

[Where?]

[A club.]

[What?]

[A club.]

[What?]

There were also things she had heard from Teacher Ah Sung.

If someone who had hung out with the top star of the company was trying so hard to dissuade her, there must be a reason.

That alone was enough for her.

“Oh, Seon Ah, I have something to do today, so I’ll get going.”

Just as Yoo Seon Ah was deep in thought, Lee Min Ki suddenly stood up.

He was in a hurry.

Having decided to expose the [Kim Do Ha Scandal] once again in this life, he couldn’t afford to hesitate any longer.

Even at this very moment, there were likely more victims.

“Seon Ah, good luck.”

He said that as he was about to leave the practice room.

“Wait a moment.”

Yoo Seon Ah called out to him once more.

“Just watch.”

“….”

At her somewhat challenging words, Lee Min Ki gave a wry smile.

It seemed like her determination had taken a slightly strange direction.

But to be honest, it wasn’t unpleasant to hear from his perspective.

“Alright. I’ll be watching.”

Just as he was about to leave.

Yoo Seon Ah added one last thing.

“Oh, and good luck with your new project.”

“A new project…”

Come to think of it, he had forgotten about it.

He had come here to think about his new project.

He had spent all his time comforting and dissuading Yoo Seon Ah, but his original purpose had been the movie.

“Hmm.”

As Lee Min Ki let out a troubled groan, Yoo Seon Ah tilted her head and asked.

“You haven’t decided yet?”

“Well, about that.”

Lee Min Ki scratched his head slightly as he spoke.

“I actually came to the academy today to get a sense of it. I was hoping to grab onto something.”

“…Really? Wait a minute. Was there any project worth filming these days?”

At that moment, Yoo Seon Ah frowned as if she was thinking hard.

“Ugh, I’m not sure either. Maybe the timing is a bit off.”

She frowned for a while, as if she had no idea.

“Ah!”

She suddenly slapped her palm on Lee Min Ki’s shoulder and said.

“Min Ki, since you’re good at dressing up, it’d be nice if you could film something where you can wear beautiful clothes!”

“Clothes?”

“How about a fusion historical drama?”

At that moment.

As soon as the keyword “clothes” came out of her mouth.

“Oh.”

Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened.

He got it.

The new project idea had come.

It had come to him completely.

This was it.

It hit him like lightning in his head.

* * *

The next day.

As Lee Min Ki had made up his mind.

There was someone who sighed deeply with relief.

‘Found it, that was close.’

Daon’s CEO, Hwang In Goo, wiped away cold sweat in an uncharacteristic manner.

“They say the darkest place is under the lamp. That saying isn’t wrong.”

That material.

The documents that could be considered the Achilles’ heel of Kim Do Ha and his gang had been found.

As the saying goes, they had found the person who had stolen Lee Heul’s phone and fled.

And it turned out to be.

“Lee Min Ki, so it was you.”

A few days ago, while searching the club room’s recordings from every angle, just in case, it had become clear.

It

was Lee Min Ki.

No one else could have taken the phone and escaped at that time and from that angle.

‘You’re becoming quite the nuisance. No matter what I do, you always get in the way.’

The phone’s location data was backed up to the internet every minute.

In other words, up until just before it was stolen, the phone had been in the club room.

This meant it had to be one of the insiders.

And it was exactly when Lee Min Ki had excused himself to go to the bathroom that the Wi-Fi had been turned off.

Lee Min Ki’s luck was oddly good.

He had managed to avoid almost every surveillance camera at just the right angles.

But in the end, science triumphed over luck.

‘It was a bit troublesome, but in the end, I found all the evidence. I thought he was naive, but he turned out to be quite the snake.’

Hwang In Goo sighed briefly in relief.

“Do Ha, you should’ve told me sooner.”

“….”

“I can’t believe I had to suffer because of one worthless fool.”

“…I’m sorry.”

“Useless bastard.”

At those harsh words, Kim Do Ha bit his lip in humiliation.

He had tried to handle things quietly.

But Hwang In Goo had instinctively interrogated Lee Heul after noticing the change in his phone.

[No wonder company documents have been leaking, was it you?]

[Gasp.]

[Gasp?]

And Lee Heul had fallen for it like an idiot and spilled the beans.

‘Nothing’s going right. How could things get this tangled?’

It was an absurd world.

Lee Min Ki.

It had only been a few weeks since he had met that guy, but everything Kim Do Ha had built was about to crumble.

All the trust he had accumulated.

All the connections he had forged behind the scenes.

Even the solid path he had laid out for himself in the industry was at risk of vanishing.

Grit.

As Kim Do Ha trembled with suppressed anger, Hwang In Goo spoke again.

“You started this, so you’re going to take responsibility.”

“What?”

“You’re going to deal with him directly. Surely you can do that much?”

“You mean… me?”

“Do Ha, are you making me repeat myself?”

Kim Do Ha instinctively flinched as he felt a shiver run down his spine.

In that brief moment, Hwang In Goo’s eyes gleamed like a snake as he continued speaking.

“You remember that footage from the other day, right? The one of you getting cozy with a girl in the room.”

“Yes, I have it.”

Everything had been recorded in real-time.

It showed Lee Min Ki getting quite intimate with a woman.

The camera angle was malicious, and the footage had been edited to appear even worse.

To anyone who saw it, it would look like Lee Min Ki was making advances on the woman.

“And why would you…”

Just as Kim Do Ha cautiously asked.

“Tell him you’ll release it to the press.”

“…!”

At that moment, Kim Do Ha’s eyes widened as Hwang In Goo let out a sinister laugh.

“A rookie actor who rose to fame thanks to women. One photo like that, and it’s all over. There’s no need to explain any further. Whatever he’s preparing, he’ll have to step down. ‘Rookie actor specializing in sexual harassment.’ Doesn’t that sound great?”

He was right.

Strictly speaking, Lee Min Ki hadn’t done anything to that woman.

But once a scandal erupted, no explanation would be necessary.

The moment he started explaining, he’d lose.

Even if he took it to court and fought for years to prove his innocence, it wouldn’t matter.

“The public sees celebrities the way they want to. Once they’ve been marked as bad, people don’t want to admit they were wrong, so they turn into anti-fans.”

Who wouldn’t know that?

“Since he’s just now rising as an actor, success must be desperately important to him. Once he’s had a taste of success, he won’t want to let it go.”

Hwang In Goo continued speaking in a chilling tone.

“Tell him to handle it well unless he wants to be labeled a sexual predator and give up his acting career. You can do that much, right?”

“….”

“If he refuses, you can offer to help him end things for good. Of course, it’ll all have to be your decision.”

Kim Do Ha hesitated briefly.

His opponent was Lee Min Ki.

Even though the guy had sabotaged his future, it wasn’t easy to threaten a fellow actor’s career.

Because.

Even if his methods were twisted, at his core, he was still an actor.

However.

“Understood.”

As Hwang In Goo had said earlier, people tend to see the world the way they want to.

“I’ll take care of it, and I’ll make sure it’s handled properly.”

In Kim Do Ha’s eyes, he already saw himself as the victim.

And Lee Min Ki was the perpetrator.

There was no problem with punishing a despicable person with despicable means.

“I don’t care about your reputation.”

Hwang In Goo waved dismissively at Kim Do Ha, who was bowing his head.

“But if you fail, the knife meant for Lee Min Ki’s back will end up in yours.”

* * *

At the JC headquarters office.

“You’re talking about a new project?”

“Yes, a new project.”

In response to Director Seo Jung Woo’s question, Lee Min Ki nodded.

“I’ve found it. A project I want to shoot.”

“Did you find something you like?”

Lee Min Ki cleared his throat slightly before replying.

“This time… I want to film something about fashion.”

“…Fashion?”

“Yes, clothes.”

Director Seo Jung Woo raised his eyebrows as if he couldn’t quite grasp it, but Lee Min Ki spoke again, this time with more confidence.

“I want to shoot the greatest fashion movie in Korean history.”
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“A work related to fashion.”

Lee Min Ki emphasized once again.

“I’m still working as a fashion model, aren’t I?”

“Yes, you’ve been working consistently with CEO Gyu Eon.”

It was true.

Under CEO Yoo Gyu Eon, Lee Min Ki was still working as a model.

Although the number of gigs had decreased compared to before.

This was due to his body growing too large after working on several projects.

‘He said the business was doing well recently, so there shouldn’t be any issues with paying me.’

Anyway, he had been quite busy.

Even so, he continued to work with CEO Yoo Gyu Eon.

“As I kept going, I realized that I really have a certain depth in this area. Something that’s engaging even from the public’s perspective.”

He had learned a lot.

How to present himself in front of the camera in a more impressive way.

How to subtly adjust small nuances with just a movement of his fingers.

“And clothing is one of the longest-standing businesses in human history, isn’t it? Even if they’re not interested in other things, very few people have no interest in fashion.”

“It’s a topic that comes up quite often.”

“Yes, so I got interested in shooting a project in this area. It’s this one.”

Lee Min Ki pulled out his phone and showed a casting notice for a movie.


The title of a project was written there.

[Fashion & Fashion]

Just as it sounded, it was a project with fashion as its theme.

‘It’s a story about a protagonist who becomes a fashion star by chance.’

A protagonist who has an innate talent as a fashion model.

That protagonist enters the industry, experiences the allure of money, and gradually falls into corruption.

The film depicted the process of success and moral decline in such a raw way that it became quite a hot topic.

Lee Min Ki had enjoyed watching it as well.

However, this new project had a distinguishing feature.

It balanced both commercial viability and artistic value.

‘It didn’t do that well domestically, but it became popular overseas and later joined the ranks of successful films, didn’t it?’

It was good.

It was different, which made it appealing.

Having shot three consecutive commercial films, he felt it was time to take on something more artistic.

And also—

Something had come to mind when he heard Yoo Seon Ah’s words.

‘This is a project where I can highlight my strengths.’

Was it that he had good lines?

If so, he should take this opportunity to fully showcase them.

Of course, he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to pull off the role of a model protagonist in a fashion film.


But on the flip side, not all fashion models were known for their acting skills either, were they?

Lee Min Ki thought he had something to lean on.

“The director is… Director Hwang Ui Seong.”

Director Seo Jung Woo, who was reviewing the document, spoke with surprise.

“I’m a fan of Director Hwang Ui Seong myself, and I’ve followed all of his works, but he’s not really known for pursuing commercial projects.”

It wasn’t a wrong statement.

Lee Min Ki nodded in agreement.

“Yes, it seems like he focuses a lot on the artistic side.”

“Focuses” wasn’t quite enough.

He was entirely fixated on it.

His work was so polarizing that some viewers considered him the worst director out there.

“In fact, it’s hard to recommend Director Hwang Ui Seong to a rookie actor.”

Director Seo Jung Woo spoke slowly.

“The theme may be appealing, but with this project, you may have to completely give up on box office success.”

“I’m prepared for that.”

The film hadn’t exactly flopped.

Despite its focus on artistry, it had made well over its budget.

Of course, that was due to its small budget.

It didn’t achieve the kind of success seen with major commercial films.

Nonetheless, there was a reason Lee Min Ki wanted to appear in Director Hwang Ui Seong’s film.


The reason was simple.

“It’s been a dream of mine to shoot a film under his direction.”

In a way, he was a legend.

A genius.

He was regarded as one of the top directors in the industry for his genius.

No, not just top—he was among the top three.

[Among the three giants, isn’t Hwang Ui Seong the best?]

[He’s a perfectionist who shoots the same scene repeatedly until it’s perfect, lol.]

[The fact that he does endless reshoots is proof he’s not a genius.]

[Real geniuses shoot a scene perfectly in one take because they’ve already visualized it in their mind.]

[People have different methods. A perfectionist relying on instinct would be more of a problem, wouldn’t it?]

Of course, opinions varied from person to person.

In any case, to Lee Min Ki, Director Hwang Ui Seong was like a rigorous trainer.

He was already recognized for his talent, but his future was expected to be even more brilliant.

Five years down the road, he would win an Academy Award, which said it all.

His films had left a shocking impact overseas.

‘Even if it doesn’t achieve commercial success, this is an opportunity for me to grow as an actor.’

Having built up some experience, Lee Min Ki felt it was time to ripen.

It was maturation.

And he believed Director Hwang Ui Seong could provide the growth he sought.

Also, given the director’s recognition in international film festivals, it might open doors for him abroad as well.

“Yes, if you can endure it, I don’t think Director Hwang Ui Seong’s work is a bad choice.”

Unexpectedly, Director Seo Jung Woo nodded readily.

Lee Min Ki thought he might object, but his response was refreshingly positive.

It was surprising, and Director Seo Jung Woo added with a gentle smile.

“But it’ll be difficult to get the role.”

“……Ah.”

“Director Hwang Ui Seong’s stubbornness is famous.”

Of course.

Hwang Ui Seong was indeed notorious in that regard.

He was extremely particular about casting actors.

While all directors are selective, Director Hwang Ui Seong didn’t even consider an actor’s fame.

Because of that—

‘It’s a dream role.’

That aspect was even more appealing to Lee Min Ki.

‘This is an opportunity to have my acting truly evaluated.’

It was said that good directors attract good actors.

Right now, was Lee Min Ki a good enough actor to be cast in a Hwang Ui Seong film?

“I understand.”

Director Seo Jung Woo nodded and said.

“I’ll move forward with the discussion.”

“Yes, thank you.”

It felt like the conversation was coming to a close.

“Oh, by the way.”

Director Seo Jung Woo raised his head, as if he had something more to say.

“While it’s true that it’s about time for you to consider a new project, there was no need to rush into a decision so quickly.”

“Pardon?”

It was an unexpected comment.

Wasn’t Director Seo Jung Woo the one who had suggested that Lee Min Ki start looking for a new project?

With a puzzled expression, Lee Min Ki responded.

“The sooner the better, right? I feel like if I rest too long, I’ll lose my touch. Now’s the time to strike while the iron’s hot.”

“That’s usually the case, yes.”

Director Seo Jung Woo sighed lightly and said.

“But I wanted to clarify, in case you were mindful of what I mentioned last time—I only brought it up as a precaution against you resting for too long.”

“A precaution… Ah.”

“Yes, if I remind you periodically, it prevents you from completely forgetting about your main job.”

Is that what it was?

It was like bargaining for a 5,000-won item by first asking for it at 3,000 won.

“Sometimes, actors do a project and then take an extended break, so as a company, we make it a point to encourage regular work. It’s the same everywhere.”

“Hmm, I see. I was surprised because it’s the first time I’ve heard of it.”

“Yes, you’ve only just debuted. Actually, it’s like this at every company.”

No.

The company I worked at before really made us work as much as possible.

What do I mean “as much as possible”?

They’d squeeze every last drop out of you, boil the bones for soup, then grind whatever was left into powder and sell it.

They even sent me to cheap side roles just to make a few bucks, telling me to pay my own way to underpaid action set locations in the provinces.

[Hey, Lee Min Ki, don’t you know side roles are meant to be taken wherever they’re offered? You’re not doing them a favor by appearing, they’re giving you the opportunity. Geez, I went through a lot of trouble to get this spot, you should be grateful.]

In the end, I had about four seconds of screen time.

I thought that was normal.

‘Looks like a proper agency is really different.’

Lee Min Ki was reflecting on the vast gap between normal and abnormal when Director Seo Jung Woo continued.

“While the company would prefer that you work continuously, the decision to take on projects ultimately lies with you. Always remember to consider your work-life balance.”

It felt like advice that came from a place of genuine sincerity.

And indeed, it was sincere.

‘Some people have burned out from overworking in a short period and left the industry.’

For a company executive, it was only natural to push for as much work as possible, thinking about profits.

But before that, as an audience member, Seo Jung Woo hoped the actor would keep making films for a long time.

“It’s a bit early to say, but I sincerely hope you stay healthy and active for a long time—as a fan, that is.”

Health, huh.

For the first time in this life, Lee Min Ki had started to take care of his health, and he responded with a bright smile.

“Yes! You too,

Director!”

* * *

A few days later.

In a dark room.

“Uuugh.”

Lee Min Ki stretched his arms toward the ceiling and let out a long yawn.

“Phew, finally done.”

It was over.

After skipping the gym and dedicating several days solely to sorting data, he had finally finished his work.

‘This should be enough to report the suspect while minimizing harm to the victims.’

It was the classification of the [Kim Do Ha Phone], which he had obtained some time ago.

Though it was called Kim Do Ha’s phone, it wasn’t actually Kim Do Ha’s.

With two years’ worth of accumulated data, even simple sorting was no easy task.

There was also the fact that, due to the nature of the case, he had to handle everything himself.

‘If this information leaks to the wrong person, only the victims might end up being publicly shamed.’

It made him realize why the law prioritizes protecting victims over catching criminals.

But this was pretty much the end of it.

He had roughly figured out how to report it as well.

The method Lee Min Ki chose was simple.

‘I’ll leak it to every media outlet.’

He would anonymously tip off the information to every news outlet.

From the ten major domestic media companies to smaller outlets.

As well as to authorities with legal investigative powers and freelance journalists.

Even to international platforms like WikiLeaks.

He had already completed the process of submitting all the data through anonymous accounts.

The reason for making such a big fuss was clear.

‘Given how the previous case was quietly buried, it means the media was likely already colluding.’

It was because he couldn’t trust the media.

With so many actors and institutions involved, how much of it would be properly revealed—maybe a third?

No, even saying that it was properly revealed would be a stretch.

Rather than watching it go down like that, he decided to expose it as thoroughly as possible.

‘The “banchango” account will probably become pretty famous later.’

Lee Min Ki let out a bitter smile.

There might be a better way.

But the longer he delayed searching for a better method, the more victims would be exposed to the case.

Instead, he judged it was better to release the information, even if it was clumsy.

Lee Min Ki made another resolution.

‘Once this is over, I’m going back to a simple actor’s life, not getting involved in complicated matters anymore.’

He was going back.

To being an actor.

Lately, he had been so busy that he had nearly forgotten what his main job was.

At least the good news was that he had managed to decide on a project he wanted to pursue.

Not to mention, it suited him perfectly.

[They’re asking you to come to the audition. They said they’ll decide after seeing you, but the vibe was positive. The director asked me to let you know that you’ve been someone they’ve been watching lately.]

It seemed he had received a favorable evaluation from Director Hwang Ui Seong’s team as well.

Everything was settled.

This would be the last bit of stressful business, and from now on, he would only stress over work.

Just as he solidified his decision and was about to click the mouse.

Bzzz—

A sudden call came in.

[Caller ID: Unknown]

“What?”

Lee Min Ki frowned.

Recently, he had been getting strange calls frequently, so he had made a new phone for his personal life.

This phone was no different.

Since his work phone had already received a lot of strange calls, he made this one just for contacting people he knew personally.

A phone used only for those who had established themselves in the industry.

‘Who could it be?’

Curious, he answered the call.

“Actor Lee Min Ki, how have you been?”

“……!”

A voice that naturally built trust and warmth just by hearing it.

It was Kim Do Ha’s voice.

But this time, what came first was hostility.
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“Ah, you’ve arrived.”

A nearby walking path in Mapo District.

On a path where not even a trace of human footsteps could be seen, a man standing far away waved his arms enthusiastically as if greeting an old friend.

Though his face was completely covered with a hat and mask, the proportions of his body, the contours of his face, and just the sight of his eyes were enough to deduce that his appearance was extraordinary.

“Min Ki, how long has it been?”

Moreover, his voice was so kind and innocent.

‘Kim Do Ha.’

It was Kim Do Ha.

He was smiling brightly, as if he was dressed to promote himself as a celebrity.

But today, he wasn’t here to talk about something joyful.

Rather.

“You understand the gist of the situation, right?”

He had come to talk about a much darker, stickier matter.

At Kim Do Ha’s exceedingly gentle voice, Lee Min Ki let out a sigh and spoke.

“If I destroy my phone and completely delete the data, in return, you’ll erase the photos you have from the world. Is that correct?”

Indeed.

That was the condition Kim Do Ha had proposed in the call just moments ago.

He had photos of Min Ki getting intimate with a woman at a club and offered to delete them under certain conditions.

“But doesn’t this all seem a bit dirty?”


“Haha, your voice has gotten sharp.”

“I see you’re still able to laugh.”

“Let’s not make scary remarks. I’m not doing this because I want to either.”

Kim Do Ha continued with a smile.

“Besides, I personally know that woman, and she’s willing to report you for sexual harassment… you know that, right? It doesn’t seem like this situation will turn out well for either of you.”

“…Hoo, just to make things clear, I’ve never been involved in something like that. It was her who came onto me, one-sidedly.”

“Min Ki, you’re still slow on the uptake. Facts like that aren’t important at all.”

Kim Do Ha smiled softly.

“You’re a rookie actor, and a rising star at that. You should be securing your place. How you spend today could determine how the next ten years of your career will unfold. A title like ‘sex offender’ would be fatal.”

“Do you think the public will believe that? There’s no evidence.”

“Well, evidence can be created.”

He smiled again.

“Honestly, evidence or not, does it even matter?”

“……”

“It’s not like you haven’t seen scandal articles before, right?”

If there’s no evidence, they can always fabricate some.

It was a blatant threat.

Wasn’t this basically the same?

If he didn’t bow down, they’d label him as a sex offender.

‘All this talk about deleting data is probably just wordplay.’


Even elementary school kids these days know that data can be copied with just a few keystrokes.

The action itself was meaningless.

So, what Kim Do Ha was aiming for was likely something entirely different.

‘He wants me to bow down.’

He was trying to solidify the fact that he held the leash.

Threatening that he could end Min Ki’s acting career at any moment with just a flick of his finger.

However.

‘I have the same leverage.’

Lee Min Ki also held the leash on the other side.

If anything, the stakes on his side were much higher.

“I’ve seen quite a bit about you. There’s talk of drugs, prostitution, and even kidnapping. And, oh, CEO Hwang In Goo of Daon kept ordering you around, didn’t he?”

“Haha, anyone who hears that would misunderstand. Let’s not twist the facts. No one’s been ordering anyone around.”

Kim Do Ha laughed again and sipped his coffee.

“You must be thinking something like this, right? ‘I’m not the only one with weaknesses. They have weaknesses too. I have nothing to fear.’”

“……”

Lee Min Ki remained silent.

He was spot on.

Kim Do Ha, seemingly satisfied with Min Ki’s reaction, chuckled softly and continued.

“I didn’t come here to threaten you, Min Ki. I’m suggesting we both handle this amicably.”

“Amicably, you say?”


“Yes, let’s be honest. Whether there’s a victim or not, that’s not really important to you, is it?”

There was a chill in Kim Do Ha’s eyes.

“Let’s just say neither of us saw anything. You return the toy you picked up, and as for me… well, what happened? I don’t remember.”

“What exactly are you trying to say?”

“That nothing ever happened. From here on, you continue walking the path to success. Same goes for me. You know the prisoner’s dilemma, right?”

Lee Min Ki gave a small nod.

The prisoner’s dilemma.

Even when prisoners could be released if they stayed silent, one always betrays the other if offered a reduced sentence as bait.

“You must have thought how foolish it was for the one who betrays, right?”

“……”

“Yes, trust between partners in the same industry is the only way to win.”

It was as if Kim Do Ha was now categorizing Min Ki as part of the same group.

We are accomplices.

If we keep our mouths shut, we’ll both be fine.

But if one opens up, we’ll both be ruined.

There’s no reason to ‘betray’ each other.

“Min Ki, it’s not like you’re planning to quit acting anytime soon. As you’ve seen, you’ve tied up with a lot of people. You’ll have to get along with them in the future, face-to-face. Don’t you agree?”

What’s your plan as an actor?

Purely from a logical standpoint, it was extremely reasonable.

“I’m not asking you to do anything special. All you have to do is nothing. That’s it.”

As Kim Do Ha said.

Taking action is difficult, but doing nothing is incredibly easy.

For some reason, Min Ki couldn’t help but laugh softly.

‘He talks like a therapist, doesn’t he?’

Wasn’t there a reason why he was such a successful MC?

He knows exactly how to say what people want to hear.

But just because it sounded convincing didn’t mean it resonated.

Why?

‘Because this bastard is nothing more than a criminal.’

From the very beginning, their perspectives were entirely different.

The worldview Lee Min Ki held was from an entirely different place than Kim Do Ha’s.

Stay silent, and everyone will be at ease?

The criminal’s dilemma?

It was true.

But that was a criminal’s logic.

Lee Min Ki had never lived his life with the intention of becoming a criminal.

Though his life had been completely messed up over the years, he had never given up on living like a decent person.

Wrecking a momentarily successful life again?

That wasn’t even funny.

“To be honest.”

After quietly listening to Kim Do Ha’s absurd reasoning, Lee Min Ki finally opened his mouth.

“I wanted to hear what you had to say.”

“Is that so? I also thought… .”

“And, I thought that by listening, I might be swayed by what you said. You’re so good at talking, after all.”

Kim Do Ha was a highly successful MC in the entertainment industry.

From the start, Min Ki knew he’d have an exceptional way with words.

That’s why he had thought to himself.

“I couldn’t even trust myself. I was worried that by listening to you, I’d start thinking you were right. You know, because your words are so slick.”

In other words.

“I’ve already spread everything.”

He had acted first.

* * *

At last.

Lee Min Ki, who had grown utterly sick of listening to Kim Do Ha’s excuses, opened his mouth with a refreshing tone.

“I sent everything to the press across the country, foreign wikis, anonymous YouTubers who take tips to report scandals, and anywhere else that could speak out.”

“……!”

“It’s all been set on a timer, so by now it should have spread everywhere. There should already be articles popping up… Oh, one just went live.”

Kim Do Ha’s mouth opened and closed like a nutcracker, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

It was as though something that couldn’t possibly happen was unfolding right in front of his eyes.

As if he were witnessing a scene he’d never thought possible.

“That’s how it is. Your words were tempting, but I’m sorry. Actually, no, I’m not sorry at all.”

Listening to him had been sweet.

There were moments when Min Ki had thought, ‘Am I going out of my way to cause trouble?’

Wouldn’t it be easier to just close his eyes and let things pass?

That one turn of a blind eye had seemed incredibly tempting.

But you know.

If you just gobble up something sweet, does that make you human?

Even animals wouldn’t do that.

Even cats, while eagerly gobbling up their canned food, stop when people get angry.

‘I can’t allow more victims like Seon Ah.’

He wouldn’t become an accomplice.

At the moment he thought the conversation had more or less wrapped up.

“You, are you insane?”

Kim Do Ha shouted in a voice filled with shock.

Unlike the composure he had shown until now, he was visibly agitated.

Cracks were beginning to show.

‘Wow, this is more honest, refreshing even. See, that’s why pretense is harmful.’

As Lee Min Ki smiled lightly, feeling a sense of relief, Kim Do Ha continued speaking.

“You’re joking, right? You’re testing me, trying to see how I’ll react.”

“You’ll know right away if you just check your phone.”

“……”

With trembling hands, Kim Do Ha hastily turned on his phone.

And he clenched his teeth so hard it seemed like they might break.

[Breaking News:

Kim Do Ha’s chatroom exposed, see contents for details.]

It was exactly as it appeared.

A scene from one of Kim Do Ha’s long conversations in a chatroom had been posted under the name [Kim Do Ha Chatroom].

Lee Min Ki smiled as if he had been waiting for that expression.

“It took a while, probably because there were so many photos and videos. The chatroom alone was over 30 gigabytes. Do you know how hard I worked to categorize them all? My eyes were rotting.”

“……How far did you go?”

“As far and wide as possible. It’s already spread everywhere, so there’s no point in saying anything to me now.”

For a moment.

Kim Do Ha froze, like a character stuck buffering in a video.

And then.

He began trembling.

He shook like a quaking aspen tree.

‘Well, at least he’s getting some exercise.’

It seemed like it was time to wrap things up and leave. Just as Lee Min Ki was about to turn away, Kim Do Ha spoke.

“You, do you think you’ll get away with doing something like this?”

“No.”

“……You can’t even imagine, but this isn’t something that can be resolved by taking me down alone. You and I are both screwed. From now on, you’re a sexual harasser in the entertainment industry.”

No, that probably wouldn’t be the case.

After all, I’ve been recording everything we talked about today, from beginning to end.

In the situation where he had already decided to report it and set everything in motion, why would he have come out to have a face-to-face discussion unless he was an idiot?

Just to mock him?

That would have been amusing in its own way, but Lee Min Ki had a different purpose.

Since he had already caused a stir, he came out to see if there was anything else worth asking while they were meeting.

‘Well, if they are determined to bury it, they probably can.’

But even a worm will squirm when stepped on, so shouldn’t he at least try to do something?

For now, he had done the right thing.

He could think about the rest later.

*Ring!*

At that moment, Kim Do Ha’s phone rang.

“…!”

Judging by his wide-eyed expression, it must have been an important call.

Out of consideration for Kim Do Ha to take the call, Lee Min Ki decided to step aside for a bit.

“You, you, don’t go. Where do you think you’re going?”

He seemed to be saying something.

Couldn’t hear it.

Couldn’t hear it.

“Hey! Stop right there!”

Kim Do Ha belatedly tried to catch up.

‘Why is that jerk so fast?’

The leg muscles that Kwon Joon Yong, the head trainer, had personally honed in Lee Min Ki’s lower body were not something a weakling like Kim Do Ha could catch up with.

* * *

[Kim Do Ha Scandal]

The incident that once shook the industry had resurfaced from the shadows into the light.

But.

It was different from before.

[Hwang In Goo of Daon, charged with drug trafficking by prosecutors]

[Seven additional pharmaceutical companies under investigation]

[All related celebrities identified, full investigation to commence]

This time, it exploded on a much larger scale.

It was clear they intended to root out every involved person.

Cutting off a few heads wouldn’t solve this.

Nor would bribing the press.

With leaks spilling out from all directions like holes in a dam, it had reached a point where even containing it seemed impossible.

‘How far has this spread?’

Over 12 major media outlets had received the information.

More than 10 incident-reporting YouTubers had received tips.

Some of the material had even been uploaded to foreign wikis.

If even national security leaks can’t be hidden, there was no way an entertainment industry exposé could be covered up.

Just like one cannot block out the sun with their hands, this exposé was too big to suppress.

[Lololol]

[Wow, I knew it was dirty, but not this dirty]

[So, while preaching about integrity, they were just messing around behind the scenes, huh]

[Is this what they call a cartel?]

[Who said Korea was a drug-free country?]

It was all over the internet for everyone to see.

If they could cover it up by blocking one or two places, it might still be a secret, but if they had to block ten, twenty, thirty places?

[Another article got deleted]

[Full data uploaded to overseas websites]

[Oh, I’m off to play Zelda]

By now, it was just inaccessible information for some.

[Kim Do Ha looked so innocent, though]

[Seriously, not someone else, but Kim Do Ha is the main culprit?]

[Lee Heul, that damn bastard!!! Was all that bragging about loving tofu just foreshadowing?!]

It was complete chaos.

The fans were in an uproar, feeling betrayed by the actors involved in this scandal.

And.

To everyone’s surprise, there was even a rookie actor caught up in it.

Among the rookies, there was only one.

[Is Lee Min Ki involved as well…?]

It was Lee Min Ki.

As a photo of him with a woman at a club surfaced, the public’s opinion quickly turned negative.

Perhaps because he had become famous for his clean image since his debut.

The public’s sense of betrayal toward him was much stronger.

[Of all people, I didn’t expect Lee Min Ki to act like that]

[But it’s not a crime, is it?]

[Well… is it?]

[Isn’t it just weird for a rookie actor to be hanging around with women like that?]

[Lol, what kind of actor dates around?]

[I don’t mind if they party, but at least do it in private lol]

[He’s been hanging out with Kim Do Ha]

Amidst all the commotion.

‘I figured it would come to this.’

Lee Min Ki let out a small sigh.

Well, he had said he’d expose it, so he was going to.

It was a classic case of a sinking ship trying to take him down too.

If you’re going to die, die alone.

Still, he felt relieved that he had prepared for such a situation.

[You’re a rising star, after all, Min Ki. You need to secure your place.]

There was a recording of Kim Do Ha.

It was a record of the conversation where Kim Do Ha had tried to persuade him, offering to smooth things over if Min Ki bowed his head.

The conversation had been recorded in full detail.

[What you do today will decide where you are 10 years from now. A title like ‘sex offender’ is fatal.]

That was all fine.

But if he exposed this.

‘…It would inevitably reveal that I was the one who reported it.’

There was nothing to be ashamed of.

He could swear to the sky that he had nothing to be guilty of.

But there was some discomfort.

Despite being the one who initiated the controversy, he didn’t want to be directly entangled in it.

JC had already approached him, asking for his consent to take action in advance.

Lee Min Ki had asked to wait a little longer.

It was because he didn’t want to escalate things unnecessarily.

But what could he do?

It was better to clear things up than to be labeled a sex offender.

“Sigh, life is tough. I’ve got no one on my side.”

Even if it’s a bad person, having at least one person to back him up would make things easier.

As Lee Min Ki clicked his tongue in frustration and sighed.

“Huh?”

It was a phone call.

A call from a number he didn’t recognize.

He twitched slightly when he saw the call.

‘These days, phone calls make me nervous.’

He couldn’t help but feel guarded, wondering if it was some strange threat or persuasion.

Wasn’t this what they called Pavlov’s dog?

Still, it was a call, so he couldn’t avoid it.

He answered the call at that moment.

“Yes, hello?”

At that moment, Lee Min Ki had forgotten one fundamental truth about the world.

As always, the enemy of my enemy is my friend.

[It’s me. I’m the person who was in the photo with you.]
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‘What is this sound?’

Lee Min Ki blinked his eyes.

Who was calling him? It turned out to be the person who had taken a photo with him.

‘What is this?’

There was only one possibility he could think of in such a situation.

It was that.

They were trying to extort money.

They would keep quiet if he gave them some money.

“……”

“……”

In the tense silence, they gauged each other’s reactions for a moment.

Lee Min Ki sighed briefly and spoke.

“What do you want?”

[Excuse me?]

“Tell me what you want. Money? Or something else?”

[Uh,]

“I’ll make this clear: whatever condition you impose, I have no intention of accepting it. I’ll refuse.”

From the beginning, Lee Min Ki assumed the other party would try to blackmail him.

In that case, it was crucial not to give them any leverage.


It was safe to assume that this call was also being recorded.

‘Whatever I say, they can edit it and use it against me as another weakness.’

So, even if he spoke, it was important not to give them any room to exploit.

It was just like dealing with politicians.

[Dear citizens, through this overseas support business exchange, our government has secured natural resource rights…]

[Title: Breaking News) National Treasury Leak]

[Kneeling before America, crying to Japan, and apologizing to China]

How often had politicians worked hard to secure interests abroad, only to be vilified for supposedly giving away money overseas?

It happened regardless of which party was in power.

In any case, Lee Min Ki decided to avoid these kinds of trap cards from the start.

“If you have nothing else to say, I’ll hang up.”

He intended to cut off the conversation entirely.

Engaging in dialogue created the possibility of misunderstanding.

If no words were exchanged from the start, there would be no chance to distort or manipulate anything.

As soon as it seemed that the conversation would be unilaterally cut off by Lee Min Ki’s refusal—

[Wait, wait!]

Suddenly, the person on the other end, who had been silent, spoke urgently.

[That’s not it. I contacted you to thank you.]

“……What?”

[You’re the one who reported it, right, actor?]


So it was.

As previously mentioned, the enemy of an enemy is a friend.

That meant, even if someone was an enemy, if they were an enemy’s enemy, they could become a friend.

That was the saying.

* * *

On the other side of the phone, Bae Da Young, with a gloomy expression, mumbled softly in her mind.

‘…Am I out of my mind?’

She had made the call.

It was all because she had words of gratitude and other things she wanted to convey.

What exactly?

It was about what she had experienced and the internal affairs of Kim Do Ha’s gang.

[We’ll use you to put a bell around Lee Min Ki’s neck. Think carefully about how you act if you want to debut.]

Kim Do Ha’s gang.

Maybe because they were under Daon’s CEO Hwang In Goo, their behavior naturally resembled his.

They created weaknesses in others.

And through those weaknesses, they controlled people, eventually dragging them into becoming accomplices.

Bae Da Young had also unknowingly walked a similar path.

[You’ll help me debut?]

[Yeah, I’ve set up a meeting with an executive here, so make a good impression.]

It started with a meeting.


It seemed strange that the location was a bar, but there wasn’t much issue with holding a discreet meeting there.

Celebrities often preferred such places to avoid leaking stories.

It was a misjudgment.

[Remember this: you’re an ant. Your life is in my hands. If I get in the mood and move my finger, your future will vanish.]

She was caught in a trap that day.

After that, she acted like one of their minions.

She was thoroughly exploited to catch others’ weaknesses, push relationships forward, or even ruin people using her femininity.

Having been used so many times, by the time she came to her senses—

[Looks like you’ve been working out? Your body is pretty firm.]

She had become no different from a human waste like Kim Do Ha’s gang.

No, mentally, she had become even worse.

She found some comfort in dragging others down to her level, finding solace in their downfall.

Seeing someone like Lee Min Ki, who debuted effortlessly and was thriving, only fueled her anger.

Whenever she saw such brilliant rookies, her resentment soared.

She wanted to expose their true nature and turn them into the same garbage as her.

But.

Suddenly, her mood shifted.

‘This guy picked up Lee Heul’s phone.’

She had seen it.

In the room, she had seen Lee Min Ki pick up Lee Heul’s phone and run away.

Even though she saw it, she didn’t inform Kim Do Ha’s gang.

There was no particular reason.

It was just a whim.

Perhaps it stuck in her memory because Lee Min Ki had put a band-aid on her, and she was curious about how he would use the phone.

Would he return it to Lee Heul? Or was it just a result of bad habits?

It was merely a whim.

After all, pretending not to see it wouldn’t make her responsible, and she was curious about what Lee Min Ki would do with it.

And then there was the band-aid.

For some reason, the band-aid remained in her memory.

‘Isn’t he a real pro?’

Who in the world carries band-aids around?

An adult.

The more she thought about it, the funnier it seemed.

Even in an old, cheesy romance movie, such cringey flirting wouldn’t come up.

If this was a tactic to attract women, she felt like advising him to stop doing that in other places.

‘It only works because of your face. If you were an average guy, it would have just given people the creeps.’

No, maybe it worked because of his face.

It was insignificant.

But the human heart is often swayed by trivial things.

Anyway.

Perhaps it was because she had always disliked Lee Heul’s personality.

[You b***h, how dare you talk back? Just because I fooled around with you for a bit, do you think we’re on the same level? Hey, Bae Da Young, know your place. You’re just trash.]

That’s why it happened.

Anyway, for a while, she had been curious about what Lee Min Ki would do with Lee Heul’s phone.

And what he ended up doing was far beyond her imagination.

[Kim Do Ha scandal]

[Entertainment, in collusion with high-ranking police officials, forms a drug cartel.]

It became public.

An anonymous tip was submitted.

Even though she knew her safety might be at risk if it became known she had done it, she still went ahead and reported it.

Was it just another whim, or was it a shred of conscience?

In the midst of her uncertainty—

[That f***er, pretending to be the only righteous one in the world.]

The moment she heard Kim Do Ha had tried to sway Lee Min Ki but was refused, she was sure.

She had figured out who Lee Min Ki truly was.

“I finally realized. The reason I ended up like this was because I chose to live this way.”

Her words were like a confession.

But Lee Min Ki still responded as if he couldn’t understand a word.

[Um, what are you talking about right now?]

“There were plenty of chances when I could have reported and escaped.”

With a self-deprecating smile, Bae Da Young continued.

“But I couldn’t do it. I was scared. Afraid they’d retaliate. Afraid my path as a celebrity would be completely cut off.”

Of course, it was already far too late for her to make a living as a celebrity.

“So, I just wanted to tell you clearly.”

With determination, Bae Da Young took a deep breath and spoke.

“Thank you.”

“……”

“I wanted to see Kim Do Ha and his gang get punished, and you made that happen.”

[Um, even if you say that to me…]

Lee Min Ki seemed to hesitate, unable to give a clear response.

It was natural.

He still didn’t trust her.

Of course, anyone would feel the same.

But Bae Da Young hadn’t called expecting to earn Lee Min Ki’s trust in the first place.

“I know. You’re struggling because of the photo we took together.”

Now was the real turning point.

Bae Da Young knew exactly what she could do in this situation.

As someone who had already fallen into insignificance, she also knew what she could offer Lee Min Ki.

No, it was because she had been a part of Kim Do Ha’s crimes that she could do it.

“I’ll turn myself in.”

She was going to confess.

“!”

“I’ll reveal everything to the media—the things Kim Do Ha made me do, including trying to blackmail you. You know I did it on purpose. I also have all the evidence. I just need to disclose it.”

[Wait a minute. What exactly am I hearing right now?]

“This has nothing to do with you. I’m doing this on my own. Even if people try to stop me, I’ll still do it.”

It was already too late.

The moment her words spilled out in her conversation with Lee Min Ki, she couldn’t delay anymore.

If they recorded it and spread it, that would be it.

But Bae Da Young had no intention of burdening Lee Min Ki with any of this.

‘It’s the sin I committed, so I have to take responsibility.’

That was all.

On the contrary, her heart felt lighter.

“That’s all. Thank you. And I’m sorry, actor.”

Bae Da Young then hung up

.

And.

On the other end of the line, holding the phone, Lee Min Ki was left dumbfounded.

‘Why is she doing this?’

Bae Da Young.

What should he call her?

‘I deliberately let her go.’

She was a petty criminal that Lee Min Ki had chosen not to report.

While reviewing the data on Lee Heul’s phone, he realized it.

She was also a victim who had been used by Kim Do Ha’s gang to her very core.

It wasn’t surprising.

One of Kim Do Ha’s gang’s main tactics was to turn victims into accomplices.

At first, he had thought about reporting her since, after all, she was part of the gang, but Yoo Seon Ah’s face had overlapped with hers, and he decided to hold back.

After all, any explanation he gave would just lead to a mudslinging contest, and in the process, it might reveal that he was the whistleblower.

So, rather than taking that risk, he had intended to let it slide quietly.

But.

[I’ll turn myself in.]

Turning herself in?

Lee Min Ki let out a hollow laugh.

‘Should I call this good luck?’

If it was luck, it was indeed luck.

She had witnessed his strange behavior and pretended not to see it, and that was lucky.

And the fact that someone who had been an enemy had now switched sides to support him was also luck.

But.

‘Lucky, huh?’

It was luck he had created himself, even if he didn’t realize it.

And it was also the misfortune that Kim Do Ha’s gang had built for themselves.

* * *

In the bottom of the 9th inning, with three points behind, a grand slam turned the game around.

[Lee Min Ki scandal reversed]

[Victim B reveals she acted on orders from Kim Do Ha’s gang]

[Victims increased through similar methods]

[More whistleblowers emerge—escape or internal report?]

Victims, who had once silenced even their breathing in front of Kim Do Ha’s gang, began to speak out on their own.

How they were exploited.

How they got involved.

Whom they deceived.

Which companies were part of the conspiracy.

They began voluntarily revealing everything.

The beginning was anonymous victim B.

[Though I may have started as a victim, I didn’t want to live as a perpetrator.]

Naturally, the standout beneficiary of this situation was.

None other than Lee Min Ki.

[Lee Min Ki, almost used by Kim Do Ha’s gang, it turns out.]

People had thought he was similar to them, but he turned out to be a victim.

It was inevitable that public opinion would reverse in his favor.

[1. So, Lee Min Ki really was a good guy.]

[2. Adding one win to Lee Min Ki, who was doing laundry at home.]

[3. Haha, I knew this would happen.]

[4. Lee Min Ki is famous for skipping drinking parties and going to the gym. What’s this about a room with girls? Haha.]

[5. Where are all those forest friends now?]

[6. Honestly, it was a reasonable suspicion.]

[7. The real reasonable thing will be the lawsuit filed by JC’s lawyers against those trolls, haha.]

Usually, in such scandals, even the slightest splash of mud could turn into a stain that never goes away.

But this case was different.

[B suspect reveals her thoughts, thanks Lee Min Ki for showing consideration.]

[The fact that he put a band-aid on her when she was hurt.]

When would you ever see a situation where the perpetrator defends the victim?

From the start, there were countless examples of Kim Do Ha’s gang’s methods, but this time, Lee Min Ki had clearly avoided getting caught up in them.

[Lee Min Ki is suspicious.]

[No, come on, please, get a grip.]

[There are hardly any clean celebrities. Do you think Lee Min Ki is different? It’s all about fighting over money. Get real.]

[No, seriously, get a grip… Please…]

[You’re the one who’s not seeing reality.]

[Sir, are you living in another world by any chance?]

[Arrested at Daon’s office.]

About a week after the incident occurred, it finally calmed down.

Kim Do Ha’s gang had committed their crimes.

Daon, the drug distribution cartel, had played a significant role.

There were many victims.

Among them, Lee Min Ki was one of the key figures.

And finally, the whistleblower remained anonymous.

* * *

In an office that looked like a battlefield, with objects strewn everywhere.

Amid a pile of broken desks and countless chairs, a man was wailing.

“Ahhh!”

Bang!

At the same time, the chair, which had been intact, collapsed under the swing of a baseball bat.

The man, who had always been shamelessly sly, a figure notorious for being discreet in the Korean entertainment industry.

It was none other than CEO Hwang In Goo.

Though he was currently being investigated without detention, it was clear he would soon be arrested.

With bloodshot eyes, staring blankly into space, he screamed.

“That bastard, Lee Min Ki!!”
Top Star by Luck - Chapter 90

				
Chapter 90

‘Lee Min Ki, that son of a b***h, Lee Min Ki, that bastard. Lee Min Ki, that son of a b***h, Lee Min Ki, that bastard. Lee Min Ki, that son of a b***h, Lee Min Ki, that bastard. Lee Min Ki, that son of a b***h, Lee Min Ki, that bastard.’

CEO Hwang In Goo gritted his teeth and paced angrily around his office.

Normally, if this had been the usual Daon, there would have been at least one person around to gauge his mood, but unfortunately, not this time.

Why?

[“I’m resigning.”]

After the incident exploded, most of the staff left Daon.

Without even a proper handover, they left in a flash.

Among them was someone who led the charge.

‘Kim Jong Hyuk, that b***ard. I fed and raised that talentless piece of trash, and he bites his owner?’

It was none other than Director Kim Jong Hyuk.

Apparently, he had been receiving scouting offers from other companies and left all at once, taking his close associates with him.

Although CEO Hwang In Goo knew there were some complaints, he never expected to be backstabbed like this.

Of course, it was necessary to listen to Director Kim Jong Hyuk’s side of the story.

After all, it was Hwang In Goo himself who stripped him of any personnel authority and used him like a puppet.

‘Now that I think about it, that bastard always seemed to like Lee Min Ki for some reason.’

As memories resurfaced, CEO Hwang In Goo stopped in his tracks.

‘He begged me to hire Lee Min Ki, but when I refused, was he holding a grudge this whole time?’

That was one of the causes.

In the end, the person Kim Jong Hyuk had begged him to hire became the top rookie, but Hwang In Goo had dismissed him, citing personal preferences, leaving a knot of resentment.


But still…

‘Does someone who knows how this industry works really do something this petty?’

To CEO Hwang In Goo, it seemed like a good thing after all.

Did they think the entertainment business was a joke?

If you couldn’t handle watching a rookie you passed on rise to fame at another company, you wouldn’t survive in this industry.

‘Lee Min Ki, Lee Min Ki, Lee Min Ki. Why is everything connected to you?’

His head was boiling with anger.

The trouble with Kim Ji Hwan was because of Lee Min Ki.

Director Kim Jong Hyuk leaving was because of Lee Min Ki.

Even the relationship with the pharmaceutical company, Iverium, that he had struggled to secure, fell apart because of Lee Min Ki.

Above all…

‘Lee Min Ki, that bastard, even leaked information.’

It was Lee Min Ki who hit Daon’s weak spot.

Of course, it was all CEO Hwang In Goo’s own doing from start to finish.

If he had listened to Director Kim Jong Hyuk even once, none of this would have happened.

No, even if he hadn’t sent hired goons to rough him up, it would have been fine.

No, that wasn’t even it.

If he hadn’t sent Kim Do Ha to blackmail and dig for weaknesses, none of this would have happened either.

Actually, there was more.

It all boiled down to how he had lived his life.


‘Did Goo In Mo, that b***ard, stab me in the back?’

Goo In Mo from JC is suspicious.

Why do circumstantial evidence and clear proof keep popping up?

‘No, it’s also possible that Kim Do Ha, that worm, betrayed me.’

There was nothing strange about it.

Even if the entire world betrayed him, it would seem completely natural.

‘Joo Hyun Woo? Lee Do Kyung? Lim Jin Wook? Yoo Seong Bin? Kwak Sung Ho?’

The list was endless.

Because of all the bad karma he had accumulated, no matter how much he suspected, he couldn’t find any clear answers.

There’s a reason why dictators throughout history succumb to paranoia and distrust of others.

For someone like CEO Hwang In Goo, there were too many points of vulnerability; even if his entire body were covered in thorns like a cactus, it wouldn’t be surprising.

“…Krrgh.”

Unable to endure the heat that filled his skull, CEO Hwang In Goo collapsed onto the floor.

‘Should I stab Lee Min Ki? No, there’s still too much left unresolved.’

Even after everything had reached this point, there was a reason why he couldn’t go after Lee Min Ki through the media.

One.

There were too many people entangled in the situation.

Imagine the scandal if it became known that Daon caused a problem just by touching an actor.

He’d be kidnapped immediately, buried in concrete, and discovered off the coast of the West Sea.

And the second.


He had no idea how much evidence Lee Min Ki still held.

‘Is he hiding his cards? What is he after?’

He had sensitive cards—ones you couldn’t miss.

Leaving those cards out in the open without revealing them was practically leaving a huge question mark.

Of course, from Lee Min Ki’s perspective, he had held back on revealing sensitive parts out of consideration for the potential impact on the victims.

Digging too deeply into those sensitive areas could inadvertently cause secondary harm to the victims.

It was simply that.

But…

‘He’s after something.’

To CEO Hwang In Goo, this was an unthinkable concept.

For him, a person’s wounds were not something to be hidden but to be exploited.

A favor without any return was merely the privilege of a fool.

Because his thinking was fundamentally different, he couldn’t understand it at all.

In the end…

There was nothing left for CEO Hwang In Goo to do in this situation.

All he could do was count the lawsuits that would rain down from investors as if they were holiday gifts.

“Arrrgh! Lee Min Ki, you son of a XXXXX!!”

Crash!

CEO Hwang In Goo swung a baseball bat engraved with the Lotte Yotuns mark, smashing the office furniture into pieces.

All the while, muttering vile curses under his breath.

‘Lee Min Ki… remember this, killing you would be nothing.’

Of course, it was all just in his head.

* * *

While Daon’s office had turned into a disaster zone, the JC office remained as quiet as a peaceful civil office in heaven.

Director Seo Jung Woo smiled gently and said.

“Actor.”

“Yes?”

“Why did you hide it?”

“Well, that’s…”

“You need to be honest with me.”

“…”

Lee Min Ki was being interrogated.

So, what exactly was this interrogation about?

“Going to a club is fine. Hanging out with women is also fine. But you need to at least inform us of the details, so we can handle the media, right?”

It was about how Lee Min Ki had concealed certain details.

Even if it wasn’t everything, the fact that he had been vague about the leaked photos was a big issue.

By the time he had given an explanation, it was already too late, and JC couldn’t help but feel the pressure.

“To be honest, I was worried that you might have actually committed a sexual crime, actor. I thought you were hiding it to cover that up.”

Director Seo Jung Woo continued in a soft yet stern voice.

Next to him…

“Come on, there’s no way Min Ki could do something like that.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung chuckled, munching on snacks.

“Trainer, please stay out of this.”

“I’ve trained Min Ki, I know him well. He’s obsessed with acting, more than women. I bet he’d rather marry acting than a woman.”

“I said, stay out of this.”

“The only thing Min Ki’s ‘fallen for’ is acting.”

Exasperated by Kim Ah Sung’s trolling, Director Seo Jung Woo let out a heavy sigh.

“So, do you have anything to say?”

“Well…”

Finally, Lee Min Ki opened his mouth.

Since he was involved in the incident, he had to say something.

‘Compared to what was really exposed, it’s a relief it ended like this.’

After clearing his throat, Lee Min Ki spoke.

“I was afraid I’d get scolded if people found out a rookie actor went to a club.”

“I won’t scold you. It’s not like we’re in the era where a 32-year-old idol gets grilled for dating, and besides, you’re not even an idol.”

His tone was calm, and that made it sting even more.

At this point, it seemed like he had said everything that needed to be said, but there was this strange feeling of expecting more reprimands to follow.

“I know saying this might feel bitter, but I’m only saying this because I care about you…”

Bang!

The office door burst open, and an employee rushed in, shouting.

“Actor So Yoo’s dating scandal just broke!”

“What?”

“There are articles everywhere! She was caught holding hands with a male actor 14 years her senior while vacationing in Jeju… and she’s not answering her phone.”

“Where is she? I’ll head there right now.”

Director Seo Jung Woo’s reaction flipped completely, leaving Lee Min Ki a bit dumbfounded.

“Director, didn’t you say dating was okay? So Yoo is the same age as me…”

“She’s an idol.”

“…”

Ah, I see.

Turns out, she’s an idol.

Director Seo Jung Woo talks like he’s so logical, but he just says whatever comes to mind.

‘Forget it, whatever.’

Lee Min Ki decided to play along, bored of hearing more nagging anyway.

“Go on.”

“We’ll talk more after I return.”

And with that, Director Seo Jung Woo hurriedly left the office.

It was a madhouse.

Just as he was about

to get up to either prepare for a new project, rehearse acting, or do some training…

“Min Ki.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung chuckled, calling out to him.

“Yes?”

“Don’t do that again.”

“You mean the lying, right? It was wrong.”

Just as he was about to gloss over the situation again…

Trainer Kim Ah Sung waved his hand dismissively, looking annoyed, and said.

“No, I mean don’t do dangerous stuff. Like tipping off others.”

“…!”

What did I just hear?

For a moment, Lee Min Ki froze, unable to believe what he had just heard come out of Trainer Kim Ah Sung’s mouth.

“If you’re going to pull something off, at least tell the company first. What do you think you’re doing, going solo? What if you really get stabbed one day? I’ve told you before that CEO Hwang In Goo is a psycho. What, are you filming a spy movie or something?”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung’s lecture was coming from a completely different angle than Seo Jung Woo’s earlier one.

The sharpness of his words left Lee Min Ki frozen like a stone.

His pupils trembled like aspen leaves.

“Trainer, how did you know…?”

“I told you, I know a lot of people. There are ways.”

“…You know a lot of people?”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung shook his head and said.

“No, it’s just some rumors floating around in certain circles. Most people treat it as a joke. I mean, who would believe a rookie actor brought down a company by tipping them off? But Min Ki, you never know, right? What happens if a rumor keeps getting repeated?”

“…It becomes fact.”

“Exactly, there’s no smoke without fire.”

“And if you fix your shoelaces in a melon field?”

“You’ll be accused as the thief.”

“Right, just be careful.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung smirked, got up, and said.

“I won’t tell Seon Ah or Tak about this, but from now on, if you plan something like this, at least tell me. Man, it’s a lonely job.”

With that, he left the office.

Now alone, following both Seo Jung Woo and Kim Ah Sung’s departure, Lee Min Ki let out a small, incredulous laugh.

‘Did I just get played?’

It was supposedly just a rumor.

But it seems he had just confirmed it as fact.

Oddly enough, though, he didn’t feel too bad about it.

It’s never a bad thing to have a reliable accomplice.

* * *

The case had roughly wrapped up.

Over 20 celebrities and more than 10 police officials were dragged before the court of law.

There was even talk of drafting a new law in Yeouido.

[‘Kim Do Ha Law’ Drafted for Legislation]

Of course, as is always the case with crimes like this, it will take some time before any real results come out.

But at least, unlike the [Kim Do Ha Scandal] of his previous life, which had been swept under the rug, this one was very different.

‘It feels refreshing.’

Lee Min Ki stretched his arms wide.

‘I honestly felt like I was going to die from stress all this time.’

He hadn’t said it out loud, but the mental stress had been immense.

Being watched by hitmen on the streets.

Getting dragged into a crime-ridden club.

Gathering evidence and making reports.

Every day felt like walking on thin ice, and even for someone with strong nerves, anyone could easily age overnight.

‘The fact that I’m still alive shows my luck has improved.’

Lee Min Ki ran a hand over his neck.

In the past, who knows if it would have stayed attached to his upper body?

But now, those extraordinary events seemed to be mostly over.

Lee Min Ki made up his mind.

‘From now on, I’ll live safely, focusing only on acting.’

He decided to focus solely on acting.

There had been so much happening recently that it felt like it had been three years since they filmed *Café del Dia*.

Now, each day would be like a continuous stream of ordinary days.

I, Lee Min Ki, from now on, will walk the straight path of an actor to the end.

I’ll leave the law enforcement duties entirely to the police of South Korea!

Resolving that, Lee Min Ki once again picked up the script to read.

“What? Are you already preparing for a new project?”

Surprised by what they saw, someone next to him exclaimed in disbelief.

“Wow, Min Ki, you’re superhuman. How do you do this? You’re not human.”

It was Kim Tak.

After hearing Kim Tak’s over-the-top remarks for so long, Lee Min Ki had gotten used to them and chuckled as he replied.

“Why? I’ve rested enough. It’s been over a month since we finished filming *Café del Dia*. It’s about time to start preparing for a new project.”

“Is that the project?”

“Yes, I can feel it. This will be a masterpiece.”

“No matter how good the project is, starting right after just a month of rest… ugh.”

As Lee Min Ki was about to respond, Yoo Seon Ah nodded in agreement and added.

“Exactly. Most people consider shooting just one project a year to be diligent, but Min Ki, you’re shooting several times more than others.”

“There are so many projects I want to do.”

“And yet, you hardly shoot any commercials. Most people shoot five or six commercials per project.”

“…There aren’t any commercials that I particularly want to do.”

Lee Min Ki cleared his throat.

‘Come to think of it, I have been working really hard.’

Without much time to rest, I’ve been constantly filming.

But why is it?

I don’t particularly feel like resting.

Maybe it’s because I had such a long hiatus that the thirst has built up.

“People like Min Ki working so hard make it difficult for rookies like us to break in. The industry’s already a red ocean.”

Yoo Seon Ah whined, slumping on the floor, while Trainer Kim Ah Sung laughed at her antics, spilling crumbs from the snacks he was eating.

“Oh, come on, Seon Ah. How long has it been since you and Min Ki were rookies? Why are you being so aggressive today? This doesn’t suit you.”

“What do you mean it doesn’t suit me?”

“You know what I mean. You’re usually bright, refreshing, and optimistic. Like the protagonist of a shonen manga.”

Yoo Seon Ah’s character was indeed like that.

No matter the setback, she seemed like the type who would shake it off with one shout and sprint forward again.

But lately, she’d been a little different.

If I had to describe it…

‘She’s developed a more human side.’

As Lee Min Ki smiled to himself, Yoo Seon Ah continued.

“Why? When you have someone successful next to you, like Min Ki, it makes you wonder where all your time has gone.”

“Come on, who doesn’t know that feeling? I get it. But didn’t you originally see Min Ki as a role model?”

“No, from now on, I’m going to see him as my rival.”

“…Rival? A rival?”

As Trainer Kim Ah Sung mumbled the word under his breath.

The atmosphere fell into silence.

“…”

In the stillness, Yoo Seon Ah’s cheeks flushed like a tomato.

It wasn’t that she was embarrassed about declaring him her rival—it was just that the way everyone was staring at her made her feel self-conscious.

Trainer Kim Ah Sung chuckled and said.

“Min Ki, did you hear that?”

“Hmm, yes, I did.”

What should I say to that?

Lee Min Ki pondered with both sides of his brain, trying to come up with an appropriate response.

“I’d welcome having a rival. Whether it’s Tak or Seon Ah.”

That’s right.

I’d welcome it.

If there are more competitors, I’ll have to work even harder.

But more than that…

“We’d get to see lots of great acting, wouldn’t we?”

I was excited about seeing new acting.

I’ve been watching the same things over and over again for too long.

I don’t expect new projects, but at least new performances would be refreshing.

“So, hurry up, both of you, and debut in great projects…”

Just as Lee Min Ki was about to finish his sentence.

[Breaking news.]

The TV screen suddenly displayed an intriguing announcement from the news anchor.

[3Y Entertainment’s CEO Yong Do Guk has been arrested by the police while preparing for an overseas business trip, following critical tip-offs.]

In other words, the anchor was saying that one of the main culprits behind the Kim Do Ha scandal, 3Y’s CEO, had been caught on the spot.

And that company, 3Y, was one of the agencies Kim Do Ha had been signed with.

“Isn’t that the company Seon Ah was preparing for an audition with?”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung said, as if to confirm.
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A passionate voice, unlike that of a typical news announcer, flowed from the TV speakers.

“[Yong Do Guk, one of the co-representatives of 3Y, is currently under fire for luring victims abroad with promises of debuting them, only to force them into what can only be described as a life of slavery.]”

It was just as they said.

3Y, the agency Kim Do Ha was affiliated with, had been reported to have committed similar crimes multiple times in the past.

‘They worked hard to erase the evidence, but in the end, they got caught.’

Lee Min Ki marveled softly.

Even though evidence had been collected and reported, not every person involved was caught.

Some investigations dragged on due to a lack of concrete ‘material evidence.’

However, it seemed that another informant had stepped forward.

That person was probably a victim like Bae Da Young.

“Wow, can you believe these people even breathe? Ugh.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung muttered in disgust.

“Even that kind of trash probably gets to eat well in prison, huh? What a waste of my tax money.”

Kim Tak, who likely hadn’t even paid income tax yet, chimed in with his own complaint, his voice brimming with fury.

“At least they got caught now, that’s a relief.”

Lee Min Ki let out a small sigh of relief.

‘What goes around comes around. This is justice.’

People steeped in evil can only hide under the shadows of society for so long.

Once they’re exposed to the light and become visible to many eyes, they lose their power.


Because the evil deeds that covered them come into sharp, horrifying clarity.

‘Enjoy your prison meals.’

Lee Min Ki relished in a sense of schadenfreude.

“By the way, didn’t you stop Min Ki from going to the 3Y audition?”

Yoo Seon Ah poked him in the side.

Lee Min Ki, flustered, started coughing.

“Ah, yeah, I gave you some advice back then, didn’t I?”

“Didn’t you say there was something off about 3Y? Judging by what’s happening now… you knew all along, didn’t you?”

“…No way. That’s not it.”

Lee Min Ki let out an awkward chuckle.

Of course, he knew.

He knew that 3Y was a group of trash.

He knew that they had been committing crimes from the very beginning.

But he had to keep his knowledge hidden, even from Yoo Seon Ah, so he avoided saying too much.

As Lee Min Ki tried to change the subject, Yoo Seon Ah, finding it amusing, said with a grin.

“Min Ki, I thought you were good at acting, but maybe not.”

“…That’s because this isn’t acting.”

“Hmm.”

Yoo Seon Ah giggled softly and continued.

“If I had gone to that audition back then, I might’ve ended up like those people on the news. It seems like they were practically exporting hopefuls to China.”


“Yeah… pretty much.”

“So, does that make you my lifesaver, Min Ki? How should I repay you?”

Yoo Seon Ah mumbled playfully, as if she were giddy with excitement.

Kim Tak, overhearing, couldn’t resist jumping in.

“Wow, the perks of being a top actor! Min Ki, you hoard all the information to yourself. Don’t treat us like that. Are we even friends?”

What does he mean by ‘friends’?

Lee Min Ki swallowed his words and glanced to the side.

There, Trainer Kim Ah Sung was struggling to hold back laughter, almost to the point of bursting.

“Yeah, Min Ki, you should’ve told Seon Ah a little more clearly.”

Even he was joining in.

Even someone who knew the situation was poking fun.

No allies here.

As Lee Min Ki leaned to the side, sinking into a feeling of loneliness, Yoo Seon Ah, whose laughter had died down, spoke again.

“I’m just kidding. Seriously, though, thank you. You saved my life, Min Ki. I’ll repay you, little by little, from now on.”

“Really?”

“Yes, I’ll keep paying you back until I retire from acting.”

Instinctively, he could tell.

Within those exaggerated words was a pure sincerity far greater than a thousand thank-you notes.

Fully feeling that warmth, Lee Min Ki smiled gently, like a spring breeze.

“Then today’s meal is on you, Seon Ah.”


“…But I’m still just an aspiring actress. Buying Korean beef might be a bit much.”

* * *

A few days later.

In a large studio located in Ansan City.

Dozens of men were lined up along a white corridor.

Tension was running high.

Suddenly, a man called out loudly.

“Participant number 32, please enter.”

It was the voice of the audition staff calling for the next participant.

At the same time, a man stood up.

“Yes!”

It was none other than the man whose popularity had been skyrocketing lately.

‘Isn’t that Lee Min Ki?’

It was Lee Min Ki.

As he stood up, revealing himself, whispers immediately spread throughout the room.

“No way.”

“Why is Lee Min Ki here?”

“He’s been here since earlier.”

“We’re all doomed, aren’t we?”

Everyone gathered here was a professional actor.

But even among them, Lee Min Ki’s fame stood out.

Not only had he had back-to-back hits as a rookie actor, but…

Recently, there had been another incident that greatly improved his image.

[Kim Do Ha scandal: Lee Min Ki stood by the victims.]

Apparently, he had helped the victims.

In truth, he hadn’t done that much.

All he had done was give someone a band-aid.

But to the public, such details didn’t really matter.

[I really misjudged Lee Min Ki.]

[He’s kind to the bone.]

[Pure goodness.]

[Who carries around band-aids to a club? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[‘Here.’]

Just as bad rumors can spread quickly without specific details, so too can good ones.

Good rumors.

No matter how they’re exaggerated, they still spread as good news.

Lee Min Ki’s small act of kindness had snowballed, elevating him to the position of one of the few celebrities who had defended the victims.

[He’s like that one person in every class who always tries to help everyone. That’s Min Ki.]

[He’s like a character from a comic book.]

[Even when the photo got leaked, he held off on suing until the situation was clear, right?]

[Doesn’t JC do anything?]

[It was the actor’s request.]

Being kind isn’t such a special virtue, but in times like these, where selfishness dominates, it becomes a unique trait.

Especially when dark incidents like the Kim Do Ha scandal come to light.

Like a lone bright star in a black sky, the good stands out even more.

That was also the case with Lee Min Ki.

Anyway, Lee Min Ki was here today to participate in the audition for a new project.

The name of that project was…

[Fashion and Passion.]

It was the latest film by Director Hwang Ui Seong.

‘He was determined to shoot this after wrapping up the Kim Do Ha scandal.’

He had made that resolution, gritting his teeth.

But despite JC’s efforts, the process hadn’t gone smoothly.

Normally, for a rookie actor of Lee Min Ki’s caliber, he wouldn’t even need to audition and would go straight to filming.

[Please come to the audition.]

Director Hwang Ui Seong had refused to make an exception, insisting that Lee Min Ki audition under the same conditions as the other participants.

Not that it bothered him.

‘I actually like it better this way.’

That was so typical of Director Hwang Ui Seong.

By not casting him based on his name alone, it meant that the director wasn’t casting anyone else based on name value either.

As proof, there were several serious actors spotted at the audition venue.

“Participant number 32.”

“Yes!”

Lee Min Ki answered loudly and entered the room.

And then.

Just five seconds later.

The sight that greeted Lee Min Ki inside the audition room left him a little dumbfounded.

At the judges’ table.

Sitting at the center was Director Hwang Ui Seong, his eyes glaring sharply.

Next to him, however…

‘CEO Yoo Gyu Eon?’

Yoo Gyu Eon.

The CEO of the shopping mall that frequently collaborated with him on fashion projects, even back in his aspiring actor days.

“……”

Why was he here?

As Lee Min Ki stared in a daze, Yoo Gyu Eon awkwardly turned his head.

As if to say, ‘I have nothing to do with this.’

* * *

Inside the [Fashion and Passion] audition room.

Sitting next to Director Hwang Ui Seong, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon let out a bitter smile.

But only in his mind.

He had to hide any hint of favoritism.

‘I never expected things to turn out like this.’

About 15 meters ahead of him, a handsome man stood with a puzzled expression.

His head was small.

Not freakishly small like an alien, but just the right size to look good.

But the important thing wasn’t the size, it was the shape.

Lee Min Ki’s head shape was attractive no matter what style he wore.

And his broad shoulders, tapered waist, and long limbs.

Also, his proper posture.

He had a body that seemed born to wear clothes.

That’s right.

‘I had a feeling Min Ki would take an interest in a project like this someday.’

Lee Min Ki had applied for [Fashion and Passion], a project that Yoo Gyu Eon was advising on in terms of art direction.

It was pure coincidence, but Director Hwang Ui Seong

’s decision to consult with CEO Yoo was no accident.

[I hear you handle the trendiest clothes.]

He’d decided based on Yoo Gyu Eon’s clothing line.

At the same time, Yoo Gyu Eon’s mall, [YU], was enjoying a surge of popularity thanks to Lee Min Ki’s promotion.

Recently, investment and collaboration inquiries had been pouring in from everywhere.

It wasn’t unusual for a film studio to approach them for cooperation on a fashion-themed movie.

Of course, things were different when it came to Director Hwang Ui Seong.

‘But I can’t take this lightly.’

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon narrowed his eyes.

He was glad that Lee Min Ki had applied for [Fashion and Passion], but he had no intention of letting personal feelings affect the outcome.

His role in this audition was clear.

[CEO Yoo, please assess how well the participants can wear the clothes.]

He was here to evaluate how well the participants could wear the outfits.

Director Hwang Ui Seong would focus on the character and acting ability.

And the third judge was here to evaluate overall acting quality.

These three.

The participants would need high marks from all three to earn a leading role in [Fashion and Passion].

‘Min Ki, I appreciate everything you’ve done for our mall, but I’ll judge this fairly.’

As CEO Yoo Gyu Eon steeled his resolve, someone else was also firming up their determination.

‘I’m glad to see CEO Yoo here, but I hope there’s no bias in the judging.’

It was Lee Min Ki.

He had come to be evaluated directly by Director Hwang Ui Seong.

If favoritism played a part in the judging, that in itself would be disappointing.

“You can begin the performance. Start with the freestyle acting, please.”

“Yes.”

“We won’t give you a signal, so start when you’re ready.”

With the third judge’s words, Lee Min Ki took a deep breath.

For this freestyle performance, he had given a lot of thought to what kind of act would make him stand out in a movie like [Fashion and Passion].

Should he go for a stable performance?

Director Hwang Ui Seong was known as a cinephile, so should he pick something from one of the films the director had mentioned enjoying?

Should he opt for a provocative performance?

As an art director, perhaps the director would appreciate something avant-garde.

He had pondered endlessly.

He had even thoroughly analyzed the types of characters that Director Hwang Ui Seong might prefer.

‘Director Hwang likes characters with flaws.’

Perhaps it was due to his love for art.

He didn’t like perfect characters.

He preferred flawed ones, those that society might despise.

A loan shark.

A bike thief.

A pimp.

A gambling addict.

Throwing out a character that society hated, only to gradually immerse the audience in their story over the runtime.

That was the essence of Director Hwang Ui Seong’s style.

[Do I look like a troublemaker to you? From where I’m standing, you’re the real troublemaker. You won’t even buy anything. Why do you only think about yourself? This feels so unfair.]

This was a line that ran through one of his films.

From the very beginning, the way he viewed the world was fundamentally different from the norm.

And so, Lee Min Ki had come up with a character.

One that would fit perfectly.

‘One, two, three.’

A man without emotions.

No, a mannequin.

“……!”

Lee Min Ki began shifting his poses, one after another.

At an extremely rapid pace.
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‘Amazing.’

The posing (model’s poses) changed.

Every second, Lee Min Ki’s posing changed like a machine.

As if flipping through the pages of a fashion magazine in front of their eyes, each diverse pose kept changing while perfectly maintaining a high level of completion.

No, this is something anyone could do up to this point.

Any model who’s done some photo shoots could do this.

But right at this moment.

Lee Min Ki took it one step further.

‘That’s…’

It was the clothes.

With each pose, Lee Min Ki was changing clothes one by one.

And not just any clothes—imaginary, invisible clothes.

‘That’s a coat with a fedora, and now… workwear (American worker style)? Wait, did he just switch to a rider jacket? He’s even mimicking long hair.’

Using an invisible comb to slick his hair back to evoke that feeling.

So creative, it was unbelievable.

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon’s expression was filled with astonishment.

‘Is he changing clothes with mime?’

It was astonishing.

But even here, it was still a delicate point.


It was like clocking 10.1 seconds in the 100-meter dash but not breaking the 10-second barrier.

Even though someone could manage this, free acting is just called free acting—it’s merely a series of rehearsed movements.

Constantly changing clothes might be an impressive skill.

But these judges weren’t here to see skills; they came to see acting.

‘Min Ki, you’re doing well enough already, but you’ll need to do even better.’

Between 9.9 seconds and 10.1 seconds, there was a vast, unbridgeable gap.

The difference between the two was as stark as between 0 and 1.

And.

Lee Min Ki himself was fully aware of this.

That’s why he could surprise CEO Yoo Gyu Eon even more.

‘The attitude is perfect.’

It was the completion of the attitude (the posture and demeanor that accompanies each style).

“The way people wear clothes is different for everyone.”

If it’s a coat, wear it with dignity.

“Sometimes, we want to look cool.”

If it’s a suit, wear it neatly.

“In presentations, we want to appear smart.”

If it’s American casual, wear it comfortably.

“Sometimes, we dream of walking around the streets of Hongdae in a hip way.”

If it’s Ivy League style, wear it energetically.


“And when going out with a lover, you should feel light, as if flying.”

If it’s sportswear, wear it healthily.

“When you sweat, it gets hot. You crave cool clothes.”

With every move of Lee Min Ki’s body, the lines flowed smoothly.

As if introducing products to viewers on a TV shopping channel.

“It was a tough day today. I’d like to take a deep rest.”

If it’s pajamas, wear them cozily.

“It’s not something I wear often, but I tried it on.”

If it’s a dress, wear it purely.

In Lee Min Ki’s posing, you could not only glimpse the clothes but also the unique emotional sensibility of each style.

Even with just a plain white t-shirt, you could continuously see it.

The clothes were visible.

The transparent clothes imprinted vividly into the retina with such sharpness.

‘Perfect.’

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon’s expression was once again filled with admiration.

‘I knew Min Ki was a top-tier actor, but I didn’t expect him to go this far.’

Could the completion level be any higher than this?

That’s why it was regrettable.

It was nothing but a pity.

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon clenched his teeth in frustration.


‘Min Ki, there won’t be many people who can recognize this!’

Only as a shopping mall CEO could he fully grasp the value of this fashion.

It was possible because of his keen insight.

How could the other two judges even recognize this?

‘The general public’s eye for fashion is far lower than you think, Min Ki!’

A silent cry, one that had no chance of being heard by the parties involved, spread sorrowfully.

Indeed.

The posing was too high-level.

Not only would you need to understand fashion, but you’d also need to grasp the attitude of the clothes to truly appreciate the acting.

What a demanding performance it was.

Only someone like CEO Yoo Gyu Eon could analyze each aspect in detail.

Even asking whether an average fashion enthusiast could comprehend the depth of it.

‘There’s no way they could recognize even 50% of it.’

It was impossible.

That’s why CEO Yoo Gyu Eon was at his wit’s end.

‘Among all the contestants so far, he’s the best in terms of being a fashion model, but I’m not sure how his acting fares.’

Not knowing much about acting made him even more troubled.

How should he explain to Director Hwang Ui Seong that what Lee Min Ki was showing was on a completely different level from the other contestants?

As he was about to lose his mind.

“That’s enough. We don’t need to see any more.”

Director Hwang Ui Seong stopped Lee Min Ki before his acting was even finished and said.

“You said you were a fashion model, correct?”

“Ah.”

At those words, Lee Min Ki slowly turned his head, as if moving like a turtle, toward CEO Yoo Gyu Eon.

Then, forcing himself to turn back, he answered.

“Yes, I’ve been consistently doing it since before my debut.”

At that moment.

“Your posing is perfect.”

An unexpected comment flowed from Director Hwang Ui Seong’s mouth.

“……!”

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon’s eyes widened, but Director Hwang Ui Seong continued to speak nonchalantly.

“It’s not just about changing clothes. I got the impression you were acting out the character wearing the clothes. Let me guess the character you were portraying.”

A brief moment passed.

Director Hwang Ui Seong blinked as he fixed his gaze on Lee Min Ki and spoke.

“You’re a mannequin, aren’t you?”

“……!”

Had he analyzed the character from just those short movements?

While CEO Yoo Gyu Eon was still in awe, Lee Min Ki slowly nodded and said.

“Yes, you’re correct, Director.”

At that, Director Hwang Ui Seong spoke as if he had expected it.

“A fashion model is a clothes hanger. To showcase the clothes as the protagonist, you must thoroughly hide yourself and show off the clothes. A fashion model who overshadows the clothes in their desire to stand out is worthless.”

It was practically the truth.

No matter how famous a fashion model was, when they walked the runway, they didn’t consider themselves the main attraction.

They were merely a medium to showcase the clothes in the best way possible.

In other words, they were stepping back to play a supporting role.

The free acting that Lee Min Ki had shown was precisely that.

Acting that made the clothes the protagonist.

Not just a simple fashion show, but acting as the model who presents the fashion.

A character far removed from the typical movie characters.

“Well done.”

With that, Director Hwang Ui Seong clapped softly and said.

“The designated acting… it seems we don’t need to see it.”

And that was the end.

And.

Even this was within Lee Min Ki’s calculations.

‘I knew you’d recognize it.’

He had seen it in an interview.

How much preparation Director Hwang Ui Seong had put into planning his film, *Fashion and Fashion*.

‘He not only visited all the major fashion shows abroad but also secretly worked as an intern at a fashion company for several months.’

That’s not all.

He even entered a clothing factory in Daegu and made clothes himself.

Heard he attended classes as an external student in the fashion department and anonymously submitted works at fairs.

He always had a particular interest in clothes.

In total, he spent over a year studying just to create the film *Fashion and Fashion*.

He didn’t just pick fashion as a theme.

Because it had to be fashion, he chose it.

Director Hwang Ui Seong was a man obsessed with detail.

‘He’s not someone who would shoot anything carelessly.’

That’s why Lee Min Ki knew he would recognize it.

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon?

He hadn’t even heard of him participating in this audition.

That’s right.

From the beginning, Lee Min Ki had never calculated that CEO Yoo Gyu Eon would notice his free acting.

It was thoroughly a performance aimed at just one person.

‘Director Hwang Ui Seong, this performance was prepared for you.’

Just as Director Hwang Ui Seong was sincere about fashion, Lee Min Ki hoped he would recognize his sincerity as well.

He had boldly sacrificed showcasing his acting ability in favor of impressing with his designated performance.

Just like in the *Cafe del Dia* audition, it had been a gamble.

But the result of that gamble was.

“Then, I’ll contact you again tomorrow. You may want to keep your schedule clear.”

There was no need to see any more.

Of course, it wasn’t a flawless performance.

Lee Min Ki had some innate shortcomings for being the protagonist of this project.

Like being shorter than a typical model.

But oh well.

‘A lot of directing power will be necessary.’

That’s something directors deal with every day.

Making a 165 cm actor appear to be 180 cm was an everyday occurrence.

If it’s someone like Lee Min Ki, they could make him look like a basketball player.

“The exit is to the right.”

With Director Hwang Ui Seong’s dry voice, the short audition came to an end.

* * *

The next day.

It was no surprise when Lee Min Ki received the notification that he had passed the audition.

They hadn’t even seen his designated performance.

This was no different from declaring that his free acting alone was more than enough, and unless someone extraordinary appeared, they would pick him.

‘What

an honor.’

Thanks to that, a smile stretched across Lee Min Ki’s face.

“Congratulations, actor.”

Manager Park Han Mo, who was at the wheel, chuckled and said.

“You seem very happy. Have you always liked Director Hwang Ui Seong?”

“Yes, it’s Director Hwang Ui Seong. Not just anyone, but Director Hwang Ui Seong.”

Lee Min Ki answered in a triumphant voice.

Who is Director Hwang Ui Seong?

He may currently be considered a director who makes artistic films in Korea.

But in just a few years, he would stand shoulder to shoulder with the world’s most renowned directors.

When that time came, his value would rise so high that Hollywood would beg him for just one film.

They’d bundle up money and bring it to him, pleading.

Who would believe such a thing?

“…….”

Come to think of it, no one would believe it.

If you said Hollywood begged a Korean director for a movie, people would laugh.

Even if a Korean director won an Academy Award, they still wouldn’t believe it.

Moreover, if you said Korean dramas would soon become the world’s number one entertainment, no one would believe that either.

People would think you’re speaking nonsense and ignore you.

Wait, there’s more.

‘If I told them a group would start topping the Billboard charts like it’s nothing… they probably wouldn’t believe that either.’

This is the future.

It’s hard to see what’s right in front of you.

“…….”

Still, just in case, Lee Min Ki asked Manager Park Han Mo.

“Excuse me, Manager. Could I ask your opinion on something?”

“You don’t need to be so formal. Please feel free to speak comfortably.”

“Oh, it’s just… do you think Director Hwang Ui Seong could make it in Hollywood?”

“Hmm, that’s an interesting question.”

Manager Park Han Mo trailed off, as if deep in thought.

For a moment, he seemed lost, then soon found an answer and spoke.

“It would probably be difficult.”

Ah.

Just one word drained all his energy.

He had asked out of hope, knowing that Manager Park Han Mo had an extraordinary eye for films.

‘Is it still too early for the times?’

Just as Lee Min Ki was feeling a bit disappointed.

“Movies aren’t something one director can excel at with a one-man show.”

Manager Park Han Mo continued in a calm voice.

“What?”

“Director Hwang Ui Seong’s personal ability aside, for his films to succeed in Hollywood, everything from the actors to the CG, marketing, and locations would need to advance together. It wouldn’t be easy.”

Manager Park Han Mo’s words were measured and thoughtful.

He didn’t just pull the answer out of nowhere.

It felt like he had refined this philosophy over time, quietly revealing a glimpse of it now.

“But if all those elements align perfectly, I think today’s Korean films have enough potential to make it in Hollywood. That’s what I believe.”

“…….”

A far more serious answer than expected.

It gave insight into how Manager Park Han Mo viewed the industry.

Genius alone wasn’t enough.

But if they worked together, anything was possible.

It was a realistic yet subtly idealistic response.

‘Collaboration, huh.’

Isn’t there a famous line from a movie?

[Together, we stand.]

It was a phrase that stirred something warm in Lee Min Ki’s heart, making him smile slightly.

Just as he was about to say something in response to this unexpectedly thoughtful opinion.

“Manager, come to think of it.”

“Oh, by the way, I think you could make it in Hollywood right now. Assuming your English is good, that is.”

So quick.

A comment that made his face twitch with amusement came out of nowhere.

It was a statement that was difficult to either completely agree with or refute.

‘If my English is good, huh.’

It’s not like he couldn’t speak English at all.

In fact, in some ways, he had plenty of confidence, but language wasn’t something that translated well to other areas.

It’s the same with Japanese.

Someone who’s trained their ears to anime might be fluent in listening, but they might not even be able to read a menu or ask someone to open a window.

‘Acting in English would be something entirely different. If I were to break into the English-speaking market, I’d need to study a lot.’

While Lee Min Ki was deep in thought, Manager Park Han Mo continued speaking calmly.

“Don’t overthink it. These days, overseas opportunities are common. It wouldn’t hurt for you to try filming your next project abroad. That being said, you should prepare in advance.”

“……I’ll think about it.”

“I’m serious.”

“Yes, I’m serious too.”

Lee Min Ki chuckled.

‘Well, it’s not like I have time to waste.’

It was certain that Korea would become a major player in the future media industry.

To secure his spot in that future, he couldn’t afford to rest easy just because he was a successful rookie actor now.

He had to work even harder.

Just like Manager Park Han Mo said, he needed to become an actor who could make it in Hollywood.

‘Alright, time to live my life to the fullest.’

As he solidified his resolve.

“Actor, this is just a personal suggestion.”

Manager Park Han Mo spoke up.

“Have you thought about breaking into the international market?”

“Yes?”

“For example, right now.”
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Unlike the peaceful scene just a few seconds ago, the atmosphere inside the car now felt frozen, like the Han River in the middle of winter.

“Overseas expansion?”

Lee Min Ki spoke in a hesitant voice.

“Yes, because there’s a way to launch your overseas career right away.”

It felt dizzying.

Of course, he wasn’t in a rush to go global.

Rather, he could already consider it in progress.

With *Campus Story*, *Forever Green*, and *Café Del Dia* all being exported abroad, one by one.

Of course, they were still mainly distributed across Asia.

However, Manager Park Han Mo’s tone suggested something different.

“Not only could you go overseas in just a few months, but there’s also a chance that tens of millions of people will see you.”

It sounded like something much bigger.

And there was even a hint of excitement in Manager Park Han Mo’s voice as he said it.

“You’re teasing me, right?”

“Not at all. You know I, Park Han Mo, am always serious about work.”

From the tone he wasn’t usually using, it seemed like he really was teasing.

“Of course, this will be handled officially through the company, but only if you’re okay with it.”

Screech.

The car, which had been running for a while, came to a stop on the side of the road.


Park Han Mo, who had been holding the steering wheel, slightly turned his head and looked at Lee Min Ki sitting in the back seat.

“How about it? Would you like to at least hear them out?”

* * *

“……I never expected you to have such connections, Manager.”

“Well, I studied in the U.S., so isn’t it natural to bring back at least something like this?”

That didn’t seem right.

Lee Min Ki muttered to himself quietly.

‘Who would’ve thought the manager had studied filmmaking in the U.S.’

Yes.

The truth about Manager Park Han Mo, who rarely talked about his past, was that—

‘He was a graduate of the Grafton Institute of Arts (GIA).’

He had graduated from GIA, one of the world’s top art schools located in the United States.

And his major was producing.

He even had experience winning awards at contests with projects he submitted as a student.

“It’s really surprising. I had no idea you studied abroad, Manager.”

“Well, where you learn can be important. But I figured working in Korea would be more fun, so I came back.”

“Then why didn’t you go into production companies but joined an agency instead?”

“Do you know? People tend to seek out what they feel they lack.”

“Oh, I see……”

It sounded like he was saying that he chose agency work because he could always learn production whenever he wanted.


As Lee Min Ki was about to nod at the pride in his voice, Manager Park Han Mo chuckled softly and said,

“That was a joke. I just found this field more attractive. Producing has a wide scope. Besides, statistically speaking, less than 20% of people actually work in the field they majored in.”

So that’s how it was.

Anyway, it became clear that Manager Park Han Mo was even more impressive than he had thought.

And this current opportunity was also something brought by his connections.

“(Well, how long has it been?)”

A tall blonde woman, slim like a Nordic goddess, suddenly rushed towards Manager Park Han Mo.

As if she were about to hug him.

But Park Han Mo coldly pushed her away.

“(Don’t come any closer. You smell.)”

“(How can you be so cold when we haven’t seen each other in so long?)”

“(It’s because you’re so careless. In Korea, people don’t like being touched so freely.)”

“(But I’m American?)”

“(Thanks for that grand revelation. And by the way, you’re Australian.)”

The conversation flowed naturally.

Now that he thought about it, Manager’s English was quite good.

Lee Min Ki was quietly impressed.

But what impressed him more than the manager’s English skills was his connections.

Especially since the person he was talking to wasn’t just anyone.

‘Isn’t that Bojana Olson?’


Bojana Olson.

A singer-songwriter who had recently made waves by breaking into the Billboard Top 30 in the U.S.

“She’s a friend from my college days.”

Manager Park Han Mo introduced her casually.

“We used to talk about projects all the time back then.”

“(What’s he saying?)”

Bojana Olson asked, not understanding Korean.

“(I was just saying we used to talk about projects a lot.)”

“(It was more than that! You shot my first single’s music video, remember?)”

“(That was just an informal shoot. We did it for fun.)”

“(Don’t be so modest. I landed my record deal thanks to that video going viral!)”

Impressive.

So Manager Park Han Mo had collaborated with Bojana Olson back when they were students.

By this point, it felt dizzying.

“(I get the feeling this actor also understands everything I’m saying, right?)”

Suddenly, Bojana Olson turned her attention to Lee Min Ki.

Lee Min Ki slowly nodded.

“(I can understand most of it. Just enough.)”

“(Most?)”

Bojana Olson chuckled softly and said,

“(Your pronunciation is perfect though.)”

That’s right.

In fact, Lee Min Ki was quite good at English.

Especially in terms of listening comprehension.

This wasn’t because he was particularly good at studying but more due to his hobbies.

‘Watching every single piece of work from the English-speaking world, without exception, eventually led to me being able to watch without subtitles.’

It was purely a matter of how much time he had invested.

After all, there are more works produced in the English-speaking world than in Korea.

He had seen almost everything produced in that sphere.

In fact, he might have heard more English in his life than Korean.

With that foundation, he had taken a few months of formal lessons at a language school, and since he found it fun to improve so quickly, he put more effort into it.

He even practiced acting in English when he got excited following along with the dialogue.

“Ahem.”

Of course, despite that, he hadn’t had many opportunities to engage in proper English conversations, so speaking still felt a bit awkward.

“(I heard from Manager. You’re looking for a cameo for your new music video, right?)”

“(That’s right.)”

Bojana Olson nodded in response to his question.

“(The theme of my new music video is world travel. I’m asking people I meet in different places to make appearances.)”

“(That’s quite an ambitious concept.)”

“(It’s taken quite some time. But now I’ve completed about half, so there’s only half left to go.)”

“(Already halfway.)”

Lee Min Ki nodded in admiration.

But even as he said that, he already knew about Bojana Olson’s new song.

‘It was her first song to break into the Billboard Top 10.’

He had guessed that this would be an impressive gig, but it turned out to be even more significant than expected.

Bojana Olson.

Her new music video wasn’t just an ordinary music video.

Thinking back on it, Lee Min Ki muttered inwardly.

‘Looks like my luck’s holding up.’

* * *

He even knew the title of the song.

[Treatment].

It was fair to say it was Bojana Olson’s first major hit.

And the music video, having been meticulously crafted, had made quite the splash.

She had filmed scenes all over the world during a backpacking trip, including in Korea.

‘Did she eat *gukbap*?’

She had visited a famous old restaurant in Jungang-dong, Busan, to eat pork *gukbap*.

It had become such a sensation that many people made pilgrimages there afterward.

And now, the opportunity had come to him, Lee Min Ki.

“(Whatever we do, it’ll be fine as long as we can capture your cool side on camera.)”

“(Min?)”

Who’s Min?

He asked, confused, and Bojana Olson burst into giggles.

“(It’s short for Min Ki.)”

“Don’t mind her, Actor. She’s always like that.”

Manager Park Han Mo interjected.

“Thinking too hard about it will only give you a headache, Actor.”

“(What are you saying now?)”

“Trust me, Actor.”

“(Mo, are you embarrassed by me?)”

Now that he thought about it, she had been calling him “Mo” all this time.

‘Forget it.’

More than that, he just wanted to get started with the filming.

He was feeling restless.

Although Manager Park Han Mo had half-joked about expanding overseas, Lee Min Ki knew better.

He knew that this was truly a great opportunity to spread his name globally.

The actor within him was awakening, his instincts stirred.

‘I wanted to shoot something as a warm-up before filming *Fashion and Fashion*, and this is perfect.’

This was going to be fun.

A music video?

Sure, why not.

Bojana Olson’s fame was one thing, but what excited him more was the fact that he was now at the center of a historical event.

His heart raced.

Lee Min Ki tried to calm his pounding heart and said,

“(Where are we shooting? I’d like to get started right away.)”

“(Let me ask you first.)”

Bojana Olson smiled.

“(Where’s a place that really gives off a Korean vibe?)”

“(A Korean vibe.)”

He pondered the question briefly, resting his chin on his hand.

Then, Lee Min Ki smiled widely and answered.

“(If that’s the case, I’m an

expert.)”

* * *

Elements of Korean tourism, huh?

There were countless Korean things.

Even in this day and age, there were many.

Myeongdong.

Traditional markets.

Han River Park.

Hanok villages, and more.

But among them, there was one place that foreign tourists particularly loved.

“(Everyone here is wearing traditional clothes?)”

It was Gyeongbokgung Palace.

People dressed in *hanbok* filled the area.

Some were using selfie sticks to capture the moment on their phones.

“(This is it, so Korean!)”

Bojana Olson exclaimed, smiling as if she had found exactly what she was looking for.

“(So, we’ll shoot here?)”

“(No, there’s something to do first.)”

“(Hmm?)”

“(This way.)”

Lee Min Ki led them to a store.

A *hanbok* rental shop.

When Bojana Olson looked surprised, Lee Min Ki smiled and said,

“(Since we’re here at Gyeongbokgung Palace, we should wear *hanbok*.)”

Exactly.

Korea was synonymous with Gyeongbokgung Palace, and Gyeongbokgung Palace with *hanbok*.

The two were inseparable, like butter and soy sauce, tomatoes and cheese, ramen and kimchi.

‘It’ll look great.’

Since the video was going global, even if their appearance was brief, they needed to make a strong impression.

Something unmistakably Korean, that anyone could recognize at a glance.

“(You all look very handsome and beautiful.)”

The shop owner nodded with satisfaction as she looked at Lee Min Ki and the others.

She wasn’t too surprised.

Famous celebrities often visited this place.

Knowing that overreacting to well-known people would only make things uncomfortable for everyone involved.

“(Take your time looking around.)”

Wait a minute.

Now that he thought about it, she was speaking English.

‘The world really has gone global.’

There was a reason why this shop attracted so many customers.

Lee Min Ki was quietly impressed while browsing the shop when he suddenly picked up something.

“A *gat*, huh?”

It was a *gat*, the traditional Korean hat.

Manager Park Han Mo nodded as Lee Min Ki held it up.

“(The fact that Korea’s *gat* led the Hallyu wave is a historically proven fact.)”

Of course, no one would believe that if he said it anywhere else, but it was objectively true.

Strictly speaking, the combination of Joseon, zombies, and the *gat* was fantastic, but he held back from mentioning that since it would sound even less believable.

“(It sounds cool too, doesn’t it? *Gat*.)”

“(It’s pretty amazing, *gat*.)”

Bojana Olson held the *gat* in one hand and nodded solemnly.

How could a hat’s name be *gat*?

“(Well, I respect your taste, but I prefer this.)”

Manager Park Han Mo casually lifted up a *durumagi*.

It was designed like a modernized *hanbok*, almost like a coat, with an all-black color scheme.

It was clearly a stylish piece.

His taste seemed a bit peculiar, but he handled it so naturally as if he had been planning to pick it all along.

“Why, Manager?”

Lee Min Ki asked curiously, and Manager Park Han Mo replied matter-of-factly.

“I’ve always wanted to try wearing one. I was too shy to wear it before, but every time I saw pictures of it online, I thought it was my dream.”

“Ah.”

“If you’re at Gyeongbokgung Palace, no one’s going to give you strange looks for wearing something like this, right?”

It was a personal challenge.

Lee Min Ki nodded and asked.

“But don’t you have a schedule today?”

“I’ve been mostly dedicated to your schedule lately, so it’s fine.”

Ah.

So, they had started treating him well now that he was becoming more famous.

It was clear that he had become an important person within JC.

That’s what Lee Min Ki was thinking when—

“There was an unfortunate incident at Daon. On the director’s orders, I’ve cleared my schedule for the time being, to stay close to you.”

Ah.

So, that was the reason.

He felt like he had jumped to conclusions, but since he hadn’t shown it, it didn’t matter.

“Shall we get going then?”

The three of them, now dressed in *hanbok*, began heading toward Gyeongbokgung Palace.

‘Let me try being a Hallyu star for once.’

With his sleeves filled with hidden ambition.
Top Star by Luck - Chapter 94

				
Chapter 94

Peaceful Gyeongbokgung Palace.

As always, a moderately bustling Gyeongbokgung Palace, with a mix of tourists and elderly people taking walks nearby.

One person appeared in the front courtyard.

No, three people appeared.

“Gyeongbokgung is really pretty.”

It was Lee Min Ki along with two others.

Bojana Olsen and Manager Park Han Mo.

The three of them, an odd combination, stood awkwardly on the outskirts of Gyeongbokgung.

‘Let’s see.’

Lee Min Ki glanced around Gyeongbokgung, then murmured with a hint of regret.

“(Since we’re filming a music video, we should shoot it in the best location if possible.)”

“(There are a lot of people.)”

“(Yes, there are more people than usual today.)”

Indeed.

Normally, Gyeongbokgung isn’t this crowded, but today, everywhere you looked, people were overflowing.

Everywhere, people dressed in hanbok filled the area, and there were more than just a few cameramen filming them.

The number of people wasn’t the main issue.

The problem was that all the spots worth taking pictures in Gyeongbokgung were completely occupied.

Not only the main gates.


In front of the pavilions.

Under the trees that had grown beautifully.

Even the eaves stretched long and wide, everywhere was packed with people.

“(Is there an event today?)”

Just as Lee Min Ki squinted his eyes and muttered in confusion, Manager Park Han Mo spoke up.

“(It could be a group package tour.)”

“(Ah, that’s a possibility. Maybe they rented hanbok together as well.)”

It didn’t matter.

In fact, if they looked hard enough, there probably were some places to take photos.

But the real problem was, of course, his fame.

‘People are starting to recognize me.’

That was the issue.

Even now, there were people glancing at him from a distance.

Thanks to his hat covering his face, it wasn’t too bad, but his natural aura couldn’t be hidden.

Moreover, standing next to him was someone who, from the start, couldn’t even pretend to blend in.

“(Do they sell kimbap here?)”

It was Bojana Olsen.

Never mind her face, her skin alone was so pale it practically reflected light.

She was taller than most men.

And now, dressed in an elegant hanbok, she looked so striking that anyone would stop and stare.


‘What should I do about this?’

It was a race against time.

The longer they stayed, the more attention they would attract, and the harder it would become to move freely.

‘In that case…’

Lee Min Ki opened his mouth.

“Let’s find a place where there are no people at all to shoot.”

A completely secluded spot.

Let’s head to the corner.

* * *

Did you know?

Gyeongbokgung Palace, while not a popular destination for locals living nearby, is highly favored by foreign tourists.

Among Koreans, however, there’s another group that loves this place.

“Wow, there are so many people in hanbok. Who are they all? Are they actors? What’s happening today?”

“Didn’t you know? A lot of historical drama fans often come here.”

That’s right.

Gyeongbokgung is a holy site for historical drama fans.

Every afternoon and weekend, the palace is filled with people dressed up in hanbok.

Some of them shoot short dramas with grand dialogues, while others take model photos to post on social media.

Today was no different.

“The moonlight is beautiful tonight. Where could my beloved be raising a glass of wine?”


A university drama team had come to film a short drama.

To be more precise, it was more of an improvised performance.

Since they had to pack as much as they could into a short time, it was hard to include a full story arc.

But they were doing their best.

‘If we win this contest, we can buy a new camera!’

Most aspiring actors from theater and film departments were usually broke.

The [Joseon Beauty] contest recently hosted by Seoul City was like a lifeline for them.

The first prize was a whopping 20 million won. With that money, they could do a lot.

But, perhaps because the prize was so large, there were plenty of competitors.

“Ara-ri, Ara-riyo.”

They were filming over there, too.

“You have the face of a warrior.”

“The general has ordered the return to Wehwadong.”

Some were getting the time period wrong.

“The 24 Sword Technique of Plum Blossom is actually a secret of Zhongnan.”

“As a third-generation disciple, what do you know? As a twelfth-generation disciple, I cannot forgive your arrogance.”

“Excuse me! Could you bring me the menu?”

“Hai!”

Some seemed to have chosen the wrong genre altogether.

Instinctively, everyone knew.

Those people are my competitors, and I am theirs.

‘This contest won’t be easy.’

But part of them also thought this.

‘Still, we’re better.’

They believed their quality was superior.

Everywhere, there were battles between dragons, tigers, giant birds, and three-legged crows.

In the best spot in Gyeongbokgung, a model named Jung Soo Jin grumbled in an irritated voice.

“Oppa, are you sure you filmed that properly?”

“……”

“Did you hear me?”

She was full of frustration.

Model shoots don’t end in just a few minutes.

Most of the time, they involve hours of standing in one place until your feet hurt.

She was already exhausted, yet the man holding the camera couldn’t even keep his eyes on her but kept looking elsewhere.

‘Is this a joke?’

Jung Soo Jin squinted her eyes.

Her frustration reached its peak, and she was about to unleash a stream of complaints when—

“Soo Jin, shh.”

The cameraman stopped her with a quiet hush.

“What?”

“Soo Jin, just look over there for a second.”

Not only did he not apologize, but now he was telling her to look somewhere else.

She was dumbfounded, wondering what on earth could be so important that the cameraman was ignoring her and looking away.

“Am I seeing things?”

Far away.

In the most secluded corner of Gyeongbokgung, near a bench, three people were chatting.

The spot was so out of the way and shaded that people wouldn’t go there even if told to.

There was a trash can and a vending machine nearby, making it a poor place to take pictures.

But the location wasn’t the main issue.

The combination of the three people standing there was strange.

‘…Casual hanbok?’

One person was dressed in casual hanbok, not the proper kind.

The kind that a school ethics teacher might wear.

A man of unremarkable build wearing casual hanbok.

All black.

His shoes were even Adidas sneakers.

It was clear that he wasn’t here for the contest but just for sightseeing.

But the other two were definitely unusual.

‘A white person?’

A tall white woman.

With her slim figure like a goddess from Norse mythology, her sharp features and fair skin reminded you of an elf.

If she had been a man, you might have stopped breathing for a moment.

It was Bojana Olsen.

A rookie who had made a splash on the Billboard charts from the moment she debuted.

Of course, at this time, she was still relatively unknown in Korea. Only hardcore music fans might recognize her voice.

‘Who is she? She’s incredibly pretty. Is she a model?’

So, Jung Soo Jin didn’t know who she was either.

Besides, Bojana Olsen wasn’t American or European.

She was Australian of British descent.

At any rate.

‘Her proportions are insane, even in a hanbok.’

Jung Soo Jin found herself discovering another beauty of hanbok, ironically, through a foreigner.

But.

Even Bojana Olsen’s presence faded next to the person standing in front of her.

“Isn’t that Lee Min Ki?”

That’s right.

It was Lee Min Ki.

There he was, standing casually in front of a vending machine at the edge of Gyeongbokgung.

Despite the recent [Kim Do Ha Scandal] temporarily lowering his momentum, he had bounced back even stronger as an actor.

‘His visuals are insane.’

With his looks, he could easily star as a Confucian scholar in a historical drama and bring in a 20% viewership rating.

And to top it off.

He was standing there with an elf-like foreign woman and a man dressed like a school teacher in casual hanbok.

‘What kind of scene is this?’

Jung Soo Jin was confused.

‘Are they filming a historical drama? No, they wouldn’t have a foreigner and casual hanbok in a period drama.’

Or could it be that she was being too narrow-minded?

Just because someone was a foreigner, did it mean they couldn’t appear in a historical drama? After all, Asians also play noblemen in Western medieval fantasy films.

But if that were the case, what’s with the casual hanbok?

That’s crossing a line.

It’s like wearing a wedding dress to play a noblewoman in a medieval film.

‘Am I too stuck in my ways?’

For a moment, Jung Soo Jin was lost in thought, wondering if she was the one being too rigid, and she asked the cameraman for confirmation.

“Oppa, isn’t that an anachronism?”

“Soo Jin, focus and be quiet.”

“Huh? What did you say?”

“Lee Min Ki just showed up, and you’re worried about historical accuracy?”

“Oh… right.”

That’s true.

Accuracy doesn’t really matter when it comes to Lee Min Ki.

“There’s no angle here. Soo Jin, can you step aside for a bit?”

The cameraman pushed Jung Soo

Jin aside.

The prime spot in Gyeongbokgung that she had secured was now being given up just because it was a good spot to film Lee Min Ki.

‘I’m completely out of the picture now.’

Jung Soo Jin let out a bitter laugh.

But if the subject was Lee Min Ki, she couldn’t really argue.

In just a few seconds, all of Gyeongbokgung’s attention had shifted entirely in his direction.

“It’s Lee Min Ki.”

“Is he filming a historical drama?”

“A foreigner in a historical drama?”

“Why is Lee Min Ki here, flexing his star power among amateurs?”

“That hanbok is really beautiful.”

“No matter what a celebrity wears, it looks good.”

“…We need to let the entire world know about this on forums, social media, everywhere—Flash*, Cli*ng, Na*vy*, Ins*, Twi*, Fb*, Tik*, everything.”

The contest no longer mattered.

Lee Min Ki had shown up in the middle of Gwanghwamun wearing hanbok. What else could possibly be more important?

A white heron among crows.

But that didn’t matter anymore.

Catching even a glimpse of Lee Min Ki was worth it.

Might as well take a picture, too.

‘Could I get an autograph somehow?’

Just as Jung Soo Jin was thinking this.

“Gasp!”

Lee Min Ki started doing a shuffle dance.

Right there on the spot, he began shuffle dancing.

In hanbok.

It was a literal dance.

A Confucian scholar dressed in hanbok, perfectly executing a shuffle dance.

‘Huh? What is this scene?’

It was chaos on top of chaos.

Why is he doing something so eye-catching?

‘Is he also trying to enter the contest?’

Please don’t.

The contest prize money is nothing compared to what you earn as a top actor.

Surely, he’s not taking advantage of the fact that there’s no restriction on contestants.

It would be completely unfair.

But it was a complete misunderstanding.

Lee Min Ki had a different goal from the start.

“Your movements are sharp, sir.”

“Thank you.”

It was all about impact.

Wearing hanbok in Gyeongbokgung was a way to show off the Korean background.

Dancing so boldly like this was to create a memorable impression.

‘The treatment has to leave an impact.’

Even if it was a brief appearance in the music video, it had to be a killing point.

The [Treatment] music video wasn’t just for a popular song.

It was more than that.

It would go on to surpass 50 million views.

‘Besides, Bojana Olsen will hit number one on Billboard in a few years.’

She’s relatively unknown now.

That’s why it was important to leave a mark now.

In the future, even small things like this could have far-reaching consequences.

“(Min, your dance moves are great.)”

By now, Bojana Olsen was also dancing along next to him, her voice excited as she followed his movements.

But no.

Lee Min Ki’s dancing skills were just average, but the grace of his body was making it seem extraordinary.

“He’s moving so casually, but it still feels right.”

Even though they were doing the same moves, the feeling was completely different.

Even the smallest steps came across sharply and clearly.

It was like he was performing a trick.

“(Try bending your legs a bit more.)”

“(Like this?)”

“(Yes, harder. You too, manager, join in.)”

“(I’m fine just watching. Someone needs to hold the camera.)”

Manager Park Han Mo tried to refuse.

“(Hey! Camera! Camera, please!)”

But Bojana Olsen didn’t let him off the hook.

“(Still such a bad dancer.)”

“(I told you I didn’t want to do this.)”

Grumbling with complaints, Manager Park Han Mo, ever diligent, joined in nonetheless.

And so, after just 10 minutes of Lee Min Ki staying at Gyeongbokgung in hanbok—

[Lee Min Ki is at Gyeongbokgung right now, doing a shuffle dance in hanbok?]

[?]

[??]

[????]

[Is this a flash mob?]

[It’s three of them.]

[????]

The incident had already begun.
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They say there are celebrities like that in the world.

Shall we call them celebrities who are good at attracting attention?

Even when they do the same thing, for some reason, their news spreads evenly and widely.

What should we call them?

Spotlight?

No.

That’s too narrow.

Agitator?

That’s too aggressive.

Yeah.

Let’s call them celebrities blessed by the god of attention.

People destined to draw others’ interest no matter what they do.

Lee Min Ki was precisely that kind of person.

[???]

He was someone the world paid attention to.

[Why is that real?]

[????]

[Why is Lee Min Ki wearing a hanbok?]

[Is he shooting a historical drama?]


[Why is there a Westerner in a historical drama?]

[Oh ho, in this day and age, such discriminatory remarks… Gah!!!!!!]

[Tsk, tsk!]

[But why is that person the only one in a modified hanbok?]

[Isn’t that Lee Min Ki’s manager?]

The brief commotion at Gyeongbokgung Palace spread across the internet at lightning speed.

[Lololololololol]

[It’s really Lee Min Ki, lololol]

[This is the most absurd thing since Lotte, lol]

[Ah, lol you lololol]

[If you’re going to use your body like that, give it to me, lololol]

It spread at an unusually fast rate.

In a way, this too was a kind of luck.

Good news spreads well.

Conversely, bad news rarely spreads and tends to get buried.

Lee Min Ki’s luck was strangely developed in this particular direction.

[Who is that woman?]

[I searched, but nothing came up.]

[Isn’t that Bojana Olson?]

[Who’s that?]


[There’s that American singer.]

[She’s Australian.]

In just one day, the news spread and spread, and Lee Min Ki’s antics started to affect things in a very strange way.

[I also went to Gyeongbokgung and did a shuffle dance.]

A really strange direction.

* * *

That’s how luck works.

If it’s good, it’s endlessly good, and if it’s bad, it’s endlessly bad.

The first example is Lee Min Ki, and the latter is also Lee Min Ki.

[Hongdae Ice Cream Man]

One of the nicknames attached to Lee Min Ki a long time ago.

It’s not because he was sweet like ice cream.

If that had been the case, it wouldn’t have been about luck at all.

Lee Min Ki’s luck was on a whole other level.

“Ah.”

While walking down an alley, he almost stepped on a stray cat and, in an attempt to avoid it, stumbled and fell.

Coincidentally, the direction he fell in was toward an ice cream shop.

A shop popular among tourists for its 30cm ice cream.

The shop had placed its machine outside.

Crash!


Unfortunately for Lee Min Ki, the moment he collided with the machine, by sheer coincidence, a malfunction occurred in the ice cream machine.

Whiiir—

Normally, you’d have to press a button to dispense ice cream, but due to the impact, the machine malfunctioned and started dispensing.

The ice cream streamed down, building a pink tower on top of Lee Min Ki’s head.

A tower made of a 30cm ice cream stream.

The price was 3,500 won.

The flavor was popping strawberry.

[Lolololol]

[It looks like a comedy sketch, lololol]

[Is this a hidden camera prank?]

[Everyone passing by was cracking up, lololol]

When it came to Lee Min Ki’s actions becoming famous on the internet, it usually went in this kind of direction.

Becoming someone’s laughingstock.

[Hey, they say Lee Min Ki is the Hongdae Ice Cream Man?]

[So sweet.]

[They say his head smells like strawberries.]

His luck was terribly bad.

But then, Lee Min Ki’s luck reversed, which means…

[I’ve joined the Gyeongbokgung Shuffle Dance Challenge.]

Even actions taken without any intent could spread uncontrollably in a good direction.

[Ah lol, you can’t resist the Gyeongbokgung Shuffle Dance.]

[Lee Min Ki danced here.]

[People lined up just to take a certification photo. It took 30 minutes just to take one photo.]

[Our Min Ki is thriving.]

[(Is this person a Korean dancer? What is their name?)]

People on SNS started following in Lee Min Ki’s footsteps.

Wearing hanbok at Gyeongbokgung and copying his dance.

Over 100 videos were uploaded just today, proving his influence as a trending actor.

But what’s important is not quantity but quality.

Among them, the most popular video had a whopping…

“40,000 shares…?”

It had been shared more than 40,000 times.

Of course, the video featured Lee Min Ki.

‘It feels like it increases every time I refresh.’

The number of shares kept increasing, and so did the comments.

[Let’s make sure no one on Earth misses this video.]

[This is insane. During lunch, the kids kept replaying this 1,459,425 times.]

[The murmuring around the person filming is the best part, lolololol]

[Min Ki, can you please shoot a historical drama for us?^^ Please?]

[JC, you know what we want. Make a wise decision.]

………

……

…

In front of the dizzying number of growing digits, Lee Min Ki’s eyes spun.

‘Is this a number achievable from just Korea?’

Upon closer inspection, it seemed it had spread a lot to English-speaking and Japanese accounts as well.

[(SO CUTEEEEEEEEEEE)]

[(What is this person’s name? Please teach me.)]

[(There’s a lot of talent in Korea’s idol market.)]

[(What’s the title of this drama?)]

He scrolled down.

The scroll just wouldn’t end.

He scrolled and scrolled again.

He scrolled hard.

But it didn’t seem to decrease.

Swish— Swish— Swish— Swish—

Lee Min Ki kept scrolling until his fingertips wore out.

Finally, he put down his phone and let out a long sigh.

“There are a lot…”

Our netizens sure know how to type.

Since these are messages left by people who like me, I felt thankful and wanted to read them all.

But this is too much.

There are way too many.

How can I read all of them when new comments are coming in faster than I can read?

‘Things will calm down later, right? I’ll catch up and read them all then.’

Lee Min Ki harbored a naive hope.

In any case, he definitely felt something from this event.

‘I’m really insanely famous now.’

He clearly realized it.

No matter how trivial his actions were, the public’s attention followed.

Not just online, but in reality as well.

‘It was hard to get out.’

It had been difficult to step foot out of Gyeongbokgung.

As soon as he appeared, within minutes, people swarmed.

By the time the filming was over, a crowd had gathered so thick that it was hard to move.

[Min, you seem to be more successful than I thought? Let’s remain friends from now on.]

Bojana Olson giggled, saying she had more scenes to include in her music video.

‘Popularity, huh.’

It’s like this now.

How will it be later?

Will I end up ordering everything online because I can’t even go to the local mart?

‘That would be a bit much.’

He was scared.

But thanks to enduring this ordeal, articles had come out.

[Lee Min Ki dances the shuffle in a hanbok at Gyeongbokgung]

[Is his next project a fusion historical drama?]

[Singer-songwriter Bojana Olson’s secret meeting with Lee Min Ki—why?]

[With his warm scholar vibes, anticipation for his new project builds.]

[Over 300 people gathered. It’s clear Lee Min Ki is the ‘hot rookie’ of the moment.]

Of course, JC’s influence seemed to have played a significant role in this, too.

And.

The person closest to that influence happened to be standing right beside him, nodding slowly.

“Actor, you are truly lucky.”

It was Manager Park Han Mo.

“These kinds of things, the company has been trying to make viral for ages, but almost always failed. But you succeeded naturally.”

“…….”

“At first, I was suspicious of what you were thinking, being so proactive. I thought you might have been stressed lately. After all, everyone dreams of rebellion at some point.”

“Hmm.”

Lee Min Ki couldn’t find a proper rebuttal and just nodded.

He couldn’t exactly explain that he knew Bojana Olson would become a global pop star.

In hindsight, it probably looked like he was overdoing it from Manager Park’s perspective.

“Not only that, you pulled it off voluntarily. That’s something I could never have imagined. It’s incredible.”

“It’s thanks to you, Manager.”

“No, I’m just a remora sticking to the actor.”

That’s hard to argue against.

Manager Park Han Mo calmly continued his words next to the silent Lee Min Ki.

“I’m joking. To be honest, I’ve managed more than 20 celebrities throughout my career, and you’re special among them.”

What does that ‘special’ mean?

Thinking he should take it positively, Lee Min Ki spoke.

“Haha, thank you.”

“That’s exactly what I mean.”

So, what’s so special?

What’s so different?

It was obvious that Manager Park was teasing, so Lee Min Ki was about to change the subject.

“By the way, it seems like it’s time for you to start managing your fandom.”

“Fandom?”

“We’ve been holding

off on officially designating a fanbase because we thought it was too early, but unofficial ones are already forming.”

Ah, right.

He’d heard about that.

Usually, even when celebrities debut, they don’t immediately create an official fan club.

It’s common to do so in the second or third year after debut.

This is because many people rise quickly and then disappear after just one project.

There was even a superstition.

The faster a celebrity manages their fandom, the faster they fade away.

“In fact, many veteran actors never officially create fan clubs. However, your fanbase is quite strong.”

“Hmm, I’ve heard about that. Wasn’t it called Minki-dan?”

He had found it while ego-searching (searching for oneself on the internet).

Fans consuming Lee Min Ki were popping up like mushrooms after rain.

“Minki-dan, Min-ssaj, The Gathering of People Who Have Emigrated to Lee Min Ki’s Heart, Min Ki’s Rest Area, and Soo-wol. There were so many, right?”

Lee Min Ki mumbled as he counted on his fingers.

“And I heard my fans call themselves Hana.”

They call themselves “Hana” (One), saying that each one of them is a fan of Lee Min Ki.

“You remembered all that.”

At Manager Park’s slightly surprised voice, Lee Min Ki smiled shyly and replied.

“Well, they’re people who like me.”

The very fact that he had fans made him feel proud and grateful.

Since he had been a nameless actor for so long, just having one fan was something Lee Min Ki appreciated deeply.

If possible, he wanted to meet them in person.

No, he even wanted to treat them to a meal.

But now it’s grown too big to do that easily.

“It seems like it would be better to designate an official fanbase to communicate with them, right?”

“The choice is entirely yours. You can decide on what kind of fanbase to create, what title to make official, how to make merchandise, and how to interact with them. You can do it all in the way you prefer.”

He was handing the decision over to him?

“Hmm, in that case.”

What would be the best way?

After a brief moment of thought, Lee Min Ki opened his mouth.

“I’ll leave it entirely to JC.”

He decided to leave it to JC.

After all, JC was more knowledgeable than he was.

At Lee Min Ki’s words, Manager Park Han Mo looked slightly surprised.

Then, blinking his eyes, he spoke.

“You’re not going to choose yourself?”

“Yes.”

Lee Min Ki slowly nodded and continued.

“I think the company knows more than I do. Acting and managing a fandom are two entirely different things. If something goes wrong, it’d be a headache, right?”

There was one thing he learned from the last incident.

For most things, leaving it to the agency is much more comfortable.

The same applied to the fans.

“And besides, I’m already giving a percentage of my earnings to the company. I should take advantage of their help when I can.”

Lee Min Ki chuckled, throwing out a light joke.

“If things don’t work out, I won’t blame anyone.”

“You might regret it later.”

“If there’s any criticism, the company usually takes the heat, right? Hehe.”

“You’re getting more savvy.”

“It’s about time I shake off the ‘rookie actor’ tag.”

It’s long overdue, actually.

Just then.

Manager Park Han Mo blinked and spoke.

“Then it’s simple. The official fan club will be ‘Minki-dan,’ the official title will be ‘Hana,’ and the fan club designation will start next week.”

The conclusion was reached too quickly.

So fast that it was questionable whether he had thought it through.

“Huh?”

Can we decide this quickly?

Before Lee Min Ki could ask again, Manager Park Han Mo replied as if it was obvious.

“We usually leave it to the biggest entity.”

Too fast.

“There’s a reason for the custom.”

Ah, is that so?

Lee Min Ki, feeling a bit deflated, pouted slightly, but Manager Park asked.

“By the way, actor, I saw you chatting with Bojana Olson at the airport.”

“Oh, yeah, we exchanged a few words.”

It was just a brief conversation.

Bojana Olson had something specific to tell him.

But Manager Park, perhaps feeling quite concerned, asked in a cautious voice unlike his usual self.

“Can you tell me what you talked about?”

“About the conversation?”

Lee Min Ki briefly recalled.

A rather ridiculous scene came to mind.

[I’m planning to hit No. 1 on the Billboard charts with my next album.]

It was a declaration that she would hit No. 1 on the Billboard charts.

And the reason she told him this instead of Manager Park?

[After I hit No. 1 on Billboard, I was going to ask Mo to shoot my music video. How about it? Sounds fun, right?]

It was purely to show off later.

It was too much for a rookie who had just tasted the middle-upper ranks of the Billboard charts to say.

But as Lee Min Ki reflected on the oddly pleasant nuance in her words, he spoke.

“It’s a secret.”

“…You won’t tell me?”

“No.”

Seeing Manager Park’s slight emotional response, Lee Min Ki smiled and said.

“It was a bit of a personal conversation.”

She specifically told me not to say anything.

It was just for showing off.

But so what?

Successful showing off is usually called style.

* * *

In a quiet room.

A man was busy tapping away on a keyboard with a completely expressionless face.

But the person standing next to him had a face full of surprise.

‘Is the director smiling?’

That’s right.

The man tapping the keyboard was none other than Hwang Ui Seong.

One of the directors representing the art faction in the Korean film industry.

His face was usually as stoic as a stone statue, so anyone looking would think he was expressionless.

But the assistant director, who had been working closely with him for years like a symbiotic relationship, knew better.

‘He must be looking at something incredibly amusing. It’s rare to see such an expression. For Director Hwang to laugh like that.’

It was true.

Director Hwang Ui Seong was currently wearing an expression that was in the top 0.1% of his happiest faces.

That judgment was accurate.

Indeed, Director Hwang Ui Seong was currently…

‘Was his name Lee Min Ki? He’s a unique person.’

…quietly admiring Lee Min Ki on the internet.

Admiring his brain, specifically.

‘It looks like spontaneous behavior, but in reality, everything is meticulously calculated down to the smallest details.’
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‘Is the director enjoying this?’

It was none other than Director Hwang Ui Seong.

He always wore an expressionless face, like a sticker glued on, exuding charisma just by his presence on set.

Even the top-tier actors would fall silent with just a glance from Director Hwang Ui Seong.

And now, that very Director Hwang Ui Seong was…

Enjoying Lee Min Ki’s video.

‘Smart. From beginning to end, every action was calculated to grab attention.’

Gyeongbokgung Palace as a location, for one.

Wearing traditional Hanbok, for another.

Bringing along a tall, striking white woman and a manager—such an unusual combination.

The exotic shuffle dance as well.

The viral spread was expected.

But for it to extend beyond a mere trend into a challenge, the agency must have been involved.

‘The details are impressive.’

It’s good to become the center of attention and raise awareness.

But appearing in random advertisements and variety shows without thinking…

‘Would be worse than not doing anything at all.’

It cheapens you.

Sometimes it’s better to keep quiet and cultivate a bit of mystery.


That’s why actors must carefully choose how they present themselves in front of the public and select their actions wisely.

However, Lee Min Ki’s choice was different.

“He managed to draw attention without exhausting his image.”

Smart.

He didn’t need to look far—just the combination with a female singer who had topped the Billboard charts sparked imagination.

‘Is he thinking of doing a song feature? Or perhaps she’s entering the Korean market?’

The Hanbok alone sparked thoughts.

‘Is he considering a historical drama?’

He made people wonder what the next move for actor Lee Min Ki would be.

No, to put it more clearly, he made them curious.

Every calculated element meshed together in a complex precision process, sparking a chemical reaction.

Of course, Lee Min Ki hadn’t calculated any of this.

He simply picked a topic that would be good bait, knowing he’d be appearing in Bojana Olson’s music video.

But does it matter?

If it worked brilliantly in the eyes of others, then it’s a good thing.

In summary.

Lee Min Ki undoubtedly had the qualities of a star.

‘Interesting.’

A faint smile appeared on Director Hwang Ui Seong’s lips.

It was so subtle that only a long-time friend might have noticed.


But it was indeed a smile.

It was because he had seen something more than expected from the actor Lee Min Ki.

‘This actor will be interesting to watch.’

There are many actors who are good at acting.

Actors with just exceptional skills are as common as stones on the ground.

But few possess the qualities to become a star.

A person with overwhelming brilliance.

Will actor Lee Min Ki emit enough brilliance to not only stand out domestically but also reach foreign lands?

‘And could he become a character in the dream I’m trying to realize?’

It was at that moment when these thoughts crossed his mind.

“Director Kim.”

“Ah, yes!”

Assistant Director Kim, who had been standing still, flinched at Director Hwang’s words.

Still staring intensely at the monitor, Director Hwang Ui Seong spoke.

“Keep a close watch on Lee Min Ki from now on, and if there’s any noteworthy news, make sure to report it.”

“…Yes! Understood!”

* * *

Did you know?

That South Korea is more serious about fostering its cultural industry than many might think.

Although the gaming and comics sectors often get hamstrung…


The film industry, surprisingly, benefits from a fairly generous budget.

[Ministry of Culture’s Annual Budget: 7 trillion won allocated]

For one, the amount of money involved is substantial.

With its massive resources, the government even provides direct support to those working in the film industry.

But more frequently, what happens is…

They offer support more towards film infrastructure.

[Incheon Cinema Town Project Launched]

[Daejeon Daedeok CG Special District Proposal]

[Busan Film City Five-Year Development Plan Announced]

Among these initiatives, the one that showed the most recent success…

Was the film-specialized district near Expo Science Park in Yuseong District, Daejeon—[Studio Cube].

‘Wow, I can’t believe I’ve actually made it here.’

Lee Min Ki’s eyes sparkled as he looked around in amazement.

‘I’ve seen this place in photos before.’

The ceiling, which resembled a gymnasium, was layered with a dazzling array of lights.

Below, green screens covered the floor, while top-tier, high-tech filming equipment bustled around.

It was the very definition of a massive video production studio.

‘This place is incredible. You could build an indoor soccer field in here.’

Overcome with emotion, Lee Min Ki closed his eyes and trembled.

‘I never thought I’d ever come to Studio Cube.’

Another dream accomplished.

Studio Cube, what kind of place was it?

It boasted the largest scale of any video production studio in Korea.

It was established by the state as part of a plan to turn Daejeon into the hub of the film industry. There’s no larger studio than this.

It even had a single studio space of over 1,500 pyeong (approx. 4,959 square meters).

With rare Hollywood-grade filming equipment, any resident company could freely utilize it.

But the true value wasn’t just in the quality of its facilities.

‘This is where Korea’s film industry began conquering the world.’

History.

It was the future history that Studio Cube would continue to build.

World’s number one.

Three consecutive works that achieved number one on a global streaming platform were all filmed here at Studio Cube.

Korea, number one in the world.

And not just once, but three times in a row.

It was something unimaginable.

Even if you told someone, they wouldn’t believe it.

But that’s what history shows.

Since then, Studio Cube has firmly established itself as the mecca of South Korea’s film industry.

‘I would’ve been happy with just a small part filmed here.’

Strangely enough, the opportunity never arose.

It was as if the place itself had erected a barrier, refusing his entry.

But now, he had done it.

He had made it.

And not just for a small role, but as the lead.

‘Yes!!’

Director Hwang Ui Seong.

If the chance arose, maybe he could even talk about films with him.

As Lee Min Ki clenched his fist in excitement, he heard a cold voice from behind.

“Who is that?”

He flinched.

The voice was utterly devoid of warmth, so cold that it made one doubt whether the speaker had any emotions at all.

Yet, it was a voice that was somehow familiar.

Just as he turned around, thinking it couldn’t be…

“…!”

It was indeed the person he thought.

It was Director Hwang Ui Seong.

* * *

Facing that expressionless face, which felt almost cold, for a moment…

“Director! Hello!”

Lee Min Ki quickly gathered his wits, bowed, and shouted.

“I’m actor Lee Min Ki! I look forward to working with you during this shoot! It’s an honor to meet you, sir!”

“There’s no need for such long greetings.”

“…”

So curt.

Director Hwang cut him off as if uninterested in pleasantries.

At first glance, his tone seemed so cold and impersonal that it lacked any human warmth.

‘They said he was difficult to deal with, and it seems that’s true.’

But for those who saw it as part of his character, the impression was a bit different.

‘This really is the Director Hwang Ui Seong in the flesh.’

As Lee Min Ki felt the weight of his presence, Director Hwang spoke again.

“You’re a bit early.”

“Ah, yes! I wanted to look around.”

Lee Min Ki glanced around as he responded.

“I’ve read so much about Studio Cube in the news. And now that it’s fully operational, I wanted to experience it for myself.”

“Hmm.”

Director Hwang narrowed his eyes.

Was he really just curious about the studio’s facilities?

There was something a bit off about Lee Min Ki’s actions.

It made sense, though.

‘There are still four hours until filming starts, and he came this early just to look around?’

It was a little too early.

Of course, many people arrive early to allow time for makeup, condition adjustments, and other preparations, which can take time.

But four hours?

‘Let’s keep an eye on this.’

At the very least, he seemed diligent.

Director Hwang Ui Seong continued to stare at Lee Min Ki with his usual expressionless face.

In truth, this was a fortunate situation for Lee Min Ki.

Director Hwang was a workaholic.

And being a workaholic director meant that he rarely had any time to be alone.

Given his job, a director was always surrounded by a sea of people.

Coincidentally, there was something that Director Hwang was curious about.

“Let me ask you something.”

Director Hwang opened his mouth.

“What is your goal as an actor?”

“Pardon?”

Surprised by the sudden, direct question, Lee Min Ki asked for clarification.

“What do you mean by goal?”

“As an actor, you must have a goal, right? Do you want to become a ten-million-ticket seller? Make a lot of money? Act with someone in particular? Or maybe work on a film under a specific director?”

“Are you talking about my dream?”

“No.”

Director Hwang corrected him.

“I mean your goal.”

A goal, as an actor.

A goal is different from a dream.

A goal is something you can seriously believe is achievable, not just something you wish for.

For an aspiring actor, the dream might be to debut, but the goal would be to get into a particular agency.

Then, what would the goal be for an actor who had already turned

professional?

However, Director Hwang believed that he could measure an actor’s caliber by this question.

‘After three films, it’s about time for him to have a significant goal.’

It was a question he’d often asked actors he met, partly as a way of greeting them.

It was a peculiar social habit of Director Hwang, known for his lack of interpersonal skills.

‘Maybe he’ll say something like aiming for a five-million-ticket-seller status, or perhaps winning the Blue Dragon Film Award.’

This time, too, it was asked casually, partly out of curiosity.

“Ah, my goal is…”

Lee Min Ki cleared his throat lightly and then spoke.

“To win the Academy Award for Best Actor and star in a film that becomes number one in the world.”

“…”

An overwhelmingly grand goal appeared out of nowhere, like a kid popping out in an alley.

‘Is he being serious?’

Taken aback by the unexpected answer, Director Hwang blinked.

Not the Blue Dragon Film Award, not even Korea’s number one spot.

He mentioned the Academy and being number one in the world.

Such a goal, something even global stars in Hollywood might hesitate to utter, came out of the mouth of an actor who had only shot three films.

‘Is this just rookie bravado?’

Director Hwang captured Lee Min Ki’s somewhat tense expression with his eyes.

Does he think that just throwing out the highest number makes it a goal?

If so, this wasn’t a goal.

Unsure, Director Hwang asked again, as if to clarify.

“I asked for your goal, not your dream.”

“Oh, yes. I mean my goal.”

That’s right.

It’s a goal.

Tell me your goal.

As Director Hwang focused his attention again, Lee Min Ki boldly reiterated.

“My goal really is to win the Academy Award for Best Actor! I’m not sure how long it will take, though.”

Is he serious?

Even Director Hwang, this time, felt slightly baffled.

But Lee Min Ki wasn’t lying.

‘I seriously want to be number one in the world.’

Seeing Bojana Olson had inspired him.

The people who reach number one are those who run toward it with that goal in mind.

He had felt that during their conversations.

[I’m planning to hit number one on the Billboard chart with my next album.]

She aimed for number one, even as a rookie, and later achieved that.

Despite how audacious her claim was, Bojana Olson hadn’t seemed arrogant when she said it.

Rather, how could one describe it?

‘She was cool. Confident.’

He had almost been captivated.

And so, Lee Min Ki thought to himself.

Even if it sounds arrogant, I should believe it with all my heart.

Let’s state my ambitions more boldly.

“I think Korean films have enough merit. If given the opportunity and the right setting, they can confidently compete on the global stage, even against Hollywood masterpieces.”

“What kind of work do you think can achieve that?”

“Your work, Director.”

“My work?”

“I’ve watched all of your films multiple times, and I think they’re just as impressive as Hollywood’s best. Especially ‘Fashion…’.”

No, that’s not right.

He almost let too much of his true feelings slip.

How could he claim that a film that hadn’t even started production would become a stepping stone to international recognition?

Lee Min Ki quickly adjusted his words.

“And the project for ‘And Fashion’ was so good, even from the synopsis alone. If I had to set a goal right now, it would be to give my best for this upcoming film.”

In truth, his real goal was to find his place in the global scene amidst the ongoing wave of globalization.

But if he was aiming, he might as well aim for the number one spot in the world.

It wasn’t strange at all if people laughed when they heard such an audacious goal.

As that bold statement hung in the air…

“You said your goal is to star in a number one global film?”

“Yes.”

“And to give your best for this upcoming project?”

“Ah, yes, that too.”

“In that case…”

At that moment.

Director Hwang spoke in his usual indifferent tone.

“You’re saying that appearing in my film is equivalent to aiming for a number one global film.”

“Oh.”

That wasn’t what he had meant.

Somewhere along the way, his words got twisted.

But if he tried to refute it, the situation would only grow more awkward, so he kept quiet and assessed the situation instead.

“I understand.”

Still expressionless, Director Hwang nodded and said.

“When the time comes, we’ll start with the script reading, so go prepare.”

“…Yes!”

Just as Lee Min Ki was about to retreat, he heard one more thing.

“I’ll be watching closely.”

Lee Min Ki blinked at Director Hwang’s departing back.

He said he would be watching closely.

Watching what?
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Do you know what a “company” means?

In the military, it typically refers to a group of soldiers, but in the film industry, it has a slightly different meaning.

[Steve O’Dawson Company]

[No Ho Yeon Company]

[Yang Cha Ok Company]

These were groups of people who had worked under a specific director for a long time, often referred to as a “company.”

Directors.

Writers.

Lighting.

CG, costumes.

Including the cast.

And.

Among the most famous companies in the country was:

‘Of course, the Hwang Ui Seong Company.’

Centered around Director Hwang Ui Seong, this company had that reputation.

‘Amazing. Every member is a big shot. The average is at a professor level.’

Lee Min Ki surveyed the faces of the company members gathered in the script reading room with a look of awe.

‘This is indeed the best company in the country.’

He was right.


The Hwang Ui Seong Company was made up of the best talents in the country.

Was it because they were paid a lot?

No.

Anyone capable of joining the Hwang Ui Seong Company could get better treatment anywhere in the country and even enter Hollywood.

Then, was it because of Hwang Ui Seong’s character or reputation?

No.

His character was suffocatingly tough.

Just making eye contact with him was exhausting, and speaking with him made you want to leave.

His career?

He had an impressive career, but that didn’t elevate the reputations of those working under him.

So why was the Hwang Ui Seong Company held in such high regard?

The reason was simple.

‘They are people crazy about creating one great work.’

They only cared about the quality of the work.

No matter how difficult the director was, they came together under the belief that as long as the film turned out well, it was worth it.

For them, working on Hwang Ui Seong’s films was like making the projects they themselves wanted to create.

[We’ll break through to the Academy Awards with this one.]

Most of them had this level of determination.

This was because they believed that Director Hwang Ui Seong could create the best film in the country.

And.


Ironically, this time, Lee Min Ki was also one of them.

“Hello. I’m actor Lee Min Ki. It’s an honor to be part of a project directed by the esteemed Hwang Ui Seong. If there’s anything lacking, I look forward to your stern guidance.”

When Lee Min Ki offered a soft smile and politely bowed his head, the atmosphere in the script reading room became slightly more gentle.

There were many picky individuals, but not as difficult as Hwang Ui Seong himself.

‘I thought he’d act all high and mighty since he’s been in back-to-back hit films, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.’

‘Wasn’t there some issue with Kim Do Ha? Was it just a rumor?’

‘A young guy like him falling for a director as eccentric as Hwang… Tsk tsk.’

Some looked at him with approval.

Some with doubt.

And some with pity.

But within all those gazes, there was one common emotion.

‘How good is he?’

Curiosity.

Lee Min Ki’s reputation as an actor was slowly spreading within the industry.

In [Campus Story], he showed potential.

In [Forever Green], he demonstrated a level of skill uncommon for a rookie.

In [Café del Dia], he displayed his ability to carry a film.

So, what kind of performance would he show in [Fashion and Fashion]?

‘It won’t be easy.’

He had already checked the difficulty of the script.


It was top-notch.

There wasn’t a more difficult role… no, it was rare to find a more challenging one, to the point that it could be considered a terrifying demand.

‘Alright, let’s see what you’ve got.’

At the moment when the anticipation in the room was so thick it could pierce the ceiling of the meeting room.

“Let’s start with Scene 3 first.”

“Yes.”

“Understood.”

With Director Hwang Ui Seong’s voice, the two actors responded simultaneously.

One of them was Lee Min Ki, and the other was…

‘Actor Kang Se Hwang.’

It was Kang Se Hwang.

Often called a “master supporting actor” within the Hwang Ui Seong Company.

Despite having an unremarkable appearance, he was purely acknowledged for his acting ability.

For an actor, being labeled a “talented actor” is almost an insult.

An actor’s job is to act well, after all.

However, if there was anyone who deserved the term “talented actor,” it was Kang Se Hwang.

“Ah, ah.”

He opened his mouth.

“Have you ever thought about modeling?”

“Modeling?”

“I’m from a shopping mall nearby. You just need to come out for an hour or two a day and pose. Click, click. Doesn’t that sound cool?”

It was the scene where the protagonist, [Lee Jong Ho], was being scouted by a modeling agency employee, [No Young Hoon].

Even with such a short line, Lee Min Ki’s nerves were on edge.

‘As expected of Kang Se Hwang.’

The veteran’s experience conveyed in his acting was on another level.

“You attend the school nearby, right? You must have done well in your studies. Here’s my card. As a student, you’ll need pocket money. You should earn money and hang out with your friends.”

Even with just a short line, it was clear.

Kang Se Hwang’s acting ability had already reached a level of mastery.

In fact, Lee Min Ki had already experienced script readings with skilled actors several times.

When filming [Forever Green], weren’t actors like Kang Do Won and Choi Yoo Chang in the same league?

Both were outstanding actors who could easily be considered among Korea’s best.

But Kang Se Hwang was different.

“You seem to have a great style. You like clothes, right?”

How should he describe it?

‘He doesn’t show off how good he is.’

He was just endlessly natural.

It was as if the character from the film had walked into reality.

Like you were playing a soundtrack of the scene, mechanically removing any sense of incongruity.

And that was what made it terrifying.

Kang Do Won’s acting was solid, like a rock.

[Don’t answer. I’d prefer if you didn’t.]

Choi Yoo Chang’s acting exuded warmth and humanity.

[Aigo! Boss, why did you give me so much!]

Both actors clearly embodied their characters.

The character seemed to arise naturally from who they were as people, and it was richly embedded in their performances.

In this regard, there was a way to counteract their performances.

You could simply match the character of your role and blend in with theirs.

But Kang Se Hwang’s acting was different.

‘It’s uncomfortable.’

He had no weaknesses, and that was what made it so frustrating.

Rather than overwhelming you with his strengths, he left you feeling inadequate because of his lack of weaknesses.

No matter how soft your hair, it pales in comparison to mink fur.

‘The world is truly vast. I knew Actor Kang Se Hwang was good, but I didn’t expect him to be this exceptional.’

Was this the level of the best supporting actors?

With only three seconds left before it was his turn, Lee Min Ki let out a chuckle inside.

It was unsettling.

But that’s what made it interesting.

‘This is how you improve.’

By the time this project was over, he would have something to gain as well.

Back to the point—how could he beat his counterpart?

There were two options.

Either match his level with equally polished performance or leverage one overwhelming advantage.

There was no need to think further.

When faced with these two choices, Lee Min Ki’s decision was clear.

“How much do they pay models?”

It was character.

* * *

“…!”

Lee Min Ki opened his mouth.

With just that one line, the entire script reading room collectively gasped, and he continued speaking in an emotionless voice.

“Money.”

At that, Kang Se Hwang’s voice trembled slightly as he responded.

“Oh? Uh, they pay a lot.”

He was visibly shaken.

But the trembling felt so natural, it seemed like he was surprised by Lee Min Ki’s acting.

In reality, it was simply part of his own script reading.

And.

‘His guard is solid.’

No one knew this better than Lee Min Ki.

Having watched at least 20 of Kang Se Hwang’s works, he had perfectly absorbed every subtle nuance.

“Forget it. How much are they paying?”

It was a short line.

He was merely responding to the suggestion of modeling by asking how much money they would pay.

But within that voice, the character was condensed to an extreme.

‘He really only cares about money.’

‘How off-putting.’

In his emotionless, mannequin-like delivery, the only feeling that gleamed was his desperate need for money.

It was fully realized.

Instead of overdoing it as a rookie might, it was remarkably restrained.

Like how Michael Jackson’s genius was revealed in his pauses rather than his movements.

In Lee Min Ki’s performance, the beauty of restraint emerged like a crescent moon shyly peeking from behind night clouds.

‘Wow.’

Smiles crept across the faces of the staff surrounding the script reading room.

‘He’s the real deal.’

‘To respond to Actor Kang Se Hwang’s acting like this? Without even flinching?’

‘This is fun. The details are alive.’

It was ironic.

Lee Min Ki’s voice remained devoid of emotion.

As cold and impassive as a mannequin stripped of feeling.

No, lukewarm.

But in that subtle gap, he managed to evoke depth.

Kang Se Hwang, with a genuinely natural smile, softly opened his mouth.

“Our friend, when

you start with money, it feels a bit off for an older guy like me.”

“Then I won’t do it.”

“Why not stop by the office and at least listen?”

“…”

“Hey, forget it, forget it. You don’t have to do it. Plenty of others are waiting.”

“Yes.”

“…Oh, geez.”

It was like a fortress.

This was the core of Lee Min Ki’s performance.

The reason his acting proved more effective than expected was due to several factors.

It came from thorough input.

Not just from his work, but from life itself.

‘I got scammed once, too.’

The kind of person naive enough to get swindled.

That was the kind of life Lee Min Ki had lived.

After failing and failing to debut, and reaching a cliff as a person, he fell prey to a con artist.

He signed the contract in a state of desperation.

He knew well the heart of someone who had nothing left to lose.

Lee Min Ki was simply recalling the emotions he had felt during those times.

People who are truly wounded don’t show it.

The pain simply seeps out of them.

‘Lee Jong Ho is me. A version of me with a slightly more unfortunate life.’

Lee Min Ki delved deep into himself and opened his mouth.

“Enough to pay hospital bills?”

“Hospital bills? What hospital bills?”

“My dad’s sick. The hospital told us to leave.”

With that final line, Scene 3 came to an end.

The script reading had lasted less than two minutes.

But before and after that, the way people looked at Lee Min Ki had clearly changed.

‘He’s not just some rookie.’

Lee Min Ki was different.

What should they call it?

‘He has a unique flavor.’

That’s right.

He was special.

In this industry, where few shone so brightly, there was a unique sparkle embedded in his acting.

Even Kang Se Hwang couldn’t help but smile warmly without realizing it.

‘If all rookie actors these days were this good, I might have to retire tomorrow.’

He was impressed by his junior.

Kang Se Hwang had only achieved such mastery in his forties, and yet here was a rookie in his mid-to-late twenties displaying it.

When he saw Kim Do Ha, he thought the future of the industry was ruined, but looking at Lee Min Ki, it seemed there was still hope.

A spark that might become a sun in the near future.

“Wow, Lee Min Ki’s really good.”

Someone instinctively muttered at that moment.

“Thank you!”

In that instant, Lee Min Ki’s bright, lively voice rang out, as if he had become a completely different person.

At that moment, everyone in the script reading room flinched at the overwhelming gap between the actor in front of them and the one who had been performing just moments ago.

“Let’s move on to Scene 4. Stand up.”

By then, Director Hwang Ui Seong’s next instruction had already come.

This time, it was a solo performance for Lee Min Ki.

And.

‘The director smiled again.’

Only Director Kim had noticed once more that Hwang Ui Seong had cracked a smile.
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A calm atmosphere filled the office.

A man mumbled as he rummaged through coats in the wardrobe.

“Indeed, seeing it on site gave me a completely different impression. I now understand why you’re an actor. It was clear you’re not just any actor.”

It was Yoo Gyu Eon, the CEO.

Recently, he had participated as a costume collaborator for the [Fashion & Fashion] project, acting as both the president and designer of the shopping mall.

Clink.

He selected a piece of clothing that seemed to please him, then turned his gaze toward Lee Min Ki as he approached.

“Should I call it charisma? It was as if you transformed. I had already seen your acting skills during the audition, but on set, I found myself holding my breath at every line.”

“Haha, you flatter me.”

“When watching the scene, it was as if I could only see you.”

At that, Lee Min Ki scratched his head awkwardly, replying.

“It’s because the other actors were considerate. Since I’m the lead in the drama, they helped me out a lot.”

Yoo Gyu Eon smiled softly at this humble response.

How should one put it?

No matter how many times he listened to Lee Min Ki’s unique way of speaking, it always made him smile.

‘To think that at his age, with his career, he can maintain such an attitude.’

It wouldn’t be strange if he had gotten a bit full of himself, considering his string of successes since his debut. But there was no trace of that.

He elevated others without overly lowering himself.

He even steered the conversation in a way that wouldn’t cause the other person to feel uncomfortable.


“I’m just lucky. To be able to work on such a great project with wonderful people.”

Wasn’t there deep consideration in even that short sentence?

No matter how long the conversation went, it was always comfortable.

Suddenly, a mischievous thought popped into Yoo Gyu Eon’s mind.

‘But what if I ask him this?’

He knew Lee Min Ki was a good person.

But the better someone was, the more one wanted to see even a speck of dirt on them.

Does such a thing as an “underbelly” exist in a conversation with Lee Min Ki?

Yoo Gyu Eon coughed lightly before speaking.

“But there’s something I’d like to mention. I don’t claim to know much about acting, but I could definitely sense a clear difference between you and your co-star.”

There, he threw it.

How would he respond to this?

Was he going to say that his performance seemed superior to his partner’s in his eyes?

Or would he lower himself again, claiming it was because of his lack of understanding?

Yoo Gyu Eon had thrown him a small quiz.

“Well, that’s because…”

How should he phrase it?

Lee Min Ki’s response veered in a completely different direction.

“It was probably thanks to Director Hwang Ui Seong’s direction.”

“Direction?”


“From the script to all the circumstances on set, the director made it so that I would naturally stand out. Everything flowed that way.”

He attributed it to the system itself.

Even here, he didn’t lower himself but shifted the credit to others.

Yoo Gyu Eon laughed once again.

“Still, it was possible because you had the skills, wasn’t it? The director must have recognized that.”

Yoo Gyu Eon knew it was somewhat inappropriate.

He was aware that such questions might force Lee Min Ki into a difficult answer.

But he was curious.

He wanted to know where the limits of Lee Min Ki’s eloquence lay.

“As the lead, you naturally stood out with your performance, didn’t you?”

The dice were cast.

“There’s probably a reason why the director chose me as the lead.”

In response to his curiosity, Lee Min Ki smiled gently.

“But that doesn’t mean I’m the best. After all, both a machete and a kitchen knife are useful tools, but they serve different purposes, right?”

Yoo Gyu Eon couldn’t help but be impressed.

Ah.

So, that’s how he deflected the question here.

He’s saying that he was chosen because he was suitable for the lead role, not because he was absolutely superior.

It was an answer that dissolved Yoo Gyu Eon’s mischievous challenge in an instant.

‘He could make a great politician.’


At that moment, he found himself laughing unintentionally.

Sensing that the brief conversation was making him feel awkward, Lee Min Ki coughed lightly and continued.

“From my short experience as an actor, I’ve realized that on set, there’s nothing I can do alone. For instance.”

As he calmly continued speaking, he pointed toward the ceiling lights.

“To make me stand out as the lead, I need lighting that draws attention to me.”

Next, he pointed to a mirror.

“I also need the help of the crew and staff who reflect me as the lead.”

He then stroked the chair beside him.

“These props also become part of the mise-en-scène, highlighting me.”

Lastly.

Lee Min Ki fidgeted with the sleeves of the shirt he was wearing as he murmured.

“And the clothes you designed for me. You gave me the most eye-catching clothes, didn’t you? I think all these things come together to make me the lead.”

Finally, he brought the focus back to Yoo Gyu Eon.

He had skillfully turned an uncomfortable question into a soft and elegant compliment, like a master of tai chi.

The message was clear: I can shine because you illuminate me.

Was there a greater compliment a designer could receive?

‘He’s not some enlightened sage; I give up.’

In the end, Yoo Gyu Eon gave in.

That wasn’t just flattery.

Nor was it an eloquent technique honed over time.

It was simply his natural character shining through.

From the deepest part of his heart, he genuinely respected his fellow actors, and beyond that, he revered everyone in the industry.

That’s what made such speech possible.

‘I’m in no position to evaluate anyone.’

Yoo Gyu Eon gave up his attempt to dig up any flaws in Lee Min Ki’s character, opting instead to smile warmly and respond.

“Is that so?”

“Yes, it would’ve been impossible alone. I’m always grateful.”

Lee Min Ki smiled, seemingly embarrassed by his own words.

Yoo Gyu Eon thought it was just Lee Min Ki being considerate.

But in truth, that was only half correct.

While Lee Min Ki’s personality was certainly one of consideration, it went beyond that. The questions and answers up to this point hadn’t even required thought for him.

‘Even if I don’t change, if the world changes, my place in it can shift.’

This came from the fact that he had experienced failure.

No matter how hard he worked to the point of breaking, he had once fallen to rock bottom because of bad luck.

The world had crushed him.

After living that way for a long time, he had returned to the past and simply lived as he had before.

What had the result been?

Everyone was helping him.

Almost everyone he met acknowledged, respected, and treated him as the main character.

‘I’m just thankful.’

He was grateful to the entire world.

He was working hard too.

But it was because the world recognized that hard work that he could shine.

With that in mind, Lee Min Ki repeated once more.

“By the way, all the clothes you made this time are beautiful, CEO.”

“Are they?”

“Yes, I’ve been surprised every time.”

In many ways.

“Even the casual T-shirts feel like they were made just for me.”

“Well, they were made for you.”

“Oh, I know that, but…”

Lee Min Ki coughed lightly.

In fact, this wasn’t what he had originally intended to say.

Wasn’t the current version of [Fashion & Fashion] becoming a completely different work from the one he remembered?

Director Hwang Ui Seong had rewritten a large portion of the lines to suit him.

Even some of the scenes were changing.

‘He’s probably optimizing each scene for me.’

Moreover, wasn’t the costume collaboration originally handled by another company? But this time, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon was in charge.

‘All the clothes were made entirely for me…’

That was the important point.

He remembered.

The original protagonist’s outfits had been closer to typical high fashion.

But this time, it was different, with a significant incorporation of more popular, everyday elements.

‘Did this change because CEO Yoo Gyu Eon joined the production?’

In fact, this too was influenced by Lee Min Ki’s actions.

Because he had succeeded, the shopping mall that used him as a model had also succeeded in turn.

‘What was he doing before? I’m sure he was already doing great before I went back in time, right?’

No.

This was a shopping mall that should have ended as something known only to a niche group.

Originally, Yoo Gyu Eon had struggled with running a shopping mall that never seemed to grow, to the point where he had to abandon his pride as a designer.

But this time, he had met Lee Min Ki.

Because of that, he had been able to maintain his identity as a designer while also managing the mall successfully.

‘If he hadn’t met Min Ki, I think he would have made much more niche clothing.’

In the end, he had caught Director Hwang Ui Seong’s eye.

[We judged you to be the trendiest designer in Korea.]

He joined the production team for [Fashion & Fashion].

They owed each other something.

And they paid it back to each other.

Just like the relationship between a model and a designer, they had been in a mutually beneficial relationship for a long time.

“Alright, I think we’ve rested enough.”

Yoo Gyu Eon clapped his hands lightly and checked his watch.

“We

’ve got the next schedule coming up soon. Before the other guest arrives, let’s try on a few more outfits and finish up.”

“Are you busy these days?”

“It’s thanks to you, Actor.”

With that brief small talk, they were about to get back to work.

Creak.

A person appeared in the office.

“Oh.”

“Am I too early?”

It was a woman.

A woman dressed to the nines, exuding sophistication.

She looked as if she had just walked off the center of a fashion show runway.

‘A model?’

Lee Min Ki was slightly startled, and at the same time, the woman lowered her sunglasses, equally surprised, and asked with wide eyes.

“CEO, isn’t this… Actor Lee Min Ki?”

Yes.

She knew, but she asked anyway.

* * *

Runway.

A model walking down the runway, showcasing a designer’s clothes to the public.

If singers had concerts, the runway was the main stage for models.

And among all the runways held in Korea, what was the biggest stage?

That would be.

“You said you’re here for Seoul Fashion Week?”

It was Seoul Fashion Week.

The dream stage for any Korean fashion model.

Just being able to appear there earned one recognition in the fashion world as a true professional. That was Seoul Fashion Week.

It was a place where commercial fashion and high fashion came together to determine the future direction of the domestic fashion industry.

It was only natural that any model would want to step onto that stage at least once.

Of course, in terms of scale, there were larger stages.

But in terms of prestige, nothing could compare to Seoul Fashion Week.

To put it in baseball terms, it was like Japan’s Koshien tournament.

“Hoho, thank you for recognizing me.”

Jung Ga Yeon, the director of the Seoul Design Foundation, which hosted Seoul Fashion Week, smiled sweetly.

“How could I not recognize it? It’s Seoul Fashion Week, after all.”

Lee Min Ki responded enthusiastically.

“Every fashion model dreams of walking that runway at least once.”

He himself had once dreamed of it.

He had wanted to participate in Seoul Fashion Week and become a true professional.

During the time when he had hit a wall as an actor and felt lost, he had considered pursuing a career as a fashion model while at least earning enough to pay the bills.

“Did you look into it, Actor?”

“Oh, only briefly.”

In the end, he had felt a similar wall there and returned to acting.

Jung Ga Yeon smiled as if she understood.

‘Well, fashion models need natural physical attributes, especially at the higher levels.’

Yes.

It was Lee Min Ki’s natural physique that had been lacking.

There was no need to even mention body proportions—the immediate problem was his height.

Lee Min Ki stood in the mid to upper 170s, which was fine for female models, but seriously insufficient for a male model.

Without an extraordinary background, a male model would need to be at least 183 cm tall to even consider entering the field.

‘Hmm, still, his proportions are excellent.’

Of course, this didn’t mean that Lee Min Ki’s body was inadequate as a model.

After all, not every model had to be a high-fashion model.

For a commercial model, the standards were a bit more relaxed.

Lee Min Ki’s body had qualities that appealed to mainstream demand.

‘I see why he’s been gaining popularity lately. His figure is memorable. Even if he’s not overwhelming, you want to keep looking at him. It’s addictive.’

Jung Ga Yeon instinctively scanned Lee Min Ki’s physique.

‘His height is lacking, and while his proportions fall short for a full-time model, the overall aura is great.’

Aura.

It was a difficult-to-define vibe that naturally emanated from Lee Min Ki.

Like the rings of a tree, it was effortlessly there.

That made Jung Ga Yeon smile.

‘This is an unexpected find.’

She had come for a different purpose.

Her original intent was to discuss Fashion Week matters with CEO Yoo Gyu Eon, but as her schedule had freed up, she had arrived early and stumbled upon this fortunate encounter.

Once again, networking really did require putting in the footwork.

With a subtle smile, Jung Ga Yeon turned to Lee Min Ki and asked.

“By the way, Actor, I heard you first debuted as a fashion model? How did that happen? Did you originally dream of becoming an actor?”

“Well…”

Lee Min Ki paused for a moment to recollect the past before speaking.

“At the gym.”

“The gym?”

“Yes, while working out diligently, a fellow member unexpectedly introduced me to CEO Yoo Gyu Eon.”

“That’s right. A relative of mine introduced Actor Lee Min Ki to me. At the time, he was an unknown.”

Yoo Gyu Eon nodded in agreement.

“Back then, I wasn’t too enthusiastic since it was just a favor from an elder. But meeting the actor turned out to be, well, what should I say… one of the biggest strokes of luck in my life.”

“Haha… CEO, I’m grateful, but if you praise me like that, people will misunderstand.”

“I’m serious. The truth is the truth, so what else can I say?”

To think he would express his gratitude like that.

In his gaze toward Lee Min Ki, there was a firm sense of appreciation.

That only made Jung Ga Yeon even more astonished.

‘For Yoo Gyu Eon, the designer, to give such high praise?’

It was because of who Yoo Gyu Eon was.

It wasn’t unusual for designers to speak highly of the models they worked with. After all, if they didn’t think highly of them, they wouldn’t collaborate in the first place.

But if it was coming from CEO Yoo Gyu Eon, it was another story.

‘This man is notorious for being particular about models. Could it be that their relationship isn’t just professional?’

Jung Ga Yeon knew Yoo Gyu Eon to be incredibly discerning.

He was so notorious that people joked that once a model worked with him, he would be so drained of inspiration that he wouldn’t work with them again.

Yoo Gyu Eon’s infamy was well-known in the industry.

For someone like that to be showering praise so openly.

‘Hmm, could it be…?’

She pondered for a moment.

Then, her eyes sparkled as she asked.

“Actor, would you be interested in a fashion show?”
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“Pardon? A fashion show?”

Lee Min Ki jumped at Director Jung Ga Yeon’s sudden proposal.

“Yes, Seoul Fashion Week.”

“And I’ll be there?”

He pointed to his own face.

In that short response, Director Jung Ga Yeon’s eyes widened like a full moon.

‘As expected, he’s a bit interested in this.’

Actors are like that.

No, actually, it’s rare to find an actor who isn’t.

Their job is to appear impressive to the public, so how could they not be interested in a place where all kinds of fashion gather?

“Yes, of course. You can also participate, Actor.”

“I’m not exactly a professional model. I’ve only done shopping mall modeling, and even that was just for fitting.”

“Hehe, that’s a common misconception we have.”

Director Jung Ga Yeon chuckled softly and then continued.

“Actually, Seoul Fashion Week isn’t only for professional models. It aims to be more of a public festival. Special guests like you, Actor, are often invited.”

“But I haven’t trained for this or anything. I haven’t even properly managed my weight.”

Lee Min Ki hesitated, but Director Jung Ga Yeon smiled and said.

“Not managing yourself perfectly could actually make you look more natural, which might be an advantage.”

That was the unique feature of Seoul Fashion Week.


In overseas collections, high fashion models and commercial models are often strictly separated, and only professional models are used, but it’s a bit different in Korea.

Depending on the situation, the line between the two could easily be blurred.

‘You’re already doing fashion model work, aren’t you? You’ve got a career, so it’s not like we can’t make a spot for you.’

Some might bring it up at the committee.

Other agencies might complain about parachuting someone in.

But.

‘It’s Lee Min Ki, so what?’

It’s not just anyone, but Lee Min Ki.

Who would oppose the idea of having him in Fashion Week?

If they thought about the promotional effects, they’d probably marvel at how they managed to get Lee Min Ki on board.

“And also.”

Director Jung Ga Yeon turned to look at CEO Yoo Gyu Eon as she spoke.

“Coincidentally, this Fashion Week will feature Designer Yoo Gyu Eon’s Terminus Collection.”

“Terminus?”

What was that?

It was a word Lee Min Ki had never heard before, so he mumbled as CEO Yoo Gyu Eon slowly nodded.

“Yes, Terminus is the name of my new brand, launching this time. It will be officially unveiled at Seoul Fashion Week.”

Terminus.

It was a brand he had newly created, separate from the shopping mall business.

If the shopping mall aimed for a completely public style, Terminus leaned a bit more towards an artistic perspective.


Wearable art.

Finding that middle ground was the philosophy of Terminus.

“Since it’s Designer Yoo Gyu Eon’s clothes, they’ll undoubtedly be beautiful, right?”

Director Jung Ga Yeon interjected with a smile.

“In fact, I visited the office today to discuss matters related to the collection. Surely, you could make room for one actor, right? Actor-models often walk in collections.”

At Director Jung Ga Yeon’s continuing remarks, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon glanced at Lee Min Ki.

His gaze showed a hint of guilt.

He probably felt bad for involving him in something so troublesome when he was already busy with acting.

However, those words felt slightly different to Lee Min Ki.

‘Walking in Seoul Fashion Week? Me?’

His heart pounded wildly.

It was a stage he thought he could never reach in his life.

He was short, lacked recognition, and didn’t have the right connections.

Above all, he had no luck.

In the competitive industry, having no luck meant not receiving any opportunities.

Even though he had an interest in pursuing a career as a fashion model, Seoul Fashion Week had always been like a distant star-world existing beyond the clouds.

But now.

The chance to step onto that stage had arrived.

“Actor, it’s okay if you don’t push yourself.”

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon said with a concerned look.


He was likely referring to concerns about weight management or image management as an actor.

Some actors dislike getting too close to the fashion world.

Especially those who want to maintain a familiar image with the public.

There was also the hesitation of not wanting to seem like they were using personal connections.

But.

“Could I really challenge myself to walk the runway?”

Lee Min Ki was different.

If it was possible, he wanted to do it.

Even if it meant using connections, so what?

If they’re willing to use him while he’s hoping to be used, what would you call that?

In modern society, there’s a term for it.

[Win-win]

[Mutually beneficial relationship]

[Loyal to the boss]

Their desires aligned.

Director Jung Ga Yeon, having instinctively read the longing in Lee Min Ki’s eyes, spoke.

“You’re not the one challenging the runway, Actor.”

Just as a bit of disappointment began to appear in his eyes, she smiled and continued.

“We are inviting you, Actor.”

“…!”

Could he really walk?

Could he truly stand on the stage of Seoul Fashion Week?

Lee Min Ki’s face lit up with hope.

“Wait.”

A person suddenly spoke, out of breath.

“Let me think about it for a moment.”

It wasn’t Lee Min Ki or Jung Ga Yeon.

It was.

The one who had been keeping a step back throughout the conversation.

‘CEO Yoo Gyu Eon?’

It was CEO Yoo Gyu Eon.

* * *

In a quiet office.

A man muttered while holding a cell phone.

“So that’s what happened.”

It was Director Seo Jung Woo.

He had received a report that Lee Min Ki had been scouted for Seoul Fashion Week and was now assessing the situation.

A feeble excuse continued over the phone.

[It wasn’t intentional, but somehow the conversation led in that direction.]

It was CEO Yoo Gyu Eon.

Having unintentionally reached the point of making a famous model the face of his brand, he mumbled apologetically.

[Originally, I was just going to meet Actor Lee Min Ki and send him on his way.]

“And just at that moment, the official happened to come by?”

[Yes. Hard to believe, I know, but they were really taken with Actor Lee Min Ki.]

“That’s not hard to believe.”

[What do you mean?]

“It’s not hard to believe that they liked the actor. In fact, it’s natural.”

[…….]

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon was momentarily at a loss for words in response to Director Seo Jung Woo’s casual statement.

He also had a good impression of Actor Lee Min Ki.

But what was this trust?

It was as if he were saying, when the food is bland, just add a pinch of salt.

“This is actually great.”

Director Seo Jung Woo continued as if he didn’t understand why this situation seemed strange.

“You’ve been looking for an actor to wear your designs, and it just so happens that the actor likes your clothes too. What’s the problem?”

[Actors have to consider their image and schedules, right? I feel like I’m leaning too much on our connection.]

It seemed like this was what worried him.

The concern that he might be using his relationship with a popular actor to take advantage of their fame.

Up to now, Actor Lee Min Ki had been modeling for YU at a price far below his market value.

Director Seo Jung Woo chuckled at his innocent concerns and said.

“What’s your opinion of the actor’s fashion sense?”

[His sense?]

“He’s a model, isn’t he? Don’t you think he has his own standards when it comes to clothes?”

At that, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon fell into brief contemplation.

And soon, he came to a conclusion.

Actually, there was no need to think deeply about it.

[Better than most designers.]

“Really? Isn’t that a bit too much praise?”

[I’m just stating the facts.]

Yes.

In CEO Yoo Gyu Eon’s eyes, Actor Lee Min Ki was already ahead of most designers in terms of understanding fashion.

[Whether it’s his instinct for gauging the attitude of clothes he’s never seen before or how he uses textures. He doesn’t just wear the clothes, he interprets the philosophy within them. It’s not something just anyone can do.]

That’s why he held Lee Min Ki in such high regard.

When he wore clothes, he did so with a thorough understanding of trends.

Even with similar clothing, he considered every fold when striking a pose.

However, to be exact, this perception was slightly off.

Lee Min Ki had actually lived in a world where those clothes were widely circulated, and he knew the poses models in that world took.

“Alright, so that’s how you see the actor.”

Director Seo Jung Woo smiled faintly as he tilted a can of coffee.

Then, he casually threw out a suggestion.

“Isn’t that actor wearing your clothes right now?”

[…….]

“He’s not a child you’d leave by the water. He must have thought this through.”

Who was Lee Min Ki?

While he might seem like the type to take on any role, that wasn’t quite true.

It would be more accurate to say.

He had a knack for choosing only the opportunities that would help his career.

Thus, Director Seo Jung Woo spoke without much concern.

“Gyu Eon, I’m more worried about something else.”

[What’s that?]

“Well, if he’s going to wear the clothes and promote them anyway, wouldn’t it be better to expand in a different direction?”

After all, didn’t he shoot a fashion-related movie?

And who was the designer for the clothes in that film?

[It’s me.]

“Exactly. You, Designer Yoo Gyu Eon.”

Here, Director Seo Jung Woo had an idea

.

“What if you officially sold the clothes that appeared in the movie as collaboration products under your brand, Terminus?”

[…….]

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon was briefly speechless.

Because it made sense.

And because it was tempting.

[It would sell well.]

But at the same time.

His designer pride also lingered.

Finally, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon voiced the concern lingering in his mind.

[But then it would be hard to tell if they’re buying the clothes because they’re mine or because they appeared in the movie.]

Exactly.

Even if they were sold as a collaboration, it felt like they were just riding the wave of marketing.

Wouldn’t it seem like he was overly indebted to the great director Hwang Ui Seong and the renowned actor Lee Min Ki?

It seemed like a conscientious remark at first glance.

But.

‘So this is what his true feelings were.’

To Director Seo Jung Woo, it was merely a laughable statement.

‘I knew it, Yoo Gyu Eon.’

After all this talk about being a designer for the public, he still couldn’t let go of his clumsy artistic ego.

How long had it been since his success? Now he was wavering.

To Director Seo Jung Woo, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon’s attitude felt like a form of mental illness.

‘No matter how noble you try to appear, you’re essentially rejecting the very foundation of modern fashion.’

Why is marketing called marketing?

Most people scramble to get a good model, good sponsorship, and good ads, yet he was tying his own hands.

Running the ultra-mainstream [YU] shopping mall while acting like this was nothing short of hypocritical.

What would he have done without the remarkable fame of Actor Lee Min Ki?

‘It wouldn’t have been surprising if his business failed and he ended up on the streets. Even if things had gone well, he’d probably just scrape by.’

These were thoughts he couldn’t voice in front of the person.

But they were undeniably true.

In the past, when he hadn’t yet met Lee Min Ki, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon had ruined his business by stubbornly clinging to his principles as a designer.

His approach of wanting to be recognized solely for his talent was admirable.

But unless you’re extremely lucky, that’s not realistic.

‘If it’s not feasible, it’s just a delusion.’

While Director Seo Jung Woo felt endless regret in his mind, he swallowed those thoughts back down.

He had already repeated this conversation several times before.

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon wasn’t someone who would change based on others’ words. He had to experience and feel it himself to change.

Like how his attitude had shifted a little after working with Lee Min Ki.

“Gyu Eon, let me say one thing as a friend.”

Then.

Director Seo Jung Woo took a light breath and said.

“If you really feel grateful to Actor Lee Min Ki, isn’t it selfish to let your stubbornness ruin someone else’s opportunity?”

[……!]

With that one sentence, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon’s chest tightened, and his breath briefly halted.

In fact, he must have already known deep down.

That Lee Min Ki had great ambitions toward being a fashion model and was showing immense enthusiasm for this Fashion Week.

Yet he was still trying to block it.

“I’m not in a position to lecture others, but I guess I said too much.”

One piece of advice is enough.

Saying more would only breed resentment.

Director Seo Jung Woo chuckled lightly and said.

“Gyu Eon, I trust you’ll make the right judgment. You’re a successful CEO now, aren’t you?”

[…….]

“I’ll visit the company sometime, so let’s meet then.”

[Alright, got it.]

Click.

Thus, the conversation between two friends came to an end.

Holding the receiver in his hand, Director Seo Jung Woo remained silent.

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon was still deep in thought, unable to find the right words.

Step, step.

He wandered several circles around the underground parking lot, then gazed up at the ceiling.

And then.

‘Have I been mistaken in thinking I’m the decision-maker for this Seoul Fashion Week?’

He finally arrived at the next question.

‘Who gave me the opportunity to participate?’

There was no need to ponder the answer.

He already knew it.
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CEO Yoo Gyu Eon disappeared to discuss something, and then, a few tens of minutes later.
“Really?!”
“Yes, we really hope you could be the face of Terminus.”
“……!”
Lee Min Ki had officially secured the right to participate in Seoul Fashion Week.
On the condition that he participates in CEO Yoo Gyu Eon’s new brand, the Terminus Collection.
Perhaps because he had hesitated just a few tens of minutes earlier, Director Jung Ga Yeon asked back as if surprised by his sudden change of heart.
“Seems like you’ve changed your mind.”
“Yes, I thought there were some differences between Actor Lee Min Ki and our Terminus brand’s direction, but I realized that very difference is its charm.”
It was a vague statement.
A statement that could be twisted to mean anything depending on how it was taken.
However, Director Jung Ga Yeon decided not to press for any concrete reasons.
‘Listening to a designer’s philosophy is just tiring for your ears.’
Designers typically had such a unique mindset that they were hard to understand, and they were all particularly fickle.
And most importantly.
“You know what? I think the two of you suit each other perfectly.”
Once a card is played, there’s no going back.
Rather than risk failing the negotiation by asking for reasons, it was better to just go along with it.
Although the agreement between the two was somewhat vague, Director Jung Ga Yeon could barely hold back her laughter.
‘It’s Lee Min Ki. I’m not sure how he’ll perform as a fashion model on the runway, but the promotional impact will definitely be there.’
Honestly, at first, she was unsure.
The first hurdle was whether Lee Min Ki himself wanted to participate in Fashion Week. The second hurdle was CEO Yoo Gyu Eon.
It wasn’t uncommon for designers to be picky when choosing models.
If a model didn’t match the brand’s image, they wouldn’t even glance at them.
CEO Yoo Gyu Eon was even more particular in this regard.
‘In the end, it worked out for the better.’
Lee Min Ki had a brighter aura than most actors.
He may fall short as a professional fashion model, but because of that, there were areas where he could shine even more.
Their chemistry would be seen firsthand at the fashion show.
“Actor.”
CEO Yoo Gyu Eon called out to Lee Min Ki.
“I look forward to working with you.”
It was something he habitually said.
However, this time, there was a subtle nuance of sincerity embedded in his words.
It wasn’t just a commercial business partnership from the perspective of a shopping mall CEO, but a statement made as a designer, finding a partner to share a philosophy with.
Instinctively sensing this gap, Lee Min Ki responded vigorously.
“That’s my line.”
* * *
Lee Min Ki’s participation in the Terminus Collection was decided.
JC E&M seemed very pleased.
Fashion advertising usually helped an actor’s image, and considering Director Seo Jung Woo’s stance, it was all the more welcome.
Even on Director Hwang Ui Seong’s filming set.
“So, you’re participating in a fashion show. Is that right?”
To Director Hwang Ui Seong’s rather indifferent reaction, Lee Min Ki nodded energetically.
“Yes, I’ve always wanted to try walking on a real runway while filming the project, and I think this is a good opportunity to really gain some input.”
The timing was perfect.
In *Fashion and Fashion*, the main character, *Lee Jong Ho*, has several scenes where he walks the runway.
He thought he could apply the experience of acting in those scenes to the real fashion show.
Of course, there was a difference between a studio where you could retake a scene as much as you wanted and a real runway where mistakes weren’t allowed.
“I’m that serious about fashion. You know I’m always grateful to you, right? Thanks to you, it led to an opportunity like this.”
Lee Min Ki jokingly said with a bright smile.
“I’m not quite sure what you’re thanking me for.”
Director Hwang Ui Seong’s blunt response, almost making the situation awkward.
Right.
It wasn’t that he was being curt—it just seemed that way.
‘The director feels proud?’
The assistant director noticed it.
No, he could hear it.
A moment ago, what Director Hwang Ui Seong said, when filtered through the assistant director’s lens, went like this.
“I’m not quite sure what you’re thanking me for.”
->
“You don’t need to thank me. (It’s an achievement you earned through your own effort and skill, so I haven’t done much.)”
Just by adding a few words, the true meaning became clear.
Although his way with words was lacking, Director Hwang Ui Seong was genuinely pleased with Lee Min Ki.
It wasn’t just a misunderstanding.
It was true.
‘He’s got an eye for detail too. It’s not bad to see him take initiative.’
Director Hwang Ui Seong had a growing respect for Lee Min Ki.
Many people found even short acting guidance in the studio bothersome.
But here was someone using their spare time to leave a mark on the real fashion world.
It was bound to help his acting.
‘I’m looking forward to his future.’
He had already half-acknowledged Lee Min Ki.
The problem was, all of these thoughts were kept to himself.
“I’ll see you on set.”
With a short statement, Director Hwang Ui Seong stood up.
Now, when we interpret that phrase.
“I’ll see you (bring the fruits of your effort and) on set (to perfectly incorporate them into the film).”
It translated to something like that.
However, to those unfamiliar with Director Hwang Ui Seong’s speech pattern, it sounded more like:
“Let’s see if you can live up to your bragging.”
To Lee Min Ki himself, it sounded like:
“(Since we’ll resume filming soon,) I’ll see you (with all your details on point).”
He hadn’t thought too deeply, so he was able to interpret it positively.
“All right! Let’s stop resting and get to work!”
With that, the filming resumed with renewed energy.
The scene being shot today was a significant one.
It was the first time the main character, *Lee Jong Ho*, walks on the runway in *Fashion and Fashion*.
‘It’s the moment when he realizes his talent as a model.’
*Lee Jong Ho* was someone who had been living a difficult life.
His life had been so tough that he didn’t care about much other than making money.
He had no dreams, no hobbies.
However, after he showcases his talent on the runway, he succeeds as a model, only to start down a path of corruption.
So, in this scene, the only detail required of Lee Min Ki was one thing.
‘Do it well.’
He had to do it perfectly.
In the story, *Lee Jong Ho* was a genius, and the runway had to clearly show that he was exceptional.
Of course, it wouldn’t be easy.
Even though his height was slightly lacking for a model.
And there were competitors too.
Right now, the actor preparing before Lee Min Ki had that height.
‘Wow, that guy is tall.’
A 185 cm tall actor was adjusting his outfit in the corner of the studio.
With his small head by female standards and long limbs.
If he were just standing in the middle of the street, he would stand out on his own.
Anyone would say that he exuded model vibes.
No, he actually was a model.
A professional model brought in specifically for today’s runway scene.
Heo Soo Oh.
A pro model who was active in various projects.
Heo Soo Oh wasn’t a stage name but his real name.
‘I’m going to have to do really well if I don’t want to be overshadowed by him.’
Lee Min Ki felt a slight tension.
Even though he’d have the help of the camera and editing, the set was still the set.
While Lee Min Ki was fueling his determination, Heo Soo Oh was also looking at him, thinking.
‘Should I go easy on him?’
He didn’t even have expectations.
In his eyes, Lee Min Ki had too many shortcomings as a model.
Or rather, it wasn’t just shortcomings.
There were too many disqualifications.
‘Hmm, with those physical conditions, he wouldn’t make it in our industry. No matter what runway he goes on, he wouldn’t even make a good clothes hanger.’
It was an objective evaluation.
One he could make because he was a pro.
Even though *Fashion and Fashion* was a movie, it was still a mystery to him why Lee Min Ki was cast as a model.
No, to be honest, he felt a slight resentment toward Lee Min Ki.
‘I heard earlier that he’s participating in Seoul Fashion Week. Where does he get that kind of confidence from?’
That’s right.
Heo Soo Oh hated when actors, riding on their fame, would dabble in the modeling industry.
‘People like him taint the model world. They don’t even feel ashamed of themselves.’
Just like how idols dabbled in the musical world.
Of course, idols, through their ticketing power, breathed new life into the dying musical market by bringing in fresh fans.
Their skills had also steadily improved over time.
But despite this, there remained a slight animosity among core fans and original musical actors toward idol performers.
The way Heo Soo Oh looked at Lee Min Ki wasn’t much different.
Of course, even Heo Soo Oh, in a way, was no different.
Thanks to his modeling career, wasn’t he also easily dabbling in the acting world?
But that’s just how people were—contradictory beings.
While he saw Lee Min Ki’s entry into the modeling world as purely a result of his fame,
his own small role in *Fashion and Fashion* was entirely thanks to his talent and effort.
‘I’ll show you what a real model’s runway
looks like.’
With such determination, and even a slight sense of rivalry, Heo Soo Oh prepared to walk.
“Okay, Heo Soo Oh, you’re up first.”
Following the assistant director’s instructions, Heo Soo Oh stepped onto the runway set.
“Phew.”
At that moment, Heo Soo Oh became a mannequin.
A mannequin that existed solely to display clothes to the world.
His expression became as still as a statue, and his posture straightened, focused entirely on showing off the outfit.
It was the typical posing of a high-fashion model.
Step, step.
As he slowly walked to the end of the set, what could one say?
‘He’s a god.’
It was like watching a god descend from Greek and Roman mythology.
‘A model is a model after all.’
‘Man, I wish I could live with those proportions, just for one day.’
‘I get why people pay to go see fashion shows now. It’s worth it.’
Being a fashion model wasn’t just about looks.
More than that, a professional spirit emanated from Heo Soo Oh’s every movement.
While everyone in the studio couldn’t help but be impressed, there were also those who couldn’t help but worry.
‘What about Actor Lee Min Ki?’
They were worried about Lee Min Ki.
His height was significantly shorter than Heo Soo Oh’s.
Even with insoles and a lower camera angle, how would it compare?
Could he avoid being overshadowed?
“Cut!”
While these thoughts swirled, Heo Soo Oh’s runway performance came to an end.
“That was perfect.”
The assistant director smiled without realizing it.
There wouldn’t be much need to adjust anything.
That’s what’s great about professional models.
They know exactly how they’ll look on camera.
“Next up… Actor Lee Min Ki. Are you ready?”
“Yes.”
With that command, Lee Min Ki moved backstage.
Soon.
[Lee Jong Ho] would step onto the set.
The character [Lee Jong Ho], as blunt as a mannequin.
How would he pull this off?
How would he showcase the brilliance of a genius fashion model to the public?
Also, how would he surpass Heo Soo Oh’s runway performance?
‘No, surpassing is too much to ask.’
Just don’t look awkward.
That much would be enough.
Just as everyone in the studio was lowering their expectations as much as possible.
“Huh?”
On Lee Min Ki’s runway.
“……”
“……”
There was a power that left everyone in the studio speechless.
‘Why does it look so radiant?’
Flowers seemed to bloom on the runway set.
Top Star by Luck - Chapter 101
Chapter 101

He seriously contemplated.

‘What makes a great runway?’

A runway is essentially walking calmly down the stage, showcasing an impressive image, and returning.

The time given to a model is merely 20 to 30 seconds.

How can one exude “style” in such a short amount of time?

This was the task originally given to Lee Min Ki.

‘It’s difficult.’

It was hard.

It had been difficult back when he once dreamed of becoming a fashion model, and now it was still challenging as he stood on the runway as an actor.

He tried to find someone who could help him, but it wasn’t easy.

He wondered if he needed a different type of walking since he couldn’t compete with professional models in physicality.

He even asked Director Hwang Ui Seong indirectly.

[“I have an idea in mind, but first, I’ll leave it up to your interpretation.”]

The director told Lee Min Ki that he would give him the first move.

It was as though he had given him freedom to test his creativity, like saying he would wait to see what he came up with.

It was a painful kind of freedom.

So, he walked and walked until his feet blistered as he thought.

How could he overcome his physical limitations and show a runway that rivaled professional models?

What could he do?

After thinking and thinking.

After analyzing and analyzing.

‘This is it.’

Lee Min Ki found his answer in the runway of a Southeast Asian model.

It might not be the perfect answer, but it was the best solution he could derive.

“……!”

“……!”

The moment Lee Min Ki appeared on the runway, the atmosphere in the studio shifted.

On stage.

A single vibrant flower had bloomed brilliantly there.

No, the word “flower” was far too insufficient to describe the sight before them.

‘It’s a garden.’

It was a garden.

With each step Lee Min Ki took, a flower turned into a bouquet, the bouquet into a flower bed, and the flower bed into a garden.

As if the flowers in the garden were each showcasing their own diverse beauty, Lee Min Ki was radiating a profound elegance.

‘Is he really going to turn there like that?’

The staff collectively gasped in admiration.

Step, step.

Lee Min Ki walked calmly, one step at a time.

Each step seemed to leave a trail of blooming flowers.

His expression was refreshing yet gentle.

The flowing line from his shoulders to his pelvis and down to his toes felt almost sensuous.

‘This is the complete opposite of Heo Soo Oh’s runway.’

It wasn’t the emotionless walking that resembled a mannequin.

What should one call this instead?

‘A face of a thousand emotions.’

It was a runway that consistently radiated countless vivid emotions through his entire body.

‘This is the answer I found.’

Lee Min Ki—what kind of character was [Lee Jong Ho] supposed to be?

Ordinary in daily life.

But when placed on the runway, he was meant to reveal a near-demonic level of talent.

At first, he had imagined a bland character performing a perfectly sharp and flawless runway.

A model that completely erased their individuality and became a mannequin for the clothes.

You could call that the epitome of high fashion.

That’s the kind of runway the public usually pictures when they think of a model.

But there was one calculation missing from this.

‘Do I really have to do the runway like everyone else?’

Exactly.

‘Yes, that’s it. A genius doesn’t have to be like everyone else!’

The character [Lee Jong Ho] didn’t need to present a textbook runway.

Why? Because he was the protagonist.

And this work wasn’t reality—it was a fictional creation.

‘That feels closer to a commercial model, though.’

‘Wow, even with all that expression acting, the clothes still stand out.’

Lee Min Ki’s runway wasn’t that of a high-fashion model.

It was so distinct that it stood out even among commercial models, where individuality is often celebrated.

But Lee Min Ki didn’t think his judgment was wrong.

‘The runway of Southeast Asian models was different.’

It shone brighter.

As if they had no intention of hiding themselves, they showcased their emotions flamboyantly.

Even with their smaller builds, the energy they exuded was enough to overwhelm the audience.

‘Is there any reason I shouldn’t do that?’

He was an actor.

An actor’s strength lies in emotions.

Why throw away something he was good at?

If you’re good at either side, there’s always a way to use it effectively.

Lee Min Ki resolved to embrace his strengths as an actor—his ability to express emotions.

One more thing.

He even added a layer of character interpretation.

‘Lee Jong Ho has a bland and emotionless personality, so he should become vibrant on the runway to bring out that twist.’

That’s right.

Someone who is already expected to do well doing well isn’t a twist.

At least, they need to excel in a different direction for it to feel like a reversal.

This, too, was someone’s intention.

‘He’s done well.’

Director Hwang Ui Seong smiled faintly.

‘This isn’t the answer I had in mind, but if that’s a possible solution, there’s nothing wrong with it.’

Director Hwang Ui Seong had imagined a completely different kind of walking for Lee Min Ki.

He had thought the best solution would be for him to walk normally and let the direction elevate it to perfection.

‘I thought that was the best approach, but now it’s become the second-best.’

Watching Lee Min Ki’s walking, he realized.

This was the right answer.

Director Hwang Ui Seong couldn’t help but smile.

Of course, within the studio, his smile was so faint that only a few people barely noticed it.

Even those few privileged ones would need to get within three meters of him to discern it.

In other words, to everyone else, his face still appeared stiff.

‘Wow, even after all that effort, he doesn’t look satisfied.’

‘Actor Lee Min Ki is pitiful too.’

‘Does Director Hwang have blue blood flowing under his skin?’

Some were satisfied, and some were amazed.

Overall, the atmosphere brightened.

But amid all that, there was also someone seething with rage.

“…… Grr!”

It was Heo Soo Oh, the man who had performed on the runway one turn before Lee Min Ki.

‘What’s he trying to achieve with such crude gimmicks?’

He had performed a runway fitting for his career as a high-fashion model.

A runway where he erased himself and became a mannequin.

But Lee Min Ki had gone in the complete opposite direction.

The expression that settled over his mask was incomparably radiant, and his light steps seemed as graceful as if he were dancing.

‘That’s supposed to be a runway?’

As a traditional model, it was enough to make Heo Soo Oh grit his teeth.

No, well, it was understandable since it was Lee Min Ki.

He wasn’t a proper model to begin with, so there was no reason to expect anything.

At best, he had been a fitting model for mass-market shopping malls.

However.

“Wow, did you see that?”

“That’s so cool.”

“I actually want to buy that outfit.”

“Is this why people go to see runway shows?”

The production crew openly admired Lee Min Ki, which was something Heo Soo Oh found difficult to accept.

Not that his inability to accept it would change anything.

‘Is this really the level of the film industry?’

Crunch.

Heo Soo Oh clenched his molars hard.

“Phew.”

One scene ended.

Surprisingly, it was done in one take.

A brief break followed in the studio.

The lavishly funded studio featured a lounge-style rest area inside the studio cube, and Lee Min Ki was sitting on a bench there, catching his breath.

“Great work, Actor.”

Someone struck up a conversation.

Lee Min Ki turned his head toward the voice he’d now grown familiar with.

“Oh, Director.”

Standing there was Director Kim.

On set, he was often called “Director Kim,” “Kim Gam,” or affectionately, “Kkingkkang.”

Since Director Hwang Ui Seong was referred to as “the director,” Director Kim had conveniently become “Kim Gam,” not quite the full title of “director.”

“Phew, tea.”

Sitting down next to Lee Min Ki, Kim Gam unwrapped a sandwich and spoke.

“To be honest, I was surprised watching your acting.”

“Excuse me?”

“The level of polish was different. Honestly, within the industry, you’re already famous. People say you’re exceptionally good for a rookie. But now I think we can drop the word ‘rookie.’”

Having unwrapped the sandwich, Kim Gam took a big bite, chewed, swallowed, and continued speaking.

“For a rookie—let’s just throw that away. You’re simply good now.”

“Haha, that’s a kind thing to say. But I still have a long way to go.”

Lee Min Ki scratched the back of his head, both embarrassed and pleased.

He was happy.

Receiving good reviews from the public was gratifying, but being acknowledged by someone in the same industry brought a special kind of joy.

The two were slightly different.

How should one put it?

It’s like an employee at a company developing electronic products being recognized internally versus having the product acknowledged by customers—it’s not quite the same.

Lee Min Ki felt that difference as he opened his mouth.

“I was surprised too. Especially during this runway shoot.”

“Hm? What part surprised you?”

When Kim Gam pressed him, Lee Min Ki coughed lightly and said.

“I was really nervous, but the shoot ended in one take.”

That’s right.

The runway scene had ended in a single take just moments ago.

As though there was no point in shooting any further, Director Hwang Ui Seong had called it off.

“That was unexpected. Forgive me, but what I’d heard about Director Hwang Ui Seong was completely different.”

“You’ve heard something?”

At the director’s question, Lee Min Ki let out a small groan and answered.

“Well, that’s because Director Hwang Ui Seong is famously a perfectionist. He’s known to shoot even a single scene dozens of times.”

There was a famous anecdote circulating online.

Once, during a collaboration with a Japanese actor, they shot a single scene repeatedly from morning until evening.

The exhausted actor had apparently said this:

[Do Koreans not know moderation?]

It was meant as a joke.

It was a story from when Director Na Hong Jin had shot a scene repeatedly because the angle of the light didn’t sit right with him.

“Among the so-called ‘Big 3 Korean Directors,’ Director Hwang Ui Seong is often said to be the most perfectionist. I was terrified we’d have to shoot dozens of times.”

“Ah, let me explain that.”

At those words, Kim Gam chuckled and said.

“That’s a misunderstanding about Director Hwang Ui Seong. He’s not like that at all.”

“Excuse me?”

“The word ‘perfectionist’ can also mean that if something is shot perfectly, there’s no need to shoot it again.”

“Oh.”

It made sense.

Did that mean the scene he had just acted in was perfect?

As Lee Min Ki wondered about it, he felt too embarrassed to say it himself, so he held back.

“That means your acting was good enough that there was no need for another take.”

Kim Gam confirmed it for him.

“In Director Hwang’s mind, there’s always a clear image. He repeats shooting until he achieves that image. If it’s achieved in one take? Then there’s no need for further shooting.”

That made sense.

Finally understanding Director Hwang Ui Seong’s intentions, Lee Min Ki nodded and spoke.

“The rumors were a little exaggerated, then. Like the one where a director makes an actor repeat a single scene all day long and sends them home after just one day.”

“Ah, but that actually did happen.”

“……?”

Why was there a rebuttal here?

Lee Min Ki tilted his head in confusion, and Kim Gam paused, as though recalling an event from the past.

“Let’s see. There was a time when we started shooting, and after two days of filming a single scene, he still didn’t like the result and sent the actor home.”

“…… A minor role?”

“No.”

“Then a supporting role?”

“The lead role.”

At the horrific revelation, Lee Min Ki was left speechless.

Still, a lead actor would have been chosen carefully after an arduous audition process, so sending them home because they didn’t fit the director’s vision seemed incomprehensible.

Kim Gam continued.

“Actor, have you seen ‘Please Wear a Mask Indoors’?”

“Oh, yes, the pandemic movie.”

He’d seen it about ten times.

He remembered the male lead’s acting as being phenomenal.

Kim Gam said nonchalantly.

“That actor was Kim Do Ha. The one who went home after two days.”

“Gasp.”

“They sent him back because his acting was ‘too gentle.’”

Lee Min Ki was stunned.

Sent Kim Do Ha home?

Sure, his reputation had been tarnished by his attitude, but purely based on acting, he was considered one of the top three among young male actors.

What about the contract?

‘Well, if it’s Director Hwang Ui Seong, people would let it slide. Anywhere else, this would’ve been a huge scandal.’

The industry was harsh.

And who would even believe such stories if you told them?

“Actor Kim Do Ha…… or rather, even that trash respected Director Hwang Ui Seong’s intentions, so things ended well. If not, the production itself could have been shaken from its foundation.”

“……Then I could also be kicked out if things go wrong?”

Lee Min Ki began to sweat nervously, but Kim Gam laughed heartily and patted his back as he spoke.

“Of course not. Director Hwang really likes you, so that won’t happen. Even now, he keeps laughing while watching the filming.”

“The director? He laughed?”

“Yes, quite often.”

Was there such a thing?

Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened in disbelief.

Director Hwang Ui Seong always wore a stern face on set.

His voice was the same.

From the moment they met in the Cube Studio at dawn, it had been like that.

He had even warned him outright, saying, ‘I’ll watch to see how well you do.’

‘No, does he even know how to make a different expression other than that face?’

Nothing came to mind.

It was like trying to imagine a taste you had never experienced before.

A person who had never felt the citrus scent in Thai food—how could they possibly imagine the taste of Tom Yum Soup?

‘He wouldn’t believe this.’

Kim Gam had expected this much.

As the assistant director who worked closely with the main director, it was simply something he picked up.

He also knew that reading Director Hwang Ui Seong’s expressions was quite a unique skill.

So, he chuckled softly and said,

“You can believe me. You’re doing well. If you keep going like this, everything will proceed smoothly without any major problems.”

“……Thank you.”

It was meaningless.

The awkward consolation didn’t reach Lee Min Ki, who had already planted the possibility of being replaced in his mind if he made any mistakes.

‘I need to practice more.’

Practice.

Now wasn’t the time to feel relieved just because he had been chosen as the lead actor. He needed to practice harder, as if he could be sent home at any moment.

Lee Min Ki resolved himself firmly at that moment.

“Ah, I was wondering where you’d gone, and here you are.”

A man appeared before him.

A very tall man with a handsome face.

The kind of person who would make you turn your head for a second glance anywhere on the street.

‘Model Heo Soo Oh?’

Heo Soo Oh.

The man who had not exchanged a single word with him since the runway shoot earlier appeared in front of Lee Min Ki.

Or rather, more precisely, in front of both Lee Min Ki and Kim Gam.

“Huff.”

As if he had something to say, Heo Soo Oh took a deep breath and opened his mouth.

“I can’t accept that scene from earlier.”

“…….”

What are you going to do if you can’t accept it?

A completely absurd thought passed through Lee Min Ki’s mind.
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It’s unacceptable.

A rather insane remark came out of Heo Soo Oh’s mouth.

For a moment, Lee Min Ki and Kim Gam stiffened in place.

After swallowing the last remaining sandwich, Kim Gam cleared his throat and opened his mouth.

“Soo Oh, what do you mean it’s unacceptable?”

“I mean exactly what I said. That runway scene we shot just now—I can’t accept it.”

What are you going to do if you don’t accept it?

While Kim Gam’s brain froze in buffering mode, overwhelmed by absurdity, Heo Soo Oh raised a finger and pointed at Lee Min Ki.

“You’re seriously planning to use that half-baked runway as is? Are you serious?”

“Huh?”

“The stride, eye line, and attitude—none of the basics were even in place. How can you call that a runway?”

“……”

What the hell is this guy saying right now?

Kim Gam quickly gathered his senses and blinked.

After spinning his brain for a moment, he reached a conclusion of his own.

‘Ah, this is one of those cases.’

They exist sometimes.

People who can’t accept a work for what it is and insist on imposing their personal sense of realism onto their acting.

Like when someone refuses to shoot a duel scene in a military drama because “this isn’t how the real army works.”

‘Actor Lee Min Ki’s runway was certainly a bit off from an actual runway.’

But so what?

Director Hwang Ui Seong’s works often get mistaken for pure realism because of his emphasis on authenticity, but even his works contain dramatic exaggeration.

It just looks more realistic than reality itself because of how well he directs.

Even Lee Min Ki’s slightly lacking runway scene would seem plausible once it was edited into the final cut.

However—

“There’s clearly been a misunderstanding. You’re telling me my character gets defeated by a model like that? This makes no sense.”

Heo Soo Oh clearly couldn’t accept that.

“And you, actor—don’t you have anything to say? Wouldn’t you feel embarrassed if something like that hit the theaters?”

“Hm.”

So, it had come to direct confrontation.

Instead of responding to Heo Soo Oh, Kim Gam turned to look at Lee Min Ki beside him.

How Lee Min Ki reacted here was the real issue.

It could still be contained.

As long as Director Hwang Ui Seong didn’t hear about this, they could smooth things over somehow.

But if the lead actor lost his temper, it would be a different story.

‘From that point on, I’d have no choice but to take the lead actor’s side.’

Heo Soo Oh was, at best, a minor character.

He showed up at the beginning to highlight the protagonist [Lee Jong Ho]’s genius and appeared again later to illustrate how much [Lee Min Ki] had grown.

No one would jeopardize the lead actor’s standing just to placate a supporting role.

‘Let’s just watch for a bit longer.’

While Kim Gam’s thoughts buffered—

“You’re right, model.”

The words that came out of Lee Min Ki’s mouth were completely off the mark from what anyone expected.

“The runway is something a professional model like you would know far better.”

“……”

“……”

“……”

It was an admission.

Lee Min Ki had admitted his inadequacy as a model.

‘You’re telling me he agreed instead of refuting? Seriously?’

Kim Gam tried to appear calm, but internally, he was utterly shocked.

Lee Min Ki might be a rookie, but he was still a star-level lead actor.

There was no need to concede just because a supporting role complained, yet here he was letting it slide.

‘But accepting script changes because of that? That would be crazy.’

What on earth was he thinking?

Surely, he understood that brushing things aside mindlessly wouldn’t solve the issue.

Hopefully, he wasn’t just trying to play nice and making things worse.

As Kim Gam’s curiosity began to blend with a hint of disappointment toward Lee Min Ki—

“But when it comes to acting, I know better.”

“……?”

A statement bordering on rebuttal came directly from Lee Min Ki’s mouth.

“The details in the story might fall short of an industry professional’s standards. That’s unavoidable because movies are made by non-specialists at their core.”

It was an unavoidable reality.

While it was good to depict industries with realism, the producers’ expertise often fell far short of the industries they portrayed.

Trying to replicate reality perfectly was an unrealistic ambition.

‘And even if you managed to do it, it wouldn’t necessarily make the movie more entertaining.’

Lee Min Ki spoke again.

“Soo Oh, you’ve seen scenes in sci-fi movies where genius scientists seriously explain basic scientific knowledge to each other, right?”

“That’s…”

Caught off guard by the sudden question, Heo Soo Oh flinched.

He had been brimming with anger just moments earlier, but now he was the one feeling overwhelmed by Lee Min Ki’s calm demeanor.

It takes two hands to clap. Shouting and throwing a tantrum would only make him look ridiculous.

“…I’ve seen it.”

Heo Soo Oh admitted.

At that, Lee Min Ki smiled gently and continued.

“Honestly, it doesn’t make sense. Genius scientists wouldn’t need to explain basic theories to each other. It’s like us explaining simple arithmetic while doing calculations.”

It was something that happened all the time in movies.

People who were supposedly the top authorities in their field would engage in drawn-out discussions about the most basic topics.

It looked plausible at first glance, but in reality, it was completely detached from how things actually worked.

“The director isn’t unaware of that. Such movies often get advice from real experts in the field.”

“Then why include those scenes? Aren’t they embarrassed?”

Heo Soo Oh frowned, clearly unable to accept it.

Lee Min Ki smiled again in response.

“To explain things to the audience.”

“Explain?”

“Yes. Even if it’s obvious to scientists, the audience doesn’t know. So they add those seemingly pointless lines to explain things.”

That was it.

What directors gained by compromising on realism and plausibility was narrative flow.

It allowed the work to stand as a cohesive story, even at the cost of realism.

‘It’s a trap people often fall into when they care too much about a work.’

It was a question frequently raised by diehard fans.

Why would a director deliberately undermine an easy-to-spot logical consistency?

[“Hahaha, movies really are so sloppy.”]

[“They just skip over things anyone could figure out.”]

[“If your mental age is below a high schooler’s, it might be fun.”]

[“Wish they’d at least Google things before writing the script.”]

[“You need a drink to enjoy this movie—4/10.”]

If you watched with your brain completely turned off, these questions wouldn’t arise.

It was only when you tried to think deeply about the work that you started doubting it, growing angry and criticizing it.

‘Still, I don’t dislike criticism itself.’

Even if the direction was off from a commercial perspective, it still meant they had thought deeply about the work.

Completely ignoring opinions like that would only create a different kind of corruption.

After gathering his thoughts, Lee Min Ki slowly opened his mouth.

“If you felt my runway was lacking, you’re probably right, Soo Oh. It was lacking because it was lacking.”

“……But why.”

“But the movie operates on a different standard. My lacking runway might not work in reality, but it was necessary for the storyline. That’s why the director approved it.”

It would be true in reality.

Professionals watching that scene would probably laugh.

No one knew that better than Lee Min Ki himself.

“The runway I walked is probably very different from an actual model’s runway.”

It wasn’t like he didn’t know.

He knew it well.

Even if his modeling career was insignificant compared to Heo Soo Oh’s, Lee Min Ki was never the kind of person to do things half-heartedly.

In everything he did, he put his heart into it.

He never approached anything carelessly.

Because of that, he could say the next words with sincerity.

“In fact, I was very impressed watching your runway, Soo Oh.”

It was respect toward his opponent.

“You were absolutely perfect. Seeing how polished you were made me think, ‘That’s what it means to be a professional.’ Just thinking about walking after you—do you know how nervous I was? I felt like my brain was going numb while acting.”

He understood the work of models.

He knew how much time a model poured into just a few dozen seconds on the runway.

Because of that, he could respect Heo Soo Oh.

While he might not completely agree with the subtle resentment models feel toward actors, he could at least understand it.

“I’m going to Fashion Week soon, you know? So I’ve been practicing a lot lately, but no matter how much I practice, even until my feet blister, I still can’t get it right. Watching you brought that to mind a lot.”

“……”

Faced with continuous compliments, Heo Soo Oh fell silent.

The conversation had started as an argument, then turned into an explanation, and finally ended in compliments.

When the other person acknowledges you and compliments you, what can you say?

Should he demand they bow their head and apologize?

That’s something only socially clueless online warriors would do.

Heo Soo Oh might be arrogant and hot-tempered, but he wasn’t that kind of person.

So he chose the right answer.

“……Thank you.”

It was gratitude for appreciating his skill.

The conversation had clicked.

Lee Min Ki, who had spent a long time building up to this point, smiled gently and said,

“There will probably be times when my acting still comes up short. From your perspective, it might look childish or awkward. So—”

At the end of every debate, beyond praise and criticism, there was persuasion.

“I’d love for you to teach me a lot going forward, Soo Oh. Let’s make a great project together.”

Turning an adversary into an ally through dialogue.

Lee Min Ki had extended a true hand of reconciliation.

“……Alright.”

At the end of the long conversation, even Heo Soo Oh accepted Lee Min Ki’s stance.

He couldn’t hold onto resentment.

If he pushed back now, he’d really be the bad guy.

No sane person wants to willingly become a villain.

Heo Soo Oh was no different.

“So there was a reason for all of it.”

He accepted it.

As if that wasn’t enough, he hesitated for a moment before speaking again.

“Now that I think about it, I think you’re right, Min Ki. I was a bit short-sighted. My apologies.”

“Thank you for saying that.”

“No, it’s nothing.”

A few words of conversation had changed him completely.

It was like watching a ferocious dog transform after meeting a top-tier trainer on [My Dog Has Changed].

“Min Ki, I’m sure you saw the flaws in my acting too, didn’t you?”

Heo Soo Oh’s temper had completely cooled.

The two of them wrapped things up with laughter.

“Honestly, just a little. About this much.”

“Gah…….”

“But you did really well, too.”

The previously tense atmosphere had completely disappeared, leaving only two collaborators behind.

It was at that moment, watching this scene unfold, that Kim Gam thought to himself,

‘Does this guy, Lee Min Ki, have some kind of superpower to charm people with words?’

Kim Gam was amazed internally.

‘How the hell do you talk down someone who came to criticize your acting like that? How old is he? Does this even make sense?’

Since Lee Min Ki had spoken so calmly, it was easy to overlook, but this was something unimaginable.

For a professional actor to have their acting criticized by someone other than the director—

There was no greater insult.

If a hot-tempered actor had been in Lee Min Ki’s shoes:

[“What the hell is your problem? If you’ve got an issue, take it up with the director instead of whining to me.”]

That kind of response wouldn’t have been surprising.

‘Amazing.’

And to be fair, he hadn’t exactly backed down.

‘He rebutted everything.’

Because his words were calm and lengthy, it was easy to miss, but if you looked closely, he had refuted every single one of Heo Soo Oh’s criticisms.

[“I’m right, and you’re wrong.”]

The difference was that in the process of saying what he wanted to say, he had also slipped Heo Soo Oh an escape route.

The cooler Heo Soo Oh’s head became, the more he would realize how thoroughly he had been handled.

‘Wow, he could’ve been a con artist and still made a living.’

For some reason, a rumor Kim Gam had heard a long time ago popped into his mind.

The story was that Lee Min Ki had teamed up with Kim Do Ha and his gang to harass a woman, then paid to cover it up.

‘That’s definitely nonsense.’

Someone this thoughtful and articulate wouldn’t be reckless enough to get caught in something like that.

This is why rumors are dangerous.

The same people who painted Director Hwang Ui Seong as a ruthless monster had also painted Lee Min Ki as a criminal.

‘Everyone needs to hear this story.’

Kim Gam resolved to spread good stories about Lee Min Ki throughout the industry.

Meanwhile—

‘I just heard something interesting.’

Someone nearby, who had overheard the entire conversation, smiled faintly.

His expression was so subtle that it was hard to tell if it was truly a smile.

It was Director Hwang Ui Seong.

He had been about to invite Lee Min Ki to share a bowl of galbitang and talk about the project when he heard the actor’s speech.

‘He’s definitely sharp.’
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Hwang Ui Seong nodded.

He had come to recommend a meal, but he happened to overhear the conversation Lee Min Ki had with Heo Soo Oh.

In the course of events, Hwang Ui Seong’s assessment of Lee Min Ki was adjusted.

‘He doesn’t just have big dreams but also some degree of skill to back them up. On top of that, he has enough reasoning to understand the production crew and a certain level of social skills to manage the field.’

At first glance, it wasn’t a particularly impressive conversation.

Intentionally disrupting the plausibility to gain progression—how difficult could that be?

However, the fact that a rookie actor understood this was worth noting.

Moreover, he even succeeded in convincing another rookie.

‘People like that are easy to work with on set.’

No matter how much experience some people gain, they still can’t step away from their artistic mindset.

Those were the most exhausting types of people for a director to work with.

At any rate, the fact that Hwang Ui Seong overheard this conversation—

It could be a stroke of luck for both Lee Min Ki and Heo Soo Oh.

The reason was simple.

‘His foresight is short.’

He was ready to abandon Heo Soo Oh and find a replacement if necessary.

How could he stand idly by when a minor role challenges the lead actor and calls for a retake?

If the crew allowed a minor actor to dictate the set, it would be over.

In some respects, it wouldn’t be wrong to say that Lee Min Ki had even helped Director Hwang Ui Seong.

‘I thought about kicking him out and reshooting, but it looks like I don’t need to go that far.’

Reshooting is something even directors want to avoid unless absolutely necessary.

Thanks to Lee Min Ki’s excellent mediation, both time and costs were saved.

‘I should go over and chat a bit about the film.’

Director Hwang Ui Seong let out a nearly invisible sigh and revealed himself.

“There you are.”

His intention was good.

However, at the moment of his appearance, Heo Soo Oh froze stiff, overwhelmed by sudden anxiety.

“Uh… Uh…”

“I enjoyed watching you two.”

He completely skipped explaining whether he meant the acting or the conversation, which made things even more awkward.

“Actor Lee Min Ki still seems to have a lot of room for improvement in acting.”

And to make matters worse, he began with acting critique again.

Some time after the incident.

There was a small change on the [Fashion and Fashion] set.

Namely—

“Min Ki, I told you to maintain your stride.”

Lee Min Ki’s personal trainer appeared.

And not just any trainer.

A highly competent one.

A professional model who was still actively working and recognized enough to have participated in Seoul Fashion Week.

Moreover, someone handpicked by Director Hwang Ui Seong.

“Stride is life. Just as computer components are made up of 0s and 1s, the runway begins with walking and ends with walking. Only with precise steps can you move on to expressions.”

He had been emphasizing the basics so much that his mouth was likely to dry out.

And this trainer was none other than—

“…Isn’t Soo Oh being too good at this?”

It was Heo Soo Oh.

At Lee Min Ki’s complaint, Heo Soo Oh shook his head firmly and said,

“No. Min Ki, for this, you need to trust me completely. Anyone aspiring to be a model does this much at a minimum. Let’s watch again. You there, please record this with the camera.”

“Ah, yes.”

Heo Soo Oh moved next to Lee Min Ki and demonstrated a walking example.

In that moment, it was as if the chaotic studio floor disappeared, and the person Heo Soo Oh and the outside world became completely severed—a perfect display of movement.

Barely 20 seconds.

The time it took Heo Soo Oh to walk forward, strike a light pose, and return.

During that brief period, everyone on set let out small gasps of admiration.

‘He really is good.’

‘As expected of a professional model.’

His pride was oddly strong, making him a difficult person, but it was pride built on undeniable skill.

No—he deserved to have pride.

But the truly surprising part came after the walking demonstration.

“Min Ki, watch carefully.”

Heo Soo Oh played the footage of his own walking, and on top of it, he added a metronome.

Tick, tick, tick, tick.

The sound of the metronome struck perfectly in time.

As Heo Soo Oh’s walking video played,

“…!”

It was flawless.

For the entire 20 seconds of walking, every step matched the beats without the slightest error.

‘Perfect.’

While Lee Min Ki quietly marveled, Heo Soo Oh calmly said,

“Did you see? This is the most basic requirement for a model. Maintain the exact stride and rhythm. Expression comes afterward.”

Calm.

He delivered the instruction so calmly.

But the guidance was so naturally given that it felt almost mundane, and yet someone was fidgeting at this sight.

‘You two were fighting just a while ago.’

It was Kim Gam.

‘Wait, and Soo Oh, why are you even here? It’s not your day to come to the set. Did you really come just to teach Lee Min Ki?’

They had been fighting like enemies before, but now Heo Soo Oh was passionately giving one-on-one training.

And this wasn’t a one-time thing—it had been nearly fifteen days already.

‘Hah, the world is unpredictable.’

Kim Gam wiped his eyes in disbelief at the surreal sight.

Yet, reality remained as rigid as the laws of thermodynamics.

“Again. One, two, three, four, five, six—no. Maintain the exact rhythm. Even a single step must be precise.”

“Ugh, I thought I got it perfectly this time.”

“You’re not there yet. Don’t just think with your ears—memorize it with your body. Break the rhythm down even further in your mind. The basics must come before the expression.”

The same instructions were repeated over and over.

Meanwhile, Heo Soo Oh sighed as he focused on Lee Min Ki’s foot movements.

And inwardly, he thought.

‘He’s less talented than I expected.’

Indeed.

Lee Min Ki lacked an impressive natural talent for modeling.

No, to be fair, he was slightly above average in terms of ability.

But it fell far short of the expectations that came with the Lee Min Ki brand.

Most importantly—

He was lacking so much in fundamentals that it was hard to imagine he could ever deliver the cool runway performance he had shown before.

‘So he really pulled that off through sheer expressiveness alone?’

He remembered it.

Compared to a traditional model’s runway, it had been laughably poor.

It could have been considered a joke.

Recalling that moment, Heo Soo Oh clapped his hands and spoke up again.

“One, two, three, four. Again. This time, you got it somewhat right.”

“Ah, really? I knew I could do it if I kept at it.”

“But instead, your posture is off. You were so focused on your feet that you slightly bent your knees. Your gaze was also incorrect. You must look straight ahead. Be careful not to look downward.”

“Argh!”

That was the current situation.

Even now, his walking was awkward at best.

Professional fashion models spend more than half a year practicing the basics of walking.

Walking posture.

Walking rhythm.

Gaze control.

Only after mastering these three elements can one start adding expressions.

Even so-called “hip” models master the straight 11-step walking before they attempt the 8-step walk.

Just like pianists, models are meticulous when it comes to basics.

‘This is the most basic of basics.’

Even aspiring models can do this much.

But why?

Why was it so hard to find even traces of this in Lee Min Ki’s walk?

His steps were shaky.

‘Why can’t he do it?’

There was a reason.

It wasn’t because he lacked talent or because he wasn’t serious about modeling.

He had looked into it seriously enough to consider it a career path.

The reason was simply that Lee Min Ki was a unique case.

‘Tsk, I’m conscious of it, but it’s still not working.’

It was because of trauma.

In his past life, hadn’t he broken his ankle just by walking?

Even walking carried a burden.

The trauma built up over decades lingered subtly as a nuance that even Lee Min Ki himself wasn’t aware of, holding him back.

Overcoming it completely was no easy task.

Like baseball players who have torn their shoulders and never regain their original throwing power.

Even after their shoulders recover completely.

A single injury becomes a trauma that eats away at them mentally.

Lee Min Ki was in the same state.

The difference was that he had an overwhelming will to overcome it.

“One, two, three, four.”

Lee Min Ki walked with steady steps.

It was hard to find any refinement in his movements.

This was the equivalent of a singer who had incredible expressiveness but was completely off in pitch and rhythm.

The kind of singer who, for some reason, was still bearable to listen to—that was the problem.

As a model, his process was lacking in every way, but somehow, the result was stylish.

It was hard to accept.

It was too absurd, wasn’t it?

Maybe Heo Soo Oh was even angrier because he didn’t want to acknowledge the style he saw in Lee Min Ki’s runway.

It was so vastly different from a traditional model.

And yet, it was impressive enough that he didn’t want to admit it.

“Your gaze was off again this time.”

“Again?”

“The basics only stand out when you’re surrounded by people who have mastered them. Start again.”

At Heo Soo Oh’s strict critique, the staff watching from afar murmured in disbelief.

“Wow… at this rate, his feet are going to be completely ruined.”

“Min Ki already looks good enough. Why is he being pushed like this?”

“Isn’t he just throwing a fit because he got embarrassed during the last shoot?”

“He looks fine, but his personality’s so twisted.”

For fifteen days straight, Heo Soo Oh had relentlessly drilled the basics into Lee Min Ki.

And not even anything complicated—just walking.

“It’s not like he’s teaching him anything special.”

“Man, that’s harsh. Really harsh.”

It looked like an absurd scene.

From a distance, it couldn’t help but appear that way.

“He’s already doing fine. What’s the problem?”

To them, Lee Min Ki’s walking already seemed decent enough.

They had seen him during the last shoot.

But ironically, that was precisely why Heo Soo Oh was being even stricter.

‘He’s not bad as a fitting model, but if he wants to walk on the Seoul Fashion Week runway, he’s nowhere near ready.’

Lee Min Ki couldn’t settle for just being decent.

The professional stage was fast approaching.

In that setting, being “decent” was no different from losing gracefully.

In other words, it meant losing.

Heo Soo Oh’s strict teaching had its reasons.

His personality might be rough, but he wasn’t someone who lacked professionalism.

On top of that, he had taught many students before.

He knew better than anyone that soft guidance wouldn’t help the person he was teaching.

“Min Ki, take five minutes to rest, and then we’ll start again.”

“Yes!”

For an hour straight, Lee Min Ki had practiced walking without rest.

Exhausted from both filming and walking practice, he slumped to the ground.

“Ouch.”

Lee Min Ki even took off his shoes, massaging his aching feet.

Heo Soo Oh watched him silently for a moment before speaking.

“…Don’t you think I’m being too hard on you?”

“Huh?”

“You know what people say. That I’m intentionally taking revenge on you.”

It was something that had been bothering him.

He was teaching Lee Min Ki, but he wondered if it might look like he had personal motives.

“Hmm.”

Lee Min Ki hesitated for a moment at that.

It was unexpected that Heo Soo Oh was taking the lead in teaching him how to walk.

But how should he put it?

Lee Min Ki thought of it as Heo Soo Oh’s own way of apologizing.

“That’s true.”

Lee Min Ki nodded and said,

“You have a lot of pride, don’t you, Soo Oh?”

“Well, yes, I do.”

As Heo Soo Oh nodded, Lee Min Ki stretched out his toes as if to relieve his feet and said,

“Would someone with that much pride teach me poorly on purpose?”

“What?”

“That would just damage your own pride. It would be a stain on your name.”

Lee Min Ki smirked and continued.

“If people say, ‘Heo Soo Oh’s direct student Lee Min Ki is this bad,’ what would that do to your reputation? I’d spread it everywhere.”

“…”

“You came all the way to this remote area to teach me. There must be a reason for that.”

At Lee Min Ki’s confident words, Heo Soo Oh blinked in surprise.

Was he… threatening him?

As if to say that half-hearted teaching would only backfire on him?

But there was something about Lee Min Ki’s words that hit the core of Heo Soo Oh’s nature.

Heo Soo Oh.

To describe his personality, he was, quite frankly, arrogant.

It was also the typical personality of a fashion model.

He set strict standards and tended to devalue anyone who failed to meet them.

And here—

The most rigid standards were applied not to others but to himself.

To match his lofty temperament, he pushed no one but himself to the absolute limit.

That was who Heo Soo Oh was.

“I see.”

Heo Soo Oh smirked and spoke.

“Min Ki, do you have any plans for tomorrow?”

“No. Tomorrow is a rest day.”

“Let’s aim for just 10 hours.”

“…What did you say?”

“Tomorrow, we’ll focus on just one thing: gaze control.”

“Argh…”

Lee Min Ki let out a groan, as if unable to accept the reality.

But even so, he didn’t refuse.

Watching this scene, a thought suddenly came to Heo Soo Oh’s mind.

‘So he managed to do that much without even the basics.’

In other words, wasn’t it this?

It was like a boxer who debuted on the pro stage without having learned jabs or straights, yet still made an impact through sheer brawling.

If—

If by some chance, that boxer met a proper coach, started from footwork, and built up the fundamentals, what would happen?

What kind of boxer would he become?

It would be like [Lee Jong Ho] in a movie taking model lessons and spreading his wings.

“…”

Heo Soo Oh paused, lost in thought for a moment.

He swallowed the words that came to his mind.

Instead of saying something he couldn’t take responsibility for, he said something else.

“Let’s practice.”

Words he could take responsibility for.

That was simply this—he would teach to the best of his ability.
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Time passed.

The day of Seoul Fashion Week arrived.

A man gently stroked the fabric of a garment, feeling its texture as he thought.

‘I did my best.’

It was Yoo Gyu Eon, the CEO.

He fiddled with the outfit Lee Min Ki would wear for his appearance as he pondered.

‘Will this outfit receive the proper recognition? I still don’t know.’

Yoo Gyu Eon stroked the clothes again and thought.

‘Indeed.’

Terminus.

It was the culmination of a designer philosophy he had painstakingly built over a very long time.

Terminus meant boundary in Latin.

But a boundary between what?

Precisely—

[terminus]

It was the boundary between commerce and art.

‘I’ve always dreamed of art that can be worn in everyday life.’

The market was always dominated by safe, conventional clothes.

Bold attempts rarely became mainstream.

But Yoo Gyu Eon, like every fashion designer, wanted to push just a bit further.

Not something utterly ordinary, but something slightly bolder.

Would Lee Min Ki be able to pull off this brand philosophy?

‘I don’t know.’

He truly didn’t know.

It was odd for a designer not to feel confident, but such was the nature of design.

No matter how much passion a designer poured into their work, certainty always wavered just before facing the public's judgment.

It was natural for every designer to give their all to gain recognition.

But whether one’s best efforts could stand out among everyone else's was an entirely different matter.

“……”

Yoo Gyu Eon stared at the clothes for a moment.

Then he brushed off his thoughts and stood up.

‘Believe.’

He didn’t know if he should believe in Lee Min Ki or himself.

But once something was decided, doubting it wouldn’t change the outcome.

Whipping oneself in a room with no exit while praying for a door to appear was merely self-inflicted torment.

So instead, he decided to endure it calmly until the results arrived.

Turning his head with this mindset, Yoo Gyu Eon spoke.

“Actor, please try it on.”

Seoul Fashion Week Dressing Room (Fitting Room).

‘This place is like another world.’

Lee Min Ki looked around and couldn’t help but burst into laughter.

‘Did I come to Northern Europe?’

Wherever he looked, the proportions of people were too different.

Having a tiny head was the basic standard, and their limbs were long like video game characters.

Even though Lee Min Ki himself often heard he had good proportions, here, he felt like the weakest link.

No—he was the weakest.

Out of four people under 180 cm, Lee Min Ki was the shortest.

‘I have to dominate this runway somehow?’

Ominous.

He couldn’t quite picture it in his head.

But Lee Min Ki quickly discarded the concern itself.

‘Well, worrying about this a hundred times won’t make my limbs longer.’

Nor would it shrink his head.

Instead, he would just look smaller and more timid.

Even the slightest mindset showed up in one’s posture on the runway, and it could even contaminate the clothes’ attitude.

If he wanted to highlight the charm of the outfit, even by 1%, during that brief moment, he had to be confident.

Lee Min Ki recalled advice he had heard from Heo Soo Oh, someone he had grown close to.

[It might sound strange coming from a pro, but honestly, we’re all just a bunch of randoms. Min Ki, you can do well.]

Yeah, he had learned a lot.

He had even been coached directly by an experienced model.

‘Don’t lose heart, do well!’

As Lee Min Ki clenched his fists with determination, there were others who grew nervous watching him.

‘Lee Min Ki?’

It was none other than the models he had feared.

‘Which brand brought him in?’

‘Just how much money did they pour in to get Lee Min Ki here?’

‘If we’re not careful, we’ll lose out on attention.’

‘Ah, this is unfair.’

They didn’t think Lee Min Ki would perform well on the runway.

But innate popularity was something difficult to overturn.

Leaving proportions aside, his aura was clearly different.

Not to mention his face.

‘Did he get surgery?’

‘Is it even possible for a natural face to look like that?’

It was hard to say he was overwhelmingly handsome, but the more one looked at him, the more their gaze was strangely drawn to him.

He had the soft, youthful appearance of a beautiful young man.

Faced with such an inherently actor-like face, they couldn’t help but feel a twinge of jealousy.

Of course, some people were pleased.

“Why is your skin so good?”

It was the makeup artist in charge of Lee Min Ki’s makeup.

“Wow, Actor, your head shape is so beautiful.”

And the hair artist chimed in.

‘Usually, before applying makeup, it’s natural to see some signs of damaged skin, but Actor Lee Min Ki is different.’

The makeup artist stared at Lee Min Ki’s nose and muttered inwardly.

Even celebrities known for good skin often had visible pores on their T-zone (the area from the eyebrows down to the nose).

How one handled the T-zone was often seen as the true test of a makeup artist’s skill.

But Lee Min Ki was different.

“Do you get skincare treatments somewhere good?”

He had skin so flawless, it was on another level.

“I don’t really get intensive treatments.”

“Oh, come on, don’t keep it to yourself. Where do you get treated?”

“Um……”

Whether she was trying to ease his tension or simply chatty by nature, the makeup artist talked more than expected.

After some hesitation, Lee Min Ki finally opened his mouth.

“Maybe because I sleep well…?”

It was the conclusion he came to.

“Hahaha, I get it. You just don’t want to tell me, right?”

“That’s not it.”

“Everyone has a secret or two. Anyway, your skin is so nice that applying makeup is easy. It’s rare for it to sit this well.”

Unfortunately, it was all a misunderstanding.

Even Lee Min Ki himself wasn’t sure, but his skin was purely a result of luck.

Getting deep, uninterrupted sleep—

More precisely, not being disturbed during his sleep—was the main reason.

‘Come to think of it, I do sleep much better now than I used to.’

There was also exercise.

By exercising consistently without missing a single day, toxins naturally left his skin, and it became firmer and healthier.

Additionally, Lee Min Ki had another distinct feature.

‘His head shape is perfect.’

His head shape was so flawless that it resembled the mannequin heads used by hair artists for practice.

“It looks cool when you comb it back, when it’s down, and even when it’s styled upward. Hmm, Actor, you could shoot a hat commercial later, don’t you think?”

“Haha, thank you.”

“No, seriously.”

That was Lee Min Ki’s strength overall.

Whatever styling was done on him, it suited him perfectly.

Only laughter could be heard from Lee Min Ki’s side.

Because of that, there were people who grew resentful.

“Do they think the fitting room is their living room or something?”

It was the rookie models, who had finished their preparations and were waiting in a corner.

For them, this stage was precious.

It could very well be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity in their modeling careers.

Even though Lee Min Ki had no intention of causing trouble, his cheerful demeanor in such a tense environment did not sit well with them.

“He’s not even that good-looking.”

“That face must be plastic surgery too.”

Some of the models naturally agreed.

Among them were those who openly brought up background influence.

“Just because he’s done a couple of projects recently, does he think he’s something? He only got here because of his agency connections.”

The truth was, even without Heo Soo Oh, it was common for models to resent actors.

Perhaps because it was an industry where opportunities could vanish with one misstep.

There was constant competition for survival, so the power struggles were fierce.

This was the general sentiment:

[Actors? They just strike a few poses, shoot a few photos for the press, and go home, right?]

From the perspective of models, that was how actors were viewed.

In their eyes, actors were self-absorbed, grabbing attention without putting in real effort.

On the other hand, this was how actors saw models:

[All they have is their naturally good body, yet their noses are stuck in the air for no reason.]

Among models, it was common to find those with an excessive sense of pride and a tendency to look down on others.

It could easily be called prejudice.

But when a prejudice becomes so widespread, it eventually turns into conventional wisdom.

[Don’t associate with actors.]

[All they care about is money.]

[Actors look short and stubby in real life anyway.]

[Models? They barely earn anything but act like they’re top-tier celebrities.]

[They think the clothes they wear determine their worth.]

[They’re hysterical about body management and act like it’s natural for others to tolerate it.]

Such power struggles had a long and storied history.

Under such circumstances, it wasn’t surprising that Lee Min Ki, who had suddenly appeared at Seoul Fashion Week, was not well-received.

“His legs look shorter than in the photos. Must’ve been heavily edited.”

“That’s just the camera lens effect.”

“If he’s considered a handsome actor, wouldn’t I become even more popular if I debuted as an actor?”

Perhaps their judgment had been clouded by gossip, but their voices grew loud enough for the surroundings to hear.

Even considering the 50-pyeong size of the fitting room, the noise was enough to make Lee Min Ki’s ears feel cluttered.

‘…How petty. This power struggle.’

It was a situation that just made him sigh.

But even if it was frustrating, he couldn’t just walk over and refute them.

Why?

Because even if he refuted those who harbored baseless resentment, it would only feel satisfying for a moment.

Giving their resentment a justification wouldn’t solve anything.

They would just gossip more loudly, claiming he had abused his power in the fitting room.

‘Hold it in, hold it in.’

As Lee Min Ki pressed his lips together, Yoo Gyu Eon, who had been watching the makeup process, quietly murmured in his ear.

“Don’t pay attention to them. They’re just mayflies who won’t even be in this industry a few years from now.”

“……”

The words were appreciated.

They were.

But thinking of them as mayflies buzzing around somehow made him more annoyed.

‘Ah, if I could just say one thing, I’d have no regrets.’

For Yoo Gyu Eon’s image, he decided to hold back.

As Lee Min Ki worked hard to ignore the noise, someone finally crossed the line.

“Did he bribe the designer or something?”

“…!”

It was a statement too difficult to ignore.

“Hey, they can hear you. Be careful.”

“No, but it’s weird. Who does he think he is to suddenly join a fashion show? He doesn’t even have a career.”

One rookie model who didn’t know his place had gone too far.

Such people existed.

Those who rose quickly and then started to believe they were the center of the world.

This time, it was him.

It was Yoo Joon Chan, a rookie model who boasted 70,000 followers on social media.

“Hey, Joon Chan, they’re really going to hear you.”

“What does it matter? I’m not talking to him directly. Besides, noise marketing works for me. If I get into an argument with Lee Min Ki, who’s going to suffer more?”

He sneered with a vile smile.

Perhaps he had hoped for a confrontation from the start.

After all, some people avoid controversy, while others welcome it.

But what Yoo Joon Chan didn’t know was this:

His words had touched a boundary in Lee Min Ki’s heart.

‘I don’t care if they insult me, but accusing CEO Yoo Gyu Eon of bribing designers?’

That was crossing the line.

Just as Lee Min Ki, unable to hold back, was about to stand up, someone spoke up.

“Interesting.”

Yoo Joon Chan.

From behind him, a person with a firm voice spoke.

“These days, kids even gossip loudly in fitting rooms. The world sure has changed.”

It was Heo Soo Oh, a seasoned model with overwhelming proportions.

He was one of the few traditional models who had distinctly sharp and deep facial features.

Recently, he had demonstrated his talent as an actor by participating in Director Hwang Ui Seong’s Fashion and Fashion as a minor role.

Of course, he was also attending Seoul Fashion Week as a model.

Heo Soo Oh, known for his fiery temperament, leaned his head right up to Yoo Joon Chan’s face and said.

“They say pigs only see other pigs. Hey, Yoo Joon Chan, did you bribe your way into this gig?”

That fiery temperament wasn’t reserved only for Lee Min Ki.

Heo Soo Oh genuinely had trouble controlling his anger.

“...Senior? That’s not what I—”

“Shut your mouth.”
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The fitting room of a fashion show, where busyness must exist without violence.

However, what erupted there was not physical violence but verbal abuse, which was still quite intense.

“You little punk, flapping your mouth like dust on the floor. I’ll rip your tongue out.”

“…….”

“Not going to answer me?”

“Uh…”

“You actually did it just because I told you to? Did you get shot in the head?”

The attacker was the veteran model Heo Soo Oh, and the victim was Yoo Joon Chan.

Suddenly, Heo Soo Oh had quietly appeared from behind and began glaring at Yoo Joon Chan while spewing words.

“Hey, what are you trying to gain by causing controversy with Actor Lee Min Ki? Tell me. Let’s do the same with me. How about ‘Newbie Model Yoo Joon Chan fights with Heo Soo Oh’? Let’s do some noise marketing.”

“…….”

As if that made any sense.

In this narrow industry, what would happen if Yoo Joon Chan offended Heo Soo Oh, who was leagues above him?

He would be blacklisted by everyone, no matter where he went.

Moreover, the fashion industry had senior-junior hierarchies that were stricter than the military.

If things went wrong, he might not even be treated as a human being.

“Yoo Joon Chan, is Actor Lee Min Ki your friend or something?”

“Uh, why do you keep using such honorifics…”

“Whether I use honorifics or not isn’t your business. Oh, was it uncomfortable for you because I only used honorifics with Actor Lee Min Ki? Yoo Joon Chan, the genius rookie senior, did it bother you that a pathetic person like me is criticizing you?”

“T-that’s not…”

Under the barrage of words, Yoo Joon Chan looked on the verge of collapsing into tears.

‘Why the hell is he doing this only to me? He insulted actors himself.’

It was nothing more than blatant hypocrisy.

He remembered.

During a gathering after a photo shoot, Heo Soo Oh had talked down about actors, saying they weren’t much.

Yet now, he was shielding Lee Min Ki.

“Geez, is your head just for decoration? You don’t know your place. Hey, try talking casually to me.”

However, there was a good reason why Heo Soo Oh was defending Lee Min Ki.

‘It’s pissing me off.’

He was angry.

That alone was enough.

Lee Min Ki had been good to him.

While things had gotten heated during their fight, he later realized that Lee Min Ki had actually helped him.

Lee Min Ki was a kind person.

Moreover, despite being a successful actor, he was willing to learn whatever he needed to.

To sum up, he was a good person.

And who would dare torment a good person?

A bad person.

A rookie with no respect had dared to insult his kind person—how could that not make him angry?

The logic might seem off, but anger was never logical to begin with.

Just as his rage toward Lee Min Ki had been irrational, his anger toward Yoo Joon Chan was equally abstract.

“You got plastic surgery, didn’t you?”

“Senior, that’s… mentioning parents is a bit…”

“Shut up. Didn’t you trash-talk your parents just because they didn’t pay for your nose revision surgery? Eyes, nose, and jaw. Didn’t your oh-so-great parents pay for all of it? You ungrateful punk. Are you even human? Should I just post all this on the internet?”

“Uh, Senior, that’s supposed to be a secret…”

“It’s because it’s a secret that I’m saying it, you idiot. Do you have any sense at all? Even the toilet paper in my bathroom has more sense than you.”

“…….”

Toilet paper with more sense?

That was unfair.

But what could he say in response? These words weren’t meant to be countered in the first place.

‘Does this guy not care what others think?’

Yoo Joon Chan glanced around with a look of injustice.

The dozens of people in the room were all staring at them—some in shock, others in amusement.

It made even less sense to him.

‘Heo Soo Oh, aren’t you concerned about what others think?’

If he acted like this, wouldn’t people form a negative impression of him?

Sure, Heo Soo Oh was an established veteran, but even he had countless seniors above him.

He might get scolded later for causing such a scene.

But this was a miscalculation.

If he cared about such details, why would he have acted that way toward Lee Min Ki during the shoot for Fashion & Fashion?

Besides, this time he had a solid justification.

“Juniors always embarrass their seniors. Who praises you for insulting actors?”

His reason was that a junior had tried to tarnish an actor’s name, so he had no choice but to step in.

“…….”

Under the relentless scolding, Yoo Joon Chan’s soul seemed to have left his body as he stared blankly ahead.

Heo Soo Oh’s resolute gaze filled his vision.

The moment he understood the determination in that gaze, Yoo Joon Chan realized one thing.

There was no escape.

Unless he bowed his head, this would never end.

Ultimately, Yoo Joon Chan had only one choice left.

“Senior, I was wrong…”

It was an apology.

“I won’t cause any more trouble.”

And he even bowed his head properly.

To the point where it seemed excessive.

“You still don’t get it, huh?”

But Heo Soo Oh wasn’t someone to stop just because of that.

“Are you crazy?”

“What?”

“You should be apologizing to the victim, not to me. Why are you lashing out at me when you made a mess somewhere else?”

“Then should I go apologize…”

Hearing that, Heo Soo Oh thumped his chest in frustration and said,

“Geez, do you think apologizing now will make things better? Sure, Lee Min Ki might accept it because he’s nice, but do you think that’s a real acceptance? Your brain must really be a decoration.”

“…….”

It was overwhelming.

In the face of Heo Soo Oh’s intense scolding, the other models remained silent.

‘This is fun!’

The senior models, who ranked higher than Heo Soo Oh, were busy watching the scene unfold for entertainment.

‘If I step in, he’ll turn on me too…’

Meanwhile, the junior models stayed quiet, afraid of getting caught in the crossfire.

As for Lee Min Ki, who was watching the situation…

‘Wow, that guy really does have a temper.’

He himself felt more awkward than anything.

Sure, Yoo Joon Chan was unpleasant.

When he had said certain things, Lee Min Ki had even wanted to punch him.

But from his perspective, Yoo Joon Chan already seemed to be blacklisted in the modeling industry.

Or at least his character had been utterly destroyed.

‘…At this point, shouldn’t this be enough?’

Lee Min Ki thought about intervening but stopped.

There was no need to go that far.

Why volunteer to be a pushover?

‘Soo Oh, good luck.’

The fitting room finally regained some peace.
“Hey, Soo Oh, let’s talk outside.”

Heo Soo Oh only calmed down after his manager arrived, and Lee Min Ki finished his preparations amidst the peace.

‘…Should I just quit everything?’

Yoo Joon Chan sat slumped in a corner with a hollow face, unable to say a word.

It had all happened in just a few minutes.

If there was one thing made clear during that short time—

‘I need to be careful.’

‘Ugh, scary.’

It was that all the whispers badmouthing Lee Min Ki had completely vanished.

It wasn’t something he had intended, but as a result, Lee Min Ki successfully suppressed the industry’s complaints.

And it would probably remain that way moving forward.

Attacking him now meant turning Heo Soo Oh, the industry’s “elite mob,” into an enemy.

‘The actor really does have good relationships… No, I don’t even know if I should call this “good.”’

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon nodded with a serious expression.

He had been ready to step in if necessary, but the situation resolved itself.

“Actor, it’s almost your turn.”

“Yes.”

“Stay calm, and don’t think about anything. Nothing happened.”

“What happened?”

“You’ve become more handsome than expected.”

“Ahaha.”

With a small joke to reset the mood, Lee Min Ki got up from his seat.

Although the commotion had stirred his emotions, in a way, it was for the better.

‘It’s refreshing.’

All the tension seemed to have evaporated.

In just a few minutes, he had witnessed people talking behind his back and then watched someone’s metaphorical skull get smashed with a bat.

How could walking the runway feel more nerve-wracking than that?

“You must have had a hard time recently, losing weight.”

“Yes, my gym trainer was upset, saying I was ruining the body he worked so hard to build.”

Recalling Trainer Kwon Joon Yong’s words, Lee Min Ki gave a bitter smile.

[“Sigh, are you some kind of masochist? Why are you ruining your own body? Oh, someone look at my client, please!”]

He had been very upset lately.

At that moment, Yoo Gyu Eon spoke in an unshakably firm voice.

“Let’s go eat some Korean beef tonight.”

“…!”

Korean beef.

That heavenly food where you lightly sear it on the grill, dip it in a pinch of salt, and let it melt in your mouth.

Gulp.

After weeks of preparing for the fashion show and not even thinking about food, the thought of Korean beef activated Lee Min Ki’s salivary glands.

“It’s a secret, but I’ve reserved a spot at a fine-dining restaurant with a membership system.”

“CEO, I’ll definitely come back victorious.”

“There’s no winning or losing on a runway.”

Ah, that was a bit much, he realized.

“But.”

Yoo Gyu Eon smiled faintly and added,

“If you’re going to do it, it’d be nice if you won.”

“Yes!”

“Now go. It’s your turn.”

In just a few words, Lee Min Ki’s motivation was fully recharged, and he strode toward the curtain like a triumphant general.

A staff member, sensing his enthusiasm, stopped him briefly.

“You can go in three seconds.”

That curtain.

Tied at the corners so it wouldn’t sway and ruin a model’s style as they passed through.

Beyond that was the runway.

A place where hundreds of sharp eyes would focus entirely on him, from head to toe.

‘I can do this.’

Finally, Lee Min Ki stepped forward toward that dream stage.

Jung Ga Yeon, director.

A director at the Seoul Design Foundation, which oversees Seoul Fashion Week, and a designer herself.

She couldn’t calm her pounding heart as she awaited the runway.

‘What’s happening backstage? Are they getting ready? How amazing must they look?’

Unfortunately, a scene of harsh scolding was unfolding back there.

To a devastating degree.

‘Phew, I’m so excited.’

There was a reason why Jung Ga Yeon was particularly thrilled about this event.

‘The new outfit designed by Designer Yoo Gyu Eon was truly the best.’

Because she had seen the real thing.

She saw the potential in Lee Min Ki’s physical presence.

And she witnessed the designs that could fully unlock and display that potential.

There was only one thing she hadn’t seen yet.

The result of the perfect harmony between an amazing outfit and an incredible model.

That one thing was everything.

It was both the alpha and the omega.

She decided to refrain from seeing it until the runway, despite her anticipation.

‘New outfits are best enjoyed on the runway.’

Because she wanted to fully savor the surprise.

To be honest, she already had a rough idea.

But she wanted to experience the final product with her own eyes, at the best moment and in the best place.

Thump.

At that moment, a model who had been walking the runway turned at the back.

Thump.

In just a few more seconds—

Her imagination, which had pushed to its limits, would become reality.

‘Those people who treated Lee Min Ki like a mere marketing product will be blown away, right?’

Convincing them had been so difficult.

The thought of seeing their shocked, slack-jawed faces was exhilarating.

Thud.

On the runway.

A single person appeared.

A small head.

Long legs.

Moderately long arms.

Broad shoulders.

An upright posture.

Lee Min Ki.

The moment he appeared on the runway—

“……!”

“……!”

The world’s most sophisticated runway scene suddenly turned into a painting, reminiscent of a traditional ink-wash masterpiece.
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The moment Lee Min Ki appeared on the runway.

The hall soaked into a delicate ink painting, as if drawn on fine Korean paper.

Fluttering sleeves.

Subtle vertical stripes created naturally by the material’s folds.

One step, two steps.

With each stride Lee Min Ki took, the clothes fluttered gracefully, producing a different kind of elegance each time.

Someone who was watching it for a moment muttered unconsciously, as if enchanted.

“...Is that a modernized hanbok?”

No.

That was not a modernized hanbok.

Certainly, the design philosophy itself originated from the hanbok, but what could one call it?

It had a stunning sophistication, just as British traditional attire evolved into the modern suit.

‘Ah, what do I call that?’

While they struggled to find an appropriate description, someone with a sharper eye murmured.

“It’s a ‘New Hanbok.’”

New Hanbok.

It was a concept introduced relatively recently.

If the modernized hanbok applied traditional hanbok into practical everyday wear, the New Hanbok went a step further, focusing on upgrading the very concept of the hanbok.

Eleven steps, twelve steps.

Not even ten seconds had passed since Lee Min Ki appeared on the runway.

But each of those fleeting steps struck the audience’s minds like a lightning bolt.

‘Did Lee Min Ki always exude such presence?’

The clothes, of course, were stunning.

But the way Lee Min Ki carried them was overwhelming.

‘He’s definitely short. But somehow, that feels like an advantage.’

His steps, as straight as if measured by a ruler, even felt elegant.

His gaze was not lofty.

Rather, it felt pure.

How could lacking physical traits appear so irresistibly charming?

Was it because of the beauty of the clothing?

Or was it because Lee Min Ki and the hanbok harmonized so well that it reached a point of sublimation?

There were many reasons, but Director Jung Ga Yeon came to this conclusion.

‘It feels believable.’

Lee Min Ki’s fashion felt plausible.

It looked endlessly realistic.

If fashion models often portrayed idealized figures like gods from mythology, Lee Min Ki’s runway was different.

‘It’s realistic.’

It was closer to reality than ever.

It felt so familiar that it even sparked the urge to try wearing it oneself.

It wasn’t someone beyond reach.

But it wasn’t ordinary either.

Simply put,

Lee Min Ki was an object of admiration.

‘His walk is alive.’

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon, who realized his prior worries were unfounded, let out a bitter smile.

‘I should’ve trusted him.’

He had thought Lee Min Ki wasn’t ready to be on the runway.

As a commercial model, he was unmatched.

But compared to full-time fashion models, he seemed inexperienced and lacked an overwhelming presence.

Yet now, seeing the result on stage, what was the outcome?

‘That was exactly what I was aiming for.’

Terminus.

Breaking the boundary between art and commerce.

There was only one reason Yoo Gyu Eon decided to create this brand.

[In the end, isn’t fashion something for people?]

He had felt that art was too far removed from reality.

[The model wears it, the celebrities pick it up, and then ready-to-wear brands refine it a bit to make it mainstream—only then do people finally wear it.]

[In the end, everything on the market ends up looking the same.]

He hated that reality.

He wanted to break boundaries and bring it closer.

He wanted to present it to the masses.

He wanted to pursue art that wasn’t just for professional models but something anyone could wear.

But in the end, he too had been caught up in his own illusions.

Because on the most important stage, he had tried to express the philosophy of Terminus only through tall, full-time models.

Lee Min Ki.

By draping it on his body, Terminus was now complete.

‘I want to try wearing that.’

‘That would really stand out on the street.’

‘Is there a women’s version?’

It wasn’t just admiration; it created a desire to try the art personally.

That natural effect flowed from Lee Min Ki himself.

‘I feel sorry for ever doubting him.’

Yoo Gyu Eon let out several bitter laughs.

Each step felt precious.

Barely ten seconds had passed since he appeared, and yet he was already striking a pose and preparing to leave.

If it were up to him, he would clear out the other models, hold a Lee Min Ki special, and enjoy it for three hours.

Heo Soo Oh also smiled as he watched Lee Min Ki’s performance on the backstage camera.

‘Yes, this is what I was trying to show.’

Lee Min Ki had always been expressive.

It was like looking at a precarious house built on the edge of a cliff—so frustrating that one couldn’t bear it.

Was building a beautiful house everything?

The ground on which it stood was equally important, wasn’t it?

So, he had changed that.

Finally, beneath Lee Min Ki’s expressiveness, solid basics were laid.

‘Graceful.’

The expression Lee Min Ki delivered now was best described as graceful and upright.

If the philosophy of most fashion models was boldness, Lee Min Ki’s expression was accompanied by gentleness.

It was like looking at the highest quality marble—where soft textures coexisted with solidity.

Suddenly, a journalist in the audience recalled something.

‘Come to think of it, Lee Min Ki got some attention with the hanbok last time, didn’t he?’

It had been at Gyeongbokgung Palace.

Perhaps that was the foreshadowing for today.

Flinch.

A chill ran down their spine.

What if Lee Min Ki hadn’t been suddenly cast as an event model for this runway, but had participated in the planning stages from the very beginning?

There were rumors about a fashion film being shot soon—what if today’s fashion show was part of that buildup?

‘It’s obvious.’

The moment this train of thought started,

their journalistic sense of duty surged.

‘The whole world needs to know about this.’

Lee Min Ki.

That was the name of the actor who had recently gained fame through Café Del Dia and BFC Coffee.

A monstrous rookie who, unlike a newcomer, secured a supporting role in his first work and, in just three projects, landed a lead role in a public broadcast drama.

However, there was a suspicion that always followed him.

[Wasn't he forcefully pushed by his agency?]

People said JC intentionally gave him a boost.

[Honestly, anyone would succeed if they got pushed that hard, lol.]

[How did someone with no background start acting as a supporting role, haha.]

It could be seen as jealousy.

Among aspiring actors, there was no one who made people’s blood boil like Lee Min Ki.

Even Yoo Seon Ah, a close friend, showed signs of that sentiment.

[He’s good at acting, but is he really worth that level of push?]

[His face is so meh.]

[Aren’t there better-looking guys out there?]

For a successful rookie actor, suspicions like this were almost a rite of passage.

But.

There was one way to dispel these suspicions.

[Wow, his visuals are insane.]

It was the visuals.

[Terminus? Where do you buy those clothes?]

[There’s a dedicated brand page on YU.]

[Is it like hanbok?]

If he looked good, that was all that mattered.

While acting ability was subjective, visuals were instinctive.

If someone displayed overwhelming visual appeal right from the start, there would be no room for rebuttal.

[With visuals like that, of course they pushed him.]

[Ah, lol, he’s worth the hype.]

[Min Ki fandom, assemble—]

[I cried after seeing him.]

[When did he prepare for all of this???????]

[Wow, isn’t this the same thing from Gyeongbokgung last time?? If Min Ki does a historical drama in hanbok, I’m watching from the first episode.]

[Calm down; you’re breaking sentences here.]

Anyone could see it was a convincing visual.

The potential Lee Min Ki showed at this Seoul Fashion Week was exactly that.

A fashion show is full of people who look great in clothes, yet he stood out among them.

This meant only one thing.

[Is he a real-life stunner?]

They were calling him an actor who dominated with his real-life appearance.

[lol, I can’t wait to see his next project.]

[JC, do your job.]

It was just a fashion show.

To the average person, it was an event they wouldn’t even know was happening, but his visuals alone had pushed it into the top five of portal search rankings.

What did that mean?

[WTF]

[MINGI import to Malaysia, please.]

[えええええ？？？？？このイケメンだれ？？？？？？どこのアイドル？？？]

It spread overseas.

The signs had already been there during the Gyeongbokgung incident.

That’s right.

The reputation of actor Lee Min Ki was steadily spreading overseas, even before he realized it himself.

Sometimes, a single well-taken photo hit harder than a successful project.

That was especially true in the overseas market.

And.

Lee Min Ki’s luck took one step further here.

[Arthur Danto official]

[Everyone, attention please.]

Arthur Danto.

One of the most authoritative fashion magazine editors in the West had turned his attention to Lee Min Ki.

“Wow.”

Lee Min Ki let out a small exclamation.

Why?

Because of the article displayed on the phone screen in front of him.

[Attempts to find meaning in tradition have always been common in fashion. Britain’s suits evolved from traditional wear, and Africa’s reggae fashion deeply preserved its cultural essence, sometimes leading trends. But the key point here is the number of attempts. As new ideas are drying up, look to one East Asian country for something entirely different...]

What was this article?

It was about Terminus.

[Terminus, which means ‘boundary’ in Latin, has torn down the walls between tradition and modernity, and between art and the public.]

The article introduced Terminus and Lee Min Ki.

The editor was featuring him in a significant way, saying he loved the design.

‘Does this even make sense?’

Apparently, he happened to be in Seoul.

Since he was already in Seoul, it was natural to attend Seoul Fashion Week, and during that time, he was amazed after seeing Lee Min Ki.

So, he wrote an article about it.

Sure, there was nothing strange about it.

It all sounded natural.

But why him?

‘Why did he focus on me?’

Thanks to this, Western internet interest in Lee Min Ki skyrocketed.

While sitting in a café waiting for a meeting,

“Someone determined to find even a single photo of you has started a thread on Reddit.”

Director Seo Jung Woo murmured calmly as if reading a menu at a BBQ restaurant.

“Whether you intended it or not, your fame is skyrocketing. Thanks to that, I’m getting a lot of calls too. They’re all asking for any possible opportunity.”

“Hm.”

People were talking about him from all directions.

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon, overwhelmed by the pressure, went on a vacation disguised as leave.

Manager Park Han Mo declared a special day off, saying he would go find CEO Yoo Gyu Eon.

‘He really does run around with his feet.’

While imagining Park Han Mo’s antics, Lee Min Ki noticed Director Seo Jung Woo fiddling with his phone before he spoke up.

“Since we’re on the topic, why don’t you consider creating an SNS account?”

An SNS account.

Lee Min Ki sipped his drink like a mosquito instead of answering immediately.

‘SNS accounts always get hacked, don’t they?’

That’s right.

Lee Min Ki was notoriously unlucky with SNS.

He remembered it vividly.

Whenever he made an account, it would get hacked within months, or he’d get harassed online for trivial reasons.

[Excuse me, where did you get this outfit?]

One time, he commented under a celebrity’s photo asking about their outfit because it looked cool.

What happened next?

The atmosphere froze.

[I made it myself. Why are you framing me? Are you claiming I can’t make my own clothes? I don’t feel good about this.]

[Apologize.]

[You were rude.]

[Mingi77, don’t you think you should be more cautious when commenting on other people’s accounts? I’m just saying—don’t take it too hard.]

[Are you preparing to be an actor?]

[lol, must’ve been jealousy. He’s a nobody, but OGZ is a popular influencer, so...]

It was a bombardment.

In just one day, he was so hurt that he deleted the account.

“...I’m kind of scared.”

Because of this, Lee Min Ki, despite being a famous rookie, still didn’t have an SNS account.

In today’s world, you could almost call him a caveman.

“I understand how you feel, but...”

Director Seo Jung Woo held up his phone.

The screen showed the SNS page of an actor.

It was Kim Tae Yang, a rookie actor boasting 400,000 followers.

He had recently starred in a fusion historical drama and was gaining attention for both his acting skills and looks.

400,000 followers.

A born star is a born star.

“SNS is an excellent way for celebrities to maintain buzz. If used properly, the benefits far outweigh the risks. It’s also a way to generate advertising revenue without significant image consumption.”

That was true.

Why else would celebrities compete to post updates about themselves?

Because it was all advertising space.

In the West, some athletes reportedly earned billions for a single SNS post.

The CEO of a certain electric car company was known for doing all his marketing on SNS.

“And if you don’t trust yourself to handle it, JC can manage the account for you. Many people operate that way these days.”

Clink.

Director Seo Jung Woo placed his phone down on the table and said,

“How about it? Why don’t we at least create the account as a trial?”
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‘……An SNS account, huh.’

Lee Min Ki blinked as he held his phone.

To be honest, it wasn’t that he disliked SNS itself.

There were always controversies, like people saying SNS was a waste of life, but wasn’t it also a significant benefit to many?

It’s not like married people had to quit their jobs just because there were office affairs, right?

[SNS is also a great tool for celebrities to maintain consistent public interest. If used moderately, the benefits outweigh the drawbacks.]

Director Seo Jung Woo’s words were reasonable.

There was also a part of him that admired it.

Though he hadn’t used it himself, he often browsed through others’ posts.

Whenever popular actors uploaded something on SNS, the overwhelming responses left him feeling envious.

Moreover, the official fan cafe [Mingi-dan] constantly raised related questions.

[Why doesn’t our actor communicate with us?]

[ㄴ It’s not like we’re entitled to it.]

[Still, when I see other celebrities interacting with their fans, I get a little jealousㅜㅜ]

[Maybe he’s just being careful.]

[Let’s refrain from saying things that might burden Min Ki.]

[But it would still be nice if there was an official place to upload photos.]

It was at this point that he realized something.

‘Wasn’t I the same way?’

Didn’t he also feel disappointed seeing actors who were seldom in the news?

Actors who only did one project in three years and kept their private lives completely hidden—didn’t he also feel that frustration?

That thirst left him restless.

‘In that case, why not just—’

What if he only posted photos?

He wouldn’t have to write sharp remarks, talk about philosophies, or get involved in controversies.

If he ate something delicious, he could say he ate it.

If he visited a good place, he could say he visited it.

If he wore something pretty, he could say he wore it.

He could post only things like that.

‘If that’s a way to repay the fans who love me.’

With a determined mind, Lee Min Ki opened his mouth.

“Alright. I’ll try creating an SNS account.”

It was at that moment.

Director Seo Jung Woo smiled widely, as if he had been waiting for this, and spoke up.

“You’ve made a great choice. JC has already prepared all the marketing procedures, so if you create the account and share the password, we can take it from there.”

“What?”

“You won’t have to do anything, Actor. JC will act as your hands and feet.”

The words were reassuring.

No, but wasn’t this moving a little too fast?

Surely this guy didn’t already have everything prepared?

This felt like a setup, as though they were trying to finalize things while he was caught off guard.

Adding fuel to the fire, Director Seo Jung Woo continued.

“Let’s aim for 1 million followers within three months.”

“1 million? In three months?”

Wasn’t that number too big?

And wasn’t three months too short?

Even if he gained 10,000 followers every day, wouldn’t he still fall short of 1 million in three months?

As Lee Min Ki blinked in confusion, Director Seo Jung Woo continued as if nothing was strange.

“It’s not impossible. JC’s marketing team is quite capable. We’ll do our best to contribute to your income. Thank you.”

Why did he sound so excited?

If they had prepared this thoroughly, they could’ve at least told him in advance.

If they had, he might’ve made a decision without such hesitation.

“Also, this will make overseas expansion discussions much smoother. Unlike local fans, overseas fans tend to pay more attention to SNS.”

Again with the overseas expansion.

Why were people like Manager Park Han Mo and Director Seo Jung Woo so obsessed with overseas markets?

“Isn’t overseas expansion still a long way off?”

Lee Min Ki let out a dry laugh.

“It’s not that far off.”

A voice suddenly broke into the conversation.

It was a middle-aged man with an incredibly stern expression and a voice that suggested immense stubbornness.

“It’ll be easier than winning an Academy Award.”

And this man’s identity was none other than—

“This is Director Seo Jung Woo from JC. I’m in charge of Actor Lee Min Ki. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

He was also a living legend in the Korean film industry.

“Director Hwang Ui Seong.”

Did you know?

Most actors calculate which advertisements they might shoot through a project before they even begin filming.

Just like Lee Min Ki filmed a food commercial through Café Del Dia.

If they play a chaebol character, they might land a car commercial.

If they play beautiful characters, they might film a cosmetics advertisement.

There are countless strategies to leverage projects into ad deals.

Director Hwang Ui Seong’s film Fashion and Fashion.

This project wasn’t much different.

“So you’re saying you want to release the clothes featured in the movie as actual products for sale.”

“Yes, I believe the potential is more than sufficient.”

Director Seo Jung Woo nodded.

“Since it’s a fashion film, linking it to fashion products will make it easier to attract marketing through investors. It will also greatly help with overseas sales.”

From the moment the words Fashion and Fashion came out of Lee Min Ki’s mouth, Director Seo Jung Woo had already been planning to turn the film’s fashion into real products for sale.

‘Gyu Eon strongly objected, so I held back, but he eventually gave in.’

Yoo Gyu Eon had been the biggest obstacle.

He seemed easygoing on the surface, but when it came to commercialization, he was oddly stubborn.

This time, that stubbornness was about collaborative product sales.

If you use the power of movies to sell your clothes, it wouldn’t seem like real skill.

However, the moment Lee Min Ki succeeded in launching the [Terminus] brand, such stubbornness had already become meaningless.

There was just one condition.

[I don’t really know about this. Jung Woo, you know these things better, so handle it yourself.]

It meant leaving everything entirely to JC.

That was actually a good thing.

But he added one more condition afterward.

[And this isn’t something that can be solved by convincing just me.]

It meant that even Director Hwang Ui Seong had to be persuaded.

‘Once Director Hwang Ui Seong is convinced, it’s over.’

Lee Min Ki had never opposed it from the start.

Yoo Gyu Eon, who designed the clothing, had already succeeded in persuading him.

The only one left was Director Hwang Ui Seong.

But this Director Hwang Ui Seong was, in a way, the biggest obstacle.

‘He rejects almost all sponsorships and marketing efforts.’

Because he was a very meticulous person.

Yoo Gyu Eon had once said that he was someone who had tangled his own fate under the delusion of artistic ideals.

But Director Hwang Ui Seong, despite being obsessed with artistic ideals, hadn’t failed.

His skills were so exceptional that he could make a living off his artistic pursuits.

To ensure that his work remained authentic, he rejected the intrusion of capital.

He was someone who almost completely refused production companies’ involvement in his work, claiming he needed to preserve its purity.

‘There’s no tougher person to persuade than a stubborn, principled, and talented creator.’

Thus, overcoming Director Hwang Ui Seong was the biggest challenge in this collaboration.

“……In the case of foreign markets, the mascot of the work is often easier to promote than the work itself.”

Director Seo Jung Woo opened the conversation.

He spoke carefully, as if trying not to offend Hwang Ui Seong.

“There are times when snacks that appeared in movies become products and create a buzz, or when dances are deliberately inserted.”

“Dances?”

“By making a dance popular, they raise the recognition of the work based on that trend. It’s a method primarily used in the Japanese market.”

He seemed disinterested.

But stopping here wasn’t an option.

At this point, everything that could be said had to be said.

Director Seo Jung Woo maintained a barely-there smile as he continued.

“As you know, collaborations between luxury goods and media have been symbols of each other for a long time. For example, in the movie [A Drop in Paris]…”

“Château Grand Sainte, 77 Vintage.”

“Yes, you’re absolutely correct. As expected, you know it well.”

At Hwang Ui Seong’s words, Director Seo Jung Woo chimed in and continued.

“Château Grand Sainte is a famous wine, but in fact, it was a fictional product that didn’t exist before the movie’s success.

Later, after appearing in the movie, it was released in real life and became a massive hit.”

It was a famous story in the industry.

Château Grand Sainte had gained fame as a fictional luxury wine in the movie, yet it didn’t exist outside of the film.

But when audiences flooded with inquiries asking where they could buy “Château Grand Sainte,” it was eventually released in reality and became a huge success.

“This incident led the French film industry to maintain ongoing collaborations with the wine industry. Of course, they took great care to ensure it didn’t harm the integrity of the work.”

‘If a collaboration with fashion even slightly negatively impacts the integrity of the work, he’ll absolutely draw a line.’

To be honest, the Chinese market is the frontrunner in this area.

Over there, it’s as if they’re determined to turn every product that appears in movies into a collaboration.

But it was better not to mention that.

Why?

Because Hwang Ui Seong was known not just for disliking the Chinese film market but for outright despising it.

[Hwang Ui Seong: ‘My films cannot coexist with censorship.’ ‘Censorship? That’s something the Nazis would love.’ Statement controversy.]

[Hwang Ui Seong: ‘The mindset that it’s okay as long as it sells well is what destroys culture.’]

China is the world’s leading market for media censorship.

This was also one reason why Hwang Ui Seong’s films were often produced with minimal budgets.

How could he secure large investments when he couldn’t sell to the world’s largest film market, China?

A Korean director blacklisted in China’s cultural circles.

That was Hwang Ui Seong.

Since he enjoyed tackling social issues in his films, he probably didn’t care.

‘No, he probably took pride in it.

But that doesn’t mean we can give up on this collaboration.

Filming a fashion movie and not doing a clothing collaboration?

That would be insane.’

Director Seo Jung Woo took a breath and spoke again.

“The brand doesn’t have to be explicitly emphasized in the work itself.

As long as we can release collaboration products and utilize them for marketing purposes, that’s sufficient.”

“Hmm.”

Despite the lengthy explanation, Director Hwang Ui Seong didn’t say a word.

It was unclear whether he was contemplating or dismissing the proposal as absurd.

He just stared forward with an endlessly composed expression.

That infamous blank face.

It was the expression that even the most ill-tempered actors fell silent before.

Director Seo Jung Woo, while smiling outwardly, was sweating internally at the sight of Director Hwang Ui Seong’s signature expression.

‘Is he going to reject it? Or is he considering it positively?’

It was instinctively clear.

Director Hwang Ui Seong would make a definitive decision.

If he agreed, he would proceed. If he refused, that would be the end of it.

Once he refused, no words could change his mind.

Gulp.

In the dense, suffocating silence, it finally happened.

“I’ve heard your explanation.”

At last, Director Hwang Ui Seong opened his mouth.

“But let me ask one question, if I may.”

“Yes, please feel free to ask anything.”

The next moment.

Director Hwang Ui Seong turned his head from Director Seo Jung Woo to look at Lee Min Ki.

“What are your thoughts, actor?”

“Huh?”

Lee Min Ki flinched.

The arrow had suddenly turned to him.

Director Seo Jung Woo had asked to handle this persuasion entirely himself, so Lee Min Ki had been deliberately staying silent.

But Director Hwang Ui Seong was now asking for his opinion.

“What do you mean by my thoughts…”

Lee Min Ki cautiously began.

Then Director Hwang Ui Seong asked, with an expression devoid of even the smallest trace of emotion.

“Do you think this collaboration will help the work?”
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“Pardon?”  

Lee Min Ki flinched at Director Hwang Ui Seong’s sudden question.  

Director Hwang Ui Seong, with his usual unshaken expression, calmly asked,  

“What do you think, actor? Do you believe this collaboration will truly benefit *Fashion and Fashion*? That’s what I’m asking.”  

I know.  

I know that’s what he’s asking.  

Lee Min Ki glanced over at Director Seo Jung Woo.  

And he was surprised.  

‘He’s flustered.’  

Seo Jung Woo, who was usually the very definition of composure, was clearly floundering for once.  

**Actor, you need to answer this well.**  

It was a look that Lee Min Ki, having met him several times, could read.  

“I think…”  

Lee Min Ki opened his mouth, deciding to at least put out the fire.  

“I think it will help.”  

But it didn’t end there.  

Director Hwang Ui Seong, with his still weighty voice, asked again,  

“Is that so? Why do you think that?”  

“Well…”  

“Specifically. Explain in detail.”  

This is difficult.  

Countless question marks floated in his mind.  

Lee Min Ki wondered why he was even being asked for this opinion.  

‘No, that’s not it.’  

Wouldn’t it make sense to ask?  

From what Lee Min Ki had seen on set, Director Hwang Ui Seong surprisingly listened carefully to other people’s opinions.  

[Why do you think that?]  

[Did you consider other approaches?]  

[You’re still lacking in thought.]  

At a glance, it sounded like he was interrogating them.  

Why did you do that? Did you even think about it? Did you just act without any thought?  

Most of the time, it came across that way.  

Since Director Hwang Ui Seong was so blunt that one might think he lacked basic social skills, it wasn’t strange for people to perceive him that way.  

But over the past month,  

Working with Director Hwang Ui Seong, Lee Min Ki had realized one thing.  

‘He’s genuinely asking.’  

Director Hwang Ui Seong’s questions were, literally, questions.  

Even when he spoke with Director Kim Gam, it was the same.  

[Why did you place the camera here?]  

[Did you not consider light reflection?]  

[Isn’t there too much waste in the filming movement?]  

Whenever this happened, Kim Gam always answered calmly, like a Ukrainian volunteer soldier standing firm against a Russian invasion.  

It wasn’t just Kim Gam.  

Even Lee Min Ki himself had been asked for his opinion several times.  

[I'm observing.]  

When he said he would observe, it literally meant he would observe.  

[Think about the runway for yourself.]  

It was a cue for him to act freely.  

Because of those questions, there had been many times when Lee Min Ki spontaneously planned his performance.  

Director Hwang Ui Seong carefully evaluated it and sometimes passed it in one take.  

‘Though that was rare.’  

In short, Director Hwang Ui Seong was someone who paid more attention to others’ opinions than one might expect.  

He was far from being authoritarian.  

Extremely cautious and unwilling to show emotion, he was only misunderstood as a tyrant.  

Rather than answering vaguely to appease him, it might actually be better to speak frankly.  

No, this was the correct way to deal with Director Hwang Ui Seong.  

[You don’t have a sense of individuality, actor.]  

[What?]  

[Our studio has no need for actors who only adapt to others.]  

In the past, Kim Do Ha had been kicked out of one of Hwang Ui Seong’s productions for that exact reason.  

[For minor roles, maybe, but as the lead, you must have ownership of your project. You must constantly think of ways to make the work better as you judge the work yourself.]  

[Wait a moment. I simply respect the director’s opinion—]  

[Is that so? I don’t need subcontractors. I need partners.]  

Director Hwang Ui Seong hated people without a strong perspective.  

He avoided those who were simply “too nice.”  

He disliked people without dreams.  

And he despised those who hid their goals.  

He preferred people who, no matter how reckless, could confidently voice their opinions.  

This was Lee Min Ki’s assessment of Director Hwang Ui Seong.  

Or rather, this was the essence of the filmmaker Hwang Ui Seong.  

‘In that case…’  

He made up his mind.  

“Hoo.”  

Lee Min Ki steadied his breath.  

Depending on his answer, Director Hwang Ui Seong might make his decision.  

Perhaps the collaboration would be swept all the way to the Bermuda Triangle.  

But at the very least,  

‘I’ll say what I need to say.’  

If he hid his thoughts and brushed this over, he would regret it later.  

Even if it meant getting criticized, he didn’t want that.  

“In Korea,”  

Lee Min Ki, determined, began to speak.  

“It’s still rare to see films and derivative products sold through collaborations. But in Japan, China, and even the United States, films frequently recoup production costs through merchandise, and they also use it as a marketing tool.”  

“Just because other countries do it, does *Fashion and Fashion* have to do it too?”  

“Yes.”  

Even in the face of the rigid question, Lee Min Ki answered with a firm voice.  

“Being able to do it but not doing so is a waste of potential.”  

Oh no.  

As he spoke, he realized he might have gone too far.  

A director with a stubborn, old-school personality might scoff at his words.  

But Director Hwang Ui Seong still only asked,  

“What if the quality of the work is compromised in the process?”  

It sounded like a professor asking a student for their opinion.  

Regaining his composure, Lee Min Ki took another breath and answered.  

“That won’t happen. JC, I, you, and everyone involved in production know this very well. First, we must raise the quality of the work to recover marketing costs.”  

“So, in any case, the quality of the work comes first. Is that what you’re saying?”  

Director Hwang Ui Seong nodded and asked again,  

“But the important thing is, can the collaboration products truly help improve the quality of the work?”  

“Production costs…”  

He was about to provide his first supporting argument.  

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”  

Director Hwang Ui Seong interrupted Lee Min Ki and said,  

“Our studio isn’t so short on funding that we need special investments.” 

Ah.

This person must be rich.

They said they’d only discuss this from a purely artistic perspective.

If that’s the case, there’s a Plan B.

Lee Min Ki, regathering his thoughts, cleared his throat and opened his mouth.

“There’s another reason. Collaboration products can greatly enhance the quality of the work.”

“For example?”

Now that he had firmly grasped the flow, Lee Min Ki nodded and continued.

“There are various ways for people to enjoy the work, but by purchasing, collecting, and wearing our products, they can feel Fashion and Fashion on a deeper level. Right away.”

At that moment.

A flash of inspiration shot through Lee Min Ki’s mind.

It was.

‘That watch.’

The green watch wrapped around Director Hwang Ui Seong’s wrist.

A watch as thick as could be.

The rugged metal material, as if flaunting its presence, tightly gripped his thick wrist.

There it was.

A perfect example existed right in this very place.

With a fresh smile, Lee Min Ki began speaking.

“Like 007 fans enjoying the sentiment of James Bond by wearing a Submariner!”

Indeed.

The watch on Director Hwang Ui Seong’s wrist—it was none other than a Rolex Submariner.

A product that became an enduring symbol in cinematic history thanks to James Bond.

More than just a sponsored product, it was an item that became the emblem of an entire film, proudly shining on Director Hwang Ui Seong’s wrist.

And today, coincidentally, Director Hwang Ui Seong was wearing a suit.

‘How could anyone not think of 007 with those two combined? And you call yourself a movie director?’

That would’ve been professional negligence.

But despite his confident pitch, a small doubt lingered beneath.

‘Just because he’s an artistic director doesn’t mean he dislikes commercial films, right?’

If, by chance, he did—

That question was answered a few seconds later when Director Hwang Ui Seong spoke.

“Rolex is certainly a fine watch. It looked great in 007. I purchased this watch after seeing that film.”

“……!”

It was the correct answer.

Director Hwang Ui Seong stroked the watch on his wrist as he said,

“Listening to your words makes me think it would be nice if Fashion and Fashion had such a symbol as well.”

At those words, Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened.

Did he hear that correctly?

Did Director Hwang Ui Seong just speak positively about a collaboration product?

That doubt, too, was soon cleared up.

“Moreover, if audiences who watch our film feel like Lee Jong Ho by purchasing your clothes, there would be nothing better.”

It was clearly a positive statement.

“Director, then—”

Director Seo Jung Woo, who had been silently holding his breath and listening, finally spoke.

“You’re agreeing to sell clothing that appears in the movie as collaboration products through our JC Entertainment and CEO Yoo Gyu Eon’s YU?”

How detailed.

It was obvious how much he wanted confirmation. Director Hwang Ui Seong nodded and said,

“Yes, I agree. While we’re at it, it would be good to bring some prototypes next time.”

It was over.

Director Seo Jung Woo leaned back into the sofa with a sigh of relief after receiving firm confirmation.

Thanks to this, Lee Min Ki was now able to expand his career as an actor.

‘I did it. I managed to secure a collaboration in Director Hwang Ui Seong’s film.’

Had no one been watching, he might have clenched his fist and trembled with joy.

Whose merit was this?

Feeling it was all thanks to Lee Min Ki, Director Seo Jung Woo glanced at him sideways.

‘You really are lucky. Or maybe you can’t help but be lucky.’

He had good judgment.

By avoiding actions that could be harmful and taking actions that were beneficial, that’s how it seemed.

As a faint smile formed on his lips, Director Hwang Ui Seong, still expressionless, said,

“JC is quite lucky.”

“Pardon?”

“I’m saying it’s lucky to have Actor Lee Min Ki.”

“Ah.”

That was irresistible.

Finally unable to hold back, Director Seo Jung Woo smiled and said,

“I completely agree.”

After the negotiation result of the official Fashion and Fashion collaboration product launch became known—

“How on earth did you pull that off?”

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon, who had been absent due to stress but returned after his vacation, was amazed.

“Jung Woo, what are you? He’s the hardest person to negotiate with that I’ve ever met, and you managed it?”

“I didn’t do it.”

Amidst his torrent of surprised words, Director Seo Jung Woo replied with an embarrassed laugh.

“Actor Lee Min Ki did it.”

“The actor?”

“You don’t know? He doesn’t show it, but his way with words is something else.”

“Oh, I know that.”

“Huh?”

“He’s practically a sage, you know? The man never makes a verbal slip-up.”

“…….”

After a brief moment of silent staring between them—

They both reached a consensus at the same time.

“Jung Woo, in my opinion, Min Ki doesn’t speak like someone in his twenties.”

“He seems like an old man who’s been through everything.”

“Hmm, maybe an old man who turned young again?”

“Stop reading martial arts novels.”

It was clear that Lee Min Ki wasn’t just a normal person.

In a good way, of course.

“I heard he almost signed with Daon at first, but it’s lucky he signed with our company.”

“That’s right; working with him is a blessing. This time, someone even came looking for our brand’s clothes from Gothenburg.”

“Gothenburg?”

“A city in Sweden, apparently.”

Whether Lee Min Ki was aware of it or not, his good fortune didn’t just benefit himself but spread to those around him.

“In any case, working with him is really comfortable.”

And coincidentally—

Lee Min Ki himself was also starting to feel more comfortable working on the Fashion and Fashion set.

“What were you thinking when you acted like that?”

In response to Director Hwang Ui Seong’s seemingly critical question, Lee Min Ki replied confidently,

“I felt that Lee Jong Ho, the character, would laugh off people who mocked him for being a slave to money, rather than being shocked by it.”

He said what he wanted to say.

It was clear that Director Hwang Ui Seong, despite appearances, accepted others’ opinions quite well.

So there was no need to hold back for fear of offending him.

Of course.

“Your interpretation is incorrect. Acting like that will ruin the emotional flow.”

“…….”

“Just stick to the script.”

That didn’t mean he accepted every opinion without adjustment.

But after exchanging a few words, Lee Min Ki could tell.

‘Did he just… smile?’

There were indeed expressions on Director Hwang Ui Seong’s face.

Even Kim Gam seemed to notice it a little, and Lee Min Ki as well.

‘No, I must be seeing things.’

Of course, sensing it and being completely certain were two different matters.

“Let’s proceed with the next scene.”

As filming gradually progressed,

The time finally came to shoot the most crucial scene in Fashion and Fashion.

Why did the protagonist, Lee Jong Ho, become a slave to money?

It was to pay for his only family member’s hospital bills.

And now, Lee Jong Ho heard over the phone that his family member had passed away, unable to overcome their illness.

So then.

How would this genius, who already viewed his life with cynicism, react when he lost the sole meaning of his existence?

“Actor, let’s get ready.”

Now, it was time to shoot that scene.
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[Fashion and Fashion].

The theme of this movie could be expressed in one sentence:

[What happens when excessive talent is given to someone who does not love talent?]

In the story, the protagonist [Lee Jong Ho] was an ordinary small citizen.

He was someone who gave up all the joys of life and only focused on working to care for his [mother], who was collapsed in the hospital due to a stroke.

He had given up on the university he had studied hard to enter.

He was juggling four part-time jobs a day.

If he could, he would have entered a factory that paid well.

Even a deep-sea fishing vessel wasn’t out of the question.

But he couldn’t leave in peace, worried that something might happen to his [mother] who was lying in bed.

‘Of course, he would have to obsess over money.’

In the midst of this, he caught the eye of [No Young Hoon], an employee of a shopping mall-slash-agency.

[How about trying to be a model?]

He wasn’t interested.

Saving and scraping every penny, adornment was a luxury to him.

When even a 700-won pack of instant ramen felt wasteful, and he chose the 500-won bundle, what use were clothes?

Even a 3,000-won market t-shirt would have to be worn until it fell apart.

In other words.

Fashion was something [Lee Jong Ho] had never been interested in from the beginning.

But there was a choice to make.

[Do models get paid a lot?]

Whether they paid a lot was all he cared about.

He had no interest in being a model, but if they paid him, he would do it.

This was the beginning and the entirety of Lee Jong Ho’s reason for becoming a model.

It was merely a means.

A means to somehow keep his [mother], who was in a coma in a hospital bed, alive.

But he didn’t know.

He didn’t know that the modeling work he started so reluctantly would hit a jackpot beyond imagination.

[Model of the Year].

[This man’s proportions are addictive, like a drug.]

[Brilliant. The clothes, Lee Jong Ho, and us all.]

He struck gold in his career as a model.

In an instant, he snatched the position of a sought-after model.

And with that, many people approached him.

[Why don’t you come to our agency? We can pay you more.]

[Jong Ho, your gaze is truly beautiful.]

[Why are you living in such a squalid place? Here, take this. It’s a car key.]

Suddenly, wealth and fame followed.

A dazzling life that ordinary people would never encounter in their lifetime.

This was now bestowed upon [Lee Jong Ho], who just moments ago had been drowning in poverty.

[Are you interested in changing the world?]

Ultimately, a big-name designer in the fashion industry declared him as their muse.

But did Lee Jong Ho truly appreciate this?

‘My head hurts.’

He had no interest at all.

He just continued modeling work, forcing himself to endure because he needed to care for his mother.

The purpose of life still felt miserable.

Meanwhile, his father, who he thought had disappeared, reappeared and started blackmailing him using his family’s circumstances.

His life was becoming unbearable.

[Sir, I want to quit this job.]

[……Jong Ho, have you gotten too full of yourself?]

[Maybe I have. Maybe I have.]

[Stop talking nonsense and go to the salon. There’s another big meeting tonight. You need to look good, so tell them to make you pretty, okay?]

He was exhausted.

If he could, he wanted to quit everything, whether it was modeling or anything else, and just leave.

And then.

[Jong Ho, let’s go on a trip together. To the sea.]

He received a proposal from a powerful figure in the industry, one he could not easily refuse.

Just when he was struggling to decide whether he really had to go this far.

[Are you the guardian? The patient passed away just earlier at 11 PM…….]

Thud.

In the end, he lost the only meaning in his life.

Now, everything was set.

At the end of this catastrophic descent, what choice would Lee Jong Ho make?

What was left of his life?

Would he free himself from the burden of his mother and live a life of luxury alone?

Or would he collapse after losing the pillar of his life—his mother?

“Hoo.”

At that moment, Lee Min Ki, standing in front of that scene, let out a breath.

‘I waited and waited for this.’

It was a legendary scene.

A representative scene from [Fashion and Fashion].

If one were to select the top 100 greatest scenes in Korean film history, this scene would almost certainly make the list.

He remembered.

The actor who originally played this role had received critical acclaim from critics and earned recognition from netizens for his acting skills with just this one scene.

But now, this scene belonged to no one else but Lee Min Ki—himself.

His heart pounded like crazy.

‘Not many people here know the future of this scene.’

No one would know until it was released.

Well, Director Hwang Ui Seong might know.

One, two.

Lee Min Ki lightly steadied his breath, as if trying to shake off his nervousness.

“I told you. Sir, I don’t want to do this job.”

In the massive set surrounded by green chroma key.

Lee Min Ki muttered while standing on a fake rooftop, under fake rain.

“Why didn’t you listen to me?”

He had always been someone whose emotions were faint to the point of being reminiscent of a mannequin.

But at this moment, he far surpassed even that level.

[Lee Jong Ho], as portrayed by Lee Min Ki, felt chillingly devoid of any emotion.

As if he were a doll with nothing but emptiness inside.

Watching Lee Min Ki, [No Young Hoon], played by Kang Se Hwang, spoke with a trembling voice.

“Jong Ho. Calm down, okay? Think about it just one more time. Please?”

“Until when?”

“I’ll convince them somehow. Yes! Let’s go on a vacation. For a month or two, somewhere nice. Eat delicious food and get plenty of rest. See beautiful things! After that, you’ll feel better, won’t you?”

[No Young Hoon]’s persuasion was desperately frantic.

His wealth and fame all came from being [Lee Jong Ho]’s manager.

A successful model planner.

But the truth was, he had no intention of caring for [Lee Jong Ho] emotionally and simply gaslit him, forcing him to focus only on work.

A good woman.

Good drinks.

Those were the bait he used.

“We’ve done well so far. Jong Ho, if you work just a little harder, you’ll be at the top! You can have everything you want!”

Yet none of this caught [Lee Jong Ho]’s attention.

If anything, it only deepened his sense of nihilism.

At that moment—

[No Young Hoon] detected a change in [Lee Jong Ho]’s expression and smiled brightly.

“Yeah! You know it too, right?”

A faint smile had appeared on [Lee Jong Ho]’s face.

[No Young Hoon] thought that [Lee Jong Ho] had remembered something good and finally changed his mind.

“Oh, our Jong Ho. You’ll catch a cold. Let’s go down first. I’ll get something nice—”

“Mister.”

[Lee Jong Ho] cut off [No Young Hoon]’s words.

Then, with a voice full of resignation, he asked,

“If you make a lot of money, can a dead person come back to life?”

“…What?”

“Money. If you make a lot of money, can you bring someone back to life?”

“H-Haha, Jong Ho. If there’s something you want, I’ll try to figure out a way—”

“Then try bringing me back to life too.”

In the next moment.

[Lee Jong Ho] threw his body off the rooftop.

Like tossing an empty soda can into thin air, he flew into the void with a light movement, completely free of hesitation.

“Hey! Lee Jong Ho!”

[No Young Hoon] shouted as he belatedly ran after him.

But.

Thud.

Looking down over the edge of the rooftop, [No Young Hoon] only opened his mouth in shock, unable to say a word.

At that moment.

“Cut.”

With a heavy voice, the somber atmosphere of the set brightened instantly.

The falling rain stopped.

The lights came back on.

Just as it was argued in Demian that one must break through the shell and come out, the fictional world of the film, which had covered the set, shattered into pieces.

Instead.

Complete reality replaced it.

Step, step.

Director Hwang Ui Seong, walking expressionlessly toward the bottom of the set's rooftop, opened his mouth.

“Are you alright?”

“Ah, well. Yeah. I thought my heart was going to give out for a second.”

Lee Min Ki, who was caught in the safety net, let out a cough and said playfully with a grin,

“I don’t think I broke anything. I might have some bruises, though.”

Indeed.

Of course, although Lee Min Ki had jumped off the rooftop, it was still just the set's rooftop.

Below, a special filming net had been installed to catch his body.

“That’s a relief.”

Director Hwang Ui Seong nodded and said,

“We might have to shoot this a few more times, so it’s good that you’re not hurt.”

“What?”

Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened.

Shoot it again?

Even though it was a stunt, jumping off just once had been terrifying enough to feel like dying.

And now he had to do it again?

He had been drenched with artificial rain, his hair completely wet, and now they’d have to reset everything?

As the dizzying sense of exhaustion from repeated retakes crept into Lee Min Ki’s mind—

“I’m joking.”

Director Hwang Ui Seong said slowly.

“…”

“I think this one take is sufficient.”

Ah, so it was a joke.

So the director could joke too.

It would be nice if he didn’t joke again in the future.

A few days later.

“Great job, everyone!”

Officially, the filming for Fashion and Fashion had come to an end.

Usually, after completing a project, it was customary to hold a crank-up (filming completion) celebration.

But Director Hwang Ui Seong was a little different.

“Just go have a meal together on your own.”

The director would not attend.

Not only did he dislike group dinners, but he also preferred to keep working, so if anyone wanted to celebrate, they could just meet up without him.

A true lone wolf.

Or rather, a “my way” kind of person.

Honestly, what was the point of a crank-up dinner without the director?

“Well… should we just wrap things up here?”

The atmosphere called for everyone to scatter appropriately.

“Hmm, we’ll have a press conference and media screening soon, so we’ll have another chance to celebrate properly then.”

“Ah, that sounds good. Let’s just go home early and rest today.”

Naturally, it was decided that everyone would leave early.

For those who enjoyed drinking, it might have been disappointing, but the staff who got to leave work early certainly didn’t mind.

This was also intentional on Director Hwang Ui Seong’s part.

His philosophy was that work should only happen in the studio.

‘He’s truly unique.’

Lee Min Ki watched the departing Director Hwang Ui Seong, who left to smoke a cigarette.

“Hey, actor!”

Kim Gam walked toward him with a leisurely smile and said,

“I really enjoyed filming with you this time. Let’s work on another project together. As soon as possible.”

“Haha… If the opportunity arises, sure.”

“Opportunities are made, not found. Let’s shake on it.”

Lee Min Ki accepted his handshake.

Kim Gam was one of the few bright personalities in Director Hwang Ui Seong’s cold and distant crew.

He was also one of the rare individuals who could handle the director’s stubbornness head-on.

‘I learned a lot from him.’

As Lee Min Ki gratefully accepted the compliment, Kim Gam’s eyes shone slightly.

‘Lee Min Ki… this guy is definitely going to make it big.’

It was something he could sense instinctively while working.

Lee Min Ki could take initiative and knew how to grow.

There were many who worked hard.

But no matter how hard one worked, not everyone improved.

‘Effort without growth, unfortunately, means nothing.’

What truly mattered was the final result.

Kim Gam instinctively felt that Lee Min Ki would one day become a giant in the industry.

“You said you’d win an Academy Award, right? Let’s win one together.”

“Ugh, who told you that?”

“Who else? The guy who went out for a smoke just now.”

Just as their conversation began to stray into banter—

“Hey, Kim Gam, look at this guy.”

The lighting director, who had sneaked up next to them, nudged Kim Gam and teased,

“You’re already trying to butter him up just seconds after finishing a project. What’s next? A contract?”

“Hey, don’t say things people might misunderstand.”

“Misunderstand? Well, you said it yourself. After this project, his value is going to skyrocket. You’ll probably have to bring a bag of cash just to set up a lunch meeting. Right?”

It was something everyone who had observed the filming process thought in common.

Lee Min Ki was going to succeed.

Although he was already successful, it was clear he would achieve even greater success soon.

“Don’t think about monopolizing him alone.”

At the lighting director’s joking remark, Kim Gam scoffed and replied,

“That’s why I’m claiming him now. So you can’t say otherwise later.”

“……”

Lee Min Ki’s face twitched as they continued chatting about him without hesitation.

These people really had a reason to get along with Director Hwang Ui Seong.

They certainly didn’t care about others’ opinions.

Still, there was a lot that Lee Min Ki had learned from their attitude.

‘For sure, working with people who take ownership of their work made me work harder without even realizing it.’

The standard was high.

Talented individuals who knew how to speak up for themselves had gathered here.

Seeing them voluntarily do whatever they could to improve the quality of the movie made Lee Min Ki push himself to do the same.

And it was fun, too.

‘Are all other crews like this?’

Probably not.

Every studio had its own unique characteristics.

But what was certain was this:

‘Actors are not just parts of a machine.’

They are creators who stand alongside directors.

He would carry this realization with him for a long time.

As he reflected on this realization, Lee Min Ki bowed deeply and said,

“I really learned so much thanks to everyone during this project. I look forward to working with you all again!”

At this, Kim Gam smirked and replied,

“Oh, we should be the ones saying that. It’s not like we’ll see each other just once and never again.”

“Kim Gam, knock it off already.”

Although the principal filming for the movie had ended, the post-production process still had a long way to go.

It would take months to finalize the editing, release the movie, and carry out the marketing campaign.

In the meantime.

Lee Min Ki decided to start something new.

“You’ve finally made up your mind.”

“Yes.”

It was this:

“The official launch of Lee Min Ki’s account.”

He was officially opening his social media account.

He had delayed it throughout the filming of Fashion and Fashion, not wanting to be distracted.

But now, that was no longer an issue.

While he tried to keep his excitement in check, Director Seo Jung Woo smiled faintly and said,

“You’ll hit one million followers within three months.”

That statement.

Manager Park Han Mo had been repeating the exact same thing endlessly.

It had recently become a mantra he used, almost as if trying to brainwash Lee Min Ki.

“I’d be happy with even half of that.”

“Half isn’t good enough. One million in three months is the bare minimum. At JC, we’re even predicting up to 1.5 times that number.”

Ugh.

That’s an excessive expectation.

If a CEO of a company put forward such a bold portfolio, investors would probably panic and call for their impeachment.

‘That kind of thing is oddly jinxed.’

It’s the kind of statement that seems bound to fail simply because someone says it must happen.

‘Wait.’

Did someone say jinx?

For some reason, Lee Min Ki suddenly thought of a scene from a movie and spoke hesitantly,

“Well then. Director, how about a bet?”
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“내기?”

Seo Jung Woo blinked.

It was as if he hadn’t properly heard what came out of Lee Min Ki’s mouth.

“Actor, what kind of bet are you talking about?”

“The time it takes for me to reach a certain number of followers.”

This was the beginning.

Lee Min Ki immediately opened his mouth as if he had already prepared.

“You and JC bet that my account would reach a million followers within three months, right?”

“Yes, of course.”

Seo Jung Woo nodded, looking slightly puzzled but willing to hear Min Ki out.

“Considering your current recognition, social reputation, and future potential for growth, it would actually be strange not to hit that number.”

His voice was calm, as if it was an undeniable fact.

There was no room for doubt.

But Lee Min Ki knew better than anyone that it was precisely these ‘reasonable’ things that often came with a jinx.

A jinx.

That instinct that something might fail.

‘Every time others got excited saying I’d succeed, I always ended up failing.’

It was superstition.

But the product of that superstition had turned into the Lee Min Ki of today.

He had literally seen the judges of the afterlife gambling over luck.

There was no reason not to believe in superstition.

So.

It might feel a little awkward, but he decided to borrow the power of luck.

‘What if I bet against the odds?’

By suggesting a truly impossible number.

That was the nature of luck.

‘If something that seems likely happens, you don’t call it luck.’

Luck was only recognized when something with ridiculously low odds succeeded.

That was what betting against the odds was about.

‘It’s worth testing.’

Ever since he reclaimed his luck after dying and coming back to life, Lee Min Ki had experienced a variety of fortune.

Yet surprisingly, he had never deliberately leaned on that luck.

Or rather, he had never even thought to try.

Buying that lottery ticket on impulse at the convenience store was the closest thing to it.

Everything else happened naturally, where luck followed the actions he chose.

‘But what if, just maybe, I could grant luck to my own actions?’

It was a game.

It might not go as planned.

But if everything happened exactly as planned, it wouldn’t be luck at all.

It was luck precisely because it was uncertain.

Trusting a little more in that luck, Lee Min Ki spoke with a gambler’s mindset.

“You said three months for one million, right? Sure. There’s no reason it can’t happen.”

“Yes, it would be strange to doubt it.”

“Then.”

Lee Min Ki interrupted.

“I’ll bet on two million.”

“……!”

“Within three months, I’ll bet on hitting two million followers.”

It was a bold number.

But even if he failed to reach two million due to the jinx, he would still surpass JC’s original goal of one million.

“That’s odd. You were just saying even one million seemed difficult.”

“After calculating various scenarios and running them through a deep learning algorithm, it suddenly seems achievable.”

“……I don’t think deep learning has anything to do with this, but fine. There’s no reason we can’t bet.”

Seo Jung Woo tilted his head slightly and then spoke.

“But for a bet, there needs to be stakes. What will you wager?”

This was another key point.

Both Lee Min Ki and Seo Jung Woo knew this bet was mostly a joke.

But if they were to wager, Lee Min Ki wanted to make it interesting.

The bigger the stakes, the more actively luck would align with him according to the gambler’s principle of underdog bets.

‘Let’s just go for it.’

A gamble was only satisfying when you took a bold risk.

Lee Min Ki opened his mouth.

“I’ll take on one project JC demands, no matter what it is.”

“……!”

Seo Jung Woo’s eyes widened.

‘That’s quite significant.’

It certainly was.

Who knew what kind of project JC might demand?

What if they forced him to star in some cheap adult film or a loan advertisement?

‘The actor is usually a cautious person, but did something set him off?’

Of course, JC was a proper company.

They had no intention of ruining their rookie star, who was on the fast track to becoming the next big thing.

Even if they used this favor, it would most likely be for a blockbuster project that Lee Min Ki didn’t particularly want to take.

Of course.

Lee Min Ki was well aware of that fact.

‘At worst, I’ll break even.’

After a brief moment of consideration, Seo Jung Woo opened his eyes.

“Alright, I accept. But I need to hear what you want in return.”

“What I want to wager…”

Lee Min Ki took a deep breath.

Since it was a gamble, the stakes needed to be significant.

But there was another trait of luck that Lee Min Ki considered here.

Namely.

‘Luck often followed altruistic actions more than selfish ones.’

It was the idea that good fortune accompanied good deeds.

No matter the culture, the moral of folklore was always the same: good deeds were rewarded, and greed led to ruin.

Just look at the quintessential Greek and Roman Mythology.

Didn’t mortals who got too greedy always lose everything in the end?

‘If you get too greedy, you fail. There’s no clearer logic when it comes to luck.’

It might have been mere folklore.

But folklore often emerged as the product of collective experience.

If wise storytellers had passed it down as wisdom for later generations, it could also serve as evidence.

‘An altruistic action for luck, then.’

What would be a good wager?

This was a huge experiment.

It was a chance to see just how far he could control his own luck.

If that were the case, he wanted to fully trust luck this time.

The moment of contemplation lasted only a few seconds.

Once again, Lee Min Ki’s hesitation didn’t last long.

‘This is it.’

Long ago.

From the days of the Kim Do Ha scandal, there had been something in his heart he had wanted to do.

“What I want…”

Lee Min Ki, having made up his mind, spoke.

“Hold a private audition for Seon Ah, Kim Tak, and Kim Ji Hwan.”

Audition Hosting.
That was exactly what Lee Min Ki wanted.

“……!”

Seo Jung Woo, completely caught off guard, looked visibly surprised and said,

“You’re wagering that those people get a chance to join JC?”

“No. I mean a literal audition.

You can test their skills, and if you don’t think they’re good enough, you can reject them.”

“……If it’s just that, it wouldn’t be too difficult.

But why?”

Why act altruistically?

That was probably his question.

Lee Min Ki let out a small sigh and spoke.

“JC hasn’t been holding many auditions recently—no, not at all, right?”

“That’s true.

We’ve been short on manpower lately.”

Seo Jung Woo’s response was accurate.

After the Daon incident, agencies across the board had reduced their recruitment of rookie actors.

Simply picking someone who looked skilled could lead to unforeseen problems.

It was safer to close the gates and be cautious.

“I just think…”

Lee Min Ki continued.

“It would be fun if those three joined JC and acted alongside me.”

Every week, those three came over to his apartment.

They watched movies, analyzed them, and even practiced acting together.

Wouldn’t it be nice to work together in a good company as well?

Besides, he had recently been hearing their frustrations.

[“These days, auditions have completely dried up.”]

[“That’s why I’m not even trying to go.”]

[“Tak, are you at least submitting applications?”]

[“Hey, don’t you trust me?”]

[“Kim Tak.”]

[“?”]

[“??”]

It wasn’t just those two.

There was one more person.

‘Ji Hwan has practically become a recluse since the Daon scandal.

This would be a good chance for him to make a comeback.’

Kim Ji Hwan had become an unwanted actor in the industry after the Daon incident.

There was no direct evidence linking him to the Kim Do Ha Scandal, but as a rookie actor who had been pushed by Daon, he was treated like a ticking time bomb.

But Lee Min Ki remembered clearly.

‘He had nothing to do with it.’

He knew because he was the one who exposed it.

Kim Ji Hwan had been someone who got on Hwang In Goo’s nerves—someone the CEO had criticized as a nuisance.

While it was an altruistic act, it wasn’t entirely selfless.

Clearing the debts in his heart now meant he could get something in return someday.

He knew.

When the assassin attacked, Kim Ji Hwan had been there, and Lee Min Ki survived.

What if that was a type of luck created by maintaining his relationship with Kim Ji Hwan?

“Hm.”

Seo Jung Woo fell into thought at this unusual bet.

And then he came to a decision.

No, he never really had to think deeply about it in the first place.

“I’ll need to check with the CEO, but I don’t see why not.

Alright.”

He accepted.

Even if he lost the bet, it meant gaining two promising rookies and one seasoned rookie.

If he won, he could assign Lee Min Ki to a project.

There was no downside.

“Then, I’ll create my account now.”

Shortly after,

Lee Min Ki’s first SNS account,

[immigrant_power], finally made its debut on the internet.

Why are people so enthusiastic about social media?

Or more specifically, why are they so enthusiastic about celebrities’ social media?

Why do they follow celebrities, trying to catch even a glimpse of their daily lives?

There are many reasons.

[“Because we’re curious.”]

[“Don’t you get curious about how successful people live?”]

Out of curiosity.

[“Because we like them.”]

[“There’s no need for a reason when you’re looking at pretty and handsome people.”]

Simply because they liked them.

[“Just because.”]

[“It’s like a habit I can’t shake.”]

[“Following celebrities kind of helps show off your individuality, doesn’t it?”]

It wasn’t necessarily about the celebrity; the act of following itself was the goal.

And also—

[“Looking at celebrities’ accounts is like looking at a fashion lookbook. You get a lot of inspiration.”]

People wanted to get fashion ideas from celebrities.

Here was where Lee Min Ki’s strength came into play.

[“Wait, what?”]

[“Lee Min Ki made an account?”]

[“Is this really Lee Min Ki?”]

[“JC just posted about it all over their artists’ accounts. LOL.”]

[“Wow, I didn’t know Min Ki even knew how to use social media…”]

[“He’s here. Let’s post it.”]

[“Post before he changes his mind!”]

Thanks to the Beomcheon Coffee commercial, he already had significant public recognition.

But he had never done social media.

Without even realizing it himself, Lee Min Ki had turned into a mysterious actor.

People couldn’t even find out what he ate, so it was natural they were curious.

[+300 (30 minutes ago)]

[+258 (17 minutes ago)]

[+177 (5 minutes ago)]

The numbers rose rapidly.

Every time someone refreshed the page, the count went up.

But it couldn’t end at just gaining followers.

For now, he just had a different starting line than regular users.

‘If you get complacent and start posting carelessly, it’ll fail.’

Lee Min Ki knew that managing social media also required skill.

To truly make good use of an account, you needed content that grabbed followers’ attention—even briefly.

And of course, he had that.

[“Wow, Min Ki really dresses well.”]

Thanks to Yoo Gyu Eon, currently the hottest designer in Korea and effectively Min Ki’s personal stylist, he had mountains of photos ready.

[“I didn’t know he had such a range of styles.”]

[“This isn’t common. You rarely see people dressed like this, but it wouldn’t even look out of place on the street.”]

Yoo Gyu Eon’s design philosophy shone here.

It was a perfect balance between what the public loved and what designers liked.

[“Where do you buy those clothes?”]

[“YU? Isn’t that the popular shopping mall lately?”]

Naturally, this gave Yoo Gyu Eon a trickle-down effect of popularity.

[+5152 (7 hours ago)]

[+1145 (2 hours ago)]

The numbers rose rapidly.

It was an overwhelming rate, almost unimaginable for a normal start.

As JC had confidently predicted, this speed far exceeded even Lee Min Ki’s expectations.

One million might sound like a high target, but for JC, it was a realistic number.

However, it wasn’t enough.

It was still far from the ambitious goal of two million.

‘The early days always come with a boost.’

With the initial push, he surpassed 20,000 followers in just one day, but there was no way this momentum could continue for 100 days straight.

No matter how fast the growth, it was widely accepted that the numbers would hit a plateau at around 600,000.

Therefore, something additional was needed.

Just like a rocket gains momentum by separating into its second and third stages,

Lee Min Ki’s SNS needed a booster.

And.

There was luck here as well.

Luck existed.

[Boyana Olsen - Treatment (official music video)]

[Released 3 minutes ago]

Once again, it must be said.

There was luck.

Luck that Lee Min Ki had created for himself.
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If a butterfly in Texas flaps its wings incorrectly, a typhoon can form on the other side of the world.

…Or so it is said.

But that’s not necessarily true.

It’s physically impossible.

It just means that even when everything seems set, a minor variable can cause a meaningful change.

This incident was like that.

“You’ve been away for a long time.”

Bojana Olson.

A man spoke to her as she returned to her private studio in Hollywood after a long trip.

“How many countries did you visit?”

“Thirteen countries, switching one every week.”

That’s right.

Bojana Olson had traveled around the world to brainstorm music and produce her own music video.

She claimed she would merge resources shot from all over the world to create a stunning music video.

To the man, it seemed like a pointless endeavor.

“The time and energy just for flights must’ve been insane. Was it really necessary to put that much effort into a single music video?”

Of course.

These days, every music video was like a major company project.

Even if one reckless musician tried to show some creativity, it couldn’t compare to what several industry veterans with decades of experience could create together.

‘It’s admirable, but business is business.’

The man spoke as if trying to dissuade Bojana Olson.

“There are plenty of professional companies in Hollywood. Isn’t it safer to leave a music video to the experts?”

At his overly negative reaction, Bojana Olson shrugged her shoulders without even looking his way.

“It’s fun.”

It’s fun.

And because it’s fun, she would do as she pleased.

That was exactly what she meant, in the simplest way.

“…That’s it?”

“It was a good chance to clear my head since there’s nothing else to do while traveling. When you have time to think, musical ideas come more easily. Oh, here’s a souvenir.”

“Thank… No, wait. That’s not what I meant to say.”

The man looked at her with an expression of even greater confusion.

“The company is already planning to invest a ton into your new album. They’re just waiting for you to bring the songs.”

That’s right.

EV Records, the label Bojana Olson was signed with, had been keeping a very close eye on her potential.

‘A rookie who lands on the Billboard charts with their first album isn’t exactly common. But.’

The man glanced at Bojana Olson’s innocent face as he thought to himself.

‘Someone who produces such chaotic tracks and still achieves good results—that’s even rarer.’

The reason EV Records was focusing on Bojana Olson was simple.

It was her potential.

A person who could only achieve a score of 50, even with excruciating effort.

Versus someone who could potentially score 1000 but casually put out a 50.

Those two could never be the same.

To the company, Bojana Olson was clearly the latter.

‘She might even hit number one on Billboard. Or maybe she could become the next world-class diva.’

That was accurate.

By the near future Lee Min Ki had experienced, Bojana Olson had already succeeded in hitting number one on Billboard.

But at this point in time, she was still lacking.

She had raw talent, but there were many areas where she needed to hone her skills.

EV Records understood this and wanted to do everything they could to harness her monstrous talent.

“Ah, why do you keep nagging me? You’re annoying.”

Bojana Olson had no intention of listening to them at all.

“If you’re just going to scold me like a mom or dad, get out of here.”

“This studio is provided by our company.”

“Then cancel my contract.”

“Ugh…!”

It was overwhelming confidence.

Of course, it made sense.

EV Records valued Bojana Olson’s potential highly.

She also had the same assessment of herself.

‘Any other place would treat me just as well.’

It’s incredibly hard to persuade someone who knows their own worth precisely.

As he hit a wall, unsure of what to offer next, Bojana Olson casually said,

“I’m joking. Where would I even go? I like it here.”

As he stammered, speechless, Bojana Olson smirked and added,

“Besides, it wasn’t completely fruitless.”

“Fruitless?”

“Didn’t you see my SNS? I saw something interesting when I was in Korea.”

A moment later.

Bojana Olson opened her travel suitcase, pulled out a laptop, and began typing on the keyboard.

Turning the screen to face the man, she said,

“This is something I filmed this time. The editing’s a bit rough, but I did my best, so don’t criticize too harshly. Just evaluate the structure.”

A moment later.

A messy yet stimulating video began playing on Bojana Olson’s laptop.

The man, who hadn’t expected much, watched it quietly for a while.

“This is…”

He spoke in a surprised voice.

“Traditional costumes from around the world?”

That’s right.

The video Bojana Olson had shot was of people in traditional costumes from various countries.

“Cool, right?”

They were all dancing the same choreography.

But the foundation of that dance was inspired by one person.

“I met someone interesting in Korea, and they had a good vibe.”

It was Lee Min Ki.

Wearing a hanbok, Lee Min Ki had performed an elegant dance in front of Gyeongbokgung Palace.

He had simply thought of it as a fun scene for a music video that would inevitably go viral.

But Bojana Olson’s perspective was different.

“I was feeling stuck, but then I saw him and thought, ‘This is it!’ So I scrapped everything else.”

She decided to redo the entire video based on that concept.

As the video played, the man covered his mouth and focused intently on the screen.

‘It’s rough.’

It was rough.

Perhaps because the filming techniques were amateurish, the camera shook all over the place, and sometimes it was even placed directly on the ground.

But that somehow made it feel more alive.

‘I have to admit it. There’s definitely a charm here.’

Despite its unfinished state, it was addictive.

Like the harsh smell of pork stew, it had a charm that overcame initial resistance.

There was no cinematographic beauty.

Instead, it felt raw and vivid.

Yes.

The video matched its title, [Treatment]—just watching it felt like a kind of emotional healing.

This was Bojana Olson’s new music video.

“Isn’t it fun?”

Bojana Olson laughed and said,

“Let’s just check for legal issues and release it quickly. I can’t wait.”

[Boyana Olsen - Treatment (official music video)]

[Released one week ago]

Bojana Olsen’s new music video was uploaded.

Incredibly, the music video was released even before the song itself.

But the impact was truly extraordinary.

[The song is good.]

[The MV is even better.]

[Did she just pull off a masterpiece?]

[Weirdly addictive.]

The song was, of course, great, but even more than that, the video was exceptionally stimulating.

Just watching it made you want to dance without realizing it.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Bojana Olsen is on fire.]

[She’s a genius.]

But it didn’t stop at being positively received.

In modern media society, good content naturally tempts followers.

[I tried the Treatment dance too (feat. Nordic style).]

[Gypsies dancing the Treatment choreography.]

[Treatment flash mob in Akihabara!!]

Several derivative videos began popping up.

All people needed to do was play the Treatment video in the background, wear traditional clothing, and dance to the same moves.

The choreography itself was simple.

It was just a refined version of shuffle dancing, which made it easier for people to replicate—its biggest strength.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[The lines are alive.]

[This happened in just a week?]

And so, the view count achieved by Bojana Olsen’s new song after one week was—

[Views: 12.32 million]

It had far surpassed 10 million.

But it didn’t end there.

For already famous singers, early views make up a large proportion.

However, for moderately known singers, the view count tends to pick up momentum later.

[Views: 14.56 million]

[Views: 19.95 million]

[Views: 20.51 million]

In just one month.

In one month, Bojana Olsen’s new song reached an astounding 20 million views.

And.

Thanks to the massive success of her new music video, someone reaped the trickle-down effects.

“...The world.”

It was none other than Lee Min Ki.

Holding his phone, he muttered in disbelief.

“The world is truly…”

The song’s success was undeniable.

He knew it would succeed, so even though it blew up beyond expectations, it wasn’t particularly surprising.

It was only half as touching as what others probably felt.

But there was another reason why Lee Min Ki was so shocked.

‘This isn’t the Treatment video I remember at all.’

That’s right.

The concept had completely changed.

The Treatment video he remembered originally featured Bojana Olsen traveling across the globe, eating at local restaurants, chatting, and having fun.

Especially drinking.

In Korea, she drank soju. In Vietnam, beer. In Japan, sake. In Singapore, more beer.

She had really enjoyed herself.

So much so that he thought the title Treatment referred to how she washed away the pain of life with alcohol.

The lyrics reflected that too.

[I don’t know about tomorrow, yesterday won’t change, so let’s drink today~]

But why?

Why had the music video suddenly changed?

Why were they all dancing together in traditional clothing from different countries?

‘The ao dai looks really nice. So she went to Vietnam too.’

The likely culprit, Lee Min Ki, felt utterly dumbfounded.

‘Now that I listen closely, the song itself feels slightly different too.’

Originally, the song had a calm vibe, like sitting by a campfire in the evening, enjoying the sound of insects.

But now it was much livelier.

While the main melody line remained intact, the beats were refined here and there.

It was as if the song had been adjusted to match the music video—not the other way around.

At this rate, surpassing 50 million views seemed inevitable.

However.

What seemed even more unstoppable was something else.

[immigrant_power]

[Followers: 894,591]

[+43,811 (4 hours ago)]

Lee Min Ki’s SNS follower count was skyrocketing.

‘This is insane.’

The incredible surge gave Lee Min Ki goosebumps.

The original bet with JC was to reach 1 million followers in 3 months.

Apologies, but at this rate, it would take less than a month.

“Hm.”

Beside him, Manager Park Han Mo nodded with interest and said,

“It seems your appearance in the video, particularly in the hanbok, garnered significant attention.”

“…Right?”

“With Hallyu content gaining worldwide popularity, it makes sense. Southeast Asia has a huge population, after all. Even relatively unknown celebrities can surpass a million views just by appearing on a show in Southeast Asia.”

It was true.

By this time, the Hallyu wave was already monumental in countries like Thailand and Malaysia.

“Actor Lee Min Ki has just become the next beneficiary of this trend. It was only a matter of time.”

Even Korean groups that few people knew domestically could easily achieve tens of millions of views if they were popular in Southeast Asia.

This time, Lee Min Ki had become the recipient of such global attention.

‘Wow, there are so many languages in the comment section that I can’t understand without a translator.’

Sneaking a glance at his SNS, he saw that every post had turned into a melting pot of different languages.

The heart symbol (♥) next to the comments gave him a general idea of what they meant.

[ㅋㅋㅋ When in Rome, follow Roman law. Why are they all using their own languages?]

[Write in Korean, or at least English!]

[He can’t understand what you’re saying anyway.]

Fights like that broke out often.

Haha, what a mess.

Still, thank you for the love.

Fans, regardless of race, gender, income, age, or whether you dip or pour sauce, are all welcome here.

As Lee Min Ki stared at his phone, unable to stop smiling, Manager Park Han Mo spoke up again.

“Truly, you are very lucky, sir.”

“Am I?”

“To an almost strange degree. It’s as if the heavens birthed Lee Min Ki into these chaotic times. That’s what I think.”

“….”

“Impressive indeed. I, Park Han Mo, will humbly serve by your side like a remora fish. I will be your Han Xin to your Liu Bang, your Zhuge Liang to your Liu Bei. Please make good use of me.”

Listening to him, there seemed to be no end.

Such over-the-top flattery was Park Han Mo’s specialty.

The key was that he delivered it with no tonal change, as if stating a fact.

Whether he did it intentionally or unknowingly, Lee Min Ki wasn’t sure.

‘Still, it doesn’t feel bad.’

Lee Min Ki let out a soft laugh and said,

“Hey, hold my phone for a second. Point it at me and record.”

“Huh?”

Manager Park Han Mo took the phone, looking confused.

“This is a video app. What are you planning to do?”

“Well, let’s see.”

Lee Min Ki stretched his neck with a slight cracking sound, then smiled gently and said,

“The fire’s already burning, right? I might as well pour some fuel on it.”
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A few years into the near future.

There was one type of content that suddenly started trending.

It was none other than:

[Reverse Support Review].

After creating a challenge, the person who made that challenge trend would review it.

It happened as celebrities rapidly expanded their activities into internet video platforms like YouTube and TikTok.

Especially in music.

[Ah, this person has taste.]

[They really know how to sing.]

[Alright, you did so well. As a reward, I’ll send you 20 Starbucks gift cards.]

The distance between celebrities and viewers grew closer.

[We’ll invite you to the studio. You’ve got to come sing karaoke with me sometime.]

They would invite people who covered their work to create new content together, and if they saw potential, they sometimes released songs with them outright.

Why was this particular form of content so prevalent and popular, more than any other?

The reason was incredibly simple.

“It doesn’t take much effort.”

It was because it required little to no time, effort, or cost.

All they needed to do was play a video and give an evaluation.

There wasn’t even any need for production funding.

“The only cost might be hiring an editor.”

Even that was simple.

Entertainment companies like JC had editors in abundance.

While intentionally creating such a trend was difficult, riding on an existing wave and fueling it was another matter entirely.

“Hmm, listening to you, Actor, the concept is very fresh. And more efficient than anything else.”

“Right?”

“I can feel the practicality of it.”

As Lee Min Ki explained, Manager Park Han Mo nodded in admiration.

“But there’s one part I’m skeptical about.”

“What is it?”

“I’m concerned about whether people will actually participate. There might be those who refuse to cooperate.”

It was a reasonable doubt.

If the other party didn’t cooperate in advance, it would be impossible.

However, there was no need to worry about it from the start.

“People who jump onto trends like these are usually chasing views. If I give them a boost, there’s no reason for them to refuse.”

It was obvious.

The success of this content was already set in stone.

The only question was how far it would go.

“Well then, let’s upload a challenge post. Say that Lee Min Ki will personally review it. We’ll need a demo, so I should also try a dance as a sample.”

“Where will you post it?”

“On SNS. I have a lot of followers, so that’s a good point. We’ll probably see results in about two days.”

As Lee Min Ki laid out the plan like he had been preparing it for a long time, Manager Park Han Mo let out a wry smile.

‘As expected, he’s a smart person.’

He wasn’t someone who just spouted delusions.

He knew how to plan, and he knew how to put that plan into action.

That’s why he succeeded.

‘It’s not all luck.’

Lately, there had been a saying spreading widely inside JC about Lee Min Ki.

It was:

[Actor Lee Min Ki? He’s insanely lucky.]

They said he was lucky.

[Like when he was eliminated from Daon, but then got an audition at JC because he happened to know Yoo Gyu Eon the designer. And that guy knew Director Seo Jung Woo.]

[He started as a minor role, then got a supporting role, and then a lead role.]

[When the Kim Do Ha scandal broke out, it looked like there’d be trouble, but instead, it improved his image. That gave me chills.]

[On his fourth project, he worked with Director Hwang Ui Seong? And when he participated in the fashion show, the editor of an international fashion magazine picked it up? That’s pure luck.]

It was, by all accounts, fantastically good luck.

To outsiders, it almost looked like the world was helping him no matter what he did.

But Manager Park Han Mo thought differently.

‘It only looks like luck.’

It was a matter of probability.

If something worked against him, he avoided it like a skilled skier, and he knew how to select the most advantageous options.

He made good choices often, and those choices accumulated to produce good results.

From a probability standpoint, it might seem like luck.

Why, they say even fortune-tellers rely on this.

[Your shoulder hurts these days, right? And your back is bothering you too.]

What modern person doesn’t have shoulder or back pain?

[You have something you want to say to your family, but you’re hiding it, aren’t you?]

Few people share everything with their families.

[You work at a company, right?]

If you’re a young person in Korea wearing a dress shirt, odds are you’re an office worker.

Like this, analyzing probability could create decision-making that appeared almost superstitious.

To outsiders who didn’t understand, it only looked like luck.

But as someone who always stayed by Lee Min Ki’s side, Manager Park Han Mo thought differently.

‘Every bit of it is his skill.’

It wasn’t luck, it was skill.

Even the recent [treatment] situation might have seemed like coincidence to others, but it was ultimately thanks to Lee Min Ki’s goodwill.

‘They say the world helps those who help themselves.’

Park Han Mo was caught up in these thoughts while watching Lee Min Ki tapping away at his laptop.

“Oh.”

Lee Min Ki suddenly seemed to remember something and turned to Manager Park Han Mo.

“Manager, do you want to make a bet, just in case?”

“I refuse.”

The response came instantly, without a moment’s hesitation.

“I don’t even want to play Go-Stop with you. Actually, I’d even refuse Yut-nori.”

The answer fell like a knife.

No, just what kind of person did he think I was?

Sure, they said I was lucky, but did he really have to say it like that?

“How about rock-paper-scissors, at least?”

“I refuse.”

It hurt.

It really hurt.

As Bojana Olson’s [treatment] gained sudden popularity, the stock value of Lee Min Ki—its character and alleged co-planner (according to Bojana Olson)—was skyrocketing.

“This person dances really well.”

“I like how there’s this strange lack of soul to it.”

“This person even sang the song themselves.”

People trying to ride the wave through cover videos seemed to appear endlessly.

But as always, these covers often came about spontaneously, without expecting big rewards.

The videos were uploaded half as hobbies and half as light entertainment.

[Oh?]

In the midst of this, a bomb dropped.

[Hello, I’m Actor Lee Min Ki. Thank you to everyone who has shown love for Bojana Olson’s song treatment. This has been an unexpected experience for me, and I feel like I’m living in a dream every day.]

It began with a letter of gratitude.
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A few years later, in the near future.

There was a piece of content that suddenly started trending.

It was none other than.

[Reverse Tribute Reviews]

This involved the person who started a challenge reviewing others who followed it.

This trend arose as celebrities rapidly expanded their activities into internet video platforms like Yoube and Tikk, and particularly, there was a lot of singing.

[Ah, this person has the flavor.]

[This person knows how to sing.]

[Well, you did so well. I’ll reward you with 20 Starbucks gift cards.]

The distance between celebrities and viewers grew closer.

[We’ll invite you to the studio. We have to go to karaoke together sometime.]

They would call people who covered their work to shoot new content together, and if potential was seen, they might even release a song with them.

Why was it that this type of content was so particularly popular and trendy?

The reason was astonishingly simple.

“It doesn’t take much effort.”

It was because it didn’t require time, effort, or cost.

All they had to do was play a video and evaluate it while watching.

There wasn’t even any money needed for planning.

“If there’s anything extra involved, it’s just hiring an editor.”

That was simple, too.

Companies like JC Entertainment were overflowing with editors who had nothing to do.

While it was difficult to intentionally create a trend, there was nothing hard about riding an existing wave and promoting it further.

“Hmm, hearing you say this, Actor, I think the idea is quite novel. On top of that, it’s incredibly efficient.”

“Right?”

“I can sense the practical perspective.”

After listening to Lee Min Ki’s explanation, Manager Park Han Mo nodded with admiration.

“But there’s one part I find questionable.”

“What is it?”

“I’m concerned about whether people will actually participate. There may be people who are unwilling to cooperate.”

It was a valid concern.

If there wasn’t prior cooperation on their end, it would be impossible.

But it was also something that didn’t need to be worried about in the first place.

“People who jump on these trends usually want views, and if I personally promote them, there’s no real reason for them to refuse.”

It was obvious.

The success of this content was already guaranteed, and the only question was how far it would go.

“Then let’s post a challenge. Something like ‘Lee Min Ki will personally review your entry.’ I’ll need to give an example too, so I should prepare a sample dance.”

“Where will you post it?”

“On SNS. I have a lot of followers, so that’s useful. We’ll see the results in about two days, right?”

Manager Park Han Mo gave a bitter smile as he watched Lee Min Ki lay out a plan as if he had prepared it a long time ago, humming in excitement.

‘As expected, he’s a smart person.’

He wasn’t just someone who spouted ideas aimlessly.

He knew how to plan and how to execute those plans.

That’s why he succeeded.

‘It’s not all just luck.’

Recently, there was a widely circulating opinion within JC about Lee Min Ki.

It was none other than:

[Actor Lee Min Ki? His luck is just insane.]

It was talk about how lucky he was.

[He didn’t make it into Daon, but then during his audition at JC, he happened to know Yoo Gyu Eon the designer. And that designer knew Director Seo Jung Woo.]

[He started as an extra, became a supporting actor, and then rose to a lead role.]

[When the Kim Do Ha scandal happened, instead of harming his reputation, it actually improved his image—how creepy was that?]

[During his fourth project, he worked with Director Hwang Ui Seong? And then, after joining a fashion show, the editor of an overseas fashion magazine picked him up? If that’s not luck, what is?]

It was a string of truly fantastic luck.

To outsiders, it looked as if the world was helping him succeed effortlessly.

But Manager Park Han Mo thought differently.

‘The actor just looks lucky.’

It was a matter of probabilities.

He knew how to avoid unfavorable options like a skier navigating obstacles, and he picked advantageous options with precision.

He made many good choices, and those choices accumulated to produce good results.

It was a matter of probabilities.

Why, even fortune tellers did the same.

[Your shoulders hurt these days, right? Your back feels stiff too.]

Which modern person doesn’t suffer from shoulder or back pain?

[You have things you want to say to your family, but you’re hiding them, right?]

Who shares everything with their family?

[You work at a company, right?]

In Korea, most young people in dress shirts work at companies.

Like this, analyzing probabilities could give a person judgment that seemed almost supernatural.

To outsiders who didn’t know any better, it looked like luck.

But as someone constantly at Lee Min Ki’s side, Manager Park Han Mo saw it differently.

‘Everything is the actor’s skill.’

It wasn’t luck—it was skill.

Even this [treatment] incident, to outsiders, might seem like a coincidence, but ultimately, wasn’t it because Lee Min Ki showed goodwill?

‘Doesn’t the world help those who help themselves?’

That was what Manager Park Han Mo was thinking while watching Lee Min Ki typing away at his laptop.

“Ah.”

Lee Min Ki looked at Manager Park Han Mo as if he had just remembered something.

“Manager, do you want to make a bet just in case?”

“I’ll pass.”

The reply came back without even a second of hesitation.

“I don’t even want to play Go-Stop with you, let alone Yutnori.”

The words fell cold and sharp.

What did he think of me for him to say that?

Even if he’s lucky, there’s no need to go that far.

“How about rock-paper-scissors?”

“I refuse.”

It hurts.

It really hurts.

As Bojana Olson’s [treatment] gained sudden popularity, Lee Min Ki, who was both a character in the work and a co-planner (as claimed by Bojana Olson), was also riding a wave of skyrocketing fame.

“This person is such a good dancer.”

“There’s something nice about how it doesn’t feel soulful.”

“This person even sang the song himself.”

People hoping to ride the trend and gain views through cover videos seemed to pour in endlessly.

But as always.

Such covers often happened voluntarily, without expecting big rewards.

Videos were uploaded casually, half as a hobby.

[Oh?]

In the middle of it all, a bomb dropped.

[Hello, this is Actor Lee Min Ki. I’d like to thank everyone who loved Bojana Olson’s song treatment. This has been an unexpected experience for me as well, and it feels like I’m living in a dream every day.]

It started as a commentary.
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A near future.

There was an audition broadcast format that suddenly became popular in Korea.

[We Are Dancers]

It was dance.

And that too, team dance.

While traditional dance mostly focused on solo performances, dance programs in the 2020s were specialized in team dancing.

‘A nationwide dance boom arose.’

It was like the vocal audition boom of the 2010s.

As the broadcast became a massive hit, people suddenly started dancing more, and dance crews, which had been a hobby for only a few, multiplied severalfold.

Anyway.

In that background, there was someone who became a sudden star.

[CKED].

He was a dancer known as [Sikade].

Even before the auditions, he was famous for showing up in busy areas, playing songs like flash mobs, and dancing alone.

But there was one distinctive thing about him.

[Sikade, who on earth is he?]

[Dancer hides identity. Analyzing Sikade]

He thoroughly hid his identity.

Sometimes, he would wear a hooded sweatshirt covering his entire head, or even a massive mask to prevent his face from being exposed.

As if that wasn’t enough, he insisted on wearing baggy balloon pants.

‘He deliberately covered himself completely.’

Like a patient allergic to sunlight.

It was hard to consider this normal behavior for a dancer.

The fact that his body’s outline wasn’t visible was a huge risk, and dancers usually crave attention.

Why do people dance?

To put it bluntly, they do it because they want to stand out.

They want the public to acknowledge that their dance is cool, that their skills are exceptional.

Isn’t this the common goal of most creators?

‘But Sikade was the opposite.’

It seemed like he wanted to be recognized solely for his dancing while hiding his identity completely.

Naturally, he hid at live performances as well.

Even people who happened to catch his performance by chance didn’t realize it was Sikade, only to find out later when the video was uploaded to the [CKED Official Channel] and be surprised.

At the peak of his popularity, he was even nicknamed the dance terrorist.

‘He hid his body as much as possible, and even with his lines obscured, his exceptional dancing skills stood out.’

With such a solid character and talent, curiosity about his identity was inevitable.

[Speculated to be famous idol B]

[Leader of the nation’s top 4 dance teams, ‘White Owl’: “It’s not me.”]

[Female anchor C, spot on her arm matches Sikade’s]

All the Conan wannabes in the country came out.

Despite that, there was no clear revelation of his identity, and speculation continued for a while.

Finally, there was a turning point.

[Breaking News: Mysterious dancer Sikade reveals participation in We Are Dancers Season 4]

Sikade announced he would appear on the audition program.

And incredibly.

‘He went alone.’

It couldn’t help but become a topic of conversation.

Why was this so surprising?

[We Are Dancers] was, after all, a team competition program.

It was customary for dancers to participate as a team.

Solo participation was against convention.

No, it wasn’t explicitly prohibited, but it was safe to say that no one even made it past the preliminary rounds.

In dance, an individual can never beat a team.

There’s no need to choreograph a group routine.

Even if a team only acted as background props, it made a huge difference in intensity compared to someone dancing alone.

The ability to dominate the stage was like night and day.

Why do world-class dancers always have a legion of backup dancers when they perform solo? There’s a reason for that.

Amidst this, Sikade declared he would compete alone.

And, as if to defy expectations,

[Sikade advances to the semifinals of We Are Dancers 4]

He managed to battle against teams and advance to the semifinals.

Although other teams excelled in utilizing stage props like sprinklers, the common consensus was that Sikade’s dancing skills were superior.

What shocked people even more was the identity Sikade revealed after his elimination.

[“I, dancer Sikade, am Song Woo Dang, a victim of school violence.”]

The fact that he was a victim of school violence shocked people.

He revealed that he was bullied by delinquents in school just because he danced in class, which caused him trauma, so he hid his identity until now.

He said that since he had appeared on television, he felt he no longer needed to hide.

‘…That’s how the story goes.’

But no one would remember someone named Song Woo Dang at this point.

The individual dancer [Cked/Sikade], considered one of Korea’s top technicians, didn’t even have an account.

Only the nameless outcast, Song Woo Dang, existed.

That video replayed in front of him.

“Hmm, not very good.”

Manager Park Han Mo muttered as he watched the video.

“The movements lack confidence. He keeps flinching, as if he’s looking around nervously. It would be difficult for him to audition like this. His eye movements are also off. He isn’t focused on the challenge at all.”

He wasn’t wrong.

On Lee Min Ki’s monitor, Song Woo Dang’s dancing looked awkward, to say the least.

Even the camera filming him was shaking.

[LOL so funny.]

[Woo Dang is our school’s dance king.]

[Almost fell for him.]

[Song Woo Dang, WOO DANG TANG TANG.]

Laughter could even be heard in the background.

‘Is someone threatening him?’

Unless that was the case, it didn’t make sense for Sikade to dance so poorly.

Next year, Sikade was scheduled to begin full-fledged activities, and from the early days of his street performances, he had shocked people purely with his skills.

“……”

What should he do about this?

Lee Min Ki blinked, arms crossed.

‘Should I eliminate him?’

That wasn’t the answer.

It would be a shame to lose this opportunity.

If Song Woo Dang’s skills were real, then in terms of buzz, it would be second to none.

Objectively, this was the best possible material to attract attention to his SNS.

Moreover, the fact that he was a victim of school violence evoked an odd sense of sympathy.

After all, it wasn’t someone else’s problem to suffer unfair bullying.

“Manager, this guy. I think he dances incredibly well.”

“Huh? That’s impossible.”

“I can see it. He’s holding back his strength. If he danced properly, he’d be amazing, but here, he’s not doing it.”

Lee Min Ki pointed to the screen with his fingertips as he continued.

“Just look at his rhythm. He’s not hiding it at all. It looks clumsy, yet it matches perfectly.”

That was Song Woo Dang’s dance.

Even in its overall awkwardness, the undeniable fundamentals stood out like the salt in salted bread.

Matching the Beat.

It was one of the basics of basics, yet something many people overlooked.

You can only see it when you know.

Just like the rhythm of a runway.

“The most basic thing in dancing, they often say, is to put your body where it’s supposed to be. That’s perfection. Especially with isolations—you move only your legs while keeping the rest of your body still. No ordinary person could do that no matter how hard they tried.”

Ruining the process but somehow getting the results.

It was almost a trick.

Lee Min Ki, focusing all his attention back on the video, continued.

“How should I put this... It’s like a master in a fighting game going easy on a beginner.”

At that, Manager Park Han Mo stared at Lee Min Ki with a somewhat surprised expression and asked,

“Are you saying this participant is pretending to be bad on purpose?”

“……I can’t say for sure, but if they get serious and do it properly, they’ll probably do well.”

A moment later.

Manager Park Han Mo let out a small groan and said,

“Actor, did you originally dance?”

“No.”

“For someone who didn’t, you seem to have a good eye for watching dance. Come to think of it…”

As if something clicked, Manager Park Han Mo scratched his chin with his fingers and spoke.

“During the [treatment] music video shoot last time, your dance lines were better than expected.”

“Ah.”

Lee Min Ki coughed awkwardly.

“I practiced a little personally. To get used to using my body. These days, actors can’t make a living just by being good at acting, you know.”

To be exact, since he hadn’t been able to succeed before his death, he tried everything he could.

Even thought about applying to one of those countless dance programs out there.

In the end, after breaking his ankles countless times, he managed to learn a relatively simple shuffle dance.

To others, it might seem trivial, but to him, it was the result of life-or-death effort.

‘Come to think of it, I’ve dabbled in so many things.’

It’s truly amazing how he failed at every single one of them.

And even more so, how all those failed attempts in this life were now turning into massive hits, one by one.

‘Life is strange.’

While Lee Min Ki was lost in complicated thoughts, a distant voice came from beside him.

“Hmm, honestly, for someone like you, I think you could survive just fine by acting well alone, but let’s set this aside for now.”

Manager Park Han Mo pointed at the screen again and said,

“So, are you saying you want to give this student named Song Woo Dang a chance?”

“That’s…”

“You mean, since it looks like they’re hiding their skills, let’s pass them when, strictly speaking, they could be eliminated?”

At the sharp observation, Lee Min Ki flinched.

Right now, giving Song Woo Dang another chance was, in a way, a form of favoritism.

If other participants found out about this, they might feel it was unfair.

People might start talking.

‘That’s why, as a planner, you need to be careful.’

Manager Park Han Mo seemed to have hit this weak point sharply, so Lee Min Ki was carefully choosing his words.

“I don’t quite understand why you’re hesitating.”

A completely unexpected remark came out of Park Han Mo’s mouth.

“You can just do as you wish.”

“What?”

“Reflecting personal bias into judging might reduce fairness, but on the other hand, does it really need to be completely fair? This is an audition, after all.”

Saying an audition doesn’t need to be fair.

It didn’t seem logical, but Manager Park Han Mo continued speaking nonchalantly.

“What I mean is, auditions don’t have to be fair. This is a show, not a sport.”

A show, not a sport.

Hearing that phrase felt like breaking down a wall in his mind.

Manager Park Han Mo calmly added,

“The most famous audition programs are the same. In most cases, more than half of the Top 10 contestants are decided even before the auditions are filmed.”

“Wait, are you saying it’s all pre-arranged?”

“That’s how it is. You need investors to make a show, and where do you think the investment comes from?”

“Entertainment companies?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Manager Park Han Mo nodded and said,

“To recover the massive investments, they have to discover talents who can meet those expectations. Talents with enough market value to be put out immediately. An audition program is, in itself, a huge marketing tool.”

Yeah, that’s true.

That’s pretty well known.

But hearing it directly from an insider, rather than as some vague suspicion, gave him an unsettled feeling.

“Of course, that’s an extreme example. I don’t entirely agree with it either, and many people in the industry see it as a scam.”

Drawing a line, Manager Park Han Mo continued,

“But in my opinion, no matter what methods are used, the ultimate goal is to give consumers greater enjoyment. That’s the essence of entertainment.”

The essence.

The essence of entertainment did align with its etymological root: fun.

So what exactly is fun? Lee Min Ki pondered, and Manager Park Han Mo added one last thing.

“This content is your project, so you can do whatever you want. As long as the audience can accept it.”

The conversation had gotten long.

But the meaning of his words came through quite clearly.

If it’s fun, that’s all that matters.

The fairness of sports lay in following the rules.

But the fairness of a show was subjective.

As long as the final product made sense to the audience, that was enough.

‘So this is what it means to see things from a producer’s perspective.’

It was hard to accept it completely.

In a way, it sounded similar to telling people to accept any corruption that might exist behind auditions without complaint.

The same logic applied to Lee Min Ki himself.

Still, apart from all this, there was one point Manager Park Han Mo was clearly trying to make.

‘You don’t need to be so bound by the rules.’

He could act freely.

As long as he was confident he could satisfy the public’s eyes and ears.

‘Fairness and unfairness, huh.’

It was worth thinking about what true fairness was.

If someone who didn’t deserve it was forced to pass, that would obviously be a problem.

That would undeniably be corruption.

There’d be no room for argument.

But if it was about giving someone a chance to show their real skills—skills they had to hide for some unavoidable reason—then it was worth a try, wasn’t it?

‘Of course, this time, I’ll need to make sure no one interferes so they can dance properly.’

Having reached his own conclusion, Lee Min Ki opened his eyes and said,

“Alright. I want to ask for a re-shoot for this person, Song Woo Dang.”

“Hmm, a re-shoot.”

At those words, Manager Park Han Mo blinked without saying anything, then finally opened his mouth.

Manager Park Han Mo spoke.

“To be honest, I can’t agree with you about the re-shoot.”

“Why not this time?”

Another objection?

Hearing Manager Park Han Mo’s philosophical nagging was enjoyable in its own way, but if he had to hear much more, he felt like his ears might start bleeding.

“Judging someone who already failed once through another video doesn’t seem very meaningful.”

“Then what?”

If he was going to object, he’d surely suggest an alternative.

The Manager Park Han Mo that Lee Min Ki knew wasn’t someone who just objected for no reason.

“Is there another way?”

He asked in that sense.

“Rather than re-filming, wouldn’t it be more reasonable to go check in person and see with your own eyes?”

Oh.

That sounded pretty appealing.

It caught his interest, but Manager Park Han Mo continued,

“However, I still don’t know if giving this student another chance will make a difference.”

“Well, want to bet—”

“I’ll pass.”
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There is a rule that applies to every era.

It is this.

“Wow, this loser really made it big.”

For introverted students, school was a painful place.

“Hey, loser, you know? I gathered all the information and planned it for you, so if you win the prize money, you have to split it 7:3 with me.”

“Hey, then what about my share?”

“Figure it out from the remaining 3.”

Hearing the voices of the two arguing over their share, Song Woo Dang bit his lip.

‘These jerks.’

The same guys who bullied him now planned to leech off him in the future.

Truly, school was indeed a tormenting space for an introverted student.

Furthermore, if that student had extroverted talents, the torment only escalated.

‘They bullied me, saying I didn’t know my place.’

Song Woo Dang had been a target of such bullying.

They started picking on him because he danced well, and later, they treated him like a plaything.

It was also these guys who forced him to apply for the "Treatment Challenge," also known as the "Lee Min Ki Challenge."

‘Even without them, I was already planning to prepare and apply on my own.’

Filled with frustration, Song Woo Dang clenched his fist tightly in his pocket.

Even if they hadn’t said anything, he had intended to apply anonymously.

However, these guys forced him to participate, made him record a humiliating video, and submitted it.

Since each person was only allowed one submission, he couldn’t even make a proper video.

The problem was that the video they sent in...

[Hello, this is JC Entertainment. Thank you for participating in the Treatment Challenge planned by our headquarters.]

...unexpectedly caught the eye of the judging panel.

They said they enjoyed his video and wanted to see his skills in person, inviting him to an interview at a nearby practice studio.

To be honest, he felt more bewildered than pleased.

‘...Do they have poor eyesight or something?’

They gave a positive evaluation of that?

It was something he had been forced to do, dancing reluctantly.

Even then, he intentionally danced awkwardly, knowing that if he performed well, the bullies would only torment him more.

JC Entertainment wasn’t just any agency; they had several celebrities under their name. What on earth did they see in that video?

Moreover...

“Look at this loser, all dressed up for an interview.”

“Man, he sure loves standing out. That’s why we can’t let go of Woo Dang.”

He had no idea why these two were tagging along.

“...”

Honestly, he felt like dying.

Even if he won the prize money from the challenge, these guys would probably snatch it away.

He wanted to die.

‘I just want to graduate already.’

One year left.

Just one more year, and he could graduate and live on his own.

After that, he wouldn’t have to deal with school anymore and could take charge of his life.

He just had to endure it.

With that thought, Song Woo Dang walked forward.

No matter what, he still had to attend the interview.

“This place is shabbier than I expected. Are we really supposed to have the interview here?”

After a determined walk, the three of them arrived at the practice studio.

But there, waiting for them, was someone they could never have imagined.

“...Lee Min Ki?”

Lee Min Ki.

He sat there confidently with two interviewers by his side.

‘I don’t really get why he came along.’

Next to Lee Min Ki.

Two people sat there.

One of them was Manager Park Han Mo. Since he had organized this offline meeting, his presence was expected.

But the other person was unexpected.

[What? Judging? I can’t miss that. Min Ki, I’m coming too! Give me the address!]

It was Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

The moment he heard about it, he insisted on coming along.

Claiming that he had dabbled in dancing in his youth, he suggested joining as a judge.

‘Come to think of it, Trainer did dance quite well back in the day.’

Was that why he always wore hoodies?

Occasionally, during breaks in practice sessions, he would showcase his moves.

Primarily flashy b-boy moves like windmills and Thomas spins.

Looking back, he did dance well enough to make it hard to believe he was just an amateur.

He also seemed to enjoy attending audition interviews.

[Deciding someone’s fate with my own hands—it’s an irresistible thrill.]

He was probably joking, but who could be sure?

‘Is it really a joke?’

With uncertainty lingering, Lee Min Ki kept his eyes on the door.

“Min Ki, do you think that kid really dances well?”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung asked, lounging casually on his chair.

“It’s just a hunch for now. But I feel like if he danced properly, he’d be really good.”

“Hm.”

“You saw the video too, didn’t you? What did you think?”

“Well, who knows? I’ll keep my thoughts to myself. You’ll find out in a few minutes anyway.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung just chuckled.

It wasn’t clear if he genuinely didn’t want to commit to an opinion or if he had also sensed something from the short video.

“Well, let’s see.”

Just as the conversation wrapped up...

Creak.

The practice studio door opened.

And the people who entered...

‘Huh?’

There were three of them.

‘That’s a bit much.’

Something felt off.

He had only called one person, so why were there three?

Feeling puzzled, Manager Park Han Mo stepped forward.

“Among you, who is the contestant, Song Woo Dang?”

“Well, that’s, uh, me.”

A particularly small-framed individual stepped forward.

His body was frail, and his posture slouched with a lack of confidence. His shoulders especially drooped low.

It was hard to imagine someone with such a timid appearance engaging in something as outgoing as dancing.

But appearances didn’t matter.

His face matched the one Lee Min Ki remembered.

‘That’s him. Seeing him now, I’m sure of it.’

It was Song Woo Dang.

The same person who had boldly commanded the stage, performing intricate techniques after shedding his timid demeanor.

“And the other two are... friends of yours?”

“Well, uh...”

Song Woo Dang hesitated, mumbling without giving a clear answer to Manager Park Han Mo’s question.
"Ah, of course."

One of the two smirked, grabbed Song Woo Dang's shoulder, pushed him aside, and stepped forward.

A tall figure with a cute, handsome face.

With long arms and legs, he had an appearance striking enough to make one think he could try out as a trainee.

He gave off the vibe of a typical charming high school boy.

Yet, at the same time, there was an awkward atmosphere lingering around.

What could one call it?

‘Ah, this kid probably loves to mess around.’

Yes, he had the essence of a delinquent.

A character who seemed like he might have a cigarette tucked in his pocket, he slung an arm around Song Woo Dang's shoulder and spoke.

"We're not just friends with Woo Dang. We actually submitted the audition together."

"Together?"

"We didn’t have time to perform together, so Woo Dang danced alone, but we planned the whole thing. The submission was our idea too. Right, Woo Dang?"

At those words, Song Woo Dang nodded hesitantly with a defeated expression.

"Uh, y-yeah."

It wasn’t the kind of dynamic one would expect in a natural friendship—it felt hierarchical.

The handsome student, seemingly satisfied, smiled brightly and said,

"You heard that, right? Only Woo Dang appeared in the video, but we applied as a team from the beginning."

"That’s right. I even used my own camera for the recording."

At that moment, a thought struck.

‘He said he recorded it himself?’

Lee Min Ki chuckled inwardly.

The voice teasing Song Woo Dang back in the classroom—it must’ve been this student’s.

As that realization dawned, a story suddenly surfaced in his mind.

‘Wait, could this be that situation?’

It was just a hunch.

Perhaps Song Woo Dang submitted the audition under their teasing.

He probably didn’t even think he’d pass.

‘If you actually get accepted, we’ll review it ourselves and make it a joke.’

But when he unexpectedly got in, greed took over.

Under the pretense of a joint effort, they likely wanted to enter the competition together and possibly claim a prize.

It was merely speculation.

There was no solid evidence to confirm it.

But for Lee Min Ki, who knew Song Woo Dang’s background well, his suspicions were firm.

And it turned out that his assumption was startlingly accurate.

‘This doesn’t look good.’

If it got worse, it might be better to find a reason to send them back.

As that thought crossed his mind, Lee Min Ki spoke.

"Friends, what should we do? We only called him here to see him dance properly."

"What?"

"This is sudden. We’ve already selected most of the finalists, so it’s hard to extend the broadcast."

He revealed some internal circumstances.

This was news not just to the students but even to Manager Park Han Mo, the co-planner.

However, Manager Park seemed to catch on and silently agreed.

The focus was on Song Woo Dang, not the others.

Just as they were thinking of sending them back,

"Woo Dang, what do we do? They say only you can stay, and we have to leave."

"Uh…"

The student turned the conversation toward Song Woo Dang.

"Do you think you can do well without us? We’ve been helping you until now, but from here on, you’re on your own."

"That’s…"

"Woo Dang, we came together, but if we leave like this, it won’t look good for you either."

Song Woo Dang’s shoulders slumped further as the other student chimed in, as if waiting for this moment.

"Sigh, we even told everyone at school that we were participating together. How embarrassing would it be if we went back like this? Woo Dang, what do you think?"

"…"

"Ah, seriously, how humiliating. I might have to bow my head to the classroom kids."

At first glance, it sounded like a joke, but instinctively, one could tell.

It was a threat.

Either help us or resign with us.

‘Clever.’

After a few exchanges, it was clear.

Song Woo Dang was clearly being controlled by the two.

He was likely worried about his school life, regardless of how the audition turned out.

Lee Min Ki furrowed his brows.

‘This doesn’t look good.’

He didn’t like it.

He, too, had been the victim of countless malicious rumors and had suffered under the scrutiny of school bullies.

Though over a decade had passed and much of it was resolved, those memories remained vivid.

‘This is a joke.’

But those students weren’t just sly—they were smart.

They had likely calculated that Lee Min Ki wanted to look out for Song Woo Dang.

Hence, they used Song Woo Dang as leverage.

"Um… I’m really sorry. Could we all participate together?"

Finally, words close to surrender came from Song Woo Dang’s lips.

As Lee Min Ki was racking his brain for alternatives,

"Sounds fun."

Kim Ah Sung, who had been watching the situation unfold while sitting in a posture that could ruin one’s back, suddenly chuckled and spoke.

"Sure, all three of you can do it."

"Teacher?"

"Come on, it’s an audition. The more talented people, the better, right? Min Ki, don’t you agree? Instead of picking just one, let’s see all three. If they’re good, they’re good. Separately, of course."

Kim Ah Sung outright sided with them.

In a way that blatantly catered to their terms.

This left Lee Min Ki, who had been agonizing over the situation, looking dumbfounded.

‘Now, all of a sudden?’

He had expected some incident since Kim Ah Sung had insisted on tagging along, but he didn’t expect intervention like this.

"They’re eager to participate. Shouldn’t we respect that enthusiasm? What do you think, students? Am I right?"

"Ah! Of course!"

The tall, handsome student, as if grabbing a lifeline, nodded vigorously at Kim Ah Sung’s words.

"We didn’t appear in the video, but we’re better than Woo Dang. I even taught him how to dance. Hey, right?"

"…"

"Hehe, you’ll be amazed when you see us."

They weren’t even trying to hide their pressure on Song Woo Dang anymore.

However, Kim Ah Sung’s smile remained unchanged, whether he was ignoring it or otherwise.

"That’s great. Great. The talented should win. Right, Min Ki? That’s what auditions are for."

He even clapped his hands.

Then he shouted arbitrarily,

"Alright, let’s have the tall student go first. Okay, start right now."

"Yes!"

"Do you need us to play music?"

"That would be amazing."

At Kim Ah Sung’s unilateral decision-making, Lee Min Ki let out a small sigh.

Was there a reason behind this, or was it just impulse?

‘Kim Ah Sung isn’t someone who acts rashly.’

Despite his laid-back demeanor, he was someone who calculated everything in the background.

Was it a trap?

‘Let’s just play along for now.’

With that thought, Lee Min Ki played the music.

He wanted to see if their confidence matched even half of their boastful words.

“Start!”

The student began dancing the moment Trainer Kim Ah Sung’s refreshing voice gave the signal.

‘…That’s…’

Lee Min Ki slightly widened his eyes.

‘He dances pretty well.’

The student’s dancing was decent.

While it couldn’t compare to a professional dancer, there was definitely potential.

Even if he had submitted a proper video, he might have barely met the passing standard.

So, he could at least back up some of his bragging.

In just the five seconds after the dance started, these thoughts formed in Lee Min Ki’s mind.

“Cut! Cut! Cut!”

A loud voice interrupted the flow.

None other than…

“Trainer?”

It was Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

“That’s enough. Well done. Okay, we’ve seen it, so now head back.”

Even though he was the one who allowed the student to perform, he stopped the dance after just a few seconds.

Without even watching until the end.

Perhaps because it was so abrupt.

Even Lee Min Ki was confused, and the frozen student managed to open his mouth.

“Am I… accepted?”

“Hmm? We’ll let you know the results later.”

Kim Ah Sung cut off the question as if avoiding a clear answer.

His attitude was blatantly nonchalant.

Kim Ah Sung was usually carefree to the point of being insubstantial, but this time, he took it to another level.

His posture said it all.

A judge casually resting his feet on the table while watching someone dance—how could that be acceptable?

Maybe it was his attitude that didn’t sit well.

“Wait a minute. You need to watch everything and give us proper feedback.”

The student spoke, clearly dissatisfied.

“We’ve practiced a lot too. Didn’t we show something much better than in the video? At the very least, you should say something.”

The protest continued.

Thud.

Kim Ah Sung Trainer lowered the foot he had placed on the table.

He leaned forward, clasped his hands together, and spoke.

“Huh? I’m saying you danced so terribly that you should just leave.”

“Excuse me?”

“There’s nothing more to see here, so just go. The other two can stay for now.”

“Why are you changing your words…”

The student tried to argue.

“Ah, so noisy.”

Kim Ah Sung’s expression, always tinged with a smile, suddenly turned cold, and his voice hardened sharply.

“We agreed that each of you would audition individually.”

It was the first time Lee Min Ki saw Trainer Kim Ah Sung with such a serious face.

At that moment, he realized that when Kim Ah Sung wasn’t smiling, his expression could be as sharp as a razor.

“Bad memory, huh?”

With that one sentence, the atmosphere in the room froze like ice.
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“Do you have a bad memory?”

Kim Ah Sung Trainer’s sarcastic words froze the atmosphere of the practice room.

It was a tone uncharacteristic of someone who usually wore a perpetual smile.

The students stiffened at once.

‘Was he always this sharp?’

Lee Min Ki flinched as well.

He had known Kim Ah Sung Trainer for years through the academy, and never once had he seen him angry.

In fact, even a neutral expression was rare for him.

‘His eyes are really fierce.’

To put it bluntly, he looked like someone who’d excel at extorting others.

It explained why Kim Ah Sung Trainer often smiled.

With a naturally intimidating appearance, working as an instructor was a peculiar choice.

Few people preferred an instructor with a bad temper, so he had no choice but to smile.

Of course, even an instructor couldn’t smile all the time.

There were moments when he had to be serious.

But since Lee Min Ki, Kim Tak, and Yoo Seon Ah generally followed his instructions well, he rarely had a reason to get angry.

Not to mention, it aligned with Kim Ah Sung Trainer’s personality.

‘Seeing how Actor Lee Min Ki seems surprised, it looks like he’s never seen this side of him before.’

Manager Park Han Mo smirked inwardly at the thought.

“Do you think I’ll just secure your acceptance? Leave. You’re in the way.”

Kim Ah Sung Trainer waved his hand dismissively.

His gaze remained fixed on the documents on his desk, as if the student no longer mattered.

Perhaps the student sensed the urgency of the situation belatedly.

Sweating nervously, they gritted their teeth and spoke.

“…Ha, we’re a team, you know? You called us all here just to send us away like this? Do you think that’s okay?”

They seemed determined to use Song Woo Dang as leverage.

Kim Ah Sung Trainer sighed, visibly annoyed, and replied.

“Hey, what did I tell you earlier? I asked in advance, didn’t I?”

“Pardon?”

“We agreed to evaluate all three separately. You yourself said that was fine. Am I wrong?”

“…!”

That was correct.

The student had indeed agreed.

Since three of them had applied, the suggestion to evaluate them individually and pick all three had been made.

The one who agreed to it was none other than this student.

“Ugh.”

Perhaps they had managed to recall this through strained effort, as they groaned and said.

“…You’ll regret conducting things this way.”

“Regrets are something you have the next morning after eating late-night snacks.”

“…!”

The student gritted their teeth at Kim Ah Sung Trainer’s nonchalant tone.

But such a petty threat wasn’t particularly intimidating.

In the world of auditions, it wasn’t unusual to encounter people who tried to intimidate with empty threats.

‘Claiming to be someone’s son, nephew, distant relative, former employee, a friend of some celebrity, or acquaintance of a reporter. Or threatening to post on social media. Such people are everywhere.’

It had become something of a running joke.

To see someone resorting to such overt threats in 21st-century South Korea was almost laughable.

Unfortunately, though, people like that did exist in real life.

Most aspiring celebrities came from affluent families.

It was rare to find someone without connections.

In some cases, such threats didn’t end at words—entitled parents would actually call the company to complain.

[Excuse me, do you even know how hard my daughter has worked for this?]

[My son is far better than those idols on TV these days, and you didn’t pick him? Are you blind?]

At least direct complaints were somewhat endearing; parental interference was just ridiculous.

But bending to such pressure marked the end of a judge’s credibility.

The minimum standard for fairness, according to Kim Ah Sung Trainer, was evaluating purely based on the individual and their potential.

“Still not leaving?”

“…Tch!”

Bang!

The handsome student slammed the door as they left, footsteps storming away.

“Well, next.”

Kim Ah Sung Trainer, his smile already back, spoke up.

“Let’s see what you’ve got, my friend.”

The second student, like the first, didn’t last more than ten seconds before being sent out.

The only difference was that they left without further complaint.

It seemed they had learned, from the previous student’s experience, that protests were futile.

Before long, only Song Woo Dang remained in the practice room.

“Trainer, are you sure about this?”

Lee Min Ki whispered softly into Kim Ah Sung Trainer’s ear.

“Sure about what?”

“About at least evaluating everyone’s skills.”

“I did. I kicked them out because I didn’t see any potential.”

“What?”

“You think I judge people based on their personalities?”

He chuckled.

But Lee Min Ki couldn’t bring himself to laugh along.

‘Isn’t that obvious?’

After all, behavior mattered.

In Lee Min Ki’s mind, it wouldn’t be out of character for Kim Ah Sung Trainer to criticize someone simply because he found them unpleasant.

‘Still, thanks to Trainer Ah Sung, things are much simpler now.’

From the start, all they needed was Song Woo Dang.

He was the only one they truly wanted to evaluate.

The other two had tagged along, and they had been wondering how to get rid of them.

Kim Ah Sung Trainer had separated them like yolk from egg white.

Whether intentional or not, bringing him along had been a wise decision.

“Well, only one left now.”

Lee Min Ki turned his gaze forward.

“Song Woo Dang, you’re ready, right?”

“Well, I did my best to prepare…”

“Be confident.”

This time, he decided to be a bit more encouraging.

Unlike the others, Song Woo Dang was a different case.

“I’ve been to many auditions like this, and I know that skill matters, but confidence is just as important.”

He was about to offer a warm piece of advice.

“Huh? Min Ki, was that supposed to be your version of confidence?”

“Trainer, please.”

“Oh, if I’d known, I would’ve helped you more.”

Kim Ah Sung Trainer wasn’t usually much help.

There were times when he was, but not when it came to setting the tone.

Still, ‘usually’ wasn’t ‘always,’ and in this case, he had been helpful.

“Anyway, Woo Dang, remember this.”

He had managed to lighten the atmosphere, even if only slightly.

A small change, but in moments like this, even minor shifts could make a big difference.

Like a grain of sand caught between the gears of a factory machine.
“Depending on how well Mr. Woo Dang performs in these few dozen seconds, his future a year or two from now could look very different.

Wouldn’t it be unfortunate if he couldn’t show his skills here?”

To be honest, it wasn’t that serious.

This wasn’t a formal recruitment by JC but merely a challenge audition.

However, those words made Song Woo Dang rethink.

‘That’s right. The actor said he was a trainee not too long ago.’

Things could change.

The two people who were eliminated earlier—it was both amusing and unsettling.

They might retaliate at school.

But precisely because of that, things had to change.

When thinking of victims of school violence, the image of timid and withdrawn individuals often comes to mind.

Song Woo Dang was a little different.

He was tougher.

“I’ll begin now.”

“I’ll play the music.”

A moment later.

The melody of Treatment began to play.

It was the melody set as the task for this round of the [Lee Min Ki Challenge].

How Song Woo Dang performed a shuffle dance to this rhythm would slightly shape his future.

And then.

The choice Song Woo Dang made exceeded everyone’s expectations.

‘That.’

Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened.

‘A jump rope?’

That’s right.

The item Song Woo Dang brought out was a jump rope.

A cheap plastic jump rope you might find sold as gym supplies at a stationery shop near a school.

It appeared nonchalantly.

‘What is he planning to do with that...’

It was a moment when no one could guess.

‘Ah.’

Of course.

Lee Min Ki’s eyes grew even wider.

‘Of course, there was that.’

There was a reason Song Woo Dang gained worldwide fame through broadcasts.

Simply being skilled alone wouldn’t have been enough to beat a team.

The method Song Woo Dang chose was precisely this.

‘It was the second round of the finals, wasn’t it? He even danced while skipping rope.’

It raised the difficulty of the dance to an absurd level.

To the point where no one could follow.

To the point where watching alone captivated all attention.

Tap, tap, tap, tap.

The sound of the jump rope cutting through the still air in the practice room followed Song Woo Dang’s rhythm.

At first, his body wavered slightly, perhaps due to tension, but within seconds, a consistent sense of rhythm emerged.

And then.

Tap-tap, tap, ta-tap.

Song Woo Dang began to match his steps to the rhythm of his jump rope.

Shuffle dance.

The dance began with steps that seemed to scrape the floor.

The rapidly spinning jump rope overlaid the beat with a staccato rhythm.

‘Wow, he’s incredibly skilled.’

Lee Min Ki let out a hollow laugh.

He already knew Song Woo Dang was talented.

But he hadn’t expected him to be this good even at this stage.

At this level, he was undoubtedly the best among the more than 1,000 participants in this challenge.

‘What good fortune.’

It felt like discovering a gem unexpectedly.

The [Lee Min Ki Challenge] seemed destined to be a big success.

As Lee Min Ki struggled to suppress a pleased expression, someone else in the room appeared particularly flustered.

‘To think he was hiding such outrageous skill.’

It was none other than Manager Park Han Mo.

‘When I saw the submission video, it was awful.’

There was no trace of confidence, and the moves were clumsy.

The only commendable aspect was that he danced until the end.

It was baffling why Lee Min Ki had rated him highly—it was that bad.

But witnessing the scene now made it all clear.

‘There really must be something that skilled dancers can see in each other.’

For someone like him, who had lived a mostly conventional life, it was hard to grasp.

‘Good thing I didn’t bet on it.’

On the other hand, there was one person in the room who was the least surprised by this performance.

‘As expected, he’s good.’

It was none other than Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

‘See, I told you something was off.’

When he first saw Song Woo Dang’s submission video, he found it baffling.

It was too unnatural.

The fundamentals were already perfect, yet he danced as though he had sealed away every technical skill.

It was like a chef who perfectly prepared the fire and ingredients but bizarrely misused the actual components.

‘I thought he’d be good.’

Even considering that, he was performing above expectations.

The two eliminated participants earlier were just ordinary, but this one was different.

It was at that moment when his thoughts reached this point.

Thud.

The sound of the jump rope slicing through the air and the scraping of shoe soles against the floor both came to a sudden stop.

“Ah, what? Is it over already?”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung chuckled and said.

“You could’ve done more.”

“...!”

Hearing that, Song Woo Dang’s eyes widened.

It felt like the result was already clear without needing further judgment.
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The moment Trainer Kim Ah Sung spoke, the outcome became obvious.

“You could keep going.”

“...!”

At that moment, Song Woo Dang’s eyes widened.

Just a few minutes ago, he had shooed away the two in front, saying it was bothersome to watch them, but now he wanted to see more of this person.

Was there a need to interpret it in a roundabout way?

“Why stop when it’s worth watching?”

This response was as clear as the push-and-pull in a third-rate romance novel.

‘As expected.’

Unlike Song Woo Dang, who hesitated, Lee Min Ki, feeling assured, turned to the side and asked.

“Manager, what do you think? Isn’t this good enough?”

“Hmm, it certainly is.”

Manager Park Han Mo nodded and said.

“To be honest, I thought, ‘How good could it be, even if they’re talented?’ But this... this was a performance that left me in awe.”

“...!”

“I’ve seen a lot of people who claim they can dance while working in the field, but it’s my first time witnessing this level of skill in person.”

It was high praise.

Hearing those words, Song Woo Dang looked as if he might faint on the spot.

He simply opened and closed his mouth in silence.

He couldn’t even say thank you, nor could he ask questions.

There was so much he wanted to say.

There were so many words he had prepared in his head.

However, overwhelmed by joy, he lost his ability to speak.

“Uh, uh, uh...”

It was like someone utterly shocked, unable to close their mouth, stomping their feet.

Meanwhile, there was another person who felt a thrill just as intense.

‘As expected, Song Woo Dang.’

It was Lee Min Ki.

After watching the dance, he could see the potential results of the content as if they were right in front of him.

The “Lee Min Ki Challenge”?

There were a few decent submissions among the videos sent by others, but Song Woo Dang was on a whole different level.

It’s like how one top-selling comic book often outshines ten moderately successful ones.

‘If he’s this good, he has to make it big.’

It’d be great if he went international.

If I’m being a bit selfish, it wouldn’t hurt if my name also gained some recognition in the process.

In Lee Min Ki’s eyes, Song Woo Dang’s dance had the potential to drive this content entirely.

No, that was a given.

After all, he had essentially hijacked a national talent who had sparked a dance craze in Korea.

He had been lucky.

Though he was the one who seized the opportunity.

‘I don’t know how far this will go, but now it’s time to refine it.’

From now on, it was a matter of execution.

He had roughly confirmed Song Woo Dang’s potential.

Like polishing a diamond into a ring, he was contemplating which studio to send Song Woo Dang to and how best to direct the video.

“Thank you!”

At last, the tension broke, and Song Woo Dang bowed deeply.

“Uh, so, I had something I wanted to say.”

“Take your time. We have plenty of it.”

“Ah, yes! Haa!”

Song Woo Dang, still visibly tense, repeatedly inhaled and exhaled.

After a moment.

He finally spoke.

“...I wanted to submit a proper video too, but my circumstances didn’t allow it. Thank you for giving me this chance.”

“Saying we gave you a chance sounds odd. It’s more like you couldn’t hide your talent.”

Lee Min Ki chuckled at the heartfelt words.

Now that a good outcome was confirmed, there was no need to keep the atmosphere heavy.

However, that was a separate matter.

‘I need to address this clearly.’

What Lee Min Ki was about to say had the potential to bring up a rather serious topic.

Though he wanted to focus solely on the happy news, there were things that needed to be said.

Taking a deep breath, Lee Min Ki opened his mouth.

“Those students from earlier, you’re not particularly close with them, right?”


It was about addressing the issue of school violence properly.

"……Yes."

“I thought so. You don’t seem particularly close. Even in the video you sent, I kept hearing strange laughter.”

“Well, that’s…”

Song Woo Dang swallowed hard but couldn’t provide a clear answer, merely glancing toward the entrance of the practice room.

Due to the nature of the practice room, it was soundproof, so conversations inside wouldn’t leak out.

‘He’s being excessively cautious.’

Lee Min Ki nodded, convinced his assumptions were correct.

‘It was only a matter of time.’

The Song Woo Dang he remembered had exposed this matter himself a few years later, but he failed to enact proper revenge.

It must have been because too much time had passed, leaving him without any substantial evidence.

All it resulted in was a moderate amount of harassment by netizens.

While that could be considered a punishment, it wasn’t sufficient.

‘Did they counter-sue him instead?’

The ending was messy.

The perpetrators turned the tables, claiming they weren’t the aggressors and using Song Woo Dang’s fame to make baseless accusations.

It left behind a deeply unsatisfying memory.

This time, he didn’t want to leave things unresolved.

‘Depending on how Song Woo Dang acts, the outcome could be entirely different this time.’

With his thoughts organized, Lee Min Ki opened his mouth.

“Here, take this. It’s my business card.”

“Oh!”

The business card was embossed with “Actor Lee Min Ki of JC.”

Song Woo Dang, receiving the recently reprinted card, let out an exclamation of admiration.

Feeling a strange sense of pride for no apparent reason, Lee Min Ki continued.

“When you’re actively working, old connections with bad blood might drag you down at least once. They can be quite persistent. I’m not saying this to anyone in particular.”

“…….”

“Contact me, and I’ll try to find a way to help. It’s better to resolve these things cleanly, don’t you think?”

Lee Min Ki sought agreement from Manager Park Han Mo, who was sitting beside him.

And, as expected, the words came out of his manager’s mouth.

“Yes, JC specializes in things like this.”

It was as if he had anticipated this outcome from the start.

A video that recently heated up the internet had been making waves.

It was the music video for Bojana Olson’s new song, [Treatment], which had entered the top 10 of the Billboard charts.

The success of the song was largely due to its straightforward and well-composed nature.

The rhythm alone instilled a positive feeling.

Even a brief encounter with the melody on the street would leave it stuck in one’s head.

Add to that Bojana Olson’s unique rookie sensitivity in arranging the instruments.

Plus, lyrics that seemed to console modern people were included, making it a song destined for success in every way.

[Bojana Olson seemed like she’d make it big.]

[But I didn’t think she’d rise this quickly.]

[I wrote a post saying this song was good when it first came out and got bashed for it. What are those people doing now?]

The response was overwhelmingly positive.

However, this song didn’t gain traction purely because of its musical power.

Behind the scenes, the music video added significant buzz, enhancing the song’s performance.

[Lee Min Ki lolololol.]

[That Asian guy is hilarious.]

[He’s cute.]

The scene where the Korean actor Lee Min Ki danced stood out.

Anyone with even a slight interest in Korean content might know who he was, though his choice of projects had made him less recognized overseas.

But then.

[Lee Min Ki Challenge?]

A surprising twist emerged recently.

Was it his way of showing off the impact he had on this music video?

He openly encouraged people to mimic him and even offered prizes as part of the challenge.

The rewards included a formal thank-you message from Lee Min Ki, a review he personally wrote, gifts he wrapped himself, and small gift cards.

[What an unusual thing to do.]

[I get that he’s taking advantage of the buzz, but it still feels strange.]

[In the first place, Lee Min Ki only appeared as a cameo in Treatment. It’s not even his music video, so why is he acting up?]

When it was first announced, the reaction wasn’t all that great.

After all, the concept of [Treatment] wasn’t originally Lee Min Ki’s creation.

However.

[Hello, this is Lee Min Ki. Drumroll, please! The results of the Treatment Challenge are in!]

When the first-place results were revealed.

“…Amazing.”

“Who is this person?”

There was no need to elaborate on the public’s reaction.

[Who on earth is this person?]

There was an incredibly talented individual who submitted under the nickname [CKED].

“Wow, isn’t this incredible? Jumping rope while performing shuffle dance moves at that level. Their long limbs make it so visually satisfying to watch, too.”

In the reaction review video, Lee Min Ki clapped his hands and showered endless praise.

“Surprisingly, this person is a high school student. Could there really be another high schooler in Korea who dances this well? I’m not sure if they’re the best dancer in Korea, but at least among high schoolers, they seem to be at the top.”

Just hearing the words might make them sound exaggerated.

But watching the video.

[Is that even human?]

Lee Min Ki’s words seemed like an understatement.

[They’ve got motors on their legs, lol.]

[Do they have brains in their arms and legs too?]

[How does that not get tangled up?]

[What am I even watching right now?]

[Is this person famous?]

[No, no, no. This is literally my first time seeing them.]

The unfamiliar nickname [CKED] made it even more intriguing.

How could someone who dances this well have remained hidden away, only practicing alone?

[Why so secretive about it?]

The fact that they were fully covered in a hoodie and mask left a strong impression.

Yes, it was the exact same [CKED] whom Lee Min Ki had seen on a broadcast a long time ago.

Feeling a mix of irony, Lee Min Ki let out a faint smile.

‘Smart move.’

Sikade, or Song Woo Dang, still chose to hide their identity.

Not simply to conceal who they were.

[It’s them. If I seem unremarkable, they’ll keep provoking me more actively.]

It was to gather evidence.

[If they see even a hint of success, they’ll try to cover it up. Until I collect enough proof, I’ll continue to operate anonymously.]

And so, the new identity [CKED] was born.

Though the circumstances had changed, the name Sikade ended up reaching the public before Song Woo Dang’s.

‘The world is truly fascinating.’

Lee Min Ki chuckled softly.

‘And their mental fortitude is impressive.’

To think they’d use the identity [CKED] in such a way.

Even though they could take immediate revenge, they chose to bide their time until the moment was right.

It was a level of patience unimaginable for most people.

But for some reason.

Lee Min Ki had a gut feeling that Song Woo Dang’s revenge would be nothing like the disappointing, flat soda of his past life.

Instead, it felt like it would resemble freshly opened zero-sugar lime cola—refreshing and sharp.

Revenge was only a matter of time.

And that time seemed to be approaching soon.

“Isn’t it amazing? The world is full of hidden talent like this.”

For now, it was time to give praise.

Both as a producer and as a fan cheering for CKED.

‘I hope this time, life changes for the better.’

In truth, Lee Min Ki himself was still missing one key realization.

Was it just bad luck that ruined his past life?

In this life where fortune had returned to him, he had reclaimed his rightful place.

But his luck didn’t stop there.

The overflowing luck eventually.

‘This is a once-in-a-lifetime kind of fortune.’

Spilled over to others as well.

Song Woo Dang was one such person.

‘For the sake of the actor who recognized me, I must seize this opportunity no matter what.’

Overflowing beyond what he could contain, it bestowed life-changing luck to others as well.

This was a chance.

And even greater opportunities awaited.

Those destined to gain seven will eventually gain ten.

If someone is meant to shine in five years, they will shine in just five days.

This was not much different from what Lee Min Ki had recently been feeling.

‘Why does it seem like everyone who gets involved with me ends up doing well?’

It was something that had repeated several times already.

But how should he put it?

He felt a little more certain now.

‘If I could share this luck with others…’

Wouldn’t the world flow in a much better direction?
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[Lee Min Ki Official Treatment Challenge: CKED]

It didn’t take long for CKED’s video to become a viral sensation on the internet.

Ten days.

In just ten days, Song Woo Dang emerged as a star with over 4 million views online.

If it had only blown up domestically, it might have been different.

However, since the "Treatment" challenge became a massive hit overseas, its influence also spread internationally.

And then, on top of that—

[CKED reveals history of school bullying]

The fact that CKED, the center of attention, had been a victim of ongoing school violence added fuel to the fire.

[Hello. I am CKED, Song Woo Dang.]

It seemed that Song Woo Dang had been gathering evidence and was waiting for the right time to expose it. The evidence came together quicker than expected.

[Song Woo Dang is not a victim. In fact, he is the perpetrator.]

The bullies at the time retaliated in the same manner they had in the past, framing Song Woo Dang as the aggressor.

They even went so far as to disclose their own identities.

Perhaps to emphasize their innocence, they shaved their heads to look more studious.

But—

[I anticipated this and recorded evidence.]

In just about two weeks, Song Woo Dang had carefully compiled a trove of evidence and released it like a trap card.

[You damn punk, because of you, we failed the audition.]

[Aren’t you just a useless piece of trash?]

[Lee Min Ki, that idiot, should have his eyes—]

The sheer amount of evidence was too overwhelming to dismiss with “we need to hear both sides.”

There was no counter-evidence from the bullies.

It was a case of one side having plenty of evidence versus the other making empty claims.

Which side would netizens believe?

Their choice was obvious.

[Paying homage to a legend.]

It turned into an online festival.

[Is this the meeting spot for Seongbuk-gu’s infamous group?]

[Big bros?? I’m broke??]

[Our cute students^^ Big bro is 182 cm, 91 kg, and a fitness buff. Want to collab?]

[???: Aren’t you just a useless piece of trash?]

[Lol, we hacked their KakaoTalk accounts.]

[Wow, their dads own businesses. Why did rich kids bully others?]

Just two hours after Song Woo Dang’s statement—

That was all it took for the perpetrators’ social media accounts to be completely exposed.

They threatened legal action, but unfortunately for them, it didn’t seem to hold much sway over Song Woo Dang.

This was because JC had assisted Song Woo Dang from the publicizing phase, helping to minimize any potential damage.

[Lololol]

[Getting bullied at school, practicing dance alone, and becoming an internet star.]

[This feels like an early 2000s novel plot.]

An impressive dancing skill.

A shocking backstory as a school bullying victim.

The Lee Min Ki Challenge as a platform.

With so many factors aligning, it wasn’t hard to see why Song Woo Dang was becoming a public figure.

‘He’s already famous.’

Of course, it was just one video so far.

Even though Song Woo Dang’s popularity had risen, there were still clear limitations.

This was partly because more focus was placed on the title “Lee Min Ki Challenge Participant” rather than on CKED as an individual.

[This challenge was really fun.]

[Will there be another one soon?]

[The original version is still the best.]

[It has that comforting feel of a classic dish.]

[The more I watch it, the more I’m hooked.]

[I can’t stop;; watching Lee Min Ki’s video once a day.]

Even viewers seemed more drawn to Lee Min Ki’s planning abilities than anything else.

Thanks to this, Lee Min Ki’s original video had exploded in popularity.

[Treatment Dance (Lee Min Ki Official)]

[Views: 8.31 million]

It was on track to surpass 10 million views soon enough.

Although Song Woo Dang performed well, it was ultimately Lee Min Ki who reaped the greater benefits.

As the saying goes, when the bear dances, the trainer pockets the money. But instead of taking it all, it felt like Lee Min Ki shared it in a 70:30 ratio, giving the bear its share.

Additionally, Lee Min Ki gained extra profits.

[If Actor Lee Min Ki hadn’t reached out to me, I might still be suffering in agony.]

It was his image.

In a clarification video, Song Woo Dang explicitly credited Lee Min Ki for discovering his talent and helping him.

[Let me take this opportunity to sincerely thank Actor Lee Min Ki and everyone at JC Entertainment.]

School bullying is a provocative topic.

Where there’s light, there’s also shadow.

As the perpetrators became reviled as trash, attention naturally shifted to the victim and the person who helped them—Lee Min Ki.

[While others face bullying controversies, someone is solving them.]

[For real, where else can you find a celebrity like this, lol.]

[Min Ki, I’m sorry for badmouthing you in the past.]

[The low-carb forum unanimously declares its support for Lee Min Ki.]

In many ways, Lee Min Ki gained a lot.

Though Song Woo Dang achieved much, Lee Min Ki’s overall benefit was greater.

However—

“Thank you. I got such a big opportunity thanks to you, sir. I had no idea how to get noticed through dance.”

It seemed Song Woo Dang was fully satisfied.

He had chosen dance as his career but was lost, wondering how to build his reputation from scratch with nothing.

“I honestly thought my life was over. I got so tangled up with those bullies. I even thought about changing my name.”

“Mr. Woo Dang, even without my content, wouldn’t you have gained recognition on your own? Your skills are naturally outstanding.”

Lee Min Ki casually tossed out the compliment.

"Actually, it's like this."

Song Woo Dang scratched the back of his head as if embarrassed to say it himself, then spoke.

"If it came to that, I was wondering if I should just do flash mobs on the streets every day."

"Flash mob?"

Wait.

That sounded familiar.

"You know, places like Hongdae, Konkuk University, or Gangnam Station. I thought about playing music and dancing there every day. Haha... even I think it's a bit much. I mean, who's going to notice if I just do that silently?"

No.

It's not too much.

In fact, you actually did that, and it was a huge success.

Lee Min Ki twitched the corners of his eyes for a moment before asking cautiously.

"You mean dancing with your face shown?"

"Yes? No, not like that. I was planning to use the title CKED instead of my real name."

"..."

"Was that too much as well? Haha. Wow."

Not at all.

That plan of yours becomes a massive hit, and the name Song Woo Dang becomes synonymous with the best dancer in Korea among people in their twenties.

"It was such a dreamy idea that I don't usually mention it, but since it's you, I let it slip."

"..."

"You know that person in England, Banksy? The artist who hides their identity and paints? I got the idea from that... but honestly, it doesn't suit dancing, does it? I'm not some kind of terrorist."

No.

That "terrorist" nickname ends up becoming your alias later on.

Lee Min Ki, feeling a strange sense of defeat, raised his hand to cover his eyes.

Whether or not Song Woo Dang noticed him ignoring the conversation, he continued speaking enthusiastically.

"By the way, this is a secret too. I was actually planning to reveal my face and real name if the nickname got famous after a few years of activity."

"On a broadcast?"

"Huh? How did you know?"

Of course, I know.

I know everything.

I've seen how you do it and what happens afterward.

I saw how the perpetrators tried to flip the narrative and frame you, and how it fizzled out because you couldn't handle it properly.

‘This world.’

Lee Min Ki smirked bitterly to himself.

‘This time, you handled it properly.’

It was bold.

Perhaps Lee Min Ki had underestimated Song Woo Dang.

He assumed that as a victim of school violence, it was natural for Song Woo Dang to use anonymity to overcome his trauma.

After all, he himself had revealed that in his whistleblowing video.

But the Song Woo Dang Lee Min Ki saw wasn’t that simple.

‘He’s much sharper than I thought.’

Song Woo Dang had turned anonymity itself into a character and used it as part of his identity.

Even being a victim of school violence was just another aspect of his persona.

Strong.

He was incredibly strong.

This was the source of the strange sense of incongruity Lee Min Ki had felt when he first met Song Woo Dang.

‘The guy is solid.’

Just because someone was a victim of school violence didn’t mean they’d always be gloomy and pessimistic.

But what about in reality?

"Wow, it feels so weird seeing myself on TV. What if people start recognizing me on the streets? Maybe I’m getting ahead of myself. Still, I think I should start looking for a practice room starting tomorrow."

He was endlessly bright and positive, with a boldness typical of someone his age.

He didn’t seem ashamed of what had happened to him at school.

And he was right.

Victims had no reason to feel ashamed.

Shame.

That should be something the perpetrators carried with them for the rest of their lives, not the victims.

What victims deserved was...

"Those guys ruined their lives, didn’t they? Serves them right. Oh, it feels so good."

...a sense of triumph.

Seeing Song Woo Dang affirm himself despite being a victim brought a faint smile to Lee Min Ki’s lips.

‘People like him are the ones who succeed.’

Maybe that kind of personality was exactly what he lacked.

Just as Lee Min Ki was quietly reflecting on that thought.

"Come to think of it."

A calm voice spoke from right beside him.

"If you’re someone who dances, you’ll need a quiet practice room. Ideally, a place that can double as a studio."

"Who are you?"

Surprised by the sudden interruption, Song Woo Dang asked with a puzzled look.

The man answered casually, as if it was nothing.

"I’m from the same company as the actor."

It didn’t seem like much, but it was none other than Director Seo Jung Woo speaking.

Though his title was director, he was practically the real power behind the scenes.

While CEO Goo In Mo handled things externally, Seo Jung Woo practically managed everything internally. With a relaxed expression, he continued.

"JC Entertainment has an unused practice room. I think we can lend it to you for the time being."

"Really?"

Song Woo Dang asked, his face full of surprise.

Seo Jung Woo still replied in an easygoing tone.

"Why not? It’s just an unused workspace. The first one to occupy it should be the one to use it. Isn’t that right, actor?"

"..."

"See? The actor agrees too, so there’s no problem."

Of course.

Agree or not, he’s the one in charge here. What could anyone say against him?

‘What’s he up to all of a sudden?’

Thinking there might be some ulterior motive, Lee Min Ki tilted his head and studied Seo Jung Woo’s expression.

The thought flashed through his mind like resin dripping from a summer pine.

‘Recruitment?’

That’s right.

Seo Jung Woo was trying to recruit Song Woo Dang.

JC Entertainment wasn’t just an actor management company; they handled everything from singers to entertainers.

There was no reason why they couldn’t take in a dancer.

‘Not signing a contract outright but offering a practice room...’

It was likely a way to plant a seed without committing yet.

That explained Seo Jung Woo’s subtle tactics.

"Um, but who are you?"

"I’m someone who works at the actor’s company."

"Are you their manager?"

"Something like that."

Not sure what was up with that evasiveness.

Maybe he had been reading too many hidden-power novels.

They had squeezed every last drop of nectar from the flower of "treatment."

To sum it up.

[immigrant_power]

Lee Min Ki’s social media achieved its initial goal.

[Followers: 3.12 million]

And exceeded it by an overwhelming margin.

‘Unbelievable.’

Lee Min Ki twitched his eyes as he held his phone.
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Yes, it was true.

The SNS screen on Lee Min Ki's phone.

The number displayed there was truly extraordinary.

[3,120,000]

It could rival the population of Busan.

Moreover, the number was steadily increasing in real-time.

‘This actually works.’

Even Lee Min Ki, who had proposed the bet, couldn't believe the result and pressed firmly on his temples.

Pressing the temples stimulated the tear glands, producing a natural eye-drop effect.

‘It’s still the same no matter how many times I check.’

That meant it wouldn't work if you didn’t need eye drops.

“Hah.”

Lee Min Ki let out a small sigh.

At the time of his bet with Director Seo Jung Woo, their goal was merely 1 million in three months.

Three million had seemed like an impossible feat, and they had bet against it.

It was all to test their luck.

But what happened after they began the bet?

Like a snowball greedily growing in the Himalayas, it swelled until it turned into an avalanche, tripling the original goal.

‘Luck certainly plays a big role in bets.’

But to this extent?

It’s ridiculously strong.

Realizing that the bigger the stakes, the bigger the results, he felt a twinge of fear at his own luck.

It even made him want to keep betting.

‘Is this the mindset of gamblers?’

No, stop.

Hold it in, you inner gambler.

‘Remember your real job!’

While Lee Min Ki was battling his inner dark impulses, Director Seo Jung Woo clapped his hands and spoke.

“As expected, you’re incredible, Actor. Among all the celebrities I’ve encountered, you’re absolutely one of a kind.”

“Hmm.”

“Acting, fashion, marketing—you excel in everything. Do you know that? These days, trainees say they want to be like you. You could truly be called the guiding star for rookie actors.”

A few exaggerated compliments from Director Seo Jung Woo brought Lee Min Ki back to his senses.

Seeing this, Director Seo Jung Woo smiled and continued.

“At any rate, with 3,120,000 followers, you rank among the top 50 male celebrities in Korea.”

Hearing it like that made it feel neither too much nor too little.

Even as Lee Min Ki marveled at the number 3 million, he couldn’t help but notice the gap in objective rankings.

As if reading his mind, Director Seo Jung Woo said.

“You probably think it’s middling, don’t you?”

How uncanny.

“Well, yeah, kind of.”

As Lee Min Ki nodded, Director Seo Jung Woo sat beside him and pulled out his phone.

“But as you can see, most of the top ranks are held by celebrities or global stars.”

That was undeniably true.

Looking at the glittering names on the screen, two-thirds were idols, while the rest were internationally renowned figures.

“So, am I at a disadvantage because I’m a domestic-focused, full-time actor?”

“For now, yes. But on the flip side, you could say you’re at the top among pure domestic rookies.”

The top, huh?

Realizing that reaching this level so quickly no longer felt strange, Lee Min Ki was struck by a peculiar emotion.

‘Is it okay to rise so fast?’

It felt like just yesterday when he couldn’t even consider competitors like Kim Ji Hwan or Kim Tae Yang and thought of them as distant stars.

But now, with just a few blinks, the world had changed.

He had only done a handful of projects.

What would happen once Fashion & Passion was released?

“If you make an overseas debut soon... you might not just be the best rookie but the top among seasoned actors. This is a big event for Korean entertainment.”

Director Seo Jung Woo murmured sincerely, clearly pleased.

Despite losing the bet, he didn’t seem the least bit troubled—if anything, he appeared refreshed.

And rightly so.

‘It’s a shame I lost the right to force him into a project of my choosing, but the gains are immense.’

Having 3 million followers was a massive asset in itself.

In today’s media-driven world, an actor’s SNS was like a gigantic billboard.

Exactly.

With an audience of 3 million, it was a billboard on an immense scale.

With such a platform, the revenue potential of even one or two mediocre projects couldn’t be underestimated.

‘Especially since he excels in fashion. A few ads in that field could turn him into a Hallyu star in no time.’

Director Seo Jung Woo chuckled with satisfaction.

As if the company’s success was his own.

And in truth, it was.

Though not widely known, Director Seo Jung Woo owned shares in JC Entertainment.

While CEO Goo In Mo was the majority shareholder and essentially ran it as his private company, an investment firm followed.

And the next major stakeholder was none other than Director Seo Jung Woo.

In other words, the more JC Entertainment prospered, the more his wealth grew.

‘With the actor’s rising success, I’ll have to consider cashing out some shares soon.’

It wasn’t just out of goodwill that he had been catering to Lee Min Ki’s tastes lately.

Although, it was also entertaining in its own way.

“Actor, let’s shoot a fashion ad soon.”

“Representative Yoo Gyu Eon recently asked for a collaboration for the Terminus Collection’s upcoming overseas launch.”

“Haha, Representative Yoo Gyu Eon... or should I say, he’s lucky.”

The people who built positive connections with Lee Min Ki always seemed to thrive, which was amusing.

As Director Seo Jung Woo smiled, Lee Min Ki shrugged and spoke.

“I’m practically Representative Yoo’s exclusive model these days. Even this outfit is from him.”

Lee Min Ki adjusted the collar of his shirt, revealing the word [Terminus] written in bold black lettering.

Indeed.

Lately, almost everything Lee Min Ki wore publicly was handled by Representative Yoo Gyu Eon.

Naturally, it was all custom-made.

“This outfit feels great.”

“Yes, especially since it’s for a significant event. There’s even a photo shoot afterward.”

“Where’s Manager Park Han Mo?”

“He’s waiting downstairs.”

“Alright, have a good trip.”

“Stay healthy.”

“Healthy... yes. You too, Actor. Wishing you a long life.”

With that, Lee Min Ki exchanged what might or might not have been goodbyes and descended to the first floor.

Using the stairs, not the elevator.

[Sir, your physical activity has been decreasing lately. That won’t do.]

[But, Trainer Kwon, filming has been so hectic.]

[Then at least walk. Deal?]

Trainer Kwon Joon Yong’s orders.

If he couldn’t carve out time to exercise, he was to turn his daily routine into exercise.

He didn’t fully understand it, but he followed instructions anyway.

‘At least it’s convenient that he trains me personally at the company gym.’

Though unintended, it was one of the fortunate connections he had made.

Step by step.

When they descended to the first floor, it happened.

"Manager!"

At Lee Min Ki's voice, Manager Park Han Mo, who had been sitting and waiting, rose from his seat and spoke.

"We'll be late for the premiere. Let’s go quickly."

The press preview for Fashion and Fashion.

The moment to face the result of all the hard work was imminent.

"Oh, and it’d be good to fix the crease in your pants a little."

"Ah, yes!"

Going up and down the stairs was fine, but this was the problem.

Red Cinema, Konkuk University.

The press preview was held at Hall 8, which had been rented for Fashion and Fashion.

The atmosphere there was nothing like the casual, lively vibe of most preview venues.

It was reminiscent of a battlefield.

It was intense.

Eyes gleamed sharply.

The reporters, lined up like a market crowd, looked as though they could draw swords and fight at any moment.

Why were these people, usually calling each other "bro" and "sis," acting this way?

Why weren’t they even exchanging greetings?

The reason, of course, was Lee Min Ki.

‘These days, Lee Min Ki is top-tier.’

A string of hits, Fashion was a hit, and he was a sensation on SNS as well.

Recently, he even flaunted his friendship with a Billboard star.

On top of that, he was refreshing.

For an actor to feel fresh in the public’s eyes was a huge advantage.

How could there be another giant who had grown so much in such a short time?

Even a fool could tell.

‘Lee Min Ki is the trend.’

Lee Min Ki’s current project could very well define an era in Korean media.

If there was a flaw, it might be Hwang Ui Seong.

"Well, since it’s Hwang Ui Seong’s work, naturally..."

One reporter cautiously opened their mouth.

"Yes, it’s hard to expect commercial success."

"Exactly."

"Because it’s Hwang Ui Seong. The work might be good, though."

Indeed.

Hwang Ui Seong had a chronic issue as a director.

In terms of pure artistic value, his work was top-notch in Korea.

But when it came to box office results, his reputation was disappointingly lacking.

Significantly so.

"Lee Min Ki should stick to commercially successful projects to ride the trend."

"That’s right. If he plays his cards well, he could aim for the title of a ten-million-viewer actor."

Reporters who had built camaraderie while covering the film industry tossed out their evaluations of Lee Min Ki.

In truth, becoming a ten-million-viewer actor wasn’t something you could force.

First, the movie had to succeed.

Conversely, the more likely a movie was to succeed, the more it tended to cast top-notch actors.

The bigger the investment, the more premium actors were sought.

"Why on earth did it have to be Hwang Ui Seong?"

From this perspective, the reporters saw Hwang Ui Seong as an obstacle for Lee Min Ki.

They didn’t want Lee Min Ki involved in art films.

They wanted him to be evaluated by the public through commercial films and rise to stardom.

"Ugh."

"And his acting is good too."

"No, no, it’s because his acting is so good that Hwang Ui Seong snatched him up."

"That bear-like old man has a sharp eye for actors."

"Remember when I went to interview him, and he shut me out, saying they were filming?"

Adding to the dislike was the fact that Hwang Ui Seong had a negative reputation among reporters.

It stemmed from his uncooperative attitude toward interviews.

Of course, there’s no obligation to accommodate reporters who show up unannounced.

But reporters, who were used to being treated hospitably under the guise of their job title, took issue with it.

"Hwang Ui Seong is outdated now."

"Lee Min Ki deserves better."

"They say the movie’s about fashion, but how can someone out of touch handle such a trendy topic?"

"Unless it’s about Dongdaemun Market in the ’80s."

"Hahaha, that’s kind of funny."

"Seems like Lee Min Ki doesn’t have a good eye for choosing projects."

While the reporters were locked in competitive chatter about the people behind the movie rather than the film itself, it happened.

"He’s here."

One reporter spoke.

At that moment.

Everyone went silent as if their mouths had been zipped shut.

Then, like meerkats on the savannah, they raised their heads and looked in one direction.

The entrance and exit of the theater.

A softly lit spot, like moonlight resting on mist.

A man stood there, wearing a beige coat with a texture as smooth as silk.

‘……!’

‘No wonder he rose as a fashion model.’

It was Lee Min Ki.

He smiled gently and spoke.

"This is actor Lee Min Ki. It’s been a while since Café del Día."

His next words.

They were ones that could only heighten expectations.

"I’ve brought you the best movie of my career."
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“I have prepared the greatest film of my career.”

Lee Min Ki’s voice flowed out, soft yet resolute.

The greatest film.

“……!!”

It was a declaration too bold to be spoken lightly, and the reporters sitting in the screening hall collectively stirred, like waves crashing.

Why?

‘He’s saying that?’

It was a statement that broke the conventions of a press screening.

Typically, there is one unspoken rule when conducting a press screening.

Namely, to minimize the amount of information shared.

‘Usually, one avoids saying anything that could create preconceived notions about the film.’

This was only natural.

Why hold a press screening in the first place?

It is to have the result of painstaking efforts evaluated through others’ perspectives.

After receiving evaluations, even if they are negative, the filmmakers would edit the work further if needed.

Thus, raising the expectations of the audience was considered taboo, above all else.

Artificially inflating expectations could cloud judgment when watching the film.

‘Isn’t he afraid of being underestimated?’

It was akin to why a fine dining chef should avoid smoking.

For less critical reasons, there were also superstitions.

‘Usually, the more confident the production team, the more it flops.’

Confidence could either mean genuine self-assurance or a bluff.

Of course.

In Lee Min Ki’s case, superstition played a significant role.

‘Place a bet against him.’

Having won big by betting against the odds on [Treatment Challenge], some were ready to take another gamble.

“I am confident in the film’s quality.”

It was a gamble where nothing would be lost.

Naturally, he hadn’t acted alone but received consent from Director Hwang Ui Seong.

[The result is good. Say whatever you want.]

Some might interpret his words with this nuance:

[If you want to bet, go ahead. I won’t stop you. If it flops, just sell one of Si Won’s academies.]

But Director Hwang Ui Seong was serious.

He, too, had absolute confidence in the results of his work.

“I will refrain from speaking further about the specifics of the film.”

Even as the reporters reeled from the initial shock, Lee Min Ki’s words didn’t stop.

“I hope the audience can fully enjoy it with their own eyes and ears. I don’t know if it will be the greatest film, but I am confident it’s the best I could make.”

Pretending to be modest, like a wealthy family’s young master, his words elicited dry laughs from the reporters.

It was too late to backtrack now.

The opening remark was provocative, so any attempt to soften the blow was meaningless.

The reporters’ eyes were already alight.

He had claimed it was the greatest work of his career; now they would judge it by that standard.

‘Lee Min Ki, you’re truly unique.’

He had a knack for shattering people’s common sense.

Journalist Hong Yoo Joo of [Star Magazine], who had interviewed Lee Min Ki for the first time, let out a wry smile.

She was the same reporter who had splashed water on him in the past.

She had built her career by following him and now had the stature to attend such a major press screening solo.

This was all thanks to Lee Min Ki’s rapid rise, whom she had bet on early.

‘Still, there must be a reason behind his bold words, right?’

Hong Yoo Joo tried to interpret Lee Min Ki’s actions in a positive light, in her own way.

“As Lee Min Ki said.”

Before she could delve further into her thoughts, Director Hwang Ui Seong, who had quietly approached like a shadow, spoke with an expressionless face.

“There isn’t much more to say. As the actor mentioned, if you have eyes and ears, you’ll understand.”

In just two short sentences, Hong Yoo Joo couldn’t help but marvel.

‘Wow, this director really knows how to provoke.’

Was he implying that anyone who criticized his movie lacked eyes and ears?

No wonder he was constantly roasted in entertainment journalism chatrooms—there was clearly a reason for it.

‘I feel sorry for Lee Min Ki.’

It must be tough working under a director who talked like this, even at a press screening where media perception mattered.

Hong Yoo Joo gazed at Lee Min Ki with a tinge of pity.

Of course, the person in question was unbothered.

‘Our director is as confident as ever.’

Lee Min Ki had become highly influenced by Hwang Ui Seong over the past few months.

“We will begin the screening shortly.”

After Lee Min Ki, Director Hwang Ui Seong, and the production team exited, heavy silence lingered in the screening hall.

‘Birds of a feather flock together.’

‘A rookie actor, acting so arrogant.’

‘Let’s see how good it really is.’

‘Even a single flaw will do.’

That was the general sentiment.

The previously favorable views of Lee Min Ki had considerably cooled.

It was a backlash against his prior image as a thoughtful celebrity.

Conversely.

‘He must be truly confident.’

Some, knowing Lee Min Ki’s personality, felt heightened anticipation.

This included Hong Yoo Joo, Jerry, Joo Ha Na, Yoo Seon Ah, Kim Tak, and Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

These were individuals without formal press badges but were there as acquaintances of Lee Min Ki.

“Min Ki rarely speaks so boldly. Did he drink today?”

“The actor doesn’t even touch alcohol.”

“Oh? How did you know?”

“He didn’t come to a team dinner when invited.”

Among them, people like Joo Ha Na and Yoo Seon Ah got to know each other better.

“Anyone working in the film industry should have that level of confidence. Journalists act like we always need to bow our heads.”

“Oh, I agree.”

Then there were the likes of Jerry and Kim Ah Sung.

‘I wonder if I should try making fried milk tonight.’

And people like Kim Tae Yang, who remained indifferent no matter what Lee Min Ki did.

With all these mixed emotions swirling, the screening hall was a storm of feelings.

Clack!

The sound of the lights dimming was followed by instant darkness.

And then came the noise of wind, like a fan rotating.

[Thud!]

A loud drumbeat boomed, abruptly starting the movie.

It was Director Hwang Ui Seong’s signature style.

Skipping the typical opening segments showing the distributors or production companies during press screenings.

A few minutes later.

Hong Yoo Joo gasped softly in admiration.

‘Wow, does Lee Min Ki really have such a perfect figure?’

Indeed.

On-screen, Lee Min Ki’s proportions appeared flawless.

His small head, long legs, and broad shoulders were repeatedly highlighted.

Though known for his physique, [Fashion and Fashion] seemed to emphasize it even more.

‘Every scene feels like a magazine photoshoot.’

Why did his proportions look so impressive here?

As someone familiar with him in real life, she found it even more curious.

In reality, his presence was more striking, yet his proportions never seemed this emphasized on screen.

‘Why does he feel even better than in person here?’

The answer was simple.

It was Director Hwang Ui Seong’s intention.

‘He shot this cleverly.’

A critic quickly caught on to the trick.

‘Many of the scenes are shot from an angle one head lower.’

Exactly.

While most films set the camera slightly above the actors’ heads, [Fashion and Fashion] chose the opposite.

In upper-body shots, the heart-level angle was used effectively, and sometimes the perspective was dropped to knee-level for variety.

[That guy could make a great model.]

Take this scene, for example.

An agency representative evaluates [Lee Jong Ho], giving him high praise.

Here too, the camera angle was lowered.

As a result, the lowered perspective created a visually more favorable ratio.

It also made the audience feel more immersed in the scene, adding a realistic effect.

But was it that other directors lacked the intellect to use such a method?

‘This technique isn’t without its flaws.’

No, it wasn’t.

There was a fundamental disadvantage, which was why others avoided it.

The critic furrowed his brow.

‘Since the composition was shot in a narrow frame, it inevitably compromises spatiality and composition. From the audience's perspective, the mise-en-scène should feel stifling.’

But that wasn’t the case.

From the beginning, the focus had been unwavering, and there wasn’t a hint of frustration.

If anything, it felt refreshingly engaging.

The reason for this was sought by scanning the screen intently.

‘Ah.’

He opened his eyes in amazement.

‘They concentrated it.’

The selfish composition was solely devoted to scenes featuring Lee Min Ki.

All the other characters were burdened with proportional risks.

Conversely, Lee Min Ki's proportions were made to appear superior.

The overall color scheme was also brightened, focusing on scenes with Lee Min Ki.

And there was more.

‘They keep shooting Lee Min Ki from a distance.’

The camera was intentionally pulled back for his scenes.

‘That... they custom-made props smaller than actual size.’

The background props were miniaturized to make Lee Min Ki appear taller.

It was like the trick used in model homes, where smaller furniture is placed to make spaces seem larger.

But it didn’t stop there.

Director Hwang Ui Seong’s attention to detail went beyond this.

‘Incredible. They even cropped Lee Min Ki’s upper body.’

In various shots, they excluded his head, eliminating any sense of intrusion his body might bring.

And there was another trick.

It was something only those knowledgeable in fashion could catch.

‘Did Yoo Gyu Eon handle this? He’s good enough to earn a living as a designer.’

Self-proclaimed JC's top fashion expert Kim Ah Sung chuckled.

‘They dressed him mostly in dark-toned clothes.’

The clothes were predominantly dark.

This made his body look slimmer horizontally and longer vertically.

‘And yet, they used brighter colors for his shoes.’

Brighter shoes compared to the outfit made him appear taller.

‘They keep exposing his ankles.’

Exposed ankles made his legs look longer.

‘They faked a higher waistline with the stitching.’

Manipulating seams, wrinkles, and belts to create an illusion was basic.

‘The tops are mostly V-necked, and the hairstyle is styled upward. The fabric on the clothes was vertically oriented, and the layering was vertical too.’

Every element was meticulously calculated to make his proportions appear flawless.

It was styling that reached the level of magic.

It would be hard to notice all these countless details unless one spent two hours daily on fashion communities.

‘It’s only because it’s me that I noticed. No one else would catch this.’

Kim Ah Sung scoffed.

Indeed.

Kim Ah Sung was someone genuinely knowledgeable about fashion.

With his expertise, he endlessly mixed hoodies, sweatpants, and shoes into what he called the [Kim Ah Sung Signature New York Street Look].

Yet, despite criticisms about how shabby his outfits looked, his expertise remained intact.

There was always a reason behind why someone’s silhouette looked good.

On the other hand, to ordinary journalists without such insights:

‘Lee Min Ki has better proportions than I thought.’

‘Director Hwang Ui Seong shot it cleverly.’

‘The styling is beautiful.’

‘It feels as good as seeing him in real life.’

They could only vaguely and abstractly understand the impression.

This applied equally to the general audience.

After enjoying the two-hour Lee Min Ki fashion portfolio, filled with Director Hwang Ui Seong’s cinematographic tricks and Yoo Gyu Eon’s styling magic, it reached the highlight.

[Money. Can you save people if you earn a lot of money?]

[Ha, haha, Jong Ho. If there’s something you want to do, I’ll try to find a way.]

[Then save me too.]

At the final scene where Lee Jong Ho jumps from the rooftop:

“……Ah.”

Critics, who had forgotten to critique and were engrossed in the movie, let out a spontaneous sigh.

By this point:

The thoughts in the journalists' minds were unanimous.

‘It might not be Lee Min Ki’s best film in his career…….’

‘But it’s definitely the best he’s looked in a film.’

To sum up [Fashion and Fashion] in one sentence, it was a movie for Lee Min Ki.

‘Lee Min Ki is the best.’
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There are various types of critics in the world.

[Through this movie, the director intends to show that all people are interconnected like dietary fiber, and that the more bonds they feel, the healthier and better-designed society becomes…]

The type that provides long and detailed explanations, requiring readers to sit down and carefully read through.

[It evokes the breeze on Montmartre Hill. Each breath is precious. As a result, it deepens.]

The abstract type, so vague that even a shaman would feel their blood pressure rise and slap the critic.

And then.

[A two-hour Lee Min Ki photo shoot.]

The type that responds with short, intuitive sentences that stick in your head.

Why is that?

In this Lee Min Ki movie, there were especially many of the latter type.

[Director Hwang Ui Seong is a good director. Lee Min Ki is handsome.]

[Fashion and fashion explode, and fashion explodes too.]

[Hwang Ui Seong delivers the ultimate expression of appearance supremacy through Lee Min Ki.]

[What happens to humans when talent is given to a genius who doesn’t need it.]

Director Hwang Ui Seong was originally known for making good films.

Even if people had divided opinions about his works, there was no question about their quality.

However, this time, there was more noise surrounding the movie than usual.

Perhaps because a major rookie like Lee Min Ki approached him out of nowhere.

Some might have wondered if the director was stricken with artistic madness.

[Hwang Ui Seong’s reputation is ruined.]

[Is Min Ki going to start shooting only art films now?]

[I’m also uneasy about how he’s dabbling in fashion these days.]

However, all these doubts were neatly washed away with one review from Star Magazine.

[The most accessible movie by Director Hwang Ui Seong! The most entertaining film starring Lee Min Ki!]

Accessible and entertaining.

Could there be more intuitive words than these?

With just a week left until the movie’s release.

[Should we take a gamble and watch it~~~~?]

Audiences began to look forward to Fashion and Fashion—for better or worse.

Meanwhile.

[If you have eyes and ears, you’ll understand.]

[I don’t have much to say.]

Director Hwang Ui Seong’s comments at the preview screening spread across the internet, thanks to some skillful massaging.

There was always a reason why someone attracted so many antis.

With only two days left until the movie’s release.

Lee Min Ki prepared to reap some rewards for all his hard work.

Namely.

“I didn’t expect you to be auditioning already, Actor Lee.”

As Director Seo Jung Woo put it, Lee Min Ki was auditioning.

“That’s right. You really never know with life.”

Lee Min Ki laughed.

Today, he was indeed here for an audition.

However, many elements of the sentence were omitted, including the subject.

To clarify the context:

“I never thought I’d be working as a judge, less than three years after my debut.”

Lee Min Ki was participating in an audition as a judge.

And not just any audition.

“These were people who used to prepare for auditions alongside me as fellow challengers.”

He was evaluating his former academy and audition colleagues.

That’s right.

A few months ago, Lee Min Ki had made a bet with JC Entertainment.

[If I can gain one million followers in three months, I’ll film anything you want. But if I reach three million, you’ll host an audition.]

Using the special audition as bait.

JC Entertainment kept their promise.

The audition was held privately without any official announcement, and among the participants were promising talents like Kim Tak, Yoo Seon Ah, and Kim Ji Hwan, quietly scouted by JC.

And Lee Min Ki was seated as one of the judges.

‘I came to the office for a morning meeting and got kidnapped.’

There was no prior notice.

He’d only come to handle some business when they suddenly dragged him into judging.

‘You really can’t predict life.’

Could this even be allowed?

Feeling dizzy from the situation, Lee Min Ki asked.

“I know all of these people. Isn’t it unfair for me to participate in the judging?”

“It’s not entirely without risk, but there are benefits as well.”

Director Seo Jung Woo quickly countered Lee Min Ki’s concern.

“The longer you stay away from the field, the duller your instincts become. At a time like this, we need an actor with broad experience to see things others might miss. Whether they’re familiar or unfamiliar, your perspective from the judge’s seat will reveal something new.”

“…”

His words were smooth.

In simpler terms, it boiled down to: “Judge with your own eyes.”

In truth, Seo Jung Woo had another reason.

‘He’s a man of incredible luck.’

The more he got to know Lee Min Ki, the more uncanny his luck seemed.

Whatever he did, things worked out well.

Even the people around him benefited from his fortune.

‘I bet whoever Lee Min Ki picks will end up succeeding.’

It might just be superstition.

But in auditions, intuition and gut feelings often played a surprisingly big role.

Instincts and impulses.

In that sense, Director Seo Jung Woo decided to trust Lee Min Ki’s choices.

After all.

‘If I don’t agree, I’ll just reject them myself.’

As the final decision-maker, it was up to him.

If things crossed the line due to personal connections, he’d cut it off himself.

By the way.

Kidnapping Lee Min Ki to be a judge wasn’t entirely random either.

His involvement was kept secret to prevent potential bias among the participants.

And there was also the hope that Lee Min Ki would evaluate purely based on his instincts as an actor, without knowing the participants’ backgrounds.

“As for commercial appeal, growth potential, and other marketable aspects, I’ll handle those evaluations.”

Director Seo Jung Woo smiled.

“You, Actor Lee, can simply judge as a member of the audience.”

“That sounds tough.”

“Yes, auditions are always tough—for both challengers and judges.”

That made sense. This was an investment from their perspective.

And deciding someone’s future with a single word, disregarding their lifelong efforts, could never be easy.

“What’s the sequence?”

“Didn’t they tell you?”

“No, I was just kidnapped.”

“We’ll evaluate three people at a time.”

“Won’t the evaluations get mixed up?”

“That’s a fair point. However, being able to perform properly in front of others is also important for an actor.”

Actually, he knew this already.

He just wanted to make small talk because the atmosphere felt awkward.

So, as another judge from JC Entertainment sat nearby, the two whispered quietly.

“It’s starting.”

The sound of a knock came from the audition room door, perfectly synchronized with Director Seo Jung Woo’s words, followed by the careful opening of the door.

Of the three people who entered, the woman standing in the center caught immediate attention.

‘No way.’

Lee Min Ki couldn’t possibly fail to recognize her.

‘Why is that person here?’

Meanwhile.

The same thought occurred to someone on the other side, looking at Lee Min Ki.

‘Why is that person here?’

With the rise of social media, a new profession has emerged.

Influencer.

Derived from the word "influence," it refers to a person who impacts others.

Initially, it wasn’t considered a profession.

The term simply referred to someone with a large number of followers.

But at some point, things changed.

Having a large following became a significant source of income.

And eventually, it reached a point where:

[Influencer OGZ declares independent fashion label.]

The term "influencer" itself solidified as a legitimate profession.

And right here.

Standing before Lee Min Ki was someone who had thrived under the title of influencer.

‘OGZ, we meet again like this.’

OGZ.

A female influencer who had gained considerable fame in fashion and art circles.

With over 600,000 followers on social media, she was a prominent figure, known for her goddess-like makeup that rivaled many celebrities.

But to Lee Min Ki, she left a different, stronger impression.

‘I suffered so much harassment because of this person.’

And it all started with social media.

Lee Min Ki had once posted a question on her SNS.

[May I ask where you got this coat?]

He’d asked because the coat she wore looked stylish.

It had a unisex vibe, so he thought it might suit him.

But how did she respond?

[I made it myself. Why are you framing me? Are you implying I can’t make my own clothes? This makes me feel quite unpleasant.]

It had been a rather cold response.

What followed was a massive ordeal for Lee Min Ki.

People mocked him as someone trying to gain clout by challenging an influencer.

[Preparing to be an actor, huh?]

[LOL, he must be jealous because he’s a nobody, and OGZ is a top influencer.]

[Honestly, people like this are the most pathetic.]

[Trying to latch onto someone famous but failing miserably? LOL.]

Over 80 critical comments were posted beneath his reply.

It was outright witch-hunting.

Even thinking about it now made Lee Min Ki grit his teeth in frustration.

‘I was so scared I deleted my account.’

Luckily, he had just made the account, so his face wasn’t revealed.

That was the story.

OGZ.

She was one of the main reasons Lee Min Ki quit social media.

‘At first, I wondered if I’d done something truly wrong.’

But later, he realized.

She enjoyed gaining attention by playing the victim while portraying others as shameless aggressors.

Turning insignificant issues into major grievances was her specialty.

What a perverse hobby.

Well, all of that was in the past.

But something about this “past” felt slightly different.

‘Would she even remember me?’

Yes.

This wasn’t something from his time after going back in time.

It had occurred when Lee Min Ki was still a trainee, just a few years ago in the current timeline.

‘So much has changed.’

It was almost laughable.

Back then, he was careful to even exchange a word with her, but now the roles had reversed.

An influencer trying out for an audition.

And a rookie actor ranked number one in Korea, sitting as a judge.

“Nice to see you.”

It was the moment Lee Min Ki murmured softly without realizing it.

“Actor, please refrain from showing favoritism,”

came Director Seo Jung Woo’s light-hearted jab, making Lee Min Ki smile.

“I know.”

Lee Min Ki’s unique, gentle voice echoed through the quiet audition room.

OGZ, Eun Ki Joo, felt her heart shrink to its limits at that smile.

‘No way, it’s really Lee Min Ki. He’s one of the judges? This is insane.’

She never imagined such an opportunity would come.

She’d always dreamed of entering the entertainment industry, pushing her connections at JC to the limit to secure this spot.

And now, a big-name actor like Lee Min Ki was sitting right there.

‘So this is JC.’

The shock left her head spinning.

Meeting Lee Min Ki in person turned this audition into an opportunity too good to miss.

‘I absolutely have to get close to him.’

She had seen Lee Min Ki’s SNS account.

He’d gained over 3 million followers in just three months.

Yet he followed fewer than 20 people.

I need to be one of those few.

Even if she failed the audition, building any connection with Lee Min Ki would suffice.

For influencers, a link to a “real celebrity” was a treasure beyond compare.

Even if it wasn’t a genuine relationship, it didn’t matter.

As long as the public thought they seemed close, that was enough.

[Influencer OGZ flaunts her connection with Lee Min Ki. Truly the best of the best.]

A single article would do.

That alone would generate a trickle-down effect worth more than enough.

Lost in thought, she snapped back as Director Seo Jung Woo spoke.

“Please give a brief introduction.”

Eun Ki Joo, who had been daydreaming, quickly put on her brightest smile.

“Hello, I’m Eun Ki Joo, a fashion influencer active on SNS.”

The next words were crucial.

Determined to focus entirely on Lee Min Ki, she opened her mouth.

“Though it’s our first meeting, it’s an honor to be judged by Lee Min Ki, an actor and model who represents Korea!”

From the start, her strategy was to stick solely to Lee Min Ki.

The other two judges didn’t matter.

She would leave a strong impression on him and later send a follow request on SNS.

Even just showing off a slight acquaintance with him would yield immense benefits.

“Actor, is that how you feel?”

Director Seo Jung Woo smiled as Eun Ki Joo tried to calm her pounding heart.

“Thank you,”

Lee Min Ki said with a smile.

“But I’m sorry, haven’t we spoken before?”
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“Excuse me, but haven’t we spoken before?”

“Pardon? W-What?”

Lee Min Ki’s sudden remark made Eun Ki Joo’s eyes widen in surprise.

‘When?’

She couldn’t recall at all.

When would she, of all people, have had the chance to even exchange words with someone at Lee Min Ki’s level?

‘Was it before my debut?’

No, that made even less sense.

Was Lee Min Ki an average-looking person?

With such a striking appearance, he should have been unforgettable, even if he had just passed her by like an autumn leaf blown in the wind.

‘If I say I don’t remember, it’ll probably come off badly.’

Surely, he was asking out of kindness.

It would be a shame to miss such an opportunity.

After biting her lips for a long moment, Eun Ki Joo finally spoke.

“Ah, I think we might have had a conversation before...”

She decided to say it anyway.

A vague answer might prompt him to say more.

“Right?”

Lee Min Ki smiled even more brightly before responding.

“Your SNS account is OGZ, isn’t it?”

“Ah!”

“I once left a comment there. It was before my debut. Too long ago, perhaps? I even remember what you said back then. I also sent a follow request.”

Hearing this, Eun Ki Joo’s mind became even more tangled.

Why?

She rarely responded to comments left on her SNS.

Maintaining an air of aloofness meant responding with just as much detachment.

Lee Min Ki smiled gently and said,

“Well, I felt a bit sorry for striking up a conversation out of nowhere.”

“...!”

At those words, Eun Ki Joo’s panic deepened.

‘Did I react too sensitively?’

There was a fine line between someone with poor anger management and someone with a bad personality.

She knew her personality wasn’t great, but at least she was selective about who she unleashed it on.

In other words, she knew her behavior was wrong but acted that way anyway.

At least within the narrow world of SNS, she had grown used to being in an absolute position of power.

“Actor, if you tell me now, I’ll follow you back immediately...”

Eun Ki Joo hurriedly began to speak, but before she could finish—

“Haha, it’s fine. It’s all in the past. Besides, that account doesn’t exist anymore.”

Lee Min Ki laughed, drawing a clear line.

Thanks to him, Eun Ki Joo’s mind felt like a muddy swamp, utterly chaotic.

She had an important audition right in front of her, and instead of focusing, her heart was racing wildly.

‘It seems like you know the actor, but you’re not particularly close.’

Director Seo Jung Woo, who had judged their relationship, spoke without hesitation.

“That’s enough small talk. I’m looking forward to a good performance. Please step forward and begin right away.”

“Ah, yes! Ah!”

As she stepped forward, Eun Ki Joo twisted her ankle.

She nearly fell but managed to regain her balance just in time.

Even so, the damage was done.

The judges in front of her were clearly laughing at her clumsiness.

‘This is insane.’

Her face burned with embarrassment.

Why was her condition so poor today?

“Ahem.”

She steadied her breath.

Then began her impromptu performance.

“Senior, doesn’t that person at the karaoke seem odd? Why do they keep butting into other people’s songs when it’s not their turn?

They don’t even hold the mic and just shout at the top of their lungs, like someone who ate a bullhorn.”

As Eun Ki Joo tried her best to refocus on her acting, Lee Min Ki’s heart grew heavier.

‘Pathetic.’

It was exactly that.

Her performance was mediocre.

“Not to mention, when the song ended earlier, they said they didn’t know the song and suggested changing it.

Does that make sense? Did they not learn basic social skills at their age?”

This wasn’t acting.

She was merely reciting lines, and even her diction, the most basic skill, was all over the place.

This wasn’t acting but a clear lack of practice and preparation.

It was a textbook case of someone who didn’t monitor themselves enough.

‘What was JC thinking when they invited her to the audition?’

Of course, from JC’s perspective, they had likely invited her out of convenience, hoping to get rid of her quickly.

At least her appearance was somewhat passable.

In a crowd of aspiring actors at Jam Acting School, her looks might have stood out.

But was she impressive enough to be selected based solely on her appearance?

‘There are plenty like her.’

Unfortunately, among the supporting actresses he had encountered in the industry, her level was a dime a dozen.

Her beauty was conventional.

Without enhancements, her features lacked distinction, making it hard to see her as having a typical actress’s face.

“Don’t invite them next time. If they’re coming, I won’t.”

The more Eun Ki Joo acted, the emptier Lee Min Ki felt.

‘Was I held back because of someone like her?’

In this life, such moments were frequent.

Someone you once thought insignificant could suddenly seem extraordinary, and vice versa—someone who seemed like the sun itself could now appear utterly unimpressive.

Eun Ki Joo was the latter.

If people like Kim Ji Hwan or Kim Tae Yang had proven to be as remarkable as they appeared, Eun Ki Joo was entirely different.

She shone only within the confines of SNS.

Under specific lighting, in front of specific cameras, and within specific parameters, she stood out.

Outside of those parameters, there was nothing special about her.

That might have been why her influence had never extended beyond SNS.

“Whew, whew.”

To make matters worse, she was gasping for breath after barely two minutes of improvised acting.

That could only mean her practice was insufficient.

‘Did she really give it her all? Really?’

Even Eun Ki Joo hadn’t performed to her usual level, as she was overly conscious of Lee Min Ki’s gaze.

The initial disruption from his question had grown into a snowballing distraction.

But it was just an excuse.

On set, actors must constantly be aware of others’ gazes.

What would she do under Director Hwang Ui Seong?

Every word he said would shatter her confidence like a hammer smashing soft tofu.

By comparison, Lee Min Ki’s gaze was as gentle as sunlight.

“Well done.”

Director Seo Jung Woo spoke up.

At that moment, Eun Ki Joo hurriedly tried to say something to Lee Min Ki.

“We’ll move on to the next participant.”

But the opportunity never came.

‘It was worse than I thought.’

After the three people finished, Lee Min Ki gulped down some bottled water on the desk and thought.

‘Have my standards gotten too high?’

Eun Ki Joo was definitely not good.

But the two people who followed her in acting weren’t particularly different either.

Even before discussing the details of their acting, their basics were riddled with flaws.

“How was it?”

At Director Seo Jung Woo’s question, Lee Min Ki opened his mouth.

“Well, it was just average.”

“Is that so?”

At those words, Director Seo Jung Woo seemed to ponder for a moment before speaking.

“What led you to that conclusion?”

“Well, if they were put on set right now... I feel like they’d be unusable.”

Exactly.

That was the biggest issue.

“Even if all three had their own strengths, putting them on site would likely cause problems.”

They weren’t ready for the set.

“You view it from that perspective.”

“Yes, since that’s the area I’m familiar with. I just can’t picture sharing a scene with them in my head.”

You might think they could be nurtured if they’re lacking, but that’s not necessarily the case.

The perspective agencies have on aspiring actors is vastly different from how they see idol trainees.

Idols are raised and debuted by their companies.

In contrast, for actors, companies prefer individuals who can be immediately put into filming.

Thus, the educational investment cost from the company differs.

And actors take a larger share of the ratio.

This being common knowledge, JC, with its personal trainer system like Kim Ah Sung’s, was a rare case among agencies.

“That’s unexpected.”

Director Seo Jung Woo looked at Lee Min Ki with a slightly surprised gaze and spoke.

“I thought, given your acquaintance with her, you might leave some favorable remarks.”

“Haha, well, I do know her. Yes, I know Ki Joo.”

Lee Min Ki replied with a slight smirk.

“Of course, only on my end.”

“You mean it’s a one-sided acquaintance?”

“Yes, back in the day, I left a comment on her SNS, but her reaction was… a bit off.”

“Hmm.”

After a moment.

Director Seo Jung Woo blinked as if something occurred to him and spoke.

“May I ask you to explain briefly?”

“Well, it’s like this.”

Perhaps because the evaluation round had concluded, Lee Min Ki explained relatively comfortably.

He mentioned Eun Ki Joo’s behavior on SNS.

After hearing the brief but pointed story, Director Seo Jung Woo nodded with a rather serious expression.

“I see. This won’t be easy to overlook.”

“Did I overstate it?”

“Not at all.”

He shook his head and spoke.

“As an actor, one must fundamentally carry gratitude toward all audiences. Toward those who love them and even those who dislike them.”

“To that extent?”

“Of course. They’re potential customers. If someone shows interest in you, you must have gratitude and put in the effort. That’s basic. Like how basketball players are just playing with a ball without an audience.”

This was a commonly known mentality.

If you lived off public interest, you had to be kind to everyone.

The same went for athletes.

“Someone who shows sharp reactions even to a single comment doesn’t have the qualities of an actor. Even if they became an actor, they’d habitually insult their audience.”

“...”

“A person who lacks gratitude for their fans is only suited to sit in a room and post hate comments.”

The words were somewhat harsh.

While Lee Min Ki was surprised, Director Seo Jung Woo had enough reason for his judgment.

‘Well, that’s better.’

He had no intention of picking her from the beginning.

Now that he had a valid reason, it couldn’t be better.

“Let me be clear. Even if they’re skilled, keeping someone like that in the company will only bring harm.”

An actor isn’t just responsible for themselves.

An actor is the face of a production and a company.

If they misbehave, they can ruin the livelihoods of many people in one fell swoop.

‘There was that Hollywood actor who caused a boycott with a single racist comment, losing billions.’

Thus, if their character was poor, it was right to disqualify them regardless of their talent.

They wouldn’t be chosen.

“In the future, if you see someone with such character issues, please speak without reservation. This isn’t personal, but the most critical issue.”

“Yes, understood.”

Having concluded Eun Ki Joo’s matter, Director Seo Jung Woo spoke to Lee Min Ki again.

“In that sense, you are quite exceptional.”

“Me? Exceptional?”

“Yes, quite. You’re a role model for actors.”

“Haha…”

“I’m not joking.”

While they were exchanging such idle chatter, the next audition members entered after Eun Ki Joo and the other two.

Among them was someone Lee Min Ki couldn’t help but be surprised to see.

‘It’s Kim Tak.’

It was Kim Tak.

He was someone difficult to categorize—either simple-minded or utterly straightforward—but at least not malicious.

He looked at Lee Min Ki with wide eyes.

‘Wow, why is hyung here?’

Normally, that gaze would’ve been irritating.

But perhaps because he had seen Eun Ki Joo earlier.

‘Come to think of it, at least he doesn’t display hostility toward others.’

Lee Min Ki’s view of Kim Tak had shifted significantly from before.

‘He’s changed a lot.’

Thinking that, Lee Min Ki shook his head to clear his thoughts.

‘No, the one who’s changed is me.’

It was his perspective on people.

He had looked at Eun Ki Joo as if she were a phoenix of the sun, only to find out she was just a fly.

Conversely, he had regarded Kim Tak as a fly, but now realized he was closer to a deer.

‘Enough. No room for bias.’

From now on, he would focus solely on their acting.

If personality was the preliminary round, skill was the main event.

“You may begin.”

“Yes!”

With a spirited voice, Kim Tak stepped forward.

The acting that followed was...

“Ah.”

It was a performance Lee Min Ki couldn’t fail to recognize.

“No! I hate it. Don’t go. I’m still here. If you leave too, how am I supposed to live?”

No wonder.

It was the melodramatic acting he had once dismissed during his academy days long ago.
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Kim Tak.

When thinking of that three-syllable name, it was hard to associate it with a good image, even out of politeness.

‘Frivolous, thoughtless, unnecessarily loud. Always interfering in others’ business as if wanting attention, failing to live up to his looks.’

One might call him a typical attention-seeking character.

For someone like Lee Min Ki, who preferred a calm and composed atmosphere, it was a personality that was hard to get along with from the start.

Maybe that was why he viewed him through a tinted lens.

A very dark tinted lens.

[Hey, what's with that meal? Ah, you like cup noodles! Guess I'll have cup noodles today too.]

When he was eating cup noodles for lunch because he couldn’t afford more, Kim Tak suddenly approached and started a conversation that felt more like picking a fight.

[What was that acting earlier? What were you thinking with that? Hey, where are you going? Let’s talk it out together.]

After a stressful acting class, Kim Tak came and provoked him.

[Oh wow, you walk here every day? You must really like walking. Well, public transportation is inconvenient, isn’t it?]

Even though he himself rode taxis every day as if money magically appeared, he mocked him for walking to the academy.

It was an overall annoying experience.

Even now, just thinking about it made his head feel noisy.

But.

If there was one thing Lee Min Ki had realized since returning to life.

‘At least he wasn’t malicious.’

There wasn’t a single ounce of malice in him.

He discovered this after not avoiding him and having a proper conversation.

Kim Tak was someone who approached him with pure goodwill, though his words lacked refinement.

From a negative perspective, his personality could be seen as attention-seeking.

But if you looked at it from a slightly different angle, like turning a glass 30 degrees.

Yes.

‘He worked hard to talk to someone like me, even when I ignored him every time.’

It was a trait of being sociable.

The problem was that he didn’t gauge others' moods enough.

Now, that same Kim Tak was performing an acting scene that lingered in Lee Min Ki’s memories.

“I’m still a college student!! Don’t go!!! Who’s going to support my living expenses if you leave, Dad? There’s still loan debt left!”

It was under the concept of a brat who constantly troubled his parents.

This was what Kim Tak had prepared as a task for his acting class, categorized under [Melodramatic Acting].

It remained vividly in Lee Min Ki’s memory.

Because.

‘I can’t forget this.’

It was the first acting performance he had witnessed after returning to the past.

At the time, he had been surprised by how subpar the acting was.

Though the role was supposed to be of a rebellious child expressing sorrow, all he saw was just a rebellious child.

But now, it felt a bit different.

“Really… why are you leaving already…. You should at least say something…. I wanted to get a job quickly and buy you a car….”

There was a clear sense of sorrow.

Within Kim Tak’s raw voice, there was a trembling depth.

It was in the details.

Kim Tak had learned how to express more in his acting.

‘He’s improved a lot.’

Improvement.

That was what Kim Tak had achieved over the past two years.

While Lee Min Ki had been actively working as a professional actor, Kim Tak had been diligently practicing as an aspiring actor.

Looking back, it was true.

‘He never missed a single weekly practice.’

Even when others showed signs of wanting to skip practice due to unavoidable circumstances, Kim Tak never questioned it and practiced alone.

[Tak, your breathing is too frivolous. How about playing Go in your free time?]

Even after being relentlessly criticized by Kim Ah Sung, he didn’t question or argue.

[Aaaargh!]

He screamed in frustration but continued with the grueling training.

The result was this.

“I got a scholarship, so why are you leaving today? You should at least tell me I did well.”

Improvement.

Consistent effort eventually brought progress to Kim Tak.

There’s a saying in a certain comic.

The god of acting is a stingy miser, giving development to the point that even one’s parents won’t recognize it, only after practicing until one’s voice cracks.

Kim Tak had tirelessly gathered even the smallest bits of progress.

“It’s done.”

And he had built a mountain.

The specks had become a towering peak.

‘He’s good.’

That thought crossed his mind.

He even felt like he wanted to work on a project with Kim Tak.

It was a feeling he hadn’t been able to muster for the three participants before him.

Although, he would still prefer to keep his distance from him outside the set.

Lee Min Ki concluded his evaluation and opened his mouth.

“Well done.”

“Whew.”

“It’s an interesting performance. This was from an old piece, [Rebellious Son Goes to College], right? A really old work.”

“Wow, you know it! I watched it so much because it was so fun. It’s really a good one.”

Kim Tak responded in a pleased tone, sounding carefree as ever.

Lee Min Ki shifted his gaze to the side.

“I’d like to hear your thoughts, Director Seo.”

“Hmm.”

Director Seo Jung Woo scratched his chin as if in thought.

In truth, he was someone who had never really had a proper conversation with Kim Tak.

Even with Lee Min Ki, their interactions were primarily work-related, with little to no personal encounters.

Such a person now spoke.

“I can’t say there are no shortcomings. There’s a lot of unnecessary embellishment.”

“……”

Was this a negative opinion?

For a moment, Lee Min Ki thought it was a shame.

“But there’s also a distinct sense of individuality. He seems like someone who would be interesting to watch on screen.”

“……!”

It was a positive opinion.

Despite the heavy atmosphere, Kim Tak couldn’t hide his delight and smiled brightly.

“I’ve honed my craft for the judges!”

“……!”

Hearing this, Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened.

‘Kim Tak used a four-character idiom?’

It felt intellectual.

From someone who lived life in the rawest, most animalistic way, Kim Tak’s words carried an air of sophistication for once.

Had he developed not only in acting but also mentally?

Just as Lee Min Ki thought this.

“No, wait… ‘absolute focus…’? ‘Absolute diligence…’? ‘Righteous effort…’? Was that right?”

It wasn’t.

Like a spring breeze passing by, the momentary air of intellect vanished as quickly as it came.

“Hehe.”

Even one of the judges, who had been quietly scribbling on paper, chuckled softly.

Now I roughly understand everyone’s opinions.

Lee Min Ki pretended to jot something down in his notebook and then spoke.

“I just have one more question. With skills like yours, I think you could have applied to other places. Have you considered that?”

He was genuinely curious.

‘It didn’t seem like he auditioned much in the past two years.’

Even though he was curious, he had held back.

Although they were once peers, as a now-successful actor, discussing auditions with Kim Tak, who remained an aspirant, might have felt stressful for the latter.

Additionally, Lee Min Ki didn’t want to mix personal matters with Kim Tak too much, so he hesitated.

Still, the moment felt like a good opportunity, so he asked.

Kim Tak stood still for a moment, then broke into a broad smile, thumping his chest as he said.

“Hyung… The actor went to JC, so I have to go to JC too!”

Ah, so that’s why.

What if he doesn’t make it?

Who knows what he’s thinking, but somehow, that kind of personality isn’t entirely unpleasant.

Lee Min Ki smiled and said.

“Alright, we’ve seen enough. Please exit through the door on the right.”

The private auditions continued from then on.

About ten candidates were selected by JC Entertainment’s team.

And the three people Lee Min Ki specifically requested: Kim Tak, Yoo Seon Ah, and Kim Ji Hwan.

Among the remaining two.

“I’ve thought about it every day. What should true journalism do? How should it view the world?”

Yoo Seon Ah, unsurprisingly, did well.

“I’m no longer proud of being a journalist.”

She had always been skilled.

But she had been unluckily assigned to poor auditions in the past.

There seemed to be a reason for that.

‘Seon Ah was really good, but her style lacked intensity.’

Among active actors, it was rare to find someone with her level of technical mastery.

But still.

Why had Yoo Seon Ah fallen into the category of a long-time aspirant?

If anyone understood the detailed reasons, it was Lee Min Ki.

‘She was overly immersed in “good” acting.’

“Good” acting.

In other words, she had become too fixated on flaw-free performances.

For any aspiring actor, this was one of the most typical traps to fall into.

‘Having no flaws can also mean lacking individuality. To put it bluntly, her acting was bland and flavorless.’

This wouldn’t matter for minor roles.

In such cases, being versatile and easy to utilize in various scenarios was an asset.

But talent agencies were looking for something else entirely.

They preferred someone with a distinct character, even if they had some flaws.

[Hmm, how should I describe Seon Ah’s acting?]

Even Kim Ah Sung, the trainer, had pointed this out.

[She’s definitely good. Really good. The best, honestly. Among all the aspirants I know, her acting skills are top-notch. But… hmm… when I think back after watching her performance, nothing really sticks in my mind.]

That was it.

Yoo Seon Ah was someone who didn’t leave a lasting impression on judges.

Perhaps her high standards matched her skills.

But now.

“Journalists must be righteous. Journalists must be honest. Journalists must be objective. Journalists must be bold.”

Finally, she had found her color.

‘She’s become courageous.’

When did that change happen?

She had shed her “good” acting.

Now, even if she risked being criticized, she could deliver performances that demanded attention.

Suddenly, Lee Min Ki saw a glimpse of Kim Tak in her acting.

‘Ah, I see it now.’

Why hadn’t he realized it before?

Kim Tak had excessive individuality but lacked acting skill.

Meanwhile, Yoo Seon Ah had excellent acting skills but a faint sense of individuality.

The two of them.

In a way, they were like two halves of a whole, complementing each other’s flaws.

‘What’s going on?’

As Lee Min Ki was puzzling over this, Director Seo Jung Woo interjected.

“It’s been rare to find a skilled actress recently, but it seems we’ve discovered one.”

There was no need to see more.

That statement alone said it all.

The moment those words left his mouth, Yoo Seon Ah’s legs seemed to tremble slightly.

Even Lee Min Ki, who had been carefully watching the mood to avoid showing favoritism, smiled softly and said.

“I’d like to act alongside her someday.”

“Thank you!”

Unable to hide her joy, Yoo Seon Ah looked at him as he quietly asked her.

“I’ve been meaning to ask—what kind of thoughts have guided your practice?”

“Hmm.”

At that, Yoo Seon Ah hesitated briefly before answering.

“I’ve been thinking about becoming the best rookie actor, just like you, Actor Lee Min Ki.”

Pfft.

This time, Director Seo Jung Woo couldn’t hold back his laughter.

Her words, while sounding like flattery, were objectively far from it.

“There seem to be a lot of applicants today who admire Actor Lee Min Ki. Don’t you think so?”

“No comment.”

With that light joke, Yoo Seon Ah’s turn came to an end.

Next up was Kim Ji Hwan.

This time, even Lee Min Ki couldn’t help but feel tense.

‘…It’s been a long time.’

Since the Daon scandal, Kim Ji Hwan had practically gone into hiding, even skipping practice.

Honestly, Lee Min Ki thought he’d decline the audition invitation.

Kim Ji Hwan came from a wealthy family, with no shortage of money.

There was no real need for him to endure public criticism and dishonor to cling to acting.

In fact, he wasn’t even desperate for audition opportunities.

In terms of skill, he was more than qualified.

If it weren’t for the Daon incident, talent agencies would have been scrambling to recruit him.

In some ways, even calling him in for an audition could be seen as an insult.

‘The atmosphere feels intense. Will he perform to his potential?’

This doubt briefly crossed Lee Min Ki’s mind.

Then came Kim Ji Hwan’s performance.

“Even if I go far, it’ll only be to Seomyeon.”

From the first line, Lee Min Ki felt a chill of apprehension.

Goosebumps.

Kim Ji Hwan’s performance was on a different level than the other participants.

It wasn’t just about character or technique—it was beyond analysis.

‘He was already good, but now he’s leveled up even more.’

Kim Ji Hwan.

During his time in hiding, he hadn’t let himself stagnate.

He had sharpened himself with a determination to wash away his disgrace.

‘If I let my guard down, he might surpass me.’

Perhaps the fall of Daon had been a catalyst for Kim Ji Hwan’s growth.

His solid backing was gone.

The world no longer looked favorably upon him.

His once-proud career had turned into a badge of shame.

All of this became the fuel for Kim Ji Hwan’s growth as an actor.

“People like us have to live like wild animals. Like beasts. With the mindset that failure in the hunt means death.”

At some point, the room shifted from evaluation to pure admiration.

Two minutes passed in silence as everyone held their breath.

“Well done.”

A third judge, who had been quiet the whole time, finally spoke.

“I’d like to have a word with you after this.”

To dismiss him as an actor tainted by the Daon scandal would be an understatement—his talent was overwhelming.
Top Star by Luck - Chapter 123
Chapter 123

The results were out.

Just one day after the audition ended.

Before the results were delivered to the successful candidates, Lee Min Ki, who had already received the notification, muttered quietly.

“This is how it turned out.”

“Yes, this is how it turned out.”

Director Seo Jung Woo spoke up.

“When we select based purely on skill, this is what happens.”

Three people were selected, and all of them were familiar to Lee Min Ki.

Lee Min Ki slowly recited their names.

“Mr. Tak, Ms. Seon Ah, and Mr. Ji Hwan.”

Indeed.

The three people he had recommended were the final winners of the JC audition.

All the candidates recruited by JC were eliminated.

Especially Eun Ki Joo, who seemed to be dismissed outright without consideration.

‘The result is satisfying, but it feels like favoritism somehow.’

What was this strange feeling?

As his mind became increasingly conflicted, Director Seo Jung Woo spoke up.

“This result wasn’t made with your preferences in mind. JC’s audition process is not that lenient.”

“Hmm, how was the process conducted?”

“That’s a secret.”

It felt slightly disappointing, but Director Seo trailed off before adding something.

“However, since you’ll be working with JC from now on, I suppose I can share it with you.”

As he smiled faintly, Lee Min Ki let out a small laugh.

So, he was someone they planned to keep around long-term.

Were they trying to pitch to him even here?

As he realized the undertones woven into the conversation, Director Seo continued.

“At JC, there are five individuals, including CEO Goo In Mo and myself, who hold decision-making authority over auditions.”

“Does Trainer Kim Ah Sung count among them?”

“He’s an external advisor. He can offer input but doesn’t have final decision-making power.”

It was a subtle but clear boundary.

Director Seo continued.

“This audition was no different. Although your opinion was taken into account, the final decision required unanimous agreement from all five members.”

“Does it always require unanimous consent?”

“Yes, that was also the case when we scouted you. Even if the CEO approves, one opposing vote means it’s over.”

That seemed tougher than expected.

Even if three candidates were lined up at the audition stage, they essentially had to pass through the unknown individuals behind the scenes as well.

That explained why people said getting into JC was so difficult.

“Can you tell me who the five decision-makers are?”

Curious, Lee Min Ki asked.

“That’s a secret.”

Director Seo responded with a small smile.

“Just revealing who they are could compromise the fairness of the process.”

“That makes sense.”

It was thorough.

They really selected people with exacting standards.

There seemed to be no room for corruption whatsoever.

But hearing that also gave him a sense of relief.

‘They really were chosen based on merit.’

It was now clear that Kim Tak, Yoo Seon Ah, and Kim Ji Hwan were selected purely for their abilities, with no influence from personal connections.

Feeling relieved, Lee Min Ki spoke up.

“When will the results be delivered?”

“In about a week.”

“Well then.”

Wouldn’t it be fun to deliver the results in an interesting way?

At the theater, Fashion and Passion officially premiered.

Lee Min Ki, who had risen to fame in just three films, collaborated with Hwang Ui Seong, one of Korea’s top three directors.

Adding to the excitement, Yoo Gyu Eon, the designer who had recently made waves internationally for his work in fashion, personally handled the designs.

[“This is a must-watch.”]

Although Fashion and Passion emphasized artistry, it sparked extraordinary enthusiasm among fans from the very first day of its release.

“This looks like it’s going to be really fun, right?”

“I’m not going for the fun.”
"Then?"

"Let's go see Lee Min Ki's face."

"Well, just looking at Lee Min Ki is fun."

The early morning of the premiere day.

The first screening time.

The movie theater felt somewhat quiet, but tickets for Fashion and Fashion were already half sold out.

As a result, there was someone who couldn't stand the situation.

"Why does everyone keep looking for Lee Min Ki?"

The part-timer at the concession stand muttered.

"Lee Min Ki, Lee Min Ki... I feel like my ears are worn out just hearing his name now."

She didn’t dislike Lee Min Ki.

However, the movie Fashion and Fashion was running a promotion where ordering a set menu came with a Lee Min Ki poster.

Having to repeatedly look at Lee Min Ki's poster and photo book was starting to get tiring.

"Why is he so popular? He's not even my type."

The fact that his face wasn't her type also contributed to her feelings.

Her coworker chuckled and commented, "Noona, why are you saying that? Lee Min Ki is handsome and a great actor."

"He's just okay."

The part-timer brushed off the remark with a sharp retort.

"Sure, he's handsome, but he's not sculpturally handsome, you know?"

That was true.

Lee Min Ki’s face was striking enough to catch attention, but it wasn’t the kind of breathtaking beauty associated with a chiseled sculpture.

"His proportions... Can he qualify as a model? Maybe, maybe not."

This was another fair point.

Lee Min Ki’s proportions leaned toward the ambiguous side.

Better than an average person, but not quite professional model material.

"Well, at least his acting is good, right?"

"His acting is fine, but there are better actors. If you look at older actors, there are so many better ones."

This boiled down to personal preference.

But the comparison was a bit unfair.

Actors with better acting skills than Lee Min Ki were usually seasoned veterans in their 40s or older.

Moreover, it was extremely rare to find actors who matched Lee Min Ki's level of visuals in that group.

"Noona, you seem to hate Lee Min Ki too much."

"I don't hate him. It's just that the internet overrates him so much."

The part-timer scoffed and said,

"Even in Fashion and Fashion, it’s the same. Why does everyone only talk about Lee Min Ki? People only take his poster when there are better-looking actors."

"Really? Who’s better?"

"This guy, of course."

With that, the part-timer pulled out a poster and proudly showed it off.

The glossy, high-quality print displayed a face.

"Kang Se Hwang?"

It was actor Kang Se Hwang.

In Fashion and Fashion, he played the role of [No Young Hoon].

You know, the older guy who lured the protagonist, [Lee Jong Ho], into the modeling industry.

"Wait, Kang Se Hwang here?"

The coworker, who referred to her as noona, felt his thoughts spinning.

"Was Kang Se Hwang a handsome actor?"

Not really.

He fit more into the category of a scruffy, seasoned character with the wear and tear of life etched onto his face.

A thin, indifferent face that looked like it could handle smoking a few packs a day.

So, that was her type?

To each their own.

But still, saying Kang Se Hwang was better than Lee Min Ki?

Maybe if it was Heo Soo Oh, who had a minor role, then it might make sense.

"..."

"Look at Kang Se Hwang. Handsome, talented, gentlemanly. Isn’t he the best actor in Korea? Honestly, Fashion and Fashion should’ve had Kang Se Hwang as the protagonist instead of Lee Min Ki."

She was, without a doubt, an avid fan of Kang Se Hwang.

Not just Kang Se Hwang, but she adored any middle-aged male character who exuded a charismatic, mature aura in dramas or movies.

"Noona, then what about Heo Soo Oh?"

"Too bony for me."

"But he’s tall and cool!"

"My neck hurts just thinking about it."

She had a taste as steadfast as a pine tree.

With a slightly pouty face, she fiddled with a poster of Kang Se Hwang and spoke.

“Only Lee Min Ki’s posters are selling out. How many have sold already? My favorite actor’s posters are just piling up.”

Ah, so that’s why she didn’t like Lee Min Ki.

While Kang Se Hwang’s posters remained unsold, Lee Min Ki’s posters were selling out by the morning.

“Noona, I’ll respect your taste.”

“Then you should watch all of Kang Se Hwang’s films too.”

“That’s a bit...”

“How about coming over after work and binge-watching them at my place?”

He was about to say yes.

“Just kidding. Go flip the popcorn instead.”

“Che.”

What a shame.

While the two of them were using a moment of downtime to chat—

“Hello.”

“Oh.”

A voice came from the counter.

At that voice, the female staff member flinched.

‘Oh no, I got too distracted by the conversation.’

This wasn’t the time to keep a customer waiting.

As she prepared to clear her throat with a small cough, the customer placed an order.

“One Fashion Set, please. Oh, and make the soda a diet cola.”

Here, the Fashion Set referred to a special menu sold in celebration of the Fashion and Passion movie premiere at the theater.

It was an ordinary popcorn and cola set, but it included a limited-edition poster as a bonus.

“Got it. One Fashion Set.”

He’ll probably pick a Lee Min Ki poster again.

Grumbling internally, the staff member began inputting the order into the system.

‘Huh?’

The customer’s demeanor seemed unusual.

He wore a cap on his head and a mask over his face.

His outfit was simple—a loose black hoodie and jeans.

There was nothing remarkable about his appearance, maybe even giving off the vibe of someone shy or inconspicuous.

But for some reason—

‘Why does he look so cool?’

The customer’s aura was anything but ordinary.

His head was proportionately small, his eyes—barely visible—radiated a gentle energy, and his shoulders were broad.

Even through the loose hoodie, his upper body displayed a noticeable V-shape.

His long, lean legs appeared slim at first glance, but they revealed defined, firm muscles.

And then, there was his voice.

‘It’s so captivating.’

His pronunciation and tone were exceptionally clear and striking.

Receiving just one order made her mind race.

She suddenly wanted to pull down the mask covering his face.

He must be incredibly handsome.

Handsome, with a great physique and an appealing voice—he must be wildly popular outside.

Just as her thoughts reached this conclusion—

“Excuse me.”

The staff member who had been joking with her earlier hesitated and then asked cautiously while glancing at the customer.

“Sorry to bother you, but are you perhaps actor Lee Min Ki?”

“Ah.”

At that moment.

The customer gave a small smile and lightly touched his mask with his fingers before responding.

“I get that a lot.”

“...!”

The female staff member felt her heart sink.

‘This person is definitely Lee Min Ki.’

She was absolutely sure, her senses confirming it beyond her sight and hearing.

Only his eyes and body were visible.

Yet, Lee Min Ki’s entire presence radiated an unmistakable, overwhelming aura that couldn’t be hidden.

‘Did he come to watch a movie alone?’

Most likely.

If he came alone during an early morning show, it seemed highly possible.

‘Amazing.’

She had seen many actors before, but it was rare to encounter someone this stunning in person.

"Excuse me, are you okay?"

"Ah, ah, I apologize. Yes, I, um."

Even the voice sounded like an actor's.

With just a few words of conversation, she felt completely overpowered and spoke in a trembling voice.

"Your ordered cola and popcorn... which poster would you like?"

"The one with Kang Se Hwang, please."

"…! Yes, here it is!"

"Thank you. Have a great day."

After Lee Min Ki gave his polite farewell and walked away,

the part-timer at the adjacent counter mumbled in amazement.

"Wow, he's really handsome."

The female part-timer who heard this agreed.

"Right... he really is."

Walking away from the concession stand, Lee Min Ki looked at the popcorn with a cheerful expression.

"This is the first time in so long."

This wasn’t just any popcorn.

It was the unhealthy movie theater popcorn.

The kind covered in seasoning, guaranteed to make you gain weight the moment you ate it.

He had endured so much just to enjoy this one box.

[Want some popcorn? You can have it.]

The sacrifices set by Trainer Kwon Joon Yong came to mind.

[But do two more sets.]

[What?]

[Make it three more sets.]

[What?]

[Four more sets.]

[Oh.]

Just recalling it made his legs tremble.

But he had endured.

Like a farmer gazing at golden fields during harvest season, Lee Min Ki’s heart was filled with excitement from early morning.

"Ah, I waited so long for this."

The bonus poster was excellent too.

Since he got the Kang Se Hwang poster, next time he planned to grab the Heo Soo Oh one as well.

Truthfully, while he was thrilled about the popcorn, there was an even bigger reason for his excitement today.

And that reason was—

"I’ve been waiting for this day."

It was the chance to watch Fashion and Fashion in the theater.

Lee Min Ki's heart raced with joy.

Although he had seen the completed film in advance, watching it in a theater on release day with general audiences felt entirely different.

Especially watching it during the first screening.

He had originally planned to come with acquaintances, but this time he visited alone.

Why?

Because going with others drew too much attention, making it hard to focus on the movie.

Besides, he could always watch it again with friends later.

"A truly great movie is best enjoyed five times."

Lee Min Ki lived true to his inner cinephile without holding back.

"Three minutes left now."

He had just entered the theater and was waiting for the screening to begin when—

"Hey, about this movie."

A voice came from the row behind him.

"How many people do you think will watch it?"
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How much do you think it’ll gross?

Hearing a topic that was hard to ignore as an actor, Lee Min Ki's ears perked up, and his attention turned to the conversation among the audience behind him.

“Well, it’s Lee Min Ki, so it’ll probably surpass 3 million at least, right?”

It seemed they were discussing the expected box office performance of the movie.

A man spoke confidently.

“I’m betting on 5 million.”

5 million, huh? That’s not going to be easy.

If it were a blockbuster made by a seasoned commercial film director, maybe. But this is a semi-artistic film by Director Hwang Ui Seong.

While there’s confidence in the film’s quality, box office performance is another matter entirely.

‘Still, if everything goes well, maybe it could really hit 5 million.’

Just imagining it was enjoyable.

It was at that moment Lee Min Ki chuckled softly.

“Raise it to 10 million.”

“……!”

At the sudden rebuttal that popped up like a comet, Lee Min Ki involuntarily let out a dry laugh.

10 million?

10 million is a bit much.

Even in a year, only two or three films achieve that kind of figure.

For a movie like Fashion and Fashion, which isn’t particularly box office-friendly, 10 million is a stretch.

“Come on, 10 million is an exaggeration.”

“Is it?”

“When you watch enough movies, you get a feel for the box office results. For 10 million, it’s not just about the movie itself, you need some good fortune too.”

Luck, huh?

Well, when it comes to luck, he was a bit confident.

Though, in the industry, 10 million was often referred to as a number granted by the heavens.

“Hey, it’s Lee Min Ki and Hwang Ui Seong, so why not? It’s totally possible.”

Thanks for the high praise.

If it weren’t a movie theater, he’d want to express his gratitude personally.

“Lee Min Ki’s a top-tier actor these days. A top-tier actor should hit 10 million at least once.”

Wow.

While Lee Min Ki was secretly thrilled, eavesdropping on the conversation...

“Don’t most actors hold events or something when their films surpass a few million viewers?”

A different topic surfaced.

“True, right?”

“Why hasn’t Lee Min Ki done anything?”

That’s true.

Now that the idea had come up, maybe he should plan something.

Lee Min Ki’s brain began spinning at lightning speed.

Or rather, it was just about to.

[Thud]

[Thud-thud! Boom!]

Amid a few sounds, the lights went out, and the movie began screening.

A few minutes later.

The protagonist, Lee Jong Ho, was shown taking off his worn clothes and changing into proper attire.

“…Wow.”

A collective murmur of admiration rose from the back seats.

Hearing it, Lee Min Ki couldn’t help but feel proud.

Fashion and Fashion completed its early morning screenings with great success nationwide.

At the same time, reviews started pouring in on online communities.

[No Spoilers: I just watched Fashion and Fashion.]

[No Spoilers: What on earth did Lee Min Ki film?]

[Fashion and Fashion is seriously way better than expected.]

The response was as expected.

[Now I understand what people meant by calling it a Lee Min Ki fashion photo shoot.

I tried counting how many outfits he changed into mid-film. Stopped around 17 and gave up.

Every outfit change was incredible.]

The reviews were glowing.

[Wasn’t there some designer named Yoo Gyu Eon who collaborated on this? At first, I wondered why they even advertised that, but now I get it.

I genuinely want to buy the clothes.]

Consistent waves of positive feedback.

[Every time he changed outfits, it felt like a whole different person, giving me Jekyll and Hyde vibes.]

[Honestly, I started doubting if Lee Min Ki had a split personality.]

[LOL, you all HAVE to watch Fashion and Fashion.]

[I watched it with my sibling who’s in a fashion design major, and their eyes practically shot lasers, haha.]

In fact, there wasn’t much mention of Director Hwang Ui Seong’s screenplay.

That’s because the plot of Fashion and Fashion was quite straightforward.

A genius’s tragedy.

From Mozart to Leonardo da Vinci, it’s a theme that’s been polished over the years. No need to reinvent it.

If anything, the storyline was relatively conventional.

Instead.

[This is definitely a visual masterpiece.]

Pouring all its strengths into visual storytelling, the film overwhelmed with its direction and visual quality.

It wasn’t a hexagon.

It was a triangle whose edges pierced beyond the universe.

That’s how much visual impact the film delivered.

[No time to rest your eyes.]

[You’ll be scared to go to the bathroom.]

[LOL, every scene change had me wondering what outfit would come next.]

This synergy, combined with Lee Min Ki and Yoo Gyu Eon, exploded into palpable chemistry.

Of course, not every review was positive.

[The story’s a bit dark.]

[There’s an eerie tension throughout the film, ugh.]

[Should we call this a “fashion thriller”?]

[The poster was so bright, it threw me off.]

Such polarized reactions were noted.

However.

[It’s incredibly well-made...]

The level of craftsmanship.

The film’s quality itself was indisputable.

Even those who strongly disliked Fashion and Fashion agreed that the movie was destined for success.

[Looks like it’ll hit 5 million.]

[It could even reach 10 million if it goes well.]

[10 million is tough. The genre’s too niche.]

[But the quality backs it up.]

[In terms of quality alone, it’s on par with most 10-million blockbusters. Agreed.]

[It’s Hwang Ui Seong, after all, haha.]

After all, no matter how much effort the production team puts into a movie, until it hits the big screen, no one can predict its box office performance.

Not even the audience.

And even more so for the creators.

Everyone gives their all to their work.

There’s no such thing as a director who films their project half-heartedly.

But when it comes to box office numbers, no one can be certain.

At some point, creators tend to become intoxicated with their own work.

And when intoxicated, they can’t see what’s ahead.

They can’t discern whether what they’re saying is right or wrong.

All they can do is cautiously await the objective report card from those who remain sober.

Report Card.

The report card for [Fashion and Fashion] read:

[Fashion and Fashion attracts 450,000 viewers on its first day]

It was a record-breaking figure from the very first day.

[The Lee Min Ki x Hwang Ui Seong effect works]

[Is spring finally coming to art films?]

[Breaking away from the mainstream to target niche markets]

The day after [Fashion and Fashion] achieved a solid opening score,

Lee Min Ki was on his way to an interview with [Star Magazine] for the movie's promotion.

Manager Park Han Mo, gripping the steering wheel, glanced at Lee Min Ki through the rearview mirror and spoke.

"Actor, you must have guessed by now, but judging from the first day alone, the current trend shows definite signs of success."

The tone was optimistic.

However, Manager Park Han Mo always left room for interpretation in his words.

As if he were tossing out a problem to be solved.

Lee Min Ki mulled over the hidden meaning behind his words before responding.

"The part about it being limited to the first day bothers me. Also, the phrase 'current trend' does too."

Manager Park Han Mo remained silent.

Sensing he was close to the right answer, Lee Min Ki continued.

"It means there's a chance the numbers might plummet afterward, right?"

"Yes."

Manager Park Han Mo turned the steering wheel sharply as he replied.

"After all, on the opening day, marketing has a much greater impact than the quality of the movie itself."

"Hmm."

The tone was somewhat discouraging.

It felt as though he was cautioning against raising expectations too high.

True to his practical and realistic advice, Manager Park Han Mo added with a small smile.

"Of course, it also means that the value of Actor Lee Min Ki has grown significantly."

"My market value?"

"Director Hwang Ui Seong's films generally have low profit expectations, so distributors tend to put less effort into promotions. The figure of 450,000 means..."

Screech.

The car came to a halt at a red light near the crosswalk.

Finally, Manager Park Han Mo turned to look at Lee Min Ki in the back seat and said.

"It's the result of Actor Lee Min Ki himself becoming a massive billboard."

Was that so?

Did my name contribute significantly to that 450,000 figure?

It felt good to hear such a favorable evaluation, but he wasn’t sure if he should purely feel happy about it.

Manager Park Han Mo was that kind of person.

He always seemed to have a trap card hidden somewhere, making Lee Min Ki deliberate before speaking again.

"Looking at the performance of Director Hwang Ui Seong's past works, even if the initial numbers are weak, the longevity tends to be exceptional. You can look at this positively. This time, the early reception is unusually strong."

Manager Park Han Mo concluded the conversation on a rare optimistic note.

While he usually made sharp remarks, he wasn’t cold-hearted enough to maintain that demeanor on a good day like this.

Also, the results were undeniably good.

'If this momentum continues, the numbers will... No, it's better not to say it out loud.'

Positive comments could sometimes be irresponsible.

Just as excessive expectations could lead to disappointment, overly optimistic remarks could easily turn into jinxes.

"Don't say anything you can't take responsibility for."

Even to avoid burdening Lee Min Ki, he chose to hold back his words.

"So, I've been thinking about something."

Lee Min Ki nodded and replied.

"How about making a pledge?"

"A pledge?"

"Yes, Manager, you and JC said my strength is creating buzz, right?"

"That's true, but..."

Was something specific coming to mind?

While Manager Park Han Mo waited in confusion, Lee Min Ki picked up the topic again.

"So, how about making a pledge? You know, something like promising to do something if a certain number of viewers is reached. Like holding a fan meeting if we hit 5 million viewers or donating to a hospital."

It was a common occurrence.

Actors in films often made pledges to attract attention and promote their movies, promising to do something if they reached a specific audience milestone.

"Hmm, it wouldn't hurt, but why did you think of this?"

"You mentioned that Director Hwang Ui Seong’s films have strong longevity."

"Yes, that's true."

"The better the longevity, the more it helps to get audiences into theaters early. That’s where the pledge comes in."

He wanted to contribute, even if only a little, to the film’s success.

He’d already done his part within the movie.

He was confident he had given his all.

So why not pitch in outside the screen too?

For Lee Min Ki, it wasn’t just about the film’s success; it was also about personal interest.

'A pledge. I’ve always wanted to try that.'

Indeed.

During his earlier, less successful days, he envied famous actors who made such pledges.

What was a pledge, after all?

It was an act of using one’s promise to draw audiences to the theaters.

'It all comes down to confidence in your public recognition.'

For an actor with average popularity, a pledge was nothing more than a hollow cry.

What did it take to give weight to a pledge?

Recognition.

Absolute recognition.

The kind of recognition that could drive people to theaters on the strength of an actor’s name alone.

It was something Lee Min Ki had recently acquired.

"Hmm, terrible driving... bad habit," Manager Park Han Mo muttered, frowning as he turned the steering wheel.

"Apologies. Someone cut in without signaling. It could have been serious."

"We have insurance, right?"

"We do, but that’s not the point."

"Why?"

"If you, by any chance, were injured, they’d have to compensate you based on your earnings from last year."

"..."

"It’s likely something the average income couldn’t cover."

Was my market value really that high now?

While Lee Min Ki let out a small laugh, Manager Park Han Mo casually added, turning the steering wheel again.

"Anyway, it’s not a bad idea. I get it. So, what’s the pledge you have in mind?"

"Well, I’ve been thinking..."

He’d been pondering it for some time now.

Perhaps even overthinking it.

There were so many things he wanted to do.

Something bold yet certain to create a buzz.

With a mischievous glint in his eye, Lee Min Ki finally spoke.

"How about a fan meeting at Gwanghwamun?"

"Gwanghwamun?"

"Yes, so as many people as possible can see me."

He added with a small grin.

"I mean, I have a fan club now, don’t I?"

If you’ve got it, use it.

Plus, there was another matter he could resolve along the way.
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The schedule was set up in a rush.

‘This weekend, huh.’

In just four days, a plan was proposed to hold a fan meeting in Gwanghwamun.

However, it seemed like perfect timing as there were already several tasks to handle simultaneously.

“This is my first time coming here with my official account.”

Lee Min Ki, fixing his gaze on the monitor, chewed on chicken breast while tapping on the keyboard.

Tadadak, tadak.

The crisp sound of typing echoed briefly before his true account appeared.

[protein140g]

Protein140g.

It was the account Lee Min Ki used to remain anonymous.

Usually, he only browsed silently.

Occasionally, he would post reviews of products he promoted as an actor and model.

[Title: New Real Protein Product Is Out~]

[Author: protein140g]

[Content: I heard the product the actor promoted has been released, so I got it immediately.

Previously, the taste was a bit dry, but now it tastes good even when mixed with water, haha.

It’s even better with milk.]

[Comments (2)]

[Hello.]

[Is this a health community or an actor community?]

This was the extent of his usual activity.

He kept his identity hidden. If he used his real name, it would draw too much attention, so he deliberately stayed undercover.

He also enjoyed taking a step back and reading the posts others shared.

[Spoiler! Am I the only one who cried watching Fashion and Fashion?]

[Our actor Min Ki truly grew up so well ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[They’re launching clothes—when will they release them? Please share if you know!]

I know everything.

I know all your posts.

I even comment on them!

[protein140g: Most of the products are ready, and they’ll be doing a photoshoot soon.]

[ㄴ Really? Can you share an official link?]

[ㄴ But who is this person?]

[ㄴ Looks like the usual person who only posts promotional stuff.]

The reactions weren’t always positive.

Anyway, the time to hide his strength and play around was over.

The moment had arrived to reveal his identity and fully harness the power of his fan club.

“Whew.”

Lee Min Ki took a moment to compose himself.

Quickly, he began typing a post that he had meticulously prepared over the past day.

Tadadadak!

[Title: Hello, this is actor Lee Min Ki.]

[Author: protein140g]

[Content:

(Attached photo)

Hello.

This is actor Lee Min Ki.

For the first time, I’m greeting all the members of my official fan club, Min Ki Dan.

Thank you for your support so far.

Watching from behind the scenes, I’ve gained a lot of energy.

To celebrate the release of Fashion and Fashion, I’d like to host a pledge event.

For example, how about a fan meeting at Gwanghwamun if we achieve 1.5 million viewers in the first week?

Once it’s decided, I’ll post an official announcement on social media, but before that, I’d like to hear your opinions!]

It might seem crude.

However, the draft had already been reviewed by JC.

[Hmm, it’s a bit rough around the edges, but it captures the actor’s personality well. Writing too neatly could make it feel impersonal.]

He had even included a verification photo, so there shouldn’t be any suspicion.

Click.

He uploaded the post.

As he nervously waited, his heart racing to see what comments would appear.

“Min Ki, come help with the cooking.”

From the kitchen, Kim Tae Yang, who was frying and stir-frying something in a pan, shouted out like a lion.

“Oh, it smells good. What is it?”

“It’s a dish called Xihong Shichao Jidan.”

“Simons... what?”

“No, Xihong Shichao Jidan. It’s a common Chinese home-cooked dish, known in Korean as tomato egg stir-fry.”

“Ah, tomato egg stir-fry.”

“While I stir-fry, you can cut the tomatoes and mozzarella cheese, plate them, and drizzle olive oil on top.”

“Caprese, right? Today’s theme is tomatoes.”

After finishing the cooking and meal in about 30 minutes.

He returned to his desk, patting his full stomach, and looked back at the monitor.

“Hmm?”

Something far beyond his expectations was unfolding.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[I knew this bait would show its true colors eventually, but wow.]

“...?”

Lee Min Ki’s eye twitched.

The comments were completely different from what he had anticipated.

[Who do you think you are, claiming to be Lee Min Ki?]

[This person always posts promotional stuff, hahaha.]

[Impersonating an actor is crossing the line.]

[Why isn’t the admin removing this?]

[No humor, no emotion.]

[Does this make you feel recognized in society?]

[I don’t believe this.]

The comments under his post were oddly hostile.

Even the recommendation/dislike ratio was shocking.

[Recommendations: 2 / Dislikes: 121]

More than 60 times over.

What was this?

The absurd numbers made Lee Min Ki’s head spin lightly with dizziness.

‘Don’t tell me they don’t believe I’m Lee Min Ki?’

He had posted everything properly, so why were they complaining?

He even attached a photo.

What was the issue?

As he pondered, he noticed some ongoing discussions at the bottom of the comment section.

[If you’re going to impersonate, at least post a verification photo, haha.]

[This is truly shameless.]

[Judging by their posts, they’re probably just a fan who likes the actor.]

[Looks like someone turned bitter from lack of attention.]

[Seriously, couldn’t they at least put in the effort to upload a photo they found online?]

Wait.

Did I not upload the photo?

When he checked the post through the image editor, he finally realized.

‘The photo didn’t upload properly.’

Oh no.

When uploading the photo, it was in WEBP format, but it seemed like this fan meeting community site didn’t support WEBP files.

Technically, it was uploaded, but it just didn’t display on the screen.

When viewed through the phone, no photo appeared, proving the issue.

Lee Min Ki muttered absentmindedly, his fingers resting on the keyboard.

“…This is ridiculous.”

Was it just bad luck?

No, probably not.

Strictly speaking, it was his carelessness.

Should he rewrite the post from the beginning?

There were already over 100 comments on it.

Some of them were even insulting.

[ㅋㅋ Seems like someone needs attention?]

[People with gimmicks like this always ruin the mood.]

[What’s the admin doing? No moderation?]

It was painful.

It felt like being poked with an awl.

Who would’ve thought there would come a day where he’d post in his own fan club and face this?

‘Oh, screw it.’

Still, he didn’t feel entirely bad about it.

After all, it was just a misunderstanding, and in the end, weren’t his fans protecting him?

The sharp responses to the impersonator were proof of how much they cared for him.

‘Alright, let’s rewrite the post.’

Letting out a sigh, Lee Min Ki resolved to re-upload the selfies in JPEG format this time.

The comments section.

Among the comments, a series of replies stood out.

[If the OP is really Lee Min Ki, I’ll go to Gwanghwamun and perform Taekwondo poomsae.]

[If the OP is Lee Min Ki, I’ll b-boy dance next to them.]

[If the OP is Lee Min Ki, I’ll grill pork belly right there.]

[If the OP is really Lee Min Ki, I’ll sing a song at Gwanghwamun.]

[If the OP is Lee Min Ki, then I’m Choi Yoo Chang.]

The chain of comments stretched on unusually long.

In summary, they all claimed they’d do something outrageous if the OP were truly Lee Min Ki.

There were over 20 such comments.

“……”

In the quiet room, where only the computer fan’s noise could be heard, Lee Min Ki stared at the screen in his chair.

He revised and re-uploaded the post.

[Title: Re-upload) This is Actor Lee Min Ki.]

[Content:

(Attached photo)

(Attached photo)

It’s really me, Lee Min Ki ㅠㅠ

There was an error when uploading the photos, so the attachments didn’t appear.

Now, will you believe me?

Also, looking at the comments earlier…]

Tap, tap, click!

Moments after uploading the revised post, the comment section exploded.

[No wayㅋㅋㅋ]

[It’s fake.]

[Definitely fake.]

A few days later.

For a movie by Director Hwang Ui Seong, Fashion & Fashion recorded unprecedented numbers.

1.7 million viewers in its first week.

Exceeding 400,000 on its opening day and maintaining the pace throughout the week.

1.7 million.

It might seem like a modest figure.

But for a movie by Director Hwang Ui Seong, it was extraordinary.

Typically, blockbuster films with ten million audiences often hit 3 to 5 million in the first week.

But this was a Hwang Ui Seong film.

Despite his reputation, his polarizing style made surpassing 2 million difficult.

With 1.7 million in the first week, it was likely to exceed 3 million and, if things went well, even aim for over 5 million.

And.

[This is Actor Lee Min Ki.

Thank you to everyone who loved Fashion & Fashion.

I’ve come to announce my pledge!!

I wanted to reach 1.5 million in the first week!]

The 1.5-million-viewer goal he had shared on SNS was easily achieved.

‘I did it…’

Thanks to this, Lee Min Ki could finally let out a sigh of relief.

‘I was worried it might flop.’

Every time he joined a project, he had the same concern.

Would his involvement drag down the film’s performance?

Would he tarnish projects that great actors were about to complete by joining in?

It was an anxiety he couldn’t escape.

If he had been trying to leech off others’ efforts, he wouldn’t even worry.

Though an actor, Lee Min Ki was also a cinephile.

If his participation ruined a project, he felt he couldn’t face the sacred history of cinema.

However, as his involvement turned out to be a foundation for success, pride and confidence filled him.

‘Wow, so many people.’

At Gwanghwamun Square, where he attended an event.

“This might be the most-viewed work I’ve ever been a part of,” Director Hwang Ui Seong murmured with his usual stoic expression after finishing filming.

“Several domestic award ceremonies have sent invitations, but I don’t care about those. They don’t mean much.”

“…Really?”

“Money, school connections, and regional ties matter. The judges have their own set of values, and awards are handed out like favors within that framework. They’re as good as meaningless. They’re more like a dog leash.”

It was uncharacteristic of him to speak with such sharp undertones.

A dog leash.

Lee Min Ki gave a wry smile.

‘So domestic awards aren’t appealing to him because he’s on a different level.’

Well, his goals were overseas, after all.

He hated catering to others’ tastes.

As Lee Min Ki smiled silently, Director Hwang suddenly continued.

“Min Ki, you probably feel the same way about awards.”

“Well.”

Lee Min Ki opened his mouth as if remembering something.

“Now that I think about it, I think harnesses are better than leashes.”

“Harnesses?”

“Yes, they’re like clothing-style leashes. Cats can easily escape leashes, but harnesses are safe.”

“Hmm, I see. What the judges do isn’t much different. They bind tightly and evaluate.”

“Speaking of binding, do you like chicken soup?”

Lee Min Ki casually changed the subject with a smile.

Apologies, but he wouldn’t engage with the director’s remarks.

After all, people were watching.

While the director didn’t care, Lee Min Ki found domestic awards appealing.

‘Min Ki just deflected the topic.’

‘Poor guy.’

‘I suffered every day being held up by the director.’

‘It’s uncomfortable to talk with someone who has such strong opinions.’

In reality, his assumptions were almost entirely accurate.

“Let’s put that topic aside,” Director Hwang Ui Seong said, waving his hand.

“I’ve submitted the film to overseas awards as well. I don’t think the response will be bad, but we’ll have to wait and see. I thought it would be good for you to know.”

Overseas awards, huh.

Who knows how that’ll turn out.

Lee Min Ki, now accustomed to the director’s tone, smiled faintly as he replied.

“Well, it’s always nice to win awards. One is better than zero, after all.”

“That’s not wrong. An award is an award. Even a cheap one is better than not getting anything at all.”

Oh.

Director Hwang Ui Seong agreed with his comment.

As expected, even someone like him isn’t completely dismissive.

Understanding even the most rigid people in the world depends on how you approach them.

Lee Min Ki smiled and responded.

“Now that I think about it, I heard Korean customs around awards feel quite occult-like to people overseas.”

“Hm.”

“Placing a pig’s head on the altar, a shaman dancing with a knife—it’s apparently very frightening to them. Even the act of enshrining ancestors on an altar, or having a daughter-in-law conduct ancestral rites, seems unusual.”

A few minutes later.

While they were casually chatting, something strange happened in the middle of Gwanghwamun.

“Hmm?”

“What’s that?”

A man.

A man wearing a mask, covering his face, began dancing in the middle of Gwanghwamun.
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“……What is that?”

It was, literally, a mask.

A man wearing a mask appeared in the middle of Gwanghwamun, dressed in hanbok, dancing energetically.

In one hand, he held a wooden cane.

It was the kind of dance that comes to mind when thinking of traditional Korean entertainment.

But somehow...

‘It’s oddly refined.’

Refined.

It wasn’t just a random, haphazard dance, but one with clear, deliberate movements.

The dance drew from traditional Korean movements, but its core incorporated modern rhythms, waves, and breakdancing.

“He’s pretty good.”

It was surprisingly impressive.

Rather than focusing on technique, the overall flow of his dance lines stood out.

“Is this some kind of flash mob?”

“It’s got a nice vibe.”

The initial confusion quickly faded.

Soon, the audience surrounding Gwanghwamun became captivated by the unconventional masked dance.

That’s the charm of flash mobs, isn’t it?

They startle you at first, but then you find yourself enjoying them.

Modern people aren’t easily startled by these small events anymore.

However, the dancer himself thought otherwise.

‘……Is this really okay?’

Sweat trickled from beneath the mask, which covered his face.

Though his movements were smooth, he was on the verge of panic, his tongue practically tasting despair.

Moisture formed inside the mask from his heavy breathing.

‘I came because they called me, but….’

Who had called him?

It was none other than…

‘Where is the actor?’

Lee Min Ki had called him.

[Hello. I’m Lee Min Ki. I really enjoyed reading your comment about dancing in a mask at Gwanghwamun.]

Perhaps it was because of the comment he had left on the café.

After reading the comment, Lee Min Ki messaged him, asking for his contact details, and then suddenly summoned him to Gwanghwamun.

[How about actually doing it for real?]

Was he hinting at something or being serious?

After seeing Lee Min Ki’s post and already feeling breathless, his reaction made it hard to laugh it off.

Still, feeling guilty, and because Lee Min Ki was his favorite celebrity, he couldn’t refuse.

[I’d love to meet you at Gwanghwamun. How about it? I’ll treat you to a really delicious meal.]

So, here he was.

He couldn’t not come.

Avoiding the situation could lead to endless teasing on the café.

Although he’d never danced in a mask before, fortunately, he majored in dance, so after some hard practice, he managed to get the feel of it.

‘Ugh, am I going to be doing this alone?’

The real problem was the embarrassment.

They had said they’d call others too.

No, before that, shouldn’t Lee Min Ki himself be here?

He was the one who invited him, after all.

Was he really going to leave him to endure this humiliation alone?

All because of one misplaced comment on the café?

Was this a national humiliation show in the middle of Gwanghwamun?

‘Argh! My prepared dance is almost over!’

His heart pounded violently, as if it was about to explode at any moment.

Thud—

A massive reverberation rang out.

Was his heart, pounding like an eight-cylinder engine, finally going to burst?

It felt as though his heart had turned into a fossilized stone, stopping altogether.

Thud—

But that wasn’t it.

A sound followed leisurely after.

Boom-tak—

Thud—

Drumbeats.

‘Drums?’

A deep, heavy yet clear sound, as if striking his very heart.

A sound began to echo somewhere among the audience.

No, upon listening closely, it wasn’t even a drum.

"Is that a janggu?"

"Isn't that a janggu?"

Indeed, it was.

It was literally a janggu.

A Korean drum that could be considered a traditional equivalent.

Something you would associate with a traditional Korean performance, carried by someone on their shoulder as they appeared.

And then.

Tadadadadak!

Boom!

Denggideok! Darararararara!

Right in the middle of Gwanghwamun, the person began rhythmically beating the drum with lively enthusiasm.

"……."

"What is this?"

"Are they part of the act?"

Gradually, murmurs began to ripple through the audience.

To be precise, the majority of the crowd had gathered to see Lee Min Ki.

They had come here expecting to witness the fan meeting promised by Lee Min Ki after achieving 1.5 million supporters.

But instead, Lee Min Ki was nowhere to be seen, and strange people had appeared to perform a traditional Korean percussion ensemble.

There seemed to be only one logical conclusion.

"Did they plan this together?"

"Attention seekers."

The thought was that the two performers had aimed to garner attention right from the start.

"What are they doing at someone else’s fan meeting just because it’s a crowded place?"

This was the age where people would do anything if it meant getting their name out there.

It was said that the plaza in front of Bucheon Station was overrun with streamers.

Female streamers wearing skimpy outfits danced twerking in the cold weather, while male streamers with green-dyed hair smashed shop windows.

All for the sake of grabbing even a sliver of attention.

So it was no surprise that their actions weren’t well-received by the audience.

Of course, to the performers themselves—

"Who are these people?"

They didn’t know either.

"Wasn’t I supposed to be the only one coming?"

Neither knew.

Although both performers were confused, they had come for the same reason.

"I came here to see Lee Min Ki."

It was because of Lee Min Ki.

Since Lee Min Ki had called them, they had come as if chewing on bitter bile, not for recognition or anything of the sort.

They say pain shared is halved, and gratitude shared is doubled.

Unfortunately, the two performers were sharing the doubled humiliation amplified by the cold gazes of the audience.

"Ugh, let’s do this."

Someone else joined the scene at that moment.

It was Lee Min Ki.

"……!"

The Lee Min Ki, who had shown no signs of appearing, suddenly revealed himself in the middle of the chaotic scene.

"Finally!"

"Wow, wow, wow, it’s really Lee Min Ki, in person, wow!"

The two, who had been holding their own one-man—no, two-man—show, were moved to the brink of tears.

What now?

Would he officially start the fan meeting and rescue them?

Perhaps he would pat them on the shoulder and offer a warm word of encouragement for their efforts.

…So they thought, in that brief moment.

"Wow, the weather’s great."

What Lee Min Ki nonchalantly started doing was absurdly unexpected.

"A burner?"

"Pork belly?"

That’s right.

Lee Min Ki sat comfortably in a prime spot at Gwanghwamun, took out a gas burner, and lit it.

Then—

Sizzle—

He began grilling thinly sliced pork belly, which looked perfectly golden and delicious.

"All of a sudden?"


"Why are you grilling pork belly here?"

"Looks delicious."

The man who had been dancing continued dancing, and the person playing the janggu drum kept playing.

In the midst of it all, the sound of Lee Min Ki grilling pork belly joined the rhythm of the janggu, resonating softly.

"Hoo, hoo, hoo, this looks perfectly cooked."

Seated in the middle, Lee Min Ki mumbled to himself proudly as he grilled the meat.

He picked up a piece, dipped it generously into ssamjang, and popped it into his mouth, chewing happily.

Then he exclaimed, "Ahhh!"

It was an instinctive expression of delight.

‘So good.’

The ssamjang he wasn’t supposed to eat because of his sugar restrictions tasted that much sweeter when eaten in defiance of Trainer Kwon Joon Yong’s control.

Of course.

[Enjoy it, if you don’t mind adding 1,000 more squats.]

It was an indulgence with consequences waiting in the future.

"What is he doing?"

To others, it was an incomprehensible act.

However, they didn’t yet realize.

Even that bizarre performance was just the beginning.

"Is that breakdancing?"

Someone joined in and began to dance.

"A bicycle?"

Soon, a person on a bicycle started circling the group.

"A longboard?"

A skateboarder appeared and started performing tricks.

"…Well, that one’s a bit ordinary."

Someone came and began playing the guitar.

The melody blended seamlessly with the janggu rhythm.

And then.

"Why is that guy lying over there sleeping?"

One person set up a fishing chair, pointed a fishing rod at the empty air, and started fishing on the stone pavement.

It was a scene beyond comprehension.

"What is this chaos?"

"I can’t make sense of this at all."

"Is this South Korea in Universe 616 or something?"

Among the inexplicable procession, something moved particularly quickly.

‘I don’t know what this is, but I better share it.’

It was none other than the audience members’ fingers.

Something strange was happening in front of their eyes.

An event you couldn’t see in everyday life, or perhaps even once in a lifetime.

If that was the case…

Even if they didn’t understand it, they had to let the world know.

[Current situation at Gwanghwamun.jpg]

[Live updates from Lee Min Ki’s fan meeting.txt]

The priority was to spread the word.

In just a few minutes.

Within minutes, the scene at Gwanghwamun spread across the entire internet world.

[Right now, someone is playing the janggu and the guitar at Gwanghwamun, and Lee Min Ki is grilling pork belly in the middle.

There’s also a sleeping person, someone on a longboard doing tricks, and even a masked dancer.]

[What nonsense is this?]

[Lol, just spouting whatever comes to mind.]

[Who’s going to believe that?]

[I work at an office near Gwanghwamun, and I just looked out the window. It’s true.]

[No, no~ not buying it~]

Realistically, who would believe such a thing?

Any reasonable person would dismiss it as a social media ploy for attention.

But ultimately, it’s a matter of evidence.

[Is this for real?]

[Why is this real? (shortened in Korean)]

[??]

[?????????]

Lee Min Ki was grilling pork belly.

Behind them was someone performing a mask dance, and another playing the janggu.

Someone was performing stunts on a bicycle.

There was even someone dancing on a longboard, and another person had fallen asleep on the ground.

[This is driving me crazy.]

At this point, it already seemed enough, and it felt like they could stop, but unfortunately, "enough" was a relative term.

Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap!

Later on, someone began jumping rope.

“Apple…… Pineapple…… Exhausted……”

There was someone unfolding a desk and studying.

Another person had brought a laptop and monitor and was sitting on the ground playing games.

Amid the chaos caused by this assortment of people.

The audience slowly began to make a guess.

‘This is that thing!’

At some point, a few of the audience’s speculations finally circled back to the truth.

‘They’re actually doing it.’

‘Wow, I didn’t think they would actually come, even though they said they would.’

Apparently, Lee Min Ki had posted a confirmation on his fan café, but no one believed it.

Instead, people mocked him, saying that if he were really Lee Min Ki, then they were Choi Yoo Chang.

They dismissed it as a publicity stunt and ridiculed him, only to find out later that it was truly Lee Min Ki.

It was already a famous anecdote among those interested in actors.

No, it had widely spread across internet communities.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Are they really going to show up?]

[Would they have done it if they knew it was Lee Min Ki, lolololol.]

But for it to actually come true.

Amid a scene aptly called "Gwanghwamun Chaos," one person was quietly smiling to himself—Lee Min Ki.

‘First, I’ll spread the buzz.’

That’s right.

This entire chaotic scene was part of Lee Min Ki’s fan meeting performance.

‘At this rate, there’s no way it won’t make the news.’

He had recently realized something.

Buzz begins with stimulation.

No matter how high the quality of the content prepared, it needs to catch people’s attention first.

That’s why he had prepared this kind of content.

To ensure it would grab people’s eyes and ears.

If not, he’d force it to.

‘Internet communities will have no choice but to pay attention to people who showed up to fulfill a promise like this.’

This event.

It hadn’t just happened by chance.

He had personally contacted every person who had commented on the fan café.

Since they had commented, he had asked them to really show up.

He even promised to buy them all a meal after the event.

At first, he wondered if anyone would actually come.

Even if just one or two people showed up, he thought it would be enough to make it worthwhile.

‘I wouldn’t have blamed them even if they promised to come and then didn’t show up.’

It was natural to be a little doubtful.

But.

[Really???]

[Can I brag about this to my friends?]

Who were the members of the fan café?

Each one was a fan of Lee Min Ki.

If the actor they passionately admired offered to meet them in person and buy them a meal, how could they refuse?

‘This is it.’

It was like preparing for a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Even if they couldn’t do it, they had to act like they could!

They weren’t the only ones involved.

Even the reporters clicking their cameras from a distance were part of Lee Min Ki’s arrangements.

They hadn’t come by coincidence.

Some had come on their own to cover the buzz surrounding Lee Min Ki’s fan meeting, but JC had also extended invitations.

‘This performance will definitely spread far and wide thanks to the reporters. If I’m lucky, it’ll even go viral online.’

And luck.

That was what he had been most confident in recently.

However.

Even Lee Min Ki didn’t know one thing.

“……”

“……?”

From among the crowd, a man began walking forward.

He wasn’t someone Lee Min Ki had invited.

Nor was he someone who had been contacted.

But.

It was definitely someone he knew.

‘Choi Yoo Chang, senior?’

Choi Yoo Chang, one of Korea’s most renowned actors, with a career boasting blockbuster hits, appeared from among the audience.

As if he were just out for a casual stroll.

With an air of boundless ease.

‘Meat?’

In one hand, he was holding a pack of 300g of premium 2+ grade Korean beef.
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Choi Yoo Chang.

A ten-million actor.

The person most associated with the number ten million in Korea casually walked out from among the crowd.

Like a neighborhood uncle out for a stroll, he held chopsticks in one hand and a pack of beef in the other.

“Choi Yoo Chang?”

“Why is Choi Yoo Chang here?”

With each step he took, the voices around him grew louder, like the Doppler effect.

Lee Min Ki, puzzled, asked in disbelief.

“Senior? Why are you here…?”

He definitely asked.

But Choi Yoo Chang didn’t respond and instead strode forward, plopped down in front of the frozen Lee Min Ki, and—

Rip!

Tore open the beef pack without hesitation and said,

“What’s surprising? I told you. If you’re Lee Min Ki, then I’m Choi Yoo Chang.”

Snap.

The sound of him breaking apart chopsticks was cheerful, as if the conversation didn’t matter at all.

Lee Min Ki, still baffled, asked again.

“When was that?”

“At the café. I left a comment, didn’t I?”

Ah.

The moment he heard those words, a comment clearly resurfaced in his mind.

[If the author is Lee Min Ki, then I’m Choi Yoo Chang.]

That.

That comment, which had seemed like utter nonsense no matter who read it.

He never imagined it, but it really was Choi Yoo Chang himself.

‘Does this even make sense?’

It was hard to believe.

He wondered if it might just be someone who looked similar.

Faced with an absurd reality he could hardly accept, Lee Min Ki broke out into a cold sweat and spoke.

“Senior, are you the person who got into a drunken argument with people at the next table last time?”

“Our very own Kang Do Won.”

It really was him.

Lee Min Ki heaved a heavy sigh, placing both hands over his face in despair at the grim reality, before lifting his head again.

“Uh, if you were going to come, why didn’t you check the private message I sent? I sent DMs to everyone who commented.”

“It’s no fun if I announce it beforehand.”

Ah, I see.

You came all the way here just for fun.

Someone whose presence is worth a fortune.

Clicking his tongue, Choi Yoo Chang said,

“I asked Do Won to come with me too, but he said no.”

Ah, Actor Kang Do Won.

Recalling his face, which exuded charisma to the point of menace, Lee Min Ki shook his head and replied,

“It’s probably for the best he didn’t come.”

“Why? Don’t you like Do Won? You like me better, right?”

“No, that’s not it. Just having you here is already overwhelming, and if Senior Do Won had come too, this wouldn’t feel like my fan meeting anymore.”

“Hmm, then should I just leave?”

“No.”

Shaking his head, Lee Min Ki said,

“That would be rude of me as your junior. Since you’re already here, please enjoy the meat before you go.”

Whoever it was, as long as it created a buzz, it was welcome.

Choi Yoo Chang was the perfect weapon for the media.

Meanwhile, his appearance here was part of Lee Min Ki’s luck.

A legendary senior actor like Choi Yoo Chang joining a junior’s fan café.

Leaving a comment after seeing the authentication post.

All of it could be considered a stroke of fate.

“Aren’t you opening any soju?”

“I’m not that kind of actor.”

“Too bad.”

A chaotic show disguised as a fan meeting unfolded at Gwanghwamun, and before anyone realized it, a day had passed.

From a broad perspective, it was an act of profound fan service.

After all, the event had been planned as a fan meeting from the start.

It would be rare for such commotion to become widely known among the general public.

[Lee Min Ki Fan Meeting Incident.txt]

[Summary of Lee Min Ki Incident That Hit Search Rank #1 Today.jpg]

[Lee Min Ki grilled pork belly, played drums in the background, and gamed.]

At the very least, it spread across internet communities as a humorous post.

[(Attached Material)

Lee Min Ki posted a verified message on a café, but no one believed him LOL

But it turned out to actually be Lee Min Ki.]

And it spread vividly.

With descriptions so detailed, they resembled the explanations in a college entrance exam workbook.

[Comments (231)]

[Ah LOL, of course, they had to come out.]

[LOL LOL LOL How can fans not show up when the actor himself called? That’s impossible.]

[If it were me, I’d brag about it for life LOL.]

[Now replaying the Top 10 greatest moments in the deceased’s life.]

It was entertaining.

In fact, this wasn’t the first time something like this happened with Lee Min Ki.

How many times have fans failed to recognize a celebrity in person?

[No, I’m really DJ Row ㅠ]

[ㄴ Poor kid.]

There had already been similar incidents several times.

And each time, they ended up as humorous posts.

However.

[LOL LOL LOL LOL]

[No, seriously, this is hilarious no matter how many times I see it LOL.]

[The funniest part is Lee Min Ki taking group photos after the fan meeting and then treating everyone to meat LOL.]

[ㄴ What is he, the Pied Piper? LOL LOL LOL.]

[ㄴㄴ Even Choi Yoo Chang got treated, I heard.]

[ㄴㄴㄴ A million-star actor level LOL.]

[ㄴㄴㄴㄴ How does it all fit in their stomachs?]

Never before had it occurred on such a large scale.

[Proof) I was the one dancing the traditional mask dance at Gwanghwamun back then.]

[Lee Min Ki only ate ribs…

I wanted sirloin, but Lee Min Ki kept ordering only ribs, so I had no choice but to eat ribs.

They were delicious, though…

But still…

When I asked for dessert, wasn’t ordering two more servings of ribs crossing the line?

I started wondering if he was haunted by a ghost who died craving ribs…

He’s not even a rib villain or anything…]

[ㄴ Our member… you ate well, huh?]

[ㄴㄴ Who are you?]

It was only natural for the story to spread.

And not just within internet communities.

Journalists, thrilled by the rare scoop, trembled with excitement and frantically pounded their keyboards.

[Photo of the Month / Lee Min Ki Grilling Meat]

[‘Mask Dance x Bicycle x Lee Min Ki x Game x Choi Yoo Chang x Longboard’]

[Lee Min Ki: Proving His Trendiness Just by Breathing]

Becoming a hot topic.

Especially when the news spread in a positive light, it was nothing but welcome for an actor.

Especially from a fan meeting.

Typically, a fan meeting would only be talked about among fans, but for it to become widely known to the entire nation?

The effect needed no further explanation.

Proof of that was the 300,000 additional subscribers Lee Min Ki’s official SNS gained within just a few days.

Moreover.

Lee Min Ki had prepared one more gift for this fan meeting.

That was.

[JC, Debut of Two Rookie Actors +1]

[Personal Congratulatory Appearance at Lee Min Ki’s Fan Meeting]

A gift like this.

At some point, the JC dorm had become as familiar to Lee Min Ki as his own living room.

“Wow, the interior has changed a bit.”

“We bought a new sofa.”

“Did Min Ki buy it with his money?”

“No, even when I offered to buy it myself, the company insisted on taking care of everything.”

Yoo Seon Ah, casually seated on the new sofa, pouted her lips as she spoke.

“…But, Min Ki, I didn’t expect to suddenly receive the acceptance notice in such a setting.”

When Lee Min Ki heard the lighthearted remark that sounded like a child's complaint, he chuckled softly and replied.

“Were you flustered?”

He had been waiting to hear this.

It was the perfect time to bring up congratulating them on their acceptance.

Lee Min Ki smiled awkwardly as he spoke.

“As a gift, wasn’t it pretty good?”

“A surprise gift should still be moderately shocking. My heart almost dropped.”

At Lee Min Ki’s sly comment, Yoo Seon Ah murmured, as if dumbfounded.

“Who surprises people like that at their own fan meeting?”

Indeed.

During the recent fan meeting at Gwanghwamun, Lee Min Ki had announced the acceptance of Kim Tak and Yoo Seon Ah into JC Entertainment.

He did it as though he was introducing them to the audience.

[Here are two friends who will be joining me as actors under JC Entertainment. It’s sudden, but please welcome them with applause.]

That was their first official notification of acceptance.

Accompanied by applause from over a thousand people, their acceptance was confirmed.

Lee Min Ki smiled sheepishly and said.

“Did I go too far?”

“Yes. Do you even know how I felt at that moment?”

“I heard the results from Teacher Ah Sung in passing, though.”

“Well, yes, roughly. Just in passing. And then, before I could process it, it turned into instructions on what to do next during training and on set.”

That was true.

It wasn’t as if Lee Min Ki had completely hidden the matter.

He had heard that Kim Ah Sung, with his loose lips, had indirectly conveyed their acceptance.

Moreover, they had accepted it.

The important thing was where the official announcement took place, and that happened to be at the fan meeting.

‘No matter what, there’s nothing better for a rookie actor than public recognition.’

It was true.

There’s a saying that infamy is better than obscurity, emphasizing how vital recognition is.

Even if it meant enduring humiliation, as long as their names were etched into the public’s memory, it was worth it.

Lee Min Ki had essentially gifted his fan meeting audience to them.

In the form of public recognition, that is.

[These are friends I’ve been with since my days at the acting academy. They were my friends, teachers, juniors, and seniors. Now that they’ve taken their first steps as professional actors, I hope you’ll join me in celebrating them.]

Thanks to this, the names of these two individuals had been imprinted on the public’s minds through news articles the moment they debuted.

“I wanted as many people as possible to know about you two. As a rookie myself, I know how precious attention can be.”

It was like how rock stars in the 1980s would take rookie bands on tour with them.

A way of nurturing their juniors.

Or perhaps, a way of showing off their excellent taste to the public.

Maybe it was simply human nature.

‘I believed these two would succeed no matter what.’

Still, pulling off such a surprise might have been too much.

“If it was too sudden, I apologize.”

Lee Min Ki began to speak.

“Well… it’s not that I felt bad, so don’t misunderstand.”

Yoo Seon Ah pouted her lips slightly as she replied.

“I was a little moved. Actually, I was very moved.”

“Right?”

“Thank you. But next time, let me know beforehand, please.”

“Huh? I liked it. Do it again.”

Kim Tak, as tactless as ever, interrupted right as a sentimental line was about to be said.

“By the way, Ji Hwan isn’t here today, is he?”

“I heard he got called away for an urgent shoot?”

“Wow, he’s quick.”

Although Kim Ji Hwan was absent,

He had already received confirmation of his acceptance on the day of the audition, so there wasn’t much else to say.

“Hey, aren’t we rivals now?”

“Sure, but take off your rookie label first.”

“Look who’s talking. You only got your first lead role recently.”

As they were chatting about their debuts,

The smell of fresh tomatoes wafted from the kitchen, and a man emerged.

“Let’s talk while we eat.”

It was Kim Tae Yang.

He placed the gratin, freshly baked in the oven, on the dining table.

“Wow, the smell is amazing. Did you make this yourself?”

“Of course. I prepared everything from the sauce to the ingredients myself.”

“Man, as expected from Chef Tae Yang. Thanks for the meal.”

“Chef Tae Yang?”

“It’s short for Chef Tae Yang.”

“Oh, I thought it was short for something else.”

Kim Tak, who had become unexpectedly chummy with him, picked up a spoon.

Kim Tae Yang watched him quietly for a moment before turning to Lee Min Ki and speaking.

“Min Ki, congratulations on your overseas debut.”

“…Did I mention that?”

“I heard it from the director. Was it wrong?”

“No, that’s not it.”

Lee Min Ki scratched the back of his head and said.

“That’s how it turned out.”

Indeed.

Just a few days ago.

Lee Min Ki’s overseas debut had been confirmed.

Hearing this, Kim Tak widened his eyes in surprise and exclaimed.

“What? An overseas debut? Hollywood?”

“It’s not like that.”

“Bollywood?”

“That’s even further from the truth.”

Wasn’t he getting a bit too excited?

Hearing Kim Tak’s voice almost spitting with excitement, Lee Min Ki waved his hand dismissively.

“It’s not for a movie or anything. It’s just a promotional trip for a photoshoot.”

“Hmm, what are you promoting?”

“You know, Seon Ah, right? Terminus. The brand I modeled for at the last fashion show.”

Clearing his throat, Lee Min Ki explained.

“They said they wanted to distribute it in the U.S. and invited me to join them.”

The fact that Terminus had gained attention overseas was something that had happened quite some time ago.

But recently, a formal distribution proposal had come from an American brand.

And they invited Lee Min Ki as part of the launch show package.

[If a soccer team and a soccer player are one entity, then a brand and its model should also be considered one entity.]

It came with an abstract analogy.

They claimed that the Terminus brand would only resonate fully with Lee Min Ki’s presence.

Since it wasn’t an unpleasant thing to say as a model, he gratefully accepted the offer.

“Wow, then doesn’t this make you practically a world star now? Like, if you just put up a piece of clothing you wore, it would sell for millions?”

“Hmm.”

“Man, that’s different. Those destined to succeed have a different class of overseas debut.”

Kim Tak’s exaggerated enthusiasm made Lee Min Ki clear his throat awkwardly before continuing.

“It’s nothing that grand. It’s an overseas debut, sure, but it’s more like handling a magazine interview while I’m there.”

He’d just briefly showcase and then return.

“Still, if it goes well, wouldn’t that be great? You’re secretly hoping for it, aren’t you?”

“…”

“Who knows? You might get scouted by an industry big shot while you’re there.”

Honestly, that was true.

His heart was tingling with excitement, and he could hardly sleep because of it.

But letting his expectations grow too much wouldn’t help, so Lee Min Ki decided to keep it to himself.

‘No, wait. Considering jinxes, should I actually act overly excited instead?’

He pondered briefly.

Eventually, he concluded that while showing excitement might not be bad, it would be embarrassing to do so in front of people he considered family.

“Hey, let’s move on from this topic; it’s a bit embarrassing.”

Just as Lee Min Ki tried to steer the conversation away, thinking it might never end.

“So!”

Kim Tak, who had been overly excited for a while, spoke with an incredibly triumphant expression.

“We’ve prepared a super-special surprise gift for Min Ki.”

A super-special surprise gift?

For a moment, Lee Min Ki’s breath paused.
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"An ultra-special surprise gift?"

Not just a gift, but an ultra-special surprise gift.

What on earth does that mean?

As a question mark floated over Lee Min Ki's head, Kim Tak nodded vigorously like a roly-poly toy and said,

"Of course! After all, we received something from you, Min Ki. We wanted to give back in some way, so we prepared this."

Sure, receiving something is one thing.

It's nice to get gifts, but when the giver is Kim Tak, it’s a little unsettling.

'What kind of bizarre thing is he planning this time?'

Was he going to throw a cake at his face?

Or maybe offer a bribe?

If not that...

'Did he set something on fire?'

Noticing the unusual atmosphere around Kim Tak, Lee Min Ki narrowed his eyes and said,

"…Let me make this clear. It's not because of me that you were chosen. You got selected because of your own efforts. If you're thinking I pulled some strings behind the scenes, you're mistaken."

Of course, he did pull some strings.

It was true that he had personally secured the audition opportunity from JC.

But he wanted to keep that part a secret.

Even if they later found out he helped, it wouldn’t make him happy.

'They wouldn’t be able to purely enjoy their success.'

Kim Tak and Yoo Seon Ah.

He hoped they would treasure their achievement as something they had earned entirely on their own.

He didn’t want their success tarnished by being spoon-fed.

"Thank you, but please don’t misunderstand."

It was at that moment he drew the line.

"Misunderstanding, my foot."

Kim Tak let out a snort and said,

"Who said anything? It’s just a little token of appreciation out of gratitude."

Oh no.

Kim Tak had gone so far as to use the word "repay one’s kindness."

Was his intelligence evolving, inching forward like a wriggling worm?

'For Kim Tak to be considerate of others and think about repayment, that’s not like him at all.'

Lee Min Ki was overwhelmed with shock.

"Seon Ah goes first, right?"

"Yes."

At Kim Tak’s words, Yoo Seon Ah picked up a bundle she had brought and began pulling something out.

"Oh, the thing you mentioned you bought second-hand?"

"It’s not that."

Finally, what she pulled out of the bundle exceeded Lee Min Ki’s expectations.

"Sneakers?"

"Yes."

Yoo Seon Ah gave a small smile and said,

"I thought about what would be a good gift, and I figured something expensive might not resonate with you. So I prepared this."

"…"

"Since your academy days, you’ve been running every morning. That’s why I bought some good-quality sneakers."

She was right.

It was indeed a good-quality product.

The latest sneakers from running-specialist brand Highpace, the [PaceMaker].

And not just any model, but the [Discovery] edition, a limited seasonal release.

It was something Lee Min Ki had once eyed from afar.

Not exorbitantly expensive, but still a product worth several tens of thousands of won.

"You wanted these, didn’t you?"

"How did you know, Seon Ah?"

It was his favorite brand.

As Lee Min Ki blinked in surprise at her attention to detail, Yoo Seon Ah explained,

"I saw you browsing shopping malls on your phone from time to time. Since it was a limited edition, it took some effort to get it."

"It must’ve been hard to find."

"I kept an eye on the shopping mall every day, and when one came up, I grabbed it immediately."

Was it because she liked the dazed look on Lee Min Ki’s face?

A bashful smile played at the corners of Yoo Seon Ah’s lips.

"Even though you can only wear one shoe at a time, isn’t it comforting to have a few pairs in your shoe rack?"

That was true.

It was comforting.

Lee Min Ki gently brushed the tip of his fingers against the shoe.

It wasn’t an overly expensive item.

If one were willing to spend some money and put in the effort to search, it was something that could be obtained.

However.

The sentiment imbued within it was so immense that comparing it to its price felt embarrassing.

It was filled with sincerity, so much that it felt overwhelming, as if swallowing it in one go would make one’s stomach churn.

‘Why am I tearing up over something like this?’

It wasn’t a gift that could simply be given by someone with a lot of money.

It was the kind of gift that required knowing the person called Lee Min Ki well enough to choose.

Faced with such an earnest gift that made him smile without realizing, there was only one thing Lee Min Ki could say.

“Thank you. I’ll wear them well.”

What more could he say besides expressing his gratitude?

“Don’t just keep it as a collector’s item. Make sure to use it occasionally. Got it?”

Within Yoo Seon Ah’s playful words, Lee Min Ki fiddled with the gift and continued.

“Speaking of which, should I wear them now and go for a run in the park over there?”

“That might be pushing it a bit.”

A brief wave of laughter spread between them.

And after a few seconds of calm.

“I have something too.”

Kim Tak, who had been quiet until now, finally spoke in a meaningful tone.

“Min Ki, guess what this is?”

How should one describe the gift Kim Tak presented to Lee Min Ki?

Oh, this was just...

Really...

Wow.

‘A watch?’

It was a watch.

And not just any watch—it was a luxury gold watch that screamed opulence.

Even to Lee Min Ki, who had no knowledge of watches, its aura practically shouted, ‘I’m expensive.’

There was a small line of black italic text written at its center.

“Arma?”

The text read ARMA.

As soon as he recognized the prestigious brand, Lee Min Ki’s pupils dilated.

‘Wait, isn’t this an outrageously expensive brand?’

Arma.

Even if one wasn’t into watches, it was rare for someone to not recognize the name Arma.

It was a brand so iconic that anyone remotely involved in fashion would have heard of it at least once.

And to think...

“This is an Arma Scutum. Even if you try to buy it secondhand, it wouldn’t be less than ten million won, right?”

Arma Scutum.

The name of a watch that easily crossed the millions in value was casually spoken by trainer Kim Ah Sung.

“Wow, Arma is a brand that easily ranks in the top 1.5 tiers of watch brands. And this one is in mint condition? Just giving it as a gift?”

Indeed.

What Kim Tak casually pulled out was an Arma Scutum.

It wasn’t a gift that could be given lightly.

At minimum, it would be something used as a wedding gift.

‘A surprise gift, you say? This is going too far. There’s a limit to everything.’

As Lee Min Ki stared wide-eyed in disbelief, Kim Tak spoke up.

“Huhu, Min Ki, you deserve it.”

“Can you give me some of that worthiness too?”

“Worthiness is only worthiness because not everyone gets it, right?”

“Oh, now I get it.”

“Well, if you understand...”

“Tak, should I test whether I’m worthy with my fists?”

“Eek.”

While Kim Ah Sung and Kim Tak were exchanging playful banter, Lee Min Ki’s gaze remained fixed on the watch.

‘I’ve known Tak was wealthy for a while now.’

He remembered.

How Kim Tak always wore luxury clothes.

How he took taxis everywhere without a second thought.

How he didn’t even glance at the prices on menus before ordering.

And how the card he casually used once was a VIP-exclusive black card from a bank.

‘He was really rich.’

He was indeed wealthy.

So, there was a part of him that subtly disliked Kim Tak.

To his eyes, struggling desperately as a poor aspiring actor, Kim Tak's carefree attitude, basking in affluence, was as unacceptable as pineapple on pizza.

But now, he thought he had forgiven him.

After all, he himself had gained too much to begrudge someone else’s circumstances.

He had grown mentally, too.

Not that it was all that important.

He had also freeloaded meals from Kim Tak during practice sessions worth hundreds of thousands of won.

Still, even if trickle-down benefits were benefits nonetheless...

'A watch like this as a gift?'

Wasn't it way too expensive?

Between the hands of the Arma Scritum watch, the platinum engraving, almost flaunting its price, gleamed brilliantly.

Even though Lee Min Ki no longer cared much about clothing prices, this was still overwhelming.

He thought he could handle expensive gifts, but this was far beyond that threshold.

"Seon Ah, did I do something wrong?"

"Not knowing what you don’t know is wrong too. Have you heard of metacognition?"

"No!!"

As the conversation unfolded before his eyes, Lee Min Ki took a brief moment to observe.

The decision he reached was simple.

"Sorry, but I’ll only accept the sentiment."

He decided to refuse.

"Huh? Huh? Why?"

Kim Tak’s flustered reaction to his one statement prompted Lee Min Ki to respond calmly.

"I’m grateful, but this gift is too much. If I accept something like this, I feel like I’ll get too used to receiving gifts in the future."

Giving and receiving is fine.

But if the threshold gets too high, wouldn’t he become someone who couldn’t genuinely appreciate smaller gifts?

Like how a student would be happy with a hamburger bought by a friend, but as an adult, it might feel trivial.

'Once I receive a luxury gift like this, I’ll probably get used to it.'

He wanted to remain someone who could sincerely appreciate things.

There’s a time and place for every gift, and this wasn’t the right time or place for this one.

"Tak, this must have been a burden for you too. It’s okay."

With that thought, he drew the line.

"Not really? It wasn’t a burden."

Kim Tak replied as if he couldn’t understand what the fuss was about.

"My family has plenty of these."

"…What?"

Plenty of what?

Where?

Did I hear that wrong?

But Kim Tak continued, unfazed.

"My parents are watch collectors. I just asked them to recommend something suitable as a gift for a fellow actor, and they gave me a reasonably priced one."

"Reasonably priced?"

Lee Min Ki’s eyes twitched.

Reasonable?

This?

Didn’t this cost over 10 million won?

Was I mistaken?

"Yeah, I figured something too expensive might make you uncomfortable."

"But still, this is…"

"Does it make sense for a rising actor like you not to have at least one daily watch? Don’t you have a brand sponsoring you?"

Well, no, he didn’t.

The higher-end watch brands typically chose middle-aged actors as their advertising models.

Plus, Lee Min Ki had unconsciously avoided luxury items, given his long life of poverty.

"Come on!"

Kim Tak clicked his tongue and said.

"I already told my dad I was giving this to you. If you don’t take it, he’ll probably break my legs, asking if I’ve ruined my life enough to have gifts rejected."

"That’s quite bold."

"He’s an ex-soldier."

"What if you keep it instead?"

"Then he’d probably break my other leg for embezzlement."

That serious?

Lee Min Ki’s eyelids went up and down in disbelief for a long moment.

Kim Tak shrugged as if it didn’t bother him at all.

"If it’s really an issue, consider it a loan. Keep it as if it’s yours. You can give it back much later if you want."

"…"

"Look, even if you don’t want it, I’m leaving it here, okay? I absolutely won’t take it back!"

He seemed dead set on not taking it back.

Kim Tak’s unwavering determination was so apparent that Kim Ah Sung quietly interjected.

"Min Ki, if you’re not going to take it, why don’t you give it to me?"

"Hey, hey, credentials, credentials."

"Credential punch."

Suddenly, a thought occurred to Lee Min Ki.

Maybe thinking of this as a big, burdensome gift was just his perspective.

For someone with a lot of money, maybe this was just an expression of friendship.

Wouldn’t refusing it be rude in its own way?

'I don’t know.'

Might as well take it.

He’d take it for now and figure out what to do with it later.

With that thought, Lee Min Ki picked up the watch.

"I’m not accepting it; I’m just holding onto it for now."

"Such unnecessary stubbornness."

Kim Tak chuckled.

A phrase suddenly crossed Lee Min Ki’s mind.

["You declare war standing tall, but you end it on bended knee."]

Would the day ever come when he returned this watch?

As Lee Min Ki mulled over that question, he half-jokingly said,

"Then since this watch is worth 10 million won, why don’t you take it back after you land a 10-million-won actor title?"

"Oh?"

Kim Tak’s eyes lit up at those words.

Some time later, at the airport.

As Lee Min Ki entered the airport, a man followed as if to greet him.

"I told you before, didn’t I?"

The man, who had a fairly ordinary appearance but an exceptionally businesslike expression, spoke.

"If it’s you, actor, overseas expansion is only a matter of time."

Park Han Mo.

Dragging a suitcase with a nonchalant hand, he added,

"This time, I won the bet."
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A bet?

Lee Min Ki asked, puzzled.

“Did we make a bet?”

“We did, verbally.”

Did they?

As he thought about it, he vaguely recalled saying something about going international.

‘Is that really worth calling a bet? There wasn’t even a prize.’

While Lee Min Ki tilted his head in confusion, Manager Park Han Mo’s eyes were brimming with a subtle sense of pride.

In any case, only a few minutes remained until his official international debut.

‘I’ve finally come this far.’

Embracing his overflowing emotions, Lee Min Ki gazed at the lounge for a moment before turning to Manager Park Han Mo and asking.

“By the way, Manager, is it okay for you to follow me overseas?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?”

“What about the other actors you manage? At least one of them?”

“I must not have mentioned it. Since three days ago, I’ve been exclusively assigned to you.”

“Pardon?”

“It means from now on, you and I are a team bound by fate.”

Bound by fate.

The meaningful phrase left Lee Min Ki searching for a response before he opened his mouth to speak.

“Well, aren’t we already bound by fate, considering we’ve been—”

“One moment.”

Manager Park Han Mo glanced around quickly before speaking.

“Let’s go in before too many people gather.”

Looking around, Lee Min Ki noticed people already stealing glances his way.

So, this is how far he’d come.

Relishing the satisfaction, he followed Manager Park Han Mo’s quick steps.

Why is he walking so fast?

“Can we walk together?”

Wow, he’s really fast.

No, seriously.

A Korean airline.

Among the flight attendants working there, one manual was passed down.

Specifically.

“Got it? Just because a celebrity boards doesn’t mean you can strike up unnecessary conversations.”

Flight attendants were instructed not to speak to celebrities.

“Is that an official rule?”

“No, it’s not about that. It’s just common sense not to bother customers. It makes them uncomfortable.”

When the rookie attendant asked, the senior attendant folded her arms behind her back and explained as if it were obvious.

“If there’s a complaint later? It tarnishes the airline’s image. Entertainment agencies switch airlines over the slightest issue, sometimes boycotting as a group.”

It happened often enough.

Since celebrities naturally draw public attention, even a single word could have massive repercussions.

Perhaps that’s why even minor complaints could snowball into massive boycotts.

Airlines frequently emphasized the “don’t talk to them” rule when training new staff.

Especially in business class and above, where celebrities were more likely to be encountered.

“There really are people who got fired over this. If you want to keep working here, keep it in mind.”

“What about just admiring from afar?”

“Even staring can make them uncomfortable. Think about how you’d feel if a store clerk stared at you while shopping.”

“Yes, I understand.”

“You’re still missing the point. Let me give you an example from one of my senior colleagues…”

As the long lecture drew to a close, the rookie attendant let out a small sigh.

“Ugh, but it’s a shame. On this flight…”

“Lee Min Ki?”

“Yes.”

The sudden name made the rookie nod.

“Lee Min Ki is flying with us. And we can’t even look at him.”

That’s right.

Lee Min Ki was scheduled to board this flight to LA.

Not someone with the same name.

The Lee Min Ki, Korea’s hottest rising star—no, someone moving beyond the status of a rookie to becoming a full-fledged star.

“It’s not like we’ll ever see him in person again.”

“……”

It was an immature lament.

But this time, even the senior attendant couldn’t easily refute it.

‘It’s Lee Min Ki. What can you do?’

After all, the person in question was none other than that Lee Min Ki.

For a moderately famous celebrity, it might have been different.

But Lee Min Ki was exceptionally well-known for his visuals.

Moreover, he was also famous for rarely engaging in public activities outside acting.

Even his commercials were limited to coffee and fitness-related ads.

It was nearly impossible to see Lee Min Ki in person in Korea.

‘I’d like to sneak a peek too, but ugh, not in front of a rookie.’

It was bittersweet.

Even if scolded by her boss, she wanted to catch a glimpse secretly.

But wasn’t she supposed to set an example for her junior?

To think she had to treat that Lee Min Ki like any ordinary passenger.

‘At times like this, the world feels unfair….’

The senior attendant spoke with a heavy heart.

“……So, be extra cautious. He’s very famous. You don’t know what his personality is like.”

“People say he has a good personality.”

“Are you going to keep arguing? Of course! It’s well-known that Lee Min Ki has a good personality! But even people with good personalities can act out! For instance, Andre Yoon got drunk on one glass of champagne and sang in the cabin until he was warned….”

And so continued the lecture, devoid of sincerity, until the plane took off.

After sitting for some time.

Vroooom—

As his ears adjusted to the deafening engine noise, Lee Min Ki’s thoughts went like this.

‘Wow, I can’t believe I’m sitting in business class.’

The fact that he was in business class moved him deeply.

Some might find it odd for a celebrity to fly business class.

It wasn’t that first-class was unattainable, but business class might seem less glamorous compared to the luxurious image associated with celebrities.

However.

[We typically don’t use first-class. Even A-list celebrities rarely do.]

Most celebrities flew economy class.

If the agency splurged, then business class was the best option.

First-class tickets cost 5 million won more.

Naturally, agencies preferred to save on expenses.

But for Lee Min Ki, none of that mattered.

‘This is business class. Business class.’

For him, even flying to America was exhilarating. Business class was more than enough.

The seats were surprisingly spacious.

Just that made Lee Min Ki ecstatic.

‘I thought I’d spend my whole life in economy class. No, I didn’t think I’d ever fly at all.’

Because.

‘Wow, my legs feel so comfortable. And my shoulders too.’

It was because the space wasn’t cramped.

Lee Min Ki, by nature, had excellent proportions.

His legs were long, and his shoulders were broad.

Because of that, how much discomfort had he endured whenever he flew in economy class?

How vividly had he felt the body heat of the person sitting next to him?

Additionally, perhaps due to his innate misfortune, whenever he used public transportation, his seatmate always seemed to be a large-framed person.

‘Business class really is different.’

While he reveled in his delight, a question arose.

“They’re less interested than I expected.”

Neither the celebrities nor the passengers seemed to give him much attention.

“There’s no need to find it strange.”

The manager sitting next to him, Park Han Mo, spoke as if it was obvious when he noticed Lee Min Ki’s curiosity.

“I’ve heard that flight attendants receive specific guidelines. Besides, most passengers have at least this level of manners.”

“Hmm.”

Hearing that, Lee Min Ki gave a small nod but still seemed unconvinced.

“On a travel show I saw before, they were constantly chatting. The flight attendants even gave snacks until the point where it piled up.”

He recalled an old show.

A handsome actor, flying abroad for a shoot, was swarmed by flight attendants bringing snacks non-stop.

[They just gave them.]

The scene of other celebrities getting annoyed and scolding him still lingered vividly in his mind.

“If you think about it, somewhere—”

“It was scripted.”

Manager Park Han Mo cut him off sharply.

“Really? Are you sure about that?”

When Lee Min Ki asked, still harboring some doubts, Manager Park Han Mo yawned lightly before replying.

“Yes, I know because I asked that celebrity personally.”

Ah.

This must be reliable information.

Lee Min Ki let out a sigh, feeling deflated.

‘The world seems to be more grounded in reality than I thought.’

With a slight disappointment, he pulled out a magazine.

He had brought it along with the intention of studying fashion during today’s flight.

Since the in-flight internet was unavailable, he needed something to pass the time, and nurturing his aesthetic sense would also help improve his abilities.

Rustle, rustle.

He flipped through the pages for dozens of minutes.

“Zzz... Zzz...”

Manager Park Han Mo had fallen deeply asleep, reclining in his seat.

‘It’s my first time seeing the manager asleep.’

Lee Min Ki glanced at him sideways, finding it surprising.

Come to think of it, while he often slept in the car, Manager Park Han Mo rarely did.

It was likely because monitoring a sleeping celebrity was also part of a manager’s duties.

‘This atmosphere is nice too.’

The faint hum of the airplane filled the air.

Next to him, Manager Park Han Mo was lost in a deep slumber.

As for Lee Min Ki, he was engrossed in his magazine.

This moment of waiting for their arrival in America felt immensely pleasant.

“Cough!”

Suddenly, a loud coughing sound erupted from somewhere in the business class cabin.

It came from the man sitting next to Lee Min Ki, a middle-aged gentleman.

“Cough! Cough! Cough!”

The coughs were so intense that it seemed as though he might cough up a lung.

Clearly, not everything went smoothly for Lee Min Ki.

“Cough!”

After coughing for a long while, the man suddenly.

Thud.

With a faint sound, the middle-aged man slumped forward like a rag doll.

Clutching his neck, he continued to cough violently.

It looked as if he might die at any moment.

“……!”

Seeing the scene unfold before his eyes, Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened.

‘What? All of a sudden?’

What had started as a comfortable trip had now turned into a situation where the person beside him seemed about to collapse.

What on earth was happening?

Was this kind of occurrence common?

‘Wait, where’s the flight attendant?’

Lee Min Ki quickly looked around, searching for an attendant.

‘Not here.’

But none were in sight.

Maybe they were handling something elsewhere?

He glanced at Manager Park Han Mo, but he was still sound asleep.

When he turned back to the coughing passenger.

“Gasp, wheeze, ack.”

The man was clinging to his neck, barely holding on, as if on the brink of passing out.

‘This is bad.’

It was clearly an emergency.

Lee Min Ki made his decision in an instant, without hesitation.

“Manager, wake up.”

The first thing he did was wake Manager Park Han Mo.

“Ugh... Just a little longer…”

“Sleeping is good, but this is urgent.”

Lee Min Ki shook his shoulder and spoke firmly.

“It’s an emergency. Please get a flight attendant.”

“Huh?”

“Someone’s collapsing. I have something to do here.”

“……!”

Realizing the gravity of the situation, Manager Park Han Mo immediately rose from his seat.

He shouted loudly and left the area.

“There’s a patient here!”

Now, with his instructions to Manager Park Han Mo clear, Lee Min Ki moved swiftly.

The surrounding passengers were still unaware of the emergency.

Even if they noticed, they would likely be flustered.

It would take some time for the flight attendant to arrive.

Perhaps just a few tens of seconds, but even tens of seconds could be critical.

A person’s life could hang in the balance in that brief time. Therefore, what he needed to do was obvious.

‘Let’s do something first.’

Emergency aid.

“Excuse me.”

Lee Min Ki moved beside the slumped passenger, lifting him up as though carrying a load, and laid him down in the aisle.

Was the man half-unconscious?

There was no resistance from his body.

“Pardon me.”

Gently raising only his upper body, Lee Min Ki brought his ear close to the man’s mouth to check his breathing.

‘He’s not breathing.’

It was clear.

He was suffocating.

At times like this, what needed to be done was engraved into Lee Min Ki’s mind down to the cellular level.

‘Perform the Heimlich maneuver.’

It was the Heimlich maneuver.

A method to physically compress the lungs externally for a patient in respiratory distress, forcing them to breathe.

That was the action Lee Min Ki decided to take on the spot.

A technique particularly effective for choking victims.

Though well-known to many, it was infinitely difficult to recall and execute in an emergency.

However.

‘I’ve experienced it many times, but this is my first time doing it myself.’

Lee Min Ki was an exception.

This was because he had himself been in a choking state several times in the past.

Back in elementary school, there were even years when he received CPR twice in a row.

Thus, he learned through his body.

Thanks to that, the moment he saw a choking patient, the Heimlich maneuver came to mind.

Why? It’s like this.

The person who best understands the feelings of someone crossing the Jordan River is someone who’s been there and back.

“......”

Before long, even the sound of coughing ceased.

It was likely because there was no more air left in the lungs to expel.

The patient was mere seconds away from completely losing consciousness.

‘It should be around here. Above the navel, below the sternum.’

Placing his arms over the point he’d memorized countless times, Lee Min Ki firmly clasped his hands.

And then.

Quickly counting the rhythm in his head.

‘One, two, three.’

Thud!

With a blunt sound that echoed loudly, he forcefully compressed the chest.

The impact was strong enough to make the patient’s body jolt like a fish on a cutting board.

“......!”

Yet, the airway was still not cleared.

Even so, there was a small harvest.

The way the patient’s body had leaped in resistance to the impact confirmed that they had not yet lost consciousness.

If they had truly fainted, there wouldn’t have been any reaction at all.

Artificial respiration seemed narrowly unnecessary.

‘It’s still okay. Stay calm, and try again. One, two, three.’

Counting earnestly in his heart, Lee Min Ki once again contracted the muscles of his arms with force.

Thud!

The moment another impactful compression surged, to the point he worried about breaking a rib.

“Cough!”

Finally, a sound of hope emerged.

“Gah! Gasp!”

The patient jerked their body and collapsed forward, coughing violently as they began to expel their breath.

“Ugh! Cough! Cough! Huff! Huff!”

For a few seconds, they hyperventilated like a short-distance sprinter who had just run at full speed.

Bit by bit.

Very slowly, their breathing calmed.

“Are you alright?”

Relieved at last, Lee Min Ki, now confident the crisis was over, asked about their condition while carefully checking the patient’s complexion just in case.

Tap! Tap! Tap!

Hurried footsteps echoed from the end of the hallway.

When Lee Min Ki turned his gaze in that direction.

There was someone speaking the same words he had just said, with a look of shock.

“Are you alright?”

It was a flight attendant.

As the attendant examined the patient’s complexion, the patient turned their head to look at Lee Min Ki and spoke in a voice full of exhaustion.

“......Thanks to you, I survived.”

Bucket List #17.

Hearing someone say, “Thank you for saving me.”

Achieving a small wish, a wave of relief swept over Lee Min Ki’s chest, and a feeling of pride finally surged.

He then declared boldly.

“I just did what needed to be done.”

Bucket List #18.

Displaying humility in front of someone who said, “Thank you for saving me.”

At this moment, Lee Min Ki was still unaware.

[Shared 20 seconds ago]

[Wow, Lee Min Ki just saved someone’s life on the plane.]

That inflight Wi-Fi services were spreading on the airplane.

And that the number of eyes watching him had grown significantly.
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After the emergency situation was resolved.

What could be said about the person whose life Lee Min Ki saved?

“I really almost died. I already have respiratory issues, and I lost my auxiliary device.”

“……”

“Whew, my life flashed before my eyes. If the actor hadn’t helped me, it would’ve been a disaster. My company’s work, my family—everything.”

He was surprisingly talkative.

It wasn’t just that he talked a lot.

The man continued speaking endlessly, regardless of whether Lee Min Ki responded or not.

“By the way, did you see the faces of the startled flight attendants earlier? If I had died here, it would’ve been chaos. Haha.”

“Haha…”

“It could have been a crisis that caused the airline’s stock price to plummet. You didn’t just save my life, actor, but also the airline and the crew. It’s as if you saved everyone.”

He looked at Lee Min Ki as if he were a protagonist from a superhero movie.

Faced with such an awkward compliment, Lee Min Ki let out a small, awkward laugh.

‘It does feel rewarding.’

After all, it was a word of gratitude.

Who wouldn’t feel good hearing words of thanks?

Especially since it wasn’t as though he made up anything.

‘But I didn’t expect him to talk this much.’

Starting from the middle, Min Ki began counting.

By now, it was over thirty times.

The man had expressed his gratitude more than thirty times, just changing the phrasing.

[Isn’t the in-flight meal delicious?]

[Come to think of it, maybe the in-flight meal caused it. I have allergies that make my throat swell, and I wasn’t careful. The actor saved my life.]

Even when talking about food, he circled back to thanking Lee Min Ki for saving him while eating.

[We’re almost at our destination now.]

[It’s a relief I didn’t die while in the air.]

Even when trying to shift the topic to the flight itself, the focus returned to Lee Min Ki.

What could he say?

By now, even Lee Min Ki couldn’t help but feel a bit weary.

‘It’s understandable, though, since I saved his life.’

In Lee Min Ki’s mind, a mixture of exhaustion and pride danced as he continued to smile faintly.

[Passengers, we will soon be arriving at Los Angeles Airport. I’ll repeat the announcement.]

Were they almost there?

A calm voice over the speaker announced their upcoming landing.

The lowered altitude seemed to have alleviated the pressure in his ears.

‘Thanks to him, time passed quickly.’

It was his first flight to the United States, and it had certainly been a dynamic one.

But he hoped never to experience a flight like this again.

If it happened twice, he might as well become Conan Doyle.

‘Dear God, I pray for love, peace, and tranquility.’

As Lee Min Ki began to pack up his belongings and prepare to stand, the man beside him spoke up.

“Come to think of it, I haven’t introduced myself yet. I’ve been rambling about myself this whole time.”

The man rummaged through his wallet as if he had just remembered something, pulling out an item as he spoke.

“Here, this is a small token of who I am.”

It was a business card.

Without realizing it, Lee Min Ki took the card and looked over it slowly.

“……!”

For a moment, Lee Min Ki’s pupils dilated dramatically.

He wasn’t just surprised—his heart almost leaped out of his chest.

It couldn’t be helped.

Because—

‘This man is a Hollywood insider?’

The identity of the man he had saved turned out to be anything but ordinary.

[Art & Science & Technology Pictures]

[Senior Vice President: Bae Jung Mun]

Art & Science & Technology Pictures.

Commonly known as AST.

The man was an executive at AST.

Naturally, Lee Min Ki couldn’t possibly be unfamiliar with the name.

‘AST is one of the top seven movie studios in Hollywood!’

As a film professional, it was impossible not to know the company.

It might be unknown to the general public.

But among films distributed in Hollywood, at least 80% were backed by one of the top seven studios. Among those, AST ranked in the top three.

There were hardly any films untouched by AST’s influence.

‘Senior Vice President… That’s at least an executive-level position, isn’t it?’

Who would have thought that a Korean executive from a Hollywood company would be seated next to him?

Not that it was unusual.

There were Koreans who had worked as lead character designers at Disney, after all.

But the fact that this particular man ended up sitting beside him on a plane was nothing short of remarkable.

Not to mention the fact that Lee Min Ki saved his life.

‘No wonder he was so curious about my acting work.’

Only now did it dawn on Lee Min Ki why Bae Jung Mun had kept asking so many questions.

He thought it was just idle curiosity, but it made sense if he was gathering information as someone in the same industry.

[So you’re planning to break into the American fashion scene? Impressive. But is it okay to share that with me? It’s an honor.]

Of course, it was strange that he kept his identity hidden.

“I’ve enjoyed all your work. If we ever have the chance, I’d love to work with you at AST. That would be a dream come true.”

Bae Jung Mun smiled brightly.

A moment ago, he would have come across as just a friendly middle-aged man. But now, his words carried an almost overwhelming weight.

‘Wait, now that I think about it, where’s Manager Park?’

As Lee Min Ki glanced at his manager, Park Han Mo, he froze.

‘What?’

The manager was trembling.

Like a leaf in the wind, he couldn’t even meet the other man’s gaze properly.

Rrrrrrr!

Was he shaking so much it made noise?

No.

It was just a coincidence that the plane’s landing vibrations synced with his trembling.

“Haha, it’s almost time to get off. It was a pleasure meeting you. Please feel free to contact me anytime. I’d be happy to treat you to a meal. Goodbye.”

With that, Bae Jung Mun stood up and left the plane ahead of them.

Left behind, Lee Min Ki alternated his gaze between the empty seat and the business card.

‘…I was lucky.’

To have a big shot like him owe him a favor.

Lee Min Ki exhaled deeply, unsure if this stroke of fortune was truly luck.

In truth, the one who was really lucky this time might have been someone else.

Why?

Because Bae Jung Mun owed his life to Lee Min Ki.

‘I feel like we’ll meet again.’

With that thought, he hummed a tune and walked briskly out of the lounge.

Long before Lee Min Ki got off the plane, news had already spread online.

The headline?

[Lee Min Ki Saved Someone’s Life]

Apparently, he had saved someone from choking to death mid-flight.

[Someone almost suffocated on a plane, but he performed chest compressions and saved them.]

[???? When?]

[Just now]

[???? Did Lee Min Ki board the plane?]

After the Gwanghwamun pork belly feud, things had quieted down, but suddenly, this kind of story emerged.

[Does this even make sense?]

[ㅋㅋ No way.]

It was logically implausible.

However, upon seeing the attached photo, it seemed logic wasn’t always reliable.

[I swear I was in the same business class cabin on the plane. Here’s the proof photo.]

A picture showed a passenger, limp and half-conscious, being supported from behind by Lee Min Ki.

It was a textbook Heimlich maneuver posture.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[It’s hard to believe just from one photo.]

[Logically, ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

But no one believed it.

Celebrities helping people wasn’t uncommon, but saving someone’s life was an entirely different matter.

It seemed more likely to be a scene from an upcoming production.

[Isn’t Lee Min Ki known for clever viral marketing? Couldn’t this be another viral stunt?]

[That photo in the hanbok at Gwanghwamun also turned out to be viral marketing for a music video.]

[Yeah, right, ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Although Lee Min Ki wasn’t someone with many anti-fans, as a celebrity, there were always people predisposed to look at him negatively.

Several hours passed like that.

[Breaking News: Air Hanyang expresses gratitude, “Lee Min Ki saved a life.”]

When official articles began flooding in, there was no choice but to accept it.

[What is happening?]

Denying it would make one look foolish.

[Exclusive Report: “Proper action at the scene saved a life.”]

The passenger, who had nearly died, even posted a lengthy interview as soon as they disembarked.

[“I have a chronic respiratory condition that frequently causes breathing difficulties. While I was dozing off on the plane, my pocket inhaler fell under the seat.

If left unattended, I likely would’ve died.

However, actor Lee Min Ki quickly noticed my situation, called the flight attendants, and provided emergency aid, narrowly saving my life.

I would like to express my gratitude to actor Lee Min Ki and Air Hanyang, who spared no effort in medical assistance afterward.

From now on, I will live thinking of this as the life given to me by the actor.”]

That was what the person involved said.

On top of that, interviews with other passengers and flight attendants on board quickly followed, one after the other.

[“Actor Lee Min Ki is so handsome. He could totally star in a medical drama!”]

[“Wait, Lee Min Ki saved someone’s life??”]

[“So, someone collapsed next to him on the plane, and he saved them with the Heimlich maneuver?”]

[“Healer of the Month: Lee Min Ki.”]

[“Lee Min Ki is short for ‘Legendary Minster of Morals.’”]

[“ㄴ No way.”]

[“Can a normal person even make that kind of judgment?”]

[“ㄹㅇ Most people would panic.”]

Even good news had its limits.

What kind of job do celebrities have?

No one expects them to be paragons of virtue; just don’t get caught driving under the influence, doing drugs, or committing assault.

Especially after the recent Kim Do Ha scandal, moral standards had become a particularly sensitive issue.

Given that Lee Min Ki had been suspected of being closely involved in that incident, skepticism still lingered.

Amidst all this.

[“This is our celebrity. He saved a life.”]

A celebrity who saved a dying person—what more needed to be said?

[“Lee Min Ki, you moral saint……”]

[“How can a person be this perfect?”]

[“If you’re handsome, at least have a terrible personality, you jerk!!!!!!”]

While the internet buzzed with heated articles.

The impact of this news wasn’t confined to Korea alone.

In an office building in Los Angeles, USA.

A man sitting at his desk clicked his mouse and chuckled softly.

“Was this person Hippocrates in his past life?”

Arthur Danto.

The editor-in-chief of [LE], one of America’s top fashion magazines, made the remark.

“The news has already spread widely online.”

He muttered to himself while scanning through internet forums.

[A Korean K-pop star saves a life on a plane.]

Not a K-pop star.

An actor.

But somehow, he was mistaken for a K-pop star, though such minor misunderstandings weren’t bad in terms of influence.

[“Oh, it’s that guy from Bojana Olson’s music video.”]

[“The actor I like was caught doing drugs and assaulting someone, so jealous of this.”]

[“They say Korean entertainers are rigorously educated in ethics by their agencies. It’s because of their Confucian culture, and this is what makes Korean entertainment powerful.”]

Even without doing anything, the internet was already abuzz.

Well, he hadn’t done “nothing.”

He had clearly acted.

‘Because he saved someone’s life.’

Was he lucky?

Not even that.

If the person next to him had died, that would have been bad luck.

It would have tarnished his image from the start.

Journalists always hungry for gossip wouldn’t have let him off the hook.

But what had happened?

By successfully saving a life, he had turned it into good fortune!

To the person who survived, it was a stroke of luck beyond measure, and the same went for the airline.

And that wasn’t the end of it.

‘This story will undoubtedly garner significant attention.’

As the editor-in-chief of [LE], Arthur Danto stood to benefit from the situation as well.

Wasn’t this the hottest model for attention?

He could already envision the magazine’s sales skyrocketing.

‘Fascinating. Not just lucky, but someone who spreads good fortune around him.’

His instincts were sharp.

This man, he wanted to work with him.

Before being an editor, his intuition as a businessman shone through.

Lee Min Ki was someone who would turn any investment into pocket change over time.

‘Is it just me who thinks this?’

Arthur Danto blinked.

For some reason.

He suddenly had a hunch that the world would soon recognize this man’s value.

No, it wasn’t just a hunch.

Ring-ring.

The phone call he received at that very moment confirmed it.

“Yes, what’s the matter……?”

[“Let’s cut to the chase. Did your team secure an exclusive interview with Lee Min Ki?”]
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As soon as Lee Min Ki arrived at LAX.

The first emotion he felt was this:

‘The weather is great.’

The weather was unbelievably good.

In Seoul, seeing a clear sky even two or three times a month was rare.

Even such rare weather seemed cloudy compared to LA.

On the way from the airport to his accommodation, Lee Min Ki mumbled excitedly like a child.

“Manager, is today’s weather unusually good?”

“It’s normal. There are even clouds.”

So, it was said.

Anyway, the next thing Lee Min Ki felt after the weather was this:

‘It’s comfortable!’

It was the sense of ease.

Starting from the airport, no matter where they went, there were hardly any people recognizing him.

‘Walking like an ordinary person is such a joy.’

Overcome with emotion, Lee Min Ki trembled slightly and mumbled.

“This is what it feels like not to wear a mask.”

Indeed.

How much had he been concerned about others' gazes in the past?

It was standard to pull down a baseball cap tightly whenever stepping outside, and wearing a mask was considered a courtesy.

But even that wasn’t enough.

Was it because of his naturally noticeable physique?

Even with his face covered, people still managed to recognize him.

As a result, he had to wear clothes as thick as possible, and in hot weather, it felt like being a dumpling steaming in a pot.

‘It’s a luxury complaint, but it really hits me in the chest.’

Step, step.

In Korea, walking freely without being fully geared up was almost impossible.

He had half given up on visiting bustling streets.

Even waiting in an airport lounge was nerve-wracking, fearing someone might suddenly shove a camera in his face.

“Heh, heh.”

Being ordinary was such a joyful thing.

Even the act of walking made him hum a tune, prompting Manager Park Han Mo to chuckle and comment.

“Are you that happy?”

“Yes, I can’t even remember the last time I jogged without worry. It’s great that no one here recognizes me yet. Guess I’m still not that famous.”

“Well, that’s uncertain.”

Leaving room for interpretation, he glanced around the street before saying:

“Even after you become famous, it probably won’t be much different.”

“Really?”

“Even in Hollywood, meeting stars on the street is only occasional, and respecting privacy is an unspoken etiquette.”

“What about paparazzi?”

“That’s why they’re called paparazzi. They have no etiquette.”

“Ah.”

So, it was explained.

It reminded him of something that evoked an image of Japan’s famous politicians, making Lee Min Ki clap his hands in realization.

[Did you ask about 3? If so, 3 is the number between 2 and 4.]

In front of the airport.

‘I should walk a lot while I can.’

While Lee Min Ki was savoring the moment.

Screech!

Suddenly, a car came to an abrupt stop right at his feet.

A vintage classic car.

Despite its design seemingly from the 20th century, its polished finish made Lee Min Ki admire it as he asked Manager Park Han Mo:

“Manager, do you think it stopped because of me?”

“No, this is Hollywood. It probably has business around here.”

“Still, just in case.”

“I’ll say it again, this is Hollywood.”

Manager Park Han Mo emphasized in a calm voice.

“They probably just have an errand at that burger shop up ahead.”

Now that he mentioned it, there was indeed a burger shop right next to them.

The shop’s name was Excalibur Burger.

‘Excalibur? Like the legendary sword from Britain?’

Living up to its name, the store’s sign had a sword embedded in it, piquing Lee Min Ki’s curiosity enough to ask.

“Is this place famous?”

“It’s a must-know eatery in Hollywood. Employees in medieval costumes bring the menu to you.”

Wow, places like this exist?

Maybe he should have lunch here today.

After all, Trainer Kwon Joon Yong wouldn’t come all the way to America to monitor his diet.

While pondering, Lee Min Ki was about to move forward when:

Whirrr—

The window of the classic car rolled down, revealing a pale face with teeth as white as pearls.

‘Who’s that?’

The man grinned broadly, showing his straight teeth, and spoke in English.

“Mr. Min Ki, right?”

“……”

“I’ve been eager to meet you. Could we talk for a moment?”

Hearing that, Lee Min Ki blinked, then turned slightly to glance at Manager Park Han Mo.

“Hmm.”

Manager Park Han Mo, who had been standing idly, opened his mouth.

“Technically speaking, this area is closer to Beverly Hills than Hollywood, so…”

Inside a quiet corner of Excalibur Burger.

Slurp.

“Here’s your Silver Age Coffee. Sir, please spare my life just this once.”

“Thank you.”

Sipping the coffee brought by a waiter dressed as a serf, Lee Min Ki listened as the man across the table spoke with a bright expression.

“The coffee tastes pretty good, doesn’t it? I come here often.”

It was the same man who had been driving the classic car earlier.

It was hard to gauge the age of a Westerner, but he seemed to be in his forties.

Yet his well-maintained appearance left his face almost free of wrinkles, radiating a youthful glow.

“You keep checking your phone. Do you have an appointment?”

“No, just contacting a friend briefly. We’re meeting later.”

“A friend? Someone living in Hollywood?”

“Something like that.”

The man, exuding the aura of a dashing middle-aged gentleman, introduced himself as Jeffrey Rogers in a vibrant voice reminiscent of a comedy show host.

“Haha, today must be my lucky day. I was just passing by, and what a coincidence to meet like this.”

“You know me?”

“Yes, I read an article this morning. I couldn’t imagine someone like you existed.”

With an exaggerated gesture, he leaned forward across the table, saying:

“Who would’ve thought that on my way to work, I’d run into the famous Mr. Min Ki? It must be destiny.”

His tone made it sound like meeting Lee Min Ki was pure chance.

But in reality, that wasn’t the case.

‘I’m glad I staked out here.’


He had been waiting in the vicinity for quite a while.

Ever since he heard the news that Lee Min Ki caused a major incident on the plane.

Although Lee Min Ki was not widely recognized in the U.S., and the event on the plane wasn’t widely spread, he confirmed enough details online.

Why was he so eager to meet Lee Min Ki?

The reason was simple.

"Arthur Danto personally stepping forward to claim him is enough to believe in his potential."

It was because Arthur Danto, the editor-in-chief of the fashion magazine [LE], had selected Lee Min Ki.

Surely, he wouldn’t have done so without reason.

Jeffrey Rogers firmly believed that wasn’t possible.

"Magazine folks have an ear for information better than anyone. And for Arthur Danto to personally invite someone to the U.S., where they have no prior connections? It's obvious. There must be something significant. A solid opportunity must be present."

There was something about Lee Min Ki.

Perhaps he had signed a contract for his next project in Hollywood, or maybe he had promised a collaboration with a major brand.

If not, he could have come to invest in a business venture.

For Arthur Danto to extend a personal invitation to the U.S., it must have been one of these.

That was Jeffrey Rogers’ speculation.

Of course, the reality was entirely different.

Arthur Danto had simply invited Lee Min Ki on a whim.

But regardless of the reason, misunderstandings happen to everyone.

Especially when a powerful figure in society makes an offhand remark, it's not uncommon for it to be exaggerated into a significant event.

"Arthur Danto’s insight is sharp. While this person may only be a local actor from Asia for now, he probably has the potential to become a star in the future."

At least, he was right about one thing.

And there was another reason.

"Mr. Min Ki, I’d like you to appear as a surprise guest on our show, haha."

It was because Jeffrey Rogers was the host of the show.

Slurp.

At that, Lee Min Ki took another sip of coffee before asking.

“What kind of show are you referring to?”

“Have you ever heard of Last Man Standing?”

The moment those words left his mouth.

“…!”

Lee Min Ki's eyes widened.

Last Man Standing.

For those interested in U.S. entertainment, it was hard not to have at least heard of it.

‘That show, if I remember correctly, was quite popular.’

As Lee Min Ki was recalling memories from deep within, Jeffrey Rogers continued.

"It might be unfamiliar if you're from overseas, but the format isn’t difficult. One hundred participants compete until only one remains. The only thing they fight with is quizzes."

That was correct.

Last Man Standing was a quintessential quiz show.

However, it followed a battle royale format, where the prize money increased as the number of participants decreased.

In the end, the final prize went to the last person standing.

That was why it was called Last Man Standing.

"If you answer incorrectly and get eliminated, you walk away with $0. But if you choose to withdraw voluntarily, you can leave with a moderate sum."

“What kind of prize amount are we looking at for the winner?”

Lee Min Ki asked at that moment.

Jeffrey Rogers’ teeth, as white as rice noodles, gleamed once again, and an audacious number rolled off his tongue.

“$100,000.”

“…!”

A hundred thousand dollars.

One hundred million won.

It was a sum hard to imagine for a single quiz show.

“Winning one quiz show is like getting a sports car as a bonus. How does that sound? Tempting, isn’t it?”

It was tempting.

But there was something even more enticing.

Perhaps noticing the glimmer of desire in Lee Min Ki’s eyes, Jeffrey pressed his advantage.

“It’s a local LA broadcast, but it still has a national fan base.”

“What about the viewership ratings?”

“You can assume it has at least several million viewers. And considering the international OTT market, it’s much more.”

“…That’s quite a lot.”

The numbers were indeed large.

For a local broadcast, it was impressive. The scale of the U.S. market was undeniable.

As Lee Min Ki clicked his tongue, the man grinned confidently as if he’d already secured his victory.

“This is Hollywood. Even local broadcasts have national reach. What does this mean? It means that for someone like you, Mr. Min Ki, who plans to be active in the U.S., it could significantly boost your recognition.”

It was clear.

Certain of his triumph, Jeffrey added with a wink.

“At the very least, trying it out for fun wouldn’t hurt, would it?”

Lee Min Ki slowly ran his finger across his lips.

To be honest.

‘It’s quite tempting.’

He was intrigued.

If it had been a talk show or a typical variety program, he would’ve refused outright due to his lack of fluency in English.

While his English was decent, there was a world of difference between casual conversation and performing on a show.

Why else would even Korean celebrities active in the U.S. try their best to avoid talk shows?

But a quiz show was different.

‘The ability to speak well might not be as crucial.’

What mattered was the ability to solve quizzes.

Opportunities to speak were far more dispersed, and only results would remain.

If he succeeded, it would be a benefit.

Lee Min Ki slyly asked.

“What’s the question format for this season?”

“Do you know it’s a seasonal program?”

“It seemed like it would be. Most American TV shows are.”

“You’re not wrong. In any case, you choose one answer from three options. Occasionally, there are other types of questions, but not many.”

So it was mostly multiple-choice.

Suddenly, a thought occurred to Lee Min Ki.

‘Isn’t guessing also luck?’

Few things incorporated luck as much as quizzes did.

Subjective questions would be tough.

But what about multiple-choice?

‘It’s just a matter of picking one out of three.’

His good luck had been repeatedly proven through countless tests.

If he entered a quiz show and, as Jeffrey Rogers claimed, showcased an impressive performance in front of millions of viewers, what would happen?

‘It would likely help my future activities in the U.S.’

Any form of publicity would be beneficial.

While it would take some time, it might only be a day or so.

Just as Lee Min Ki reached this conclusion.

“However, we can’t give everything away for free.”

Jeffrey Rogers set a clear boundary.

“Since it’s your first appearance, there won’t be an appearance fee. I hope you can understand this. Instead, it will serve as promotion, won’t it?”

He had dangled the carrot before entering negotiations.

If he had brought up money first, it would have been a rejection.

However, by highlighting the recognition Lee Min Ki would gain from the broadcast, he made it hard for Lee Min Ki to refuse.

It was a cunning approach.

Although it was overseas, it was essentially a proposal to use a star like Lee Min Ki for free.

However, this strategy was working quite well.

‘The important thing is to do something, anything.’

Lee Min Ki’s mind was spinning rapidly.

‘Alright, that’s another deal closed.’

Jeffrey Rogers grinned widely, lifting the corners of his mouth.

But there were still two things he didn’t know.

The first was that Lee Min Ki was very familiar with American entertainment shows, to the point of watching most of them.

That’s right.

Lee Min Ki knew Arthur Danto.

‘At first, I was a bit confused, but I never imagined it would really be him.’

He wasn’t foolish enough to follow a stranger he met abroad just because they asked for a chat.

And the second thing.

Lee Min Ki was fully aware of how little he knew about the American entertainment industry.

He also knew that JC wasn’t well-versed in the American market.

So naturally—

“This conversation is interesting.”

He had called in an ally who was well-acquainted with the local scene.

“A quiz show? I like quiz shows too.”

Bojana Olson.

She greeted Park Han Mo and Lee Min Ki with a bright smile.

“Min, do they pay a lot for appearing on that show?”

“……”

Her sudden appearance made Jeffrey Rogers glance awkwardly at Lee Min Ki and ask.

“Is she the friend you mentioned?”

“Yes.”

Lee Min Ki finally smiled and replied.

“As you can see.”
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Exactly 12 minutes after Bojana Olson appeared at the Excalibur Burger.

In conclusion.

‘So, this is how it turned out.’

It went well.

Very well, in fact.

“Are you really okay with this?”

In response to Jeffrey Rogers' doubtful voice, Bojana Olson replied with a chuckling face.

“I cleared my schedule for today, so why not? I’ll just think of it as hanging out with a friend.”

That was it.

Bojana Olson ended up appearing as a guest on Last Man Standing alongside Lee Min Ki.

“You’re really joining, right? Truly?”

Jeffrey Rogers' voice was cautious.

It made sense, as she was a rising star who had recently entered the Billboard Top 5.

Getting her onboard guaranteed high ratings.

As a show host, it was natural for him to be ecstatic.

“Just make sure you keep your promise.”

“Ah, of course. Trust is everything in this job as a show host, isn’t it? Haha!”

The promise referred to compensating Lee Min Ki with an appearance royalty.

But it didn’t feel like a loss at all.

If anything, it was more than worth it.

‘If I can bring Bojana Olson on board, paying royalties to Lee Min Ki is nothing.’


Strictly speaking, at least in the U.S., Bojana’s worth far exceeded Lee Min Ki’s.

‘Hmm, I’m not sure if this is going to work out.’

Lee Min Ki, who had unexpectedly gained Bojana Olson as an ally, let out a small sigh.

‘I just wanted her to keep an eye on things to ensure I didn’t get scammed.’

All he had expected was her implicit endorsement.

After all, the detailed negotiations were supposed to proceed through Manager Park Han Mo.

But then.

[Min, should I join too?]

Bojana Olson had casually jumped in and made the suggestion.

The original plan took an unexpected turn.

However, looking deeper, it was a win-win for everyone present, including Lee Min Ki.

‘Hahaha, I came here to scout Lee Min Ki, and now Bojana Olson joins too! And not just anyone, but the Bojana Olson, who’s known for avoiding media exposure! What a stroke of luck!’

Jeffrey Rogers, needless to say, gained tremendously.

‘This’ll be fun. After the quiz show, I’ll chat endlessly.’

Bojana Olson, being a natural hedonist, found no issue with appearing on Last Man Standing.

It was just an opportunity to have fun with a friend.

As for Lee Min Ki.

‘Just appearing on the quiz show is fortunate enough, but with Bojana Olson involved... the buzz will be incredible.’

What he thought was just a pumpkin vine turned out to be a wild ginseng.

And not just any ginseng—a rare, 50-year-old divine root.


Manager Park Han Mo, silently observing the scene, was left speechless.

‘I finally understand why the director always praises the actor’s luck.’

No matter the situation, it always turned out positively.

Could there be another person like this?

From the perspective of someone living a diligent life, it felt a bit unfair.

While lost in deep thought, Bojana Olson shrugged her shoulders and said.

“Ah, but I’m too lazy to do makeup, so I won’t.”

“Hey, you make your living off people’s dreams and fantasies, remember?”

“Then it’s a nightmare.”

“That’s your brag?”

Her friend, whom she hadn’t seen in a long time, had grown significantly in stature but was just the same as ever.

“Since college, you’ve never cared about what others think.”

“This is America.”

“But you’re not American.”

“If I speak English and live in America, I’m American.”

“No, legally, you’re Australian.”

“Well, if I went to immigration and started the naturalization process, it’d be approved quickly...”

“Then which country does Justin Bieber belong to?”

“America.”

“See? This is why you’re impossible.”

“Excuse me!”


Unable to watch their childish argument any longer, Lee Min Ki interrupted with a raised voice.

“You two always start debating whenever you meet. We’re adults, aren’t we? Right? Since we have guests, let’s pause it for now.”

“Actor, I must say, that’s hard to overlook.”

“Pardon?”

Had he gone too far by emphasizing adulthood? While Lee Min Ki was reflecting, Manager Park Han Mo shook his head and spoke.

“Let me clarify—debate only happens between beings of similar intellectual levels.”

“...”

“This is more of a lesson. I’m pointing out and correcting errors.”

What was with this person?

Lee Min Ki’s face turned bewildered at Manager Park Han Mo’s casual bluntness.

‘He’s usually so cool-headed—why does his mental age drop around Bojana Olson?’

This isn’t your usual character.

Just as the conversation was veering off course.

“Alright, alright, alright! So it’s decided!”

Jeffrey Rogers quickly intervened to shift the mood.

“We’re short on time, so let’s head straight to the filming location!”

American studios—how should one describe them?

‘They’re huge.’

They were massive.

Truly enormous.

Korea’s studios were large too.

Having been supported by the video industry for decades, they were well-equipped.

Especially the terrestrial studios, which rivaled major corporate headquarters in scale.

But this?

‘This could pass as a university campus.’

The size of American studios was on another level.

It was a matter of horizontal area.

‘Do they have too much land?’

Korean broadcasting stations tended to build upward.

But here, the height of each floor was lower, while the horizontal space of each was vast.

“Wow... It’s really huge. Successful broadcasters are different.”

As Lee Min Ki marveled at the surroundings.

Manager Park Han Mo calmly spoke up.

“This is Studio 2, and the main studio is elsewhere. Since the land here is expensive, it’s unavoidable. The main studio is about three times larger.”

“Have you been there before?”

“I interned and toured there as a student.”

Come to think of it, Manager Park Han Mo had studied video in the U.S.

As Lee Min Ki recalled this, Jeffrey Rogers, who was walking ahead, turned around and asked.

“Oh, no wonder your pronunciation is good. You interned at this station? Does that mean you studied in America?”

His probing remark came out of nowhere.

“I studied video at GIA (Grafton Art School).”

That one sentence caused a subtle glimmer of surprise to flash in Jeffrey Rogers’ eyes.

“What’s your major?”

“I studied producing.”

“It’s already impressive that you went to GIA, but producing there? An elite, huh. Did you graduate cum laude?”

“I graduated summa cum laude.”

“…That’s remarkable.”

This time, there was no pretense or exaggeration.

Jeffrey Rogers widened his eyes in genuine surprise.

‘The manager must be quite extraordinary.’

Was this what it meant to have credentials that could impress an industry-renowned show host?

Usually, once someone entered the workforce, academic background rarely mattered.

Professionals were judged based on their abilities in the field after starting their careers.

Even so, was it impressive enough to cause such a reaction?

‘Come to think of it, I feel like he often evades when talking about why he’s working in Korea.’

Jeffrey Rogers seemed curious as he pointedly asked about that part.

“Then why don’t you work in the U.S.?”

“…”

“If it’s uncomfortable to answer, you don’t have to.”

“No, it’s not that.”

Manager Park Han Mo shook his head and replied.

“I don’t think working in this industry necessarily means I have to work in the U.S.”

“Still, isn’t the market too small?”


“You’re not wrong, but…”

The next moment, he turned his gaze toward Lee Min Ki.

What he said next could only be described as a statement that made time momentarily stop for the listener.

“By working in Korea, I was able to meet our actor.”

“…”

This man.

He’s saying that because he came to Korea, he met me.

Was he implying that this one fact alone made coming to Korea worthwhile?

The weight of his words felt that significant.

Jeffrey Rogers cleared his throat and said, “Well, I see I’ve been presumptuous. I apologize.”

“It’s fine. I hear it often.”

“I like this guy.”

Even though they had only exchanged a few words, Jeffrey Rogers seemed to genuinely like Manager Park Han Mo.

Perhaps it would be accurate to say he felt a small sense of inner peace.

For someone so energetic, one might think he’d get along with similarly excitable people, but it seemed his preference leaned toward calm individuals like Manager Park.

“Today must be my lucky day.”

“Is that so?”

“I mean it. In this line of work, I often think a good day is when you meet good people.”

They walked for quite some time like that.

Eventually, Jeffrey Rogers stopped in a hallway, cleared his throat, and said, “We’ll start shortly, so let’s get you two spruced up. Our studio stylist will assist you.”

“Yes.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Even just a quick hair touch-up should suffice.”

With those words, Jeffrey Rogers disappeared promptly.

It seemed he hadn’t been joking when he said he was in a rush.

Did you know?

There’s a common misconception about Asian entertainers active in the U.S. market.

It goes like this.

[They’re mostly hired like a quota system for ratings.]

Many believe that most of them are chosen not for their actual acting skills but to cater to the local market’s tastes.

From movies to dramas, musicals, and variety shows, weren’t Asians often featured like corn kernels embedded in a sausage?

Calling it a misconception feels odd.

After all, it’s true that including or excluding even one entertainer from a certain country could significantly impact revenue.

[It’d be better if there were no Asians.]

[Even if they can’t act, there’s always one Asian chosen, and I hate that.]

[In teen movies, there’s always an Asian friend character. They wear glasses and are good with computers.]

This perception, in a way, also served as a barrier to entry.

It made it easier for Asians to enter the market but simultaneously prevented them from receiving proper evaluation.

To summarize:


For new Asian entertainers breaking into the U.S. market, it was never friendly.

The American Dream was an illusion.

The U.S. was a local market.

No matter how hard the actor worked, most faced strong rejection and were eventually pushed out.

[An Asian who got lucky and joined one major production.]

This was the kind of stigma they had to bear.

Now.

In this market, one man was finally stepping in with both feet.

And not just in any way.

“Let me introduce you to Korea’s K-pop superstar, Air Doctor, Bojana Olson’s friend, the dance master from Korea, Lee! Min! Ki!”

Through a quiz show, no less.

“Who’s that?”

“Must be someone famous?”

“Bojana Olson’s friend?”

“Did his agency tell him to say they’re friends?”

His recognition was still relatively low.

However.

Just 10 minutes into the broadcast.

“Oh dear, better luck next time on the charts.”

After Bojana Olson was eliminated in just three questions, another 20 minutes passed.



“Here comes the fifth question. In the 1960s, what term was used to describe American Western films made in Italy?”

When the initial pool of 100 participants had shrunk to around 20.

Bang!

There was someone who always answered faster than anyone else.

“Spaghetti Western.”

It was none other than Lee Min Ki.

By this point, there were few who could still look at him through a lens of prejudice.

“Did he get it right again?”

“He answers almost instantly every time.”

“His mind works so fast.”

Amid the growing admiration, only one thought filled Lee Min Ki’s mind.

‘…These questions are too easy.’

Easy.

Almost ridiculously so.
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Last Man Standing.

An unexpected event occurred on the local quiz show, which was one of the most well-known in Hollywood.

"In 1997, what was the name of the work that exposed corruption in a small community and caused a sensation at the Venice Film Festival...?"

"The answer is number 3, Entry Gun."

"...Correct. Lee Min Ki takes additional points."

One man was answering correctly at a speed that seemed almost insane.

Was he even thinking it over?

"In 2000, what is the name of the animation that was inducted into the Hollywood Walk of Fame?"

"Number 1, The Sims Family."

"Correct."

The speed was absolutely incredible.

As soon as the question was posed, he revealed the correct answer.

"Is that even possible?"

"He's answering correctly before the question even finishes coming out of the host's mouth."

"That's already seven correct answers in a row."

What could one even say?

It seemed as though the answers were imprinted directly in the man’s brain.

'This is easy.'

Indeed, Lee Min Ki thought so.

Most of the questions were about things he already knew.

To be precise, the answers came to him before the host even finished reading the questions.

'Wait, isn’t this something I watched a long time ago?'

Exactly.

Lee Min Ki had already seen this episode of Last Man Standing as a viewer.

When?

Before he fell backward down the stairs, hit his head, and died.

'Out of hundreds of episodes, I can’t believe the one I watched happened to come up.'

He knew the format of Last Man Standing.

It was a quiz show based on a battle royale system.

While the system changed slightly every season, making victories unpredictable, it coincidentally turned out favorable for him.

However.

‘I expected this would happen.’

Everything so far was within Lee Min Ki’s predictions.

Specifically, from the moment he first met Jeffrey Rogers and negotiated at the Excalibur Burger.

[What’s the question format for this season?]

[You know it’s a seasonal show?]

[I figured as much. American TV shows usually follow that structure, right?]

[Not incorrect.]

From the beginning, he had dived in expecting a format that would favor him.

And the current questions aligned with that expectation.

"This question will be descriptive. Listen to the line and write down the title of the movie. Reveal your answer as quickly as possible."

The MC, who had replaced Jeffrey Rogers, slowly began to read a line.

"Old man said that there is an angel with a shotgun..."

Before the line was even fully spoken, Lee Min Ki raised his board at lightning speed.

"Correct."

The answer was Painkiller.

Once again, he got it right.

"Unbelievable."

"Is that guy from the future or something?"

"A genius has appeared! Bow down to the king of the quiz show!"

Amid the murmurs of the audience and the exaggerated reactions of the guests, Lee Min Ki clenched his fist with a confident smile.

‘I watched this with Tae Yang before. We even debated it all night.’

It was an incredible coincidence.

But it was also inevitable.

Such a feat was only possible because it was Lee Min Ki.

Last Man Standing was a show with hundreds of episodes.

Just because someone happened to watch an episode in passing, it didn’t mean they would remember the details accurately.

It was a one-in-a-million chance among the thousands and tens of thousands of works he had consumed.

This was purely due to Lee Min Ki’s unique capabilities.

‘Lucky me.’

Lee Min Ki, a man obsessed with films, had practically seen everything out there.

His mind held an enormous database of information.

Even if he hadn’t seen this episode, the result likely wouldn’t have changed much.

The faint memory merely gave him confidence.

‘I feel like I’m cheating.’

He wasn’t even aware of it himself.

"Now, only 15 contestants remain. Out of 100, there are 15. Congratulations. Your names will go down in Wikipedia in one line. You must be proud. Now, for the next question... (cut short)... Guess the name of this work."

"Odin’s Eye."

"It’s getting tiresome saying ‘correct’ at this point."

Lee Min Ki’s dominant streak continued.

However.

A single person’s dominance doesn’t always bode well.

‘This isn’t good.’

From the perspective of the person directing the show, it wasn’t.

Leonard Moore, the legendary figure of American comedy shows and now a director creating another ongoing legacy, felt that way.

‘What did Jeffrey Rogers bring here?’

He sensed the show was faltering.

While it was true that Jeffrey Rogers had successfully hosted the show alongside various guests, securing its success, there was a problem.

‘This isn’t right.’

Leonard Moore, deeply rooted in prejudice as an old-school racist, didn’t like the current situation.

‘Did he leak the answers? All for some Asian actor?’

He already suspected Jeffrey Rogers of rigging the show.

It must be for the sake of promoting the work.

But unfortunately, that wasn’t true.

Leonard himself had been secretly helping another contestant.

‘That idiot keeps missing their turn.’

The contestant in question was a world-class model from Argentina.

He had struck a deal to let her win, giving her an intellectual image boost.

Although she barely avoided elimination and made it to the top 10, it wasn’t enough.

There was a business agreement tied to her agency regarding investment and marketing.

Winning was essential.

"Ugh."

Leonard sighed quietly.

‘If it comes to this, I’ll have to intervene.’

He decided to introduce a twist to the show.

Of course, a twist that would disadvantage Lee Min Ki and favor the model.

Creak.

The giant of American comedy rose from his worn, aging seat.

The MC shouted with a loud voice.

“The final three contestants remain. Congratulations! Just out of curiosity, would any of you consider giving this honor to another participant?”

The three remaining guests exchanged glances, smiling awkwardly as if the suggestion was absurd.

“Hahaha!”

The laughter soon spread across the audience.

The MC instinctively felt that the impromptu joke had landed successfully and briefly reviewed the script.

‘Unintentional, but at this rate, that handsome Asian guy is going to win.’

When Jeffrey Rogers was brought in as a special guest, the MC wondered what his deal was.

Perhaps he had been bribed?

But things were working out well in the end.

He was fulfilling his role magnificently.

‘It’s almost suspicious, as if he had access to the answers. But then again, he did get one question wrong midway.’

Now, only three contestants remained.

A supermodel from Argentina.

A professor from a prestigious university renowned worldwide.

And Lee Min Ki.

One of these three would be crowned the winner.

The MC, ready to move on to the next phase, spoke up.

“We’re just one step away from the championship. I’d like to hear what you’d do with the prize money if you win—just one word, though. Two words will get you eliminated.”

The model, who walked up to the MC, took the microphone and cleared her throat.

Then, she spoke.

“I’ll buy a big house and give it to my parents. I have a huge family.”

Two words.

Still, her short response elicited cheers of admiration from the audience.

The MC chuckled and commented.

“Can you buy a house with $100,000?”

“Houses are cheap in the countryside of Argentina.”

“Amazing! That’s very harmonious. Isabel Montes, your love for your family is as beautiful as your appearance.”

Her graceful demeanor, combined with her heartfelt words, won over the crowd.

Turning his attention to the professor, the MC asked.

“Tom, what about you? Surely you won’t give a boring answer like using it for research funding?”

“Research isn’t boring.”

“That response is boring. Thank you for your one word. While you’re at it, perhaps you could focus on researching a cure for baldness?”

“My answer isn’t finished ye—”

“Alright! Next!”

The MC casually dismissed the man’s earnestness and handed the microphone to Lee Min Ki.

No commentary, just the mic.

‘This isn’t easy.’

With the microphone right in front of him, Lee Min Ki deliberated.

He hadn’t thought about how he would use the prize money but felt compelled to respond.

A boring answer wouldn’t do.

He didn’t want to suggest something materialistic either.

Being new to this scene, it could damage his image.

‘If I leave room for interpretation, they might turn it into a joke. That would be unpleasant.’

Was there a good answer that wouldn’t leave room for ridicule?

Something that could also boost his image?

After a brief pause, Lee Min Ki had an idea.

‘Ah.’

He opened his mouth with the perfect response in mind.

“If I win, I’ll donate the prize money to a foundation for lung disease research.”

“……!”

The audience erupted with gasps of surprise.

A donation?

Not something for himself, but a donation?

Even the MC, who had been poised to make a joke, hesitated, now deep in thought.

‘Mocking a donation could lead to boos.’

Perhaps he could probe further.

The MC smiled broadly and pressed on.

“Wonderful! But doesn’t it feel a bit mismatched? A handsome Asian model making a donation—it seems like an improvised answer for a quiz show, doesn’t it? What do you all think?”

He handed the microphone back to Lee Min Ki.

“Haha, do I have to explain my reasoning?”

“You can decline if you don’t want to contribute to the broadcast time.”

Lee Min Ki gave a small, wry smile.

‘So, that’s how you want to play it.’

They couldn’t let him off the hook.

Unfortunately for the MC, this was all within Lee Min Ki’s expectations.

With a faint smile, he began to speak.

At that moment, all eyes in the audience locked onto him, eagerly awaiting his next words.

And then, he dropped a line that could be described as nothing short of a trump card.

“Yesterday, on the flight to LA, a passenger beside me collapsed from a lung condition and nearly died.”

“……!”

It was a fresh, firsthand account.

Even the MC’s mouth hung open as Lee Min Ki scratched his head sheepishly.

“He collapsed without any warning. I barely managed to save him.”

“Wow, you saved him yourself?”

“Yes. At that moment, I realized something. That man was lucky to be in business class with someone nearby who knew how to respond.”

Lee Min Ki took a deep breath, cleared his throat, and continued.

“But not everyone is that fortunate. Some wouldn’t even know why they died, let alone have a chance to survive.”

“That’s true.”

“So, I decided to donate the prize money to this cause. I hope it can be used meaningfully.”

The longer he spoke, the louder the waves of applause and cheers rippling through the audience grew.

It was a flawless answer.

Not only did it enhance his image, but it also underscored a pressing issue.

How could anyone criticize such a response?

‘How can someone be so kind?’

‘K-pop stars must receive excellent moral education.’

‘He’s different from Hollywood’s debauched celebrities.’

‘He embodies the essence of Eastern values.’

In the United States, Lee Min Ki’s image was already shifting in a positive direction.

From simply entertaining to genuinely admirable.

‘Wow.’

Even the MC let out an incredulous laugh.

‘I’ll have to wave the white flag.’

How could he ridicule him now?

The entire audience was on Lee Min Ki’s side.

The atmosphere grew solemn.

Though the MC disliked such sentimental moments, there was no way to avoid it now.

And more than anything—

‘Even I want to root for him.’

That growing sense of wanting to be on Lee Min Ki’s side stirred within the MC.

“Well then, onto the next questio—”

Before the MC could proceed to the final round—

Thud.

A hand reached out and snatched the microphone away.

A plump, wrinkled hand.

The hand belonged to a man with a chubby face full of determination.

An unexpected guest.

But someone everyone in the room would warmly welcome.

“Leonard Moore?”

Leonard Moore.

A legend in American comedy shows and the producer of this program, he had made a surprise appearance.

“Leonard’s on stage.”

“Is this part of the act?”

As the audience murmured in astonishment, Leonard Moore savored their reactions before speaking.

“Donating is commendable—for tax benefits and publicity. But those come after winning, don’t they?”

“……That’s true.”

As Lee Min Ki nodded, Leonard narrowed his eyes and declared.

“I’ll present the final question myself.”
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At some point, only three contestants remained in the Last Man Standing competition.

On its final stage.

“The last question, I’ll deliver it myself.”

The moment Leonard Moore barged in and dropped that shocking statement like a rock.

One sentence.

That single sentence caused the audience to stir all at once.

“Leonard Moore?”

“He’s the original host of Last Man Standing, isn’t he?”

“Is that era returning?”

Their reactions were akin to believers witnessing a miracle that should not have occurred.

The shock in their gazes was no ordinary sight.

Why did a single line from the producer announcing his intent to ask the question carry such weight?

The reason was simple.

“Could it be that there might not be a winner at all?”

It was because Leonard Moore was a notoriously malicious question setter.

As the audience murmured with worried expressions, someone asked as if they couldn’t understand.

“Is that such a big deal?”

“You don’t get it. Back in the day, there were episodes where there were literally no winners about half the time.”

“Right, I heard people would quit voluntarily if they even made it to the top 10.”

That’s right.

Although Last Man Standing has become somewhat milder with a new host, the difficulty level of its questions in the past was so brutal it was reminiscent of a battle royale.

Why does Last Man Standing have a voluntary withdrawal system in the first place?

It was because the higher the stage, the more absurdly difficult the questions became.

Even if contestants gave up the grand prize, earning some money midway and quitting was a more practical choice.

It wasn’t like now, where winners were common.

‘Well, this was all part of my plan anyway.’

Leonard Moore smirked, seemingly satisfied with the reaction of the crowd.

As the original host and producer, he had remained the real power behind the scenes, steering the overall direction of the show.

While the host and presenter could change, the reduced question difficulty was entirely his doing.

“Well then, seeing no objections, let’s start the question now.”

Leonard Moore spoke in a voice as rough as grinding metal.

“Since this is the final question, let’s make it a bit tough. Tough enough to stop even a crying baby.”

Lee Min Ki was briefly thrown into confusion by Leonard Moore’s sudden intrusion.

‘A twist like this here?’

It was beyond bewildering.

Until now, he had climbed his way up the competition relying on memories from the past, or so he thought.

‘I was so close to winning.’

Was luck not enough to serve everything on a silver platter after all?

Well, perhaps it had been too easy so far.

With a subtle sense of disappointment came a strange sense of relief.

‘If I can reach the finale with my real skills, then so be it.’

Besides, hadn’t he already achieved his initial goal?

Recognition.

By reaching the top three, he had garnered attention several times over.

Thanks to the MC’s skilled hosting, the airplane incident was brought up again.

That alone was equivalent to publicity before millions of people.

If the media caught on, it could spread to tens of millions more.

‘But no one remembers a silver medalist. Let alone a bronze.’

In the end, it was win or nothing.

In that sense, this was the real deal from now on.

Zero or one.

Standing on the fine line like a machine code, Lee Min Ki broke out in cold sweat as Leonard Moore began to speak.

“I’ve arrived, but I’m not sure what to use as a question. If I were the boss, I’d fire an employee like me. Thankfully, contract workers don’t need severance pay.”

After tossing out a sarcastic remark for a while.

At the most fitting moment.

The question emerged like a thief on a dark mountain path.

“Fashion shows these days are fun, aren’t they? I watch them often too—not because I plan to wear the clothes.”

As faint laughter trickled through the audience, the question was revealed.

“2016 was a year when the U.S. lingerie market saw massive growth, wasn’t it? A model became a superstar that year, making headlines for dating a famous soccer player. She also walked the Dolce & Gabbana runway. So, let’s figure this out together. What is this model’s name?”

Difficult.

It was blatantly a difficult question.

A model who walked Dolce & Gabbana’s runway and gained fame as a soccer player’s partner?

“To give you a hint, it was recently covered in LE. Surely, there’s no one here who doesn’t read LE, right?”

What a terrible hint.

‘Who would know that?’

The collective thought of the audience.

‘Shouldn’t a question like this be multiple choice?’

‘They’re clearly trying to eliminate contestants.’

‘Leonard Moore really is a devil.’

Even the MC standing on stage and Jeffrey Rogers in the monitor room were dumbfounded.

‘What is that old man thinking?’

‘Could this be…?’

The only guess Jeffrey Rogers could come up with was one.

‘Did he take a bribe?’

A bribe.

That unspoken truth.

How could Jeffrey Rogers, a former host of the show, not know?

Whenever Richard Moore meddled excessively, a peculiar winner always emerged.

And all those winners invariably became celebrities.

‘Then the winner this time will be that Argentine model, and his bad habit is rearing its head again.’

It was maddening.

And his suspicion was correct.

‘Kid, be satisfied with third place and back down.’

Indeed, Richard Moore had rigged the question to favor the model blatantly.

‘Georgina Rodriguez, Cristiano Ronaldo’s partner.’

That was the correct answer.

There was no way the Argentine model wouldn’t know it.

Why?

Because Georgina Rodriguez was also an Argentine model.

Moreover, she was a legendary figure in the modeling industry, famous for her extraordinary success story.

‘If they’re from the same country, how could she not know?’

It was a giveaway.

But this kid, Lee Min Ki, had no chance.

How many models dating soccer players are there?

And how many walked Dolce & Gabbana’s runway? Easily hundreds. There was no way he could pinpoint the one from Argentina.

‘There’s no way an Asian would know.’

Richard Moore smiled leisurely.

‘Sorry, but this is the end. The answer should come out any moment now.’

Expecting everything to proceed as planned.

But.

“……”

Even as time passed.

“……”

“……”

The answer he wished for.

“......”

“......”

“......”

Did not come at all.

Even if it were a doctorate from a prestigious university.

Even if it were Lee Min Ki.

Even if it were an Argentine model he openly provided the answer for.

None of them could offer any answer and were hesitating.

‘No way.’

Richard Moore glanced at the model with a look of disbelief.

But all he could see was.

‘This is maddening.’

Her shifting her gaze left and right restlessly.

As if hoping the answer might fall from the distant sky.

‘Tsk.’

Richard Moore smiled brightly but inwardly bit his lip.

Was it possible she didn’t even know the name of a supermodel from her own country?

He’d practically given away the answer, yet she still didn’t know.

What on earth was she thinking?

And here.

Here is where Richard Moore’s first mistake emerged.

‘What should I do?’

The problem was that she had too many names in mind.

‘Amara Simpson? Gabriella Samuel? Claire Mint? Georgina Rodriguez? Which one is it?’

She knew far too many Argentine models married to soccer players.

She also knew far too many models who walked the runway for Dolce & Gabbana.

This was her issue.

It wasn’t that she didn’t know—it was the opposite. She knew too much.

If the problem had stopped there, she could have just blurted out a name and made an excuse.

But Richard Moore had added another hurdle.

[Here’s a hint: There’s a recent report on this in LE.]

He tossed out a so-called hint.

She hadn’t read it.

Recently, she hadn’t read [LE].

Unfortunately, since LE was a mass-market fashion magazine, its trends didn’t align with the field she mainly worked in.

The hint became a dead end.

‘Who appeared in LE? If I say the wrong thing here and get eliminated...’

That would be a disaster.

Her agency had assured her she would win.

Paralyzed by fear of making a mistake, she couldn’t act.

Bang!

Suddenly, someone rang the bell.

It was one of the three contestants here, the one who had been particularly quiet.

It was.

“I have something to say.”

The PhD graduate from a prestigious university.

He pressed the bell with a calm expression.

‘No way. He doesn’t look like that kind of person, though?’

Richard Moore’s eyes betrayed his disbelief.

But this time was different.

“I’ll forfeit.”

The doctor’s words were unexpected.

Hearing the surprising response, Richard Moore let out a sigh of relief and spoke.

“...Alright. You’ll leave with the accumulated $10,000 prize money. That should be enough for your research funding.”

“It’s not for research funding.”

“Thanks to you, Doctor, humanity will surely progress further. Congratulations. Please, everyone, give him a round of applause.”

Just like that, one person voluntarily withdrew in an instant.

Now, only two people remained.

In this critical moment, relying solely on one rope to cross a single-log bridge, there was still someone whose eyes shone brightly.

It was.

‘Could it be?’

Lee Min Ki.

‘I think that’s it.’

Less than 24 hours ago.

When he was still seated in the business class of a plane heading from Korea to the U.S., he had been reading a book.

[LE]

That’s right.

Lee Min Ki had been reading LE in his airplane seat.

It was an obvious thing to do.

He was about to have a photoshoot with LE.

It was only natural for someone like him, who was meticulous in his preparations, to review the product of the company he would meet.

For someone like Lee Min Ki, it was as routine as sprinkling salt on food.

‘Is there anyone else?’

Lee Min Ki prioritized and thought of other possible answers.

But he didn’t feel the slightest regret.

‘I don’t know.’

He couldn’t recall anyone else.

Honestly, who memorizes these things?

Even in Korea, he didn’t remember more than 50 models’ names. How could he remember every Argentine model?

In this moment, however.

‘Anyway, I only have one name I can say.’

It became an advantage.

He could narrow down the options.

If you had too many weapons, you’d have to choose one from among them.

Conversely, if you only had one answer you could give, you might as well give it.

Before the Argentine model next to him proudly gave away the right answer.

‘Whatever, let’s go for it.’

Resolving himself, Lee Min Ki hit the bell with a sense of resignation.

Bang!

The sound reverberated solemnly through the hall.

“Georgina Rodriguez. The correct answer is Georgina Rodriguez.”

His voice was so clear.

The pronunciation was natural, though slightly trembling.

Faced with that name, Richard Moore could only give one response.

“..............We have a winner.”

Along with a small sigh, his voice carried a mix of reluctant acknowledgment and frustration over the complaints he would receive from the model’s agency.

“Congratulations. K-Pop star.”

He couldn’t hide the displeasure on his face at the unwelcome result.

But what could he do? If he didn’t want to ruin the atmosphere, he had to congratulate him.

“I’d like to hear your thoughts on winning.”

Standing in front of him, Lee Min Ki smiled brightly and said.

“Could I trouble you for a picture together?”

“......”

At his innocent request, Richard Moore’s face twitched as he replied.

“...Let’s do it after the shoot.”

Last Man Standing.

Lee Min Ki stood victorious.

Shortly after.

Cheers erupted like a downpour, filling the venue.

A quiet warehouse.

“...What even is he?”

A man, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon, muttered in disbelief.

“On the way here, he saves someone on a plane, and as soon as he arrives, he wins a quiz show?”

His eyes were fixed on an article on his phone.

[K-Pop star Lee Min Ki, crowned champion of Last Man Standing.]

An absurd situation had unfolded.

He had asked Min Ki to come over in his spare time since he’d already be in the U.S. working.

And then, this happened.

‘How does he gather attention like picking fruit from a countryside farm?’

Was that even a real life?

Most people experience one such event in their lifetime and make it their proudest achievement.

Why was he experiencing them two days in a row?

He wasn’t a protagonist from some novel.

“This is driving me crazy.”

He muttered in disbelief.

The man next to him, also examining the outfits in the warehouse, approached and said.

“As expected, my instincts were spot on.”
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“Indeed, my eyes were correct.”

At the sudden sound of a deep voice beside him, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon flinched and turned his head.

Then, he spoke.

“...Ah, Editor-in-Chief, you've arrived already.”

It was true.

The man who had just addressed CEO Yoo Gyu Eon was none other than Arthur Danto.

He was the editor-in-chief of the fashion magazine [LE].

“Yes, I was standing a little away, as you seemed to be muttering to yourself.”

“Ahem, how much did you hear?”

“Not much. I don't understand Korean, after all.”

Oh, right.

I was mumbling in Korean.

As CEO Yoo Gyu Eon cleared his throat, Arthur Danto walked over, calmly looking at the surrounding clothes, and spoke.

“Each product here is excellent, no matter how I look at it. They could go straight to market.”

“Thank you.”

“I can sense a bit of the direction for this FW season.”

At the faint but genuine compliment, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon swallowed hard once again.

‘To think that Arthur Danto would ever compliment my designs.’

Who was Arthur Danto?

He was one of the few key figures shaping fashion trends in the United States.

Some dismissed him as merely a magazine editor-in-chief, but that was absurd.

From CEO Yoo Gyu Eon's perspective, Arthur Danto was a powerhouse among powerhouses.

‘If I can win over this one person, I can reach all of Hollywood.’

He was the gateway.

A bridge to the vast world of Hollywood.

A single word from him could change everything.

How they managed to influence Arthur Danto would determine the future of [Terminus].

‘And, of course, the actor's future too.’

Until the article came out as a tangible result, there was no room for complacency.

Forcing his pounding heart to calm down, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon smiled softly and said.

“Our clothes would look even better on our model.”

“Do you mean Lee Min Ki?”

“Yes, it’s a bit embarrassing to say this, but...”

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon scratched his temple as he spoke.

“For the past few years, we’ve designed all our clothes with the assumption that Actor Lee Min Ki would wear them.”

Indeed.

Ever since they had hired Lee Min Ki as a model, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon had designed every outfit with the thought of Lee Min Ki wearing it.

There were no exceptions.

Even for pieces that he wouldn’t actually wear, they had been considered with him in mind at least once.

And why would they put so much thought into an individual model?

“I see. Lee Min Ki is your muse.”

“Yes, that perfectly describes it.”

At some point, Lee Min Ki had become the muse of Yoo Gyu Eon as a designer.

With a faint smile, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon walked over to Arthur Danto’s side.

Then he picked up one of the garments Arthur Danto was observing, gently feeling the fabric as he began to speak.

“Our clothes aim to highlight a person’s strengths rather than burying them beneath the clothing.”

“Romantic.”

“In that sense, Actor Lee Min Ki is unique. Would it be fair to call him the standard? I’ve always had an intuition that if Lee Min Ki could pull off an outfit well, it would suit anyone.”

That was Lee Min Ki’s characteristic as a model.

At first glance, his physique didn’t seem particularly extraordinary.

But his approachable appearance grew more likable the longer one observed him, and his true charm deepened upon closer inspection.

It wasn’t awe.

It was admiration.

‘When you see the actor’s style, you can’t help but want to emulate it.’

He was the public’s idol.

The perfect body for ascending to that position belonged to Lee Min Ki.

Smiling brightly, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon said.

“You’d be amazed if you saw him in person.”

At those words, Arthur Danto didn’t respond and simply stroked his beard calmly.

‘Lee Min Ki.’

In his mind, a scene resembling a powder room began to unfold.

How should Lee Min Ki be illuminated?

How could his features and strengths be emphasized?

What would be the best way to market him to the public?

‘How far can the influence of an Asian model who doesn’t even reach 180 cm extend?’

Amidst countless considerations, a thought crossed his mind.

‘I want to test it.’

Arthur Danto finally spoke.

“We’ll need the best photographer.”

“Pardon?”

At his words, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon tilted his head with a puzzled expression.

“Hasn’t the studio and photographer already been decided?”

And with first-class choices at that.

LE’s exclusive studio and their in-house photographer.

“Yes, but we’ll need to change it for the best results.”

Arthur Danto’s calm response left CEO Yoo Gyu Eon more bewildered.

Both choices were considered top-notch in the industry, yet he wanted to replace them?

Feeling as though he might have misunderstood something, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon asked.

“...Forgive me, but isn’t LE’s in-house photographer also known to be among the best in the industry?”

“That’s not incorrect, but now he’s a substitute.”

Arthur Danto replied in his usual composed tone.

“No matter how bright the studio lighting, it pales in comparison to natural light. Surely, you’ve heard the name Dominic Chen?”

Dominic Chen.

The moment that name, which sounded Chinese, came out of Arthur Danto’s mouth.

“That person…!”

CEO Yoo Gyu Eon widened his eyes, glanced around, and muttered skeptically.

“Whether we can even bring him is one thing, but whether he’d agree to shoot our model is another...”

Lee Min Ki’s U.S. schedule went as follows.

After arriving, he would rest for three days, then on the fourth day, he would proceed with an interview and photoshoot with [LE].

It might seem like a late start.

But this was entirely to ensure he maintained optimal condition.

[Actor, wouldn’t editing suffice?]

[Hmm, but wouldn’t better photos come from being in top condition? Since this is my first debut in the U.S. market, I want to leave a good impression.]

It was partly because of Lee Min Ki’s insistence.

[Actor, ‘debut’ already implies a first. It sounds redundant like saying ‘ATM machine.’]

[...I was trying to say something cool; could you just let it slide for once?]

Of course, he also wanted to take his time exploring America.

However, starting with his unintentional heroics on the plane, then appearing on a quiz show immediately after.

And even winning it.

[Stormbringer, Lee Min Ki.]

What was supposed to be a quiet first impression through a photoshoot had spiraled into an unexpected kind of fame.

[This Last Man Standing winner is truly legendary.]

[Debuting, rising to the top of the entertainment world, saving someone on a plane, and then winning a quiz show as soon as he arrives in the U.S.?]

[I’ve never seen someone like this.]

[Why did he even come to the U.S.?]

[Are you planning to shoot a film in Hollywood, by any chance? A superhero movie?]

[Does he really need to star in a superhero movie? He’s already a hero.]

His image had improved.

To a rather serious extent.

It was because the interview he gave on Last Man Standing had spread everywhere.

Moreover, the fact that Richard Moore had intervened to personally raise the issue added to the buzz.

Even if that wasn’t Richard’s intention in the slightest, it had ultimately helped boost Lee Min Ki’s popularity.

“It’s a relief that you’re such a nice person. You even took a photo with us, and then took another, and another after that.”

“Oh, you mean the photo I uploaded on SNS?”

“Yes, it’s already made the news, hasn’t it?”

As Lee Min Ki said, that was true.

Korean media outlets were already reporting on how Lee Min Ki was rapidly building connections in the U.S.

[Lee Min Ki flaunts his special network in Hollywood]

[A star recognizes another star]

[Countdown to U.S. debut?]

It was smooth sailing, to say the least.

But was that all?

Of course not.

‘This morning, I bought an ice cream, and I won a prize.’

At lunch, he cracked open an egg and found two yolks.

When he arrived at the bus stop, the bus arrived in just 10 seconds.

Even plugging a USB cable into his laptop had worked perfectly on the first try.

‘This is what life should be like.’

Surrounded by such relentless good fortune, Lee Min Ki clenched his fist with determination.

‘All I have to do now is take great photos.’

If he could just nail this, everything would be perfect.

Let’s finish this cleanly and head back.

With that thought in mind, Lee Min Ki stepped into the [LE] Studio building.

“Actor!”

Someone rushed toward him in a hurry.

“Oh.”

Seeing them, Lee Min Ki smiled brightly and greeted them.

“CEO! You’re here?”

“Yes, thanks to you, I rested well yesterday. But right now, that’s not the issue.”

The person stammered, almost babbling, before speaking.

“What kind of magic did you perform?”

Magic.

At that word, Lee Min Ki froze in place, as if nailed to the floor.

“Pardon? Magic?”

“I don’t understand. Actor, what on earth…! Can someone even be like this?”

Amidst the exaggerated reaction, Lee Min Ki wore a puzzled expression.

What was going on?

There had been plenty of surprises lately, sure.

But hadn’t they cleared everything up during yesterday’s drinking session?

‘Of course, I didn’t drink a drop.’

What had I done today?

Could it be that I’d done something without even realizing it?

While Lee Min Ki was caught up in his doubts, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon grabbed his wrist and began pulling him along.

“There’s no time to waste. Let’s take care of this before anyone changes their mind.”

“Changes their mind? Who?”

“Oh.”

Realizing he had been too vague, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon quickly calmed himself, coughed, and clarified.

“The photographer. Dominic Chen. Dominic Chen is waiting for you right now.”

“Who’s that?”

Just as Lee Min Ki asked, cluelessly, someone spoke up.

It was his manager, Park Han Mo, who had been standing quietly like a bodyguard.

“Dominic Chen is a legend.”

How should one put it?

Even his expression, usually composed, betrayed some astonishment this time.

What exactly is the job of a photographer?

It’s simple.

[If you hold a camera and take pictures, you’re a photographer.]

It’s a profession that involves capturing images.

Taking pictorials makes you a photographer.

War correspondents are photographers.

Landscape photography also makes you a photographer.

Even shooting sample sheets for design projects qualifies you as one.

If you take food photos for promotional purposes, you’re still a photographer.

Wedding photos, car photos, interview photos, store promotional photos.

If it falls under the category of photography, anyone can be called a photographer.

Even the equipment has evolved.

[In the past, you had to spend hundreds to thousands on equipment just to be taken seriously. But these days, there are people making money with smartphone cameras.]

It’s a broad profession.

Despite public perceptions, the threshold to becoming a professional isn’t exceptionally high in today’s world.

With enough talent, one could become a professional photographer with just six months of study.

But there was also a widely known saying in the photography world.

[Want to make a lot of money? Then don’t become a photographer.]

Despite high demand, the profession was oversaturated, making it incredibly difficult to earn proper pay.

Even top-tier photographers were doing well if they earned as much as a new hire at a major corporation.

Photographers with their own studios weren’t much different.

Charge high fees?

Then the employer would simply say:

[Fine, go ahead. I’ll just hire someone else.]

No matter how much skill you developed, increasing your value in the industry was a distant dream.

You could even call it a blood-red ocean of competition.

But within this treacherous industry, there was someone who defied all norms.

“Dominic Chen.”

“It’s him, in person.”

“Just as they say, his charisma is incredible.”

Dominic Chen.

A man hailed as the hottest photographer in the world.

Whether it was pictorials or movie posters.

Whatever he captured or worked on became the best.

Demand for him exceeded supply, making him a singular presence.

His skill was matched by an unparalleled arrogance.

[Dominic Chen only works on projects he wants to.]

[If you upset him even slightly, he’ll pack up and leave immediately.]

[Employers don’t even dare to ask for revisions.]

Yet this infamous figure was now.

“I’ve been waiting for you.”

Speaking to a man with an unusually soft expression.

“Let’s take it slow today. I promise you the best results.”

“Ah, thank you!”

When Lee Min Ki answered brightly, Dominic Chen responded in kind.

“No need to thank me. This is my job, after all.”

Something was strange.

This wasn’t like Dominic Chen.

In clear defiance of worldly logic, CEO Yoo Gyu Eon, Arthur Danto, Manager Park Han Mo, and even the studio’s substitute writer all bit their lips in bewilderment.

‘Why on earth?’
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[LE] A studio set up within the company.

A place that could rightfully be called the delivery room where America's fashion trends are born.

Click!

The camera shutter sound continued to echo alongside flashing lights.

Click! Click! Click!

The man holding the camera, moving around the studio without a moment's rest and twisting his body into all sorts of postures like a pretzel, was none other than...

“This one was good. But let’s try changing the pose a bit. Straightening your back might work better.”

It was Dominic Chen.

A star maker whose touch could produce life-changing photos, he was busy snapping pictures despite sweating profusely under the heat of the lighting equipment.

“Not bad. Let’s try from another angle.”

“Yes!”

Lee Min Ki eagerly complied with his requests, twisting his posture with dedication.

The two together looked like something straight out of a passionate comic.

But from the perspective of being the subject, how should one describe Dominic Chen, the photographer?

‘He has a great personality.’

He had an exceptionally pleasant personality.

Extremely so.

‘He might rank in the top 10% for kindness among photographers.’

It was almost suspicious.

Contrary to the countless warnings Lee Min Ki had heard to the point of exhaustion from Manager Park Han Mo and CEO Yoo Gyu Eon just before entering the studio.

[Manager, is Dominic Chen really that difficult to deal with?]

[Whatever you imagined, he’s worse. If he asks for something weird, just do it. If he tells you to pose with a tuna or suddenly rip your clothes, do it.]

[What?]

[Don’t question it. Just do it. You can complain after seeing the results.]

[The manager is right. Even if his personality is strange, the results are guaranteed. If he tells you to stick chopsticks up your nose, just do it.]

[What?]

[Even if he sets a chair on fire, just go with it.]

[What? Fire?]

[If he suddenly pours iced coffee over your head, just roll with it.]

[...]

[Even if he throws knives, just smile and shrug it off.]

[That’s a crime.]

[As you know, art is often born on the edge of crime.]

Those words still echoed in his ears, making Lee Min Ki chuckle wryly.

‘They practically told me to obey him.’

Of course, despite all that caution, if Lee Min Ki were to lodge a serious complaint, they would likely take his side.

Regardless, the important part was...

“Gaze into the empty sky. A dragon is flying there. How do you feel seeing it?”

“Uh, I feel awe.”

“That’s exactly how you look right now. Your eyes are the perfect finishing touch.”

...that Dominic Chen wasn’t as difficult as they said.

He even threw in jokes during the shoot, as if trying to ease the tension.

‘He’s nothing like the person I heard about.’

Wasn’t the scene before him proof enough?

“Lift your head a little more. Perfect. Hold that. I’ll fix your outfit. Actually, let me do it—don’t move.”

He was incredibly diligent.

If that was considered a bad personality, then where on Earth would you find a decent person?

If so, Earth would be a planet mostly filled with lunatics.

‘They must’ve exaggerated out of concern for me.’

Lee Min Ki smiled deeply, dimples forming from the ease he felt.

‘I feel so at ease.’

Of course.

The others watching this scene couldn’t possibly feel the same way.

‘Am I dreaming right now?’

‘I can’t believe this.’

‘Dominic Chen isn’t just throwing commands; he’s actually interacting?’

‘Is the world ending?’

It was strange.

At least according to what they knew, it was a success if Dominic Chen didn’t storm out.

No, it was a miracle that he even showed up to the studio as promised.

Dominic Chen was notorious for only shooting what he wanted to, when he wanted to.

[I shoot when I want to. If I don’t, I won’t. That’s my principle.]

Didn’t he even brag about it during interviews?

So, what was this?

“Hm, I think the previous style was better. Hold this camera for a moment.”

Did he want to shoot?

Did he want to shoot Lee Min Ki so badly he couldn’t resist?

‘This is the man who wouldn’t bow his head to a supermodel, yet he’s being this courteous to an Asian star?’

This must be it.

Dominic Chen must be utterly desperate to photograph Lee Min Ki.

If not, this scene was incomprehensible.

Yeah, if that were the case, it’d make sense...

“Perfect!”

...Not at all.

It didn’t make sense at all.

At this point, the conclusion among the onlookers veered in another direction.

‘Could Lee Min Ki secretly be an extraordinary model?’

They started holding Lee Min Ki in high regard.

They couldn’t dismiss Dominic Chen’s credibility.

His career, polished to perfection like a diamond, was proof of his expertise.

So, what else could they think?

‘He’s not untalented.’

On the contrary, Lee Min Ki must be exceptional.

‘Dominic Chen must’ve recognized it.’

‘At first glance, he might not have noticed, but on closer look, Min Ki seems full of charm.’

‘Well, the editor-in-chief personally invited him, after all.’

As Lee Min Ki’s value soared by the second, everyone here was entertaining their own illusions.

The reason Dominic Chen was exceptionally warm to Lee Min Ki, like California sunshine, was simple.

‘A benefactor’s benefactor.’

It was because Lee Min Ki had unknowingly left Dominic Chen indebted to him.

It happened on a plane, without Min Ki even realizing it.

‘He saved Bae Jung Mun, right?’

That’s correct.

Bae Jung Mun, who had almost died on that plane, was the reason behind it all.

Back in the day, when Dominic Chen was still an unknown, Bae Jung Mun had trusted him and given him work.

‘If it weren’t for Bae Jung Mun, I’d have starved to death in a dingy basement studio or given up photography altogether.’

Bae Jung Mun was a benefactor in his life.

He could proudly say that Dominic Chen only existed today because Bae Jung Mun had recognized and supported him.

[The world doesn’t know yet, but I do. Mr. Chen, you’ll make it big.]

At the time, Hollywood was filled with blatant racism.

It still exists subtly today, but back then, it was on another level.

During meetings, people openly dismissed him for being a “yellow monkey.”
It was such a time.

Bae Jung Mun had helped, even risking being labeled as someone who only associates with other Asians, so the gratitude Dominic Chen held for him was immeasurable.

And it was Lee Min Ki who had saved Bae Jung Mun.

"I’ll stake my name on this project. No, I’ll stake my entire career."

This was why he was ready to risk it all to create a masterpiece, even if it meant biting his tongue and dying otherwise.

He had to create a masterpiece no matter what.

There was no other option.

"Think of the camera as someone you hate. Look at it as if you’re staring at trash."

"Like this?"

"Not quite."

Dominic Chen waved his hand and said.

"Min Ki, your expression is too kind. You need to hate the world a little more."

"Uh... like this?"

"Is there someone you hate the most in this world?"

At Dominic Chen’s question, Lee Min Ki thought for a moment.

Soon, someone came to mind.

'That jerk of an agency president.'

The man who had backstabbed him, exploited him with a fraudulent contract, and then vanished.

As that wretched face surfaced in his memory, anger, like the four horsemen of the apocalypse, broke the stillness in his heart.

"Good. That’s the look. As expected, since you’re an actor, your facial expression is spot on."

Click!

Dominic Chen fired the flash repeatedly, unwilling to miss the moment.

‘This will yield great results.’

In truth, even without their personal connection, photographing Lee Min Ki was a rather enjoyable experience.

‘His modeling skills are lacking, but oddly, the camera loves him.’

Checking the samples, the results were almost unbelievable—so much better than what he had captured through the viewfinder.

A good photo depended on the photographer’s skill, but a great photo was said to be a gift from the heavens.

It was as if the heavens truly favored Lee Min Ki.

‘Lee Min Ki... a subject worth remembering.’

Perhaps.

In the near future, Lee Min Ki could become Dominic Chen’s career-defining figure.

With that thought, Dominic Chen shouted again with enthusiasm.

"Let’s lay out a red carpet on the floor!"

After a short but intense photoshoot.

Dominic Chen, who could be considered the greatest contributor to this shoot, said.

"That should be enough for today. I’ll send the results via email later."

He promptly packed his things without leaving any room for further discussion and stood up to leave.

The hurried manner made Lee Min Ki try to stop him.

"Oh? Won’t you join us for a meal? Are you leaving right away?"

"I have retouching work to do. It takes quite a bit of time, and I have a tight schedule tomorrow."

"Still, it’s a bit of a shame."

"Your sentiments are more than enough, actor."

Was that so?

He had expected someone of that caliber to use raw photos without any edits, the kind of craftsmanship he imagined. But perhaps he was mistaken.

As he pondered the matter, unsure if he should ask directly, Yoo Gyu Eon seemed to read his thoughts and spoke.

"I think I should explain this."

It was in Korean.

Presumably because the subject of their discussion was present.

"It’s a misconception that photographers reduce editing. Nowadays, editing skills often define a photographer’s ability."

"Really?"

"Think of the raw photo as the ingredients, and retouching as the cooking process."

"So, if a photo is released without edits, is it no good?"

"Not necessarily. You know how sashimi tastes great, right?"

"Ah."

Even raw, if it’s delicious, that’s all that matters.

The analogy was odd but fitting.

Flounder tastes great and is rich in protein, after all.

One of the meals Director Kwon Joon Yong had approved of.

"Actor, do you understand? The journey to the final product varies, but how you take that path is ultimately a personal choice. Chen is at the top of his field in editing. There are, of course, exceptions to this."

The explanation was appreciated, but Yoo Gyu Eon seemed unusually well-versed.

Lee Min Ki had never heard the name before, but Chen must be a legendary figure among industry professionals.

As Lee Min Ki organized his thoughts, Dominic Chen suddenly joined the conversation.

"You know quite well."

"...!"

Jumping into the discussion, Dominic Chen naturally added his input.

"Some say the less editing, the better the photo, but I disagree. That’s an excuse for the lazy—outdated thinking."

As he continued, both Lee Min Ki and Yoo Gyu Eon became visibly surprised.

The reason?

‘This man can speak Korean?’

Dominic Chen was speaking in Korean.

"A photographer speaks through photos. The audience decides the evaluation. If arrogance ruins the work, that’s not professional. The same goes for models."

His pronunciation was clumsy.

His grammar frequently veered off course, akin to that of an elementary student.

But there was no doubt that his Korean was understandable.

"You... speak Korean?"

"A little."

Dominic Chen nodded slightly and said.

"There is someone I like who is Korean. I studied hard to say thank you."

"Ah."

Lee Min Ki immediately understood.

This must be it.

‘His girlfriend must be Korean.’

It made sense.

What a coincidence.

Accepting the situation in his own way, Lee Min Ki nodded.

"Be happy."

To this, Dominic Chen replied with a meaningful smile.

"You too."

After exchanging well-wishes, the two parted ways with smiles.

Thud.

After Dominic Chen quickly left the studio.

Stretching, Lee Min Ki spoke.

"Manager, CEO, how about we have steak together for a change?"

"Steak sounds good. Where should we go?"

"I know a good place nearby. I’m not sure if we can just walk in without a reservation, though."

First, food.

Since they were in America, they should enjoy what they could.

‘Once I’m back in Korea, they’ll hound me with dietary restrictions anyway.’

When Director Kwon Joon Yong wasn’t around, that was golden time.

With that thought, as Lee Min Ki held his phone.

Thud.

The door, which had just closed, opened again.

Could it be Dominic Chen?

‘Did he forget something?’

Looking up from his phone, Lee Min Ki turned his attention to the door.

And then.

At this point in time, he still didn’t know.

That America was truly the land of opportunity, and Hollywood was a place brimming with even greater chances.

Always lurking within a 30-minute walking distance for those who deserved them.

‘The editor-in-chief of LE?’

The first person to enter was Arthur Danto.

The second person was...

"..."

Unable to contain his astonishment, Lee Min Ki’s mouth gaped open.

"Emma Spector?"

One of the two major movie studios that dominated the American superhero film industry.

AST.

The head of its main studio was now standing at the door.

Emma Spector, her crimson lipstick gleaming, declared loudly.

"Found you!"
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21st century.

What would be the biggest change in the film industry in the 21st century?

Anyone familiar with movies could answer without much thought.

[Universe]

The transformation of film franchises into universes.

Creating multiple films within a shared world.

[Wow, they’re in the same universe too?]

[They’re releasing one film a year. That speed is insane.]

[But this is already the second time they’ve rebooted the universe…]

If one film succeeds, they expand its world.

Producing film after film, continuously.

And dominating the box office in the process.

This was the phenomenon of the "universe craze."

[Everything’s a universe these days.]

[Hey, but isn’t making a universe with horror movies a bit much?]

[Horror movies are the root of universes, though.]

[What?]

From a viewer's perspective, it was enjoyable to see different facets of the world within their favorite films.

It was exciting to see beloved characters appear in other films.

In many ways, for those who consumed these universes, it was like a new cinematic frontier unfolding before them.

Calling it a phenomenon wasn’t enough.

Revolution. Revolution was the right word.

The great revolution of the film industry swept Hollywood, much like Dvořák's Symphony "From the New World."

[There are too many films to watch.]

[It’s a buffet. A buffet.]

Of course, it wasn’t without its downsides.

These franchise blockbuster films dominated theaters, forcing smaller-scale films out.

Could criticism be avoided?

[This isn’t cinema. It’s just a movie.]

As the franchising of films accelerated, production costs ballooned like helium balloons.

The higher the production cost, the harder it became to take risks.

As a result, excessive focus on commercialism led to neglecting the artistic quality of works.

‘Though in the end, such artistic films found success in the OTT market, establishing a new base there.’

Recalling the history of film briefly, Lee Min Ki turned his gaze forward.

‘The leader of that franchising is standing right in front of me now.’

Emma Spector.

As the head overseeing the studios of AST, a giant Hollywood film company, she was the very person behind the current universe craze.

She smiled brightly at Lee Min Ki.

“I’ve heard a lot about you from Bae Jung Mun. Would it be okay to have a quick chat?”

A mere thirty minutes after a whirlwind shoot.

By the time he finished talking with Emma Spector.

“It was a pleasure speaking with you.”

She extended her hand to Lee Min Ki.

“Think it over, and I look forward to hearing a good answer.”

“Oh, yes.”

Lee Min Ki hesitated slightly as he grasped her hand, and Emma Spector, with her lipstick gleaming, added.

“Who knows? We might end up being great partners, Mr. Min Ki.”

“…I’ll be in touch.”

“I must have taken up your time. Hehe, see you again.”

Just as she came like a storm, she left like a typhoon.

Lee Min Ki, who had just faced such a giant figure without a moment’s breath, couldn’t help but think.

‘Is this even okay?’

He couldn’t say he felt entirely good about it.

“Actor, would you like to take a walk?”

“Sure.”

Leaving the studio and heading to a nearby walking path.

The weather was unbelievably nice—exactly what one would expect from California.

After a long stretch of silent walking down the street.

“Manager.”

Suddenly, Lee Min Ki turned to Manager Park Han Mo and asked.

“What do you think about that proposal earlier?”

“To be honest, I’ll tell you frankly.”

Manager Park Han Mo replied in an icy tone.

“It’s an offer you absolutely shouldn’t reject.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, AST reaching out to recruit you personally speaks volumes.”

That’s right.

The reason Emma Spector contacted Lee Min Ki directly was simple.

“To cast you in the new Odin Universe film.”

It was an invitation to appear in the film.

And not just any film—Odin Universe, the most iconic name when one thinks of universes today.

Is there anyone nowadays who doesn’t know the Odin Universe?

A universe featuring countless heroes and villains.

With over thirty films to its name.

All but two of them were box-office successes.

It was an achievement that would astonish anyone in the film industry.

It was clear.

The current film industry was being led by the Odin Universe and AST.

“Phew.”

Even so, Lee Min Ki let out a sigh, unable to feel entirely thrilled.

“No matter what, putting four films under Odin Universe is a bit much.”

The conditions AST set for him were excessively demanding.

‘Four consecutive appearances, with all non-film schedules subject to review during the filming period. They’d even assign an in-house trainer to manage my body personally.’

And that wasn’t all.

If any unfortunate incidents arose, AST could unilaterally terminate the contract at any time.

Even if he was filming another project overseas, he’d have to return immediately if AST called him.

Moreover, he’d be obligated to attend all events hosted by AST.

If he opposed the provided script, they could demand he step down from the role—basic stuff.

While it was called scouting, it was practically no different from tightening a leash around his neck.

It would essentially mortgage at least five years of his acting career.

‘The rewards are sweet, though.’

That was the real issue.

“If you finalize this contract, your value as an actor will likely never be the same.”

As Manager Park Han Mo noted, it was a gamble worth risking his life for.

This was the Odin Universe.

How many people had gone from nobodies to stars by appearing in it?

‘There was even someone who went from being a stock image model to a star with a single movie, earning hundreds of times more.’

For anyone below the level of a top star, it was a hard offer to refuse.

They hadn’t yet disclosed which film he’d be shooting.

All they said was that he’d be cast in a supporting role for a new superhero film, with the possibility of being promoted to a lead role based on audience response.

‘I can guess, though.’

There were a few clues.

Emma Spector mentioned needing an Asian actor for the new film.

Starting with a supporting role, but with the potential to rise to a lead role depending on the film’s reception.

Knowing the future, Lee Min Ki could easily guess what this project would be.

‘They want me to play Anonymous.’

Anonymous.

In the Odin Universe, he was the only Asian hero of leading character status.

[My power is the world itself.]

[I am unseen. I simply exist.]

A genius hacker who dominated the internet world.

He was also the leader of the hacking group Anonymous.

Later, he awakened supernatural powers, controlling electronic devices purely with his mind.

It was a power that would later be called the Human Interface.

‘To be honest, just based on the work alone, it was a success.’

In terms of performance, it slightly exceeded the average within the Odin Universe.

But calling it "average" was relative—this was within the Odin Universe.

Compared to the entire film industry, even within Hollywood, it ranked among the top.

‘Is it a leash or success?’

Lee Min Ki was hesitating, unable to make a decision.

“...If I may speak frankly.”

Manager Park Han Mo blinked before continuing.

“Actors often face a choice at times like this.”

“A choice?”

“Yes, everyone stands at a crossroads at least once.”

Curious about what he meant, Lee Min Ki listened as he calmly explained.

“You either pursue commercial success by moving onto a bigger stage with blockbusters or find yourself as an actor.”

“Ah.”

“There’s no right or wrong answer. It’s just like choosing a profession in a game; you decide your career path as an actor.”

Suddenly, it felt like he understood what this meant.

Accepting AST’s offer would mean giving up on art, at least for a while.

Lee Min Ki blinked a few times before speaking.

“If I join the Odin Universe, it’ll be hard to go back, won’t it?”

“Usually, yes. Your image tends to become fixed.”

It was a chronic problem of the Odin Universe.

The character in the work would overshadow the actor’s real image.

Isn’t there always something like that?

Once you appear in a production, you end up being called by your hero name outside the movie as well.

[Isn’t Valkyrie cool?]

[The actor said they hated being called by the hero name.]

[You gotta know their real name to stop calling them that, haha.]

It’s not easy.

Even after graduating from the Odin Universe, many actors struggled to shed that image.

‘What is it that I want?’

Manager Park Han Mo’s words were correct.

This was a crossroads.

Whichever path he chose, he wouldn’t lose entirely, but it would change the course of the next few decades.

Standing between the two difficult choices, Lee Min Ki slowly blinked.

‘If I don’t appear in the Odin Universe, is there another project I want to do?’

Wrong.

The problem was there were too many.

It wasn’t necessarily that there were many substitutes for the Odin Universe.

Lee Min Ki was simply someone who wanted to do a lot of projects.

Here and there, everywhere.

If his body allowed it, he’d want to shoot 10 projects a year.

“Ugh.”

He groaned, unable to come to a clear answer.

“To be honest, I’ve always thought of you as an actor with a thousand faces.”

Manager Park Han Mo began speaking.

“Me?”

“Yes, your range as an actor is very wide.”

When Lee Min Ki flinched, he continued calmly.

“But I don’t mean just in acting. More than that, I’m talking about every area of the entertainment industry. Modeling is a good example. You can express so many things, and you want to. Sometimes you’re water turning into fire, or solid turning into liquid.”

“Haha... thank you.”

At the rare compliment, Lee Min Ki nodded as Manager Park responded.

“You’d have to sacrifice all of that.”

“What?”

Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened.

“What I’m about to say isn’t as a manager representing the company but as someone who watches your work.”

This was serious.

Once he heard what was coming, it felt like he wouldn’t be able to go back.

But at the same time, he was curious, so he listened closely.

And the words finally came out.

“Why are you trying to cut off your own potential?”

“...!”

He opened his mouth in shock.

Did this person really hold him in such high regard?

Did he think that even giving up the title of being JC’s first actor in the Odin Universe, he could achieve greater success?

‘From the company’s perspective, this doesn’t make sense.’

For stable income, it made more sense to push him into the project no matter what.

Had he misunderstood who Manager Park Han Mo really was?

‘He wasn’t just saying things for the company’s sake. He was someone who spoke his own beliefs.’

While Lee Min Ki was astonished.

“You are destined for greatness.”

Manager Park Han Mo straightened his clothes, speaking casually as though shedding a layer of formality.

“Even if it’s a project outside the Odin Universe, don’t you have the confidence to succeed? Or was there ever a time you were itching to join the Odin Universe?”

“No, not really.”

“I thought so. That’s why I said it. Someone like you.”

Could someone speak so confidently?

Could someone act as though they knew all there was to know about your perspective on projects?

If Manager Park were more commercially driven, Lee Min Ki might have dismissed him as a lunatic.

But.

It was hard to deny.

If Lee Min Ki chose the Odin Universe, he’d gain the Odin Universe.

What would he gain if he gave it up?

‘Everything.’

Everything else.

‘Commercial success? Sure, it’s good, not bad.’

Who doesn’t like success?

But Lee Min Ki was someone whose priorities lay elsewhere.

‘If I were only after commercial success, I wouldn’t have done Forever Blue in the first place.’

From the very beginning.

From that first moment when he decided to become an actor.
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Hollywood, where luxurious buildings stood in rows.

Among them, one particularly imposing building exuded a commanding presence.

It was owned by AST, one of the seven major film studios representing Hollywood.

With the boom of the cinematic universe, it could be said to lead the trend without question.

"……."

On the ninth floor of AST’s headquarters, a man slowly opened his mouth.

"So that’s how it turned out."

"I’m truly sorry about this."

"It’s fine. Recruitment can’t always be successful."

The man holding a takeout coffee cup, Director Bae Jung Mun, smiled warmly.

"Even for AST or the great Emma Spector, it seems."

At his calm remark, the middle-aged woman standing before him, Emma Spector, twisted her lips.

"It’s infuriating. Really infuriating. It’s been ages since I’ve been rejected."

Indeed, today’s hot topic was how she had approached Lee Min Ki directly to scout him, only to be flatly turned down.

And it wasn’t just their private topic of conversation.

It had already been two days since the news spread.

The entire AST headquarters had been flabbergasted by Lee Min Ki’s audacity.

[Emma Spector got rejected?]

[By whom?]

[Lee Min Ki.]

[Who is that?]

[She went to an unknown actor and got rejected?]

It was hard to believe.

Of all people, Emma Spector being turned down.

[Serves her right for being so full of herself.]

[She probably spouted some nonsense and got shot down.]

Of course, there were exceptions.

Exceptions always existed in any case.

[Let’s hope this humbled her a bit.]

[She keeps bragging about being a genius every day. I found that annoying.]

[The actor probably sensed something instinctively.]

[What did she even say to him?]

Exceptions.

They were exceptions indeed.

In any case, they were still exceptions.

Generalizing is bad.

Unable to calm her frustration, Emma Spector gritted her teeth and spat out words.

"That actor is strange. Does this make sense? I’m the one who approached him. Me, Emma Spector. Does that actor have some problem with his head?"

Director Bae Jung Mun, who could vaguely guess the murmurs among AST employees, smiled wryly and spoke again.

"For people like us, failing to close a deal is a common occurrence, isn’t it?"

"No, that’s not it. In the past two years, I haven’t personally sought out anyone, not even top stars."

"Wow, Odin Universe is really something."

"Who do you think created those films? They’re guaranteed hits. These days, investors come forward without even needing proposals. Sponsorships are pouring in, to the point where choosing one is more difficult."

That was the status of the Odin Universe.

Corporations and actors alike were desperate to latch onto it in any way possible.

"That’s why I can’t understand it. Why did he reject it?"

"Hmm."

Director Bae Jung Mun, finding her response difficult to grasp, smiled faintly.

Then, he managed to offer a single explanation.

"Could it be because of the exclusivity for four projects?"

It wasn’t common for someone to accept such terms.

Even for top stars, it was rare to impose such exclusivity.

The number of projects tied to an actor was usually adjusted based on their standing.

One project for major stars.

Two for moderately established actors.

Three or fewer for those without significant expectations.

‘Four projects were indeed excessive.’

It was practically a mortgage on an actor’s career, making rejection understandable.

But Emma Spector was still...

"It was an opportunity to become a star in Hollywood. Endure for just a few years, and they could have secured enough money to live comfortably for the rest of their life."

She seemed unable to suppress her frustration.

"Does he think he’s something special?"

He must have been confident.

A belief that he could succeed even without Odin Universe.

‘Considering how many actors eventually cave, it’s clear that Actor Lee Min Ki is unique.’

Even so, it was regrettable.

This offer had been initiated by none other than Director Bae Jung Mun himself.

Having owed Lee Min Ki a debt of gratitude, he had wanted to repay it by arranging a good opportunity.

Now that things had turned out this way, he had nothing more to say.

‘Still, it’s a shame.’

Given his acting skills, he thought Lee Min Ki could easily succeed in Hollywood.

Was something not aligning?

Did he dislike Odin Universe, or was there another reason?

Could it be that Lee Min Ki preferred artistic value over commercial success?

Were there any alternative options?

‘I just want to do something for him.’

Even after doing all he could, his sense of gratitude toward Lee Min Ki remained.

Deep in thought, torn between the company’s stance and his personal feelings, he pondered for a while.

‘Hmm?’

Suddenly.

A voice reached Director Bae Jung Mun’s ears.

A very ominous voice.

"It’s a blow to my pride."

The word "pride."

Beyond simple grumbling, Emma Spector’s voice was tinged with outright hostility.

"I listened to Director Bae’s suggestion, personally went there, discussed the contract terms, and offered to bring him in. And he rejected me?"

"……."

"How arrogant. What’s so great about him? At best, he’s an actor you can replace at any time. Just because he gained some popularity in his home country, does he think he can be cocky overseas too?"

Even if someone were an enemy, would they go this far?

At that moment, Director Bae Jung Mun recalled.

Emma Spector’s reputation for her ability was stellar within and outside the company, but her character never received good reviews.

‘…Actor Lee Min Ki, you’ve made an enemy of Emma Spector.’

Her relationships with actors were disastrous.

Once she fell out with an actor, she would never work with them again and would even spread malicious rumors to related companies.

Contrary to her talent, her excessively twisted personality had earned her the nickname "Hollywood’s Witch."

"Just wait and see. Can an actor without a single connection in Hollywood succeed on his own?"

"……."

"Director, AST’s studios will never use Lee Min Ki in the future. Neither will any of AST’s partner companies."

As Emma Spector growled like a leopard, Director Bae Jung Mun let out a small sigh and thought.

‘Please, let there be no problems.’

Ah.

Still, he had to say one thing.

"Time will tell who’s right and wrong."

"The director is absolutely correct. That actor will definitely regret it."

It seemed he didn't fully understand.

A few days later.

The return to Korea was just around the corner.

"Wow, it’s already out."

Lee Min Ki exclaimed with an excited expression, holding the latest issue of [LE] he had picked up from a nearby bookstore.

"This turned out amazing!"

On the very first page of LE, there was a photo spread.

It was none other than Lee Min Ki.

He had become the face of the magazine, staring into the distance with a sorrowful expression.

Above the image, a sophisticated font carried the following caption:

[Cutting edge]

The phrase often implied being at the forefront, innovative, and modern.

Lee Min Ki gave a small smile at the sharply written tagline.

"So, this is the day I get such a caption."

Initially, he had thought it was just an interview.

But it turned out to be the magazine’s cover story, featuring him as the main interview.

Even the caption was strikingly stylish.

Although he had briefly skimmed through its contents online, reading a magazine in print offered a unique charm.

As he peeled off the plastic cover, Manager Park Han Mo, who had quietly approached, tilted his head and chimed in.

"Hmm, it’s a stunning shot."

"Right?"

"I expected no less from Dominic Chen, but this is top-tier even for him."

From the cover photo alone, it was evident.

Dominic Chen wasn’t called a world-class photographer for nothing.

In the picture, Lee Min Ki gazed into the distance with melancholic eyes.

Simply looking at his gaze seemed to evoke a flood of emotions.

It appeared as if he was staring bravely into an uncharted world.

At times, he seemed apprehensive.

At other times, feelings of anger, ambition, joy, and even euphoria could be sensed.

His straight nose looked as though it could slice through the air like a blade.

His sleek, brushstroke-like eyes radiated both kindness and masculinity.

A faint smile lingered on his lips, barely noticeable unless one focused closely.

It was hard to pinpoint and say, "This is it!"

But when taken as a whole:

"The photo has depth."

It was a single frame brimming with interpretive potential.

Could so many complex emotions be captured in just one photograph?

The internet had also exploded with reactions to this image.

[This is why he’s an actor.]

[Is this eye acting, or does he just naturally have such a gaze?]

[An actor with beautiful eyes.]

[It’s like there’s a universe in his pupils.]

[Exquisite Eastern beauty.]

Even critics had nothing to complain about.

The sheer quality of the photo left them with no choice.

However, Lee Min Ki, who knew the story behind the picture, could only chuckle lightly.

"This photo... It’s from a moment when we were joking around."

That was right.

During the shoot, Dominic Chen had casually thrown out a lighthearted remark.

"Look into the empty sky. Imagine there’s a dragon flying. How do you feel seeing it?"

He had thought it was just a joke.

A comment meant to lighten the mood.

But looking back, perhaps it was a bit of a bluff.

"Now, let’s get to the interview. Quickly."

Lee Min Ki tried to calm his excitement as he flipped the cover open.

And a few minutes later.

He could only laugh.

The overall tone of the interview was, as expected, overwhelmingly full of praise.

[Q. Congratulations on winning Last Man Standing. How does it feel to receive the award?]

[A. Thanks to your support, many patients with lung disease have had their lives saved. I’m deeply grateful.

I hope you’ll continue to show interest in the future.]

[Q. Do you plan to break into Hollywood soon?]

[A. The company has approached me several times with offers. However, my country has a saying, “A great vessel takes time to build.” I plan not to rush.]

[Q. Isn’t that a bit contradictory considering how quickly you rose to stardom?]

[A. Caught me (laughs). Honestly, I do want to make it big, but this is an interview (laughs). It’s my ambition as an actor. I’ll always give my best.]

However, the most entertaining part lay elsewhere.

The line written just below was immensely amusing.

[According to information secretly obtained by our team, Lee Min Ki has already received a casting offer from a major Hollywood studio.

This studio is renowned for its hero franchise films.

Perhaps in the near future, we may see Lee Min Ki soaring across the theater screens as a dynamic hero?]

It referred to the time Emma Spector from AST had directly visited to discuss a potential meeting.

So they had overheard and decided to publish it, huh.

Had this been a Korean media outlet, the backlash and complaints would have been relentless.

But American media didn’t bother with such things.

"That deal is already off the table, though."

Still, he wasn’t upset.

Generating buzz wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

Just by glancing at the internet, the heated reactions were apparent.

[The outfit is stunning.]

[It’s reportedly entering the Seimei Department Store collection soon.]

[The actor is so captivating the clothes barely register.]

[Handsome, kind-hearted, and an amazing actor.]

[It’s clear Korea is leading the trend globally.]

[Is this the Odin Universe?]

[Who is he? Unpredictable? Anonymous?]

[Incredible. Finally, a proper Asian hero in the Odin Universe.]

[Does his ethnicity matter?]

[This actor is simply so charismatic I want to see him regardless.]

He had gained everything he needed.

Though his trip to America had been short, it was intensely fruitful.

The American Dream truly existed.

Lee Min Ki closed the magazine with that thought.

As he stood up, ready to suggest eating premium Korean beef once they returned home, Manager Park Han Mo spoke up.

"Sir."

Park Han Mo addressed him.

"There’s a project offer."

"An offer?"

Lee Min Ki responded nonchalantly.

These days, proposals were nothing unusual.

Ever since Fashion and Passion had become a hit, his acting skills had been recognized within the industry.

On top of that, he was now gaining attention for his buzzworthy presence in America.

He had reached a point where he could afford to be selective.

"Not sure what kind of project it is, though."

Still, receiving offers was never a bad thing.

It made his heart race like a child excited before a school picnic.

"This is the project."

Manager Park Han Mo turned his laptop screen to show Lee Min Ki.

In the next moment.

"……!"

Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened.

As if he had seen something he shouldn’t have.

Seeing his expression, Manager Park Han Mo muttered as if he understood.

"Yes, we should reject this. It’s not significant. If you’ve already turned down Odin Universe, we need to aim for something comparable at the very least."

His tone suggested no expectations for the project at all.

Indeed, the director and synopsis didn’t make it seem particularly special.

Manager Park Han Mo’s judgment was entirely rational.

"Sir, if you’re considering entering the foreign market, you need to choose more carefully."

However.

Even considering all of that, this time, Lee Min Ki found it hard to agree.

Given the situation.

And given the project.

"Right."

Lee Min Ki’s eyes gleamed.

"This is exactly the kind of project we need."

The Odin Universe.

It was indeed an extraordinary franchise.

But it wasn’t the only path to global success.
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As mentioned earlier, starting from the mid-2010s, there were a few notable changes in global media.

First, works other than blockbuster films centered around universes began moving en masse from theaters to OTT platforms.

[Theaters just aren’t profitable anymore.]

[There are too many formidable franchise works… We have no way to compete from our position.]

[It’s inevitable that small businesses are pushed out by large corporations, but couldn’t they at least give us a chance for coexistence?]

[Only well-established famous directors can endure.]

Amid this rapid market shift, countless film creators, from small production companies to directors and actors, voiced their dissatisfaction.

The idea that the theaters they loved so much were turning into theme parks.

It must have been an unsettling thought for them.

However.

There was one thing they were overlooking.

[OTT platforms are surprisingly profitable, aren’t they?]

That OTT was an incredible titanium lifeline.

[Once you crack an OTT platform, you can sell it worldwide.]

[You don’t have to go through the hassle of trying to expand into foreign markets for theatrical releases.]

[And they’re willing to generously fund the production?]

This was essentially the business model of OTT platforms.

High volume at low margins.

Their goal was widespread distribution, and as long as the content was entertaining, even small studios could compete fairly with major ones.

In the OTT realm, the pure entertainment value of a work could trump marketing.

And.

The second change brought about by OTT's dominance over the world.

That was none other than.

“I think Korean works are going to dominate the global visual content market soon.”

The Korean Wave, which swept the world.

At Lee Min Ki's confident words, Manager Park Han Mo gave him a puzzled look before speaking.

“…I know you’re fond of domestic movies and dramas, but isn’t that a bit far-fetched?”

“I don’t know? I think it’ll take less than five years.”

At his doubtful gaze, Lee Min Ki retorted in defense.

“Korean directors these days make amazing works. Sure, things like CGI might be limited due to budget constraints, but the direction and scripts are absolutely top-notch.”

“Actor, isn’t this a matter of market dynamics? It’s extremely difficult for a Korean film to succeed in the American theater scene. Even a film that draws ten million viewers here would, at best, be a bonus stage over there.”

“What about selling it through OTT?”

“Korea isn’t the only country making films. There’s an overwhelming amount of content.”

It was a rebuttal that seemed to state water is water and salt is salt.

It wasn’t that Manager Park Han Mo disliked Korean films.

In fact, he was someone with deep affection for the Korean market, enough to leave the U.S. and return.

But how should one put it?

At the time, this perspective was the norm.

‘Who would believe that, in just a few years, Korean works would dominate the top rankings of most OTT platforms?’

Knowing the future, Lee Min Ki was all too aware that this common sense would be shattered.

‘Even on Netplay alone, there were times when nearly half of the top ten rankings were filled with Korean works.’

He remembered it vividly.

The scenario where Korean films didn’t just capture the U.S. market but caused such a frenzy that major U.S. film studios and OTT companies begged Korean studios to create works for them.

He remembered how they were willing to pour as much money as necessary, as long as they could secure the works.

‘Who would believe me if I said all this?’

Lee Min Ki chuckled softly.

He knew because he had seen the future; if he hadn’t, he would have been frustrated and upset, thinking, ‘Why are you mocking me when I’m already struggling to make it?’

But now, he knew.

Which was why he felt frustrated.

“Manager, if a Korean work hits it big, do you think foreign countries might end up popularizing something like jegichagi?”

It was at this moment when Lee Min Ki spoke in a serious tone.

“…Actor, are you feeling unwell?”

This was exasperating.

It seemed like he was utterly unwilling to believe it.

Half giving up on convincing him, Lee Min Ki said.

“Anyway, I really want to take part in this work. It looks fun.”

“Why, of all projects, this one?”

Manager Park Han Mo stared at the laptop screen in disbelief.

On the screen, the words were displayed.

[war of all against all]

[A War of All Against All]

Also known as "ManManTu."

The story revolved around people stranded on an island, fighting, looting, and sometimes cooperating to survive.

“It’s just too cool.”

Manager Park Han Mo continued in a voice tinged with disbelief.

“It would be a miracle if this doesn’t end up as a B-grade flop, and the director is a complete rookie, no less.”

He was entirely correct.

The director was a rookie, and the project was greenlit as a nepotistic move for the child of a famous director.

On top of that, it was being managed by co-directors.

“The fact that they’re considering OTT distribution also indicates they probably intend to slap it together and pocket the production costs.”

This statement was also credible.

OTT platforms often operated on a buyout model, where creators sold the rights to their works outright. As a result, many directors ensured minimal quality and stopped caring.

Maybe only a top-tier platform like Netplay was an exception.

“They probably didn’t seriously expect to recruit you, either.”

That, too, was a fact.

They had reached out with a mindset of “It would be nice if it worked out, but no big deal if it doesn’t.”

Looking at the synopsis alone, it was clear this was a one-shot gamble.

No reasonable actor would willingly insert themselves into this scene.

Yeah.

‘Who would believe this will end up ranked number one on Netplay?’

If you didn’t know the outcome.

‘This single project could rival the Odin Universe.’

It was one of the best works of the year, taking the world by storm.

Even among top-tier projects in the Odin Universe, only the best could compare.

At least something like "Anonymous," an average project, wouldn’t even come close.

Having made up his mind, Lee Min Ki grinned brightly and said.

“I want to shoot this.”

“Actor, even after all I’ve said—”

“Oh, by the way, Manager, it seems our contract renewal is coming up soon—”

“I’ll convince the Director.”

Manager Park Han Mo.

Your judgment is as quick as ever.

By the time Lee Min Ki returned to Korea's airport.

He had already become.

“Please wave at us here!”

A pseudo-Hollywood star.

“What’s the secret to your quiz show victory?”

“Where did you learn those emergency response skills?”

“We heard you’ve been offered a role in the Odin Universe! Is that true? Can you share a word about it?”

“It’s said Emma Spector praised you highly. What exactly did she say?”

It had only been about two weeks.

Yet, within that time, Lee Min Ki had seemingly built the image of a pseudo-Hollywood star online.

Although it was limited to Korea.

“Don’t say anything. Just leave it be.”

“Yes.”

Following Park Han Mo's advice, Lee Min Ki carefully exited the airport, guided by the staff sent by JC.

He could have said a word or two to the reporters, but the strategy this time was to remain silent.

[It’s most exciting when a gift box is unopened. Let them imagine. Don’t pour cold water on it.]

This was the advice from CEO Goo In Mo.

If speaking up could lead to a disadvantage, then the less he spoke, the better.

‘Anyway, it’ll take some time for AST to reveal that they declined the casting offer, so in the meantime, they must be aiming to ride the star premium.’

It was a solid strategy.

They could keep expanding the buzz like a snowball.

There’s a saying about creating a grand facade.

Usually, it means flaunting non-existent skills to appear impressive, but this time, it was the opposite.

If people naturally misunderstood him as impressive, then it was better to hide even the genuine flair.

At least within Korea.

Because the fantasy surrounding Lee Min Ki as an actor had already reached its peak.

[The best among rookie actors]

[A phenomenal career]

[A monstrous actor]

[An actor even Hollywood craves]

[Acknowledged for his fashion sense even by LE]

[A man who might rewrite the legend of the Korean film industry]

[JC’s hidden secret weapon]

[The Midas touch of the commercial world]

He was already enjoying the benefits of carefully curated acclaim.

Any negative image from the Kim Do Ha incident had long been washed away after what happened on the plane.

Now, mentioning it would only make the person bringing it up look like they were stirring up trouble, so what was the point?

‘The situation couldn’t be better.’

All this career buildup would explode into the next achievement.

As Lee Min Ki thought about this and got into the car, his manager, Park Han Mo, spoke.

“Shall we head out immediately?”

“Yes.”

Although he had returned to Korea, there was no time to rest.

There was something he wanted to finalize as quickly as possible.

‘I have to get there before they cast someone else.’

This was crucial.

The production team of [Manman Two] probably didn’t have high hopes for casting Lee Min Ki.

Since they had a tight production schedule, they would likely try to cast another actor immediately if they could.

He intended to settle things before that happened.

“That aside, that director over there is really lucky.”

Park Han Mo, who was driving, murmured as if he still couldn’t believe it.

Rather than refute him, Lee Min Ki simply thought:

‘They’ll find out with time anyway.’

He just enjoyed the moment.

Half a year later, he looked forward to shocking the world.

A small film studio located in Ilsan.

Maillard Pictures.

A man there was pacing in circles, mumbling incessantly.

“This is unbelievable.”

A woman seated in a chair frowned, seemingly annoyed by his restless behavior, and said:

“Stop being so nervous.”

“How can I not be nervous? It doesn’t make sense for me not to be. Of course, it doesn’t.”

There was no helping it.

If not today, when else would he be this tense?

And for good reason.

“Lee Min Ki is showing interest in our film!”

Right now, they were scheduled to meet Korea’s top young actor.

“If we manage to secure Lee Min Ki, it’s over. Investments, everything—done! A guaranteed box office hit! We might even create a phenomenon!”

“Stop spouting nonsense.”

Another woman laughed at his exaggerated reaction, as if mocking him.

“Hey, do you really think Lee Min Ki is genuinely interested in our film? He’s being courted by Hollywood.”

“You never know. He might be someone who only cares about the artistic value of a project.”

“Artistic value? How are we supposed to prove that our film has artistic value?”

“The synopsis?”

“Honestly, there are tons of people out there who can write a better synopsis than us.”

“Well, still, our last film was….”

“300,000 viewers?”

“Yeah, we reached 300,000 viewers! That’s decent for a mid-level studio.”

“Meanwhile, the companies courting Lee Min Ki are probably aiming for ten million viewers.”

“…Ugh!”

Faced with the woman’s continuous rebuttals, the man fell silent, sinking into gloom by himself.

‘She’s not wrong.’

It didn’t make sense for Lee Min Ki to show interest in their project.

There were countless superior studios in the world.

He didn’t know why the meeting was happening, but Lee Min Ki was probably just coming to check things out before leaving.

Of course, it was strange to suggest a meeting if there was no intention to sign a contract from the beginning.

However, they couldn’t think of any other explanation.

That’s how unrealistic it was for Lee Min Ki to join their project.

“Actors who are on the rise tend to seek safe successes. OTT platforms aren’t exactly the best option unless you’re a complete newcomer.”

Unless a dragon descended from the sky and razed Seoul to the ground, this wouldn’t happen.

“Sigh… How many people have already just come to scope things out and left?”

“Lee Min Ki will probably do the same. He’s way out of our league. Honestly, we’d be lucky if he doesn’t no-show.”

While the two of them sat together, holding no expectations, they were unaware of something.

The life that Lee Min Ki had lived.

These two were, in fact, the genius director couple who would shake the world.

Jin Joo Yeon and Shim Sung Bo.

“Hey, if you keep acting like this, I might want to break up.”

“Joo Yeon, please don’t say that… I’m hurt….”

“Then stop whining and acting so pitiful.”

For now, they were still just lovers.
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Had Lee Min Ki really shown interest in their film?

In conclusion, the worries of Jin Joo Yeon and Shim Sung Bo were entirely meaningless.

“Hello.”

Five minutes after Lee Min Ki stepped into the office of Maillard Pictures and met the two young representatives.

“Yes, I was surprised when I received the proposal from the U.S. My manager insisted I read it, and well, it’s quite something.”

Three minutes were spent lightening the mood with some small talk.

Then he briefly handed the baton over to Manager Park Han Mo.

“I see. You’re considering OTT as a direction but haven’t yet finalized a specific distribution route?”

“Well, that’s something we’re taking time to think through, but we believe it’s best to keep our options open, haha...”

“Do you currently have any discussions or partnerships in mind?”

“...”

“I see. Then, if you don’t mind me asking, are there other actors you’re considering besides our actor?”

“...”

“Apologies for the question. Moving on.”

Another 30 minutes were spent in a conversation that felt almost like an interrogation.

‘This is doomed.’

‘We’re finished.’

The two representatives had plenty of time to share this sentiment, as they had spent the past seven years working together.

Their infrastructure was woefully insufficient.

Judging by supply and demand, their value wasn’t very high.

They also lacked business acumen.

‘Who should we send the next proposal to?’

‘Once these two leave, we’re dead.’

Just as the two were inwardly giving up.

Lee Min Ki smiled brightly and said something they couldn’t have even dreamed of.

“Sounds good. Let’s sign a contract.”

He had already made up his mind, so there was no need for further discussion.

The prior meeting was merely to verify that the details aligned with what he already knew.

The moment the words of a contract came out of Lee Min Ki’s mouth.

“What?”

Shim Sung Bo blurted out as if he had misheard something.

Oops.

He shouldn’t have responded like that—he should’ve said something else.

Act like a proper representative, Sung Bo.

Shim Sung Bo, who barely managed to steady his nervous heart, asked again.

“You meant it?”

It got worse.

No, this isn’t right.

This is not how it’s supposed to go.

‘Sung Bo, you fool! There are better times to make a mistake!’

His thoughts were so jumbled that he couldn’t form coherent words.

Actually, the problem lay even before that.

In his head.

It was as if his brain had reached the point of burnout after long overwork, and now no appropriate words were being assembled.

“Ah, it seems you misunderstood me.”

In front of such a flustered Shim Sung Bo, Lee Min Ki smiled faintly and said.

“I want to sign a contract. With Maillard Pictures, for The Struggle of All Against All.”

“...”

Oh no.

They heard that.

In Shim Sung Bo’s already frazzled mind, his fuse snapped.

Fizz—

It felt as though steam was about to pour out of his head like a kettle when Lee Min Ki reopened the synopsis and spoke again.

“I carefully read the synopsis and script several times. I found it so compelling that I also looked into your previous works, and they were truly good.”

“Excuse me. Did you just say you enjoyed our film?”

Jin Joo Yeon, the calmer of the two, opened her mouth in disbelief.

“You’re not lying?”

“Hey, Joo Yeon, how could you say that to the actor?”

“Hold on for a moment.”

It couldn’t be helped.

It was hard to believe that he had actually watched a film that had only attracted 300,000 viewers nationwide and had failed miserably at the box office.

Sure, he could have watched it.

After all, it would be odd not to view the works of a company you’re considering a contract with.

But.

‘He found it entertaining?’

This was a hard pill to swallow, even from the perspective of the creators.

As creators, they were well aware of the flaws and shortcomings that stemmed from their inexperience in the work.

“Thank you, sir, haha! My friend here is just naturally skeptical.”

“Yes, I truly did watch it.”

While Shim Sung Bo flustered, Lee Min Ki replied in a composed voice.

“It was One Above All, correct? The screenplay and direction were remarkably well-crafted. The theme of celebrating humanity was well portrayed. I nearly cried because of the protagonist.”

“...”

“The protagonist’s resilience and determination were truly inspiring. Films like this are so rare these days.”

The two of them were left with their mouths agape.

It was difficult to take Lee Min Ki’s praise at face value.

But.

‘I really enjoyed it. It was like rice—it revealed new flavors the more I watched it.’

These weren’t empty words.

Lee Min Ki genuinely remembered enjoying the previous work created by the two directors, One Above All.

‘Although it lacked polish, it was a refreshing piece.’

It was a survival film.

A story about a person stranded in the wild, surviving alone against the odds.

Although it was glaringly obvious that the budget was tight, the directors managed to cover for that entirely with their direction.

It was said that the film had served as the origin of The Struggle of All Against All.

They had supposedly poured all the experience gained from making One Above All into this new project.

However, Maillard Pictures’ career didn’t stop with that one film.

As a cinephile who consumed almost anything, Lee Min Ki knew one more thing.

“I also enjoyed your earlier work.”

“Pardon?”

“The Red Color. The one you made as university students.”

“...!”

The Red Color.

A work that gained renewed attention after the major success of The Struggle of All Against All.

A film about a terrorist holding hostages and staging a hostage crisis.

It had been so low-budget that it used only five sets throughout the entire film.

“I mean it sincerely.”

With his genuine feedback having silenced the two, Lee Min Ki neatly placed his hands together on the desk and spoke.

“I want to be part of the production for The Struggle of All Against All, the project you two are working on.”

At that moment, he metaphorically signed the verbal contract.

Shim Sung Bo asked in a trembling voice like a leaf in the wind.

“Are we really allowed to have you as our actor?”

“Hey! Shim Sung Bo!”

“Gasp, no, of course, we would love to film a project with you, Actor-nim. I mean, it would be an honor.”

The two seemed utterly restless.

Even though Lee Min Ki was the actor, and they were the directors, they appeared immensely intimidated.

Lee Min Ki understood why.

He had realized it long before hearing their words, precisely a few years ago.

‘They’ve been plagued by financial issues for years, haven’t they?’

It was because of the harsh conditions of their production environment.

[Manman Two] was undeniably a legendary hit.

But behind that success, there was a famous backstory.

‘They went around pitching their synopsis to secure funding but kept getting rejected, even by actors.’

Rejected, over and over again, endlessly.

At the brink of closing their studio, they proposed it as a last-ditch effort to NetPlay.

NetPlay, an OTT service company.

Being the world’s number one company, they hadn’t even dared to hope for acceptance.

[We want to sign a contract.]

NetPlay recognized their value and decided to invest.

Of course, under extremely modest terms.

Though their work’s success skyrocketed, they didn’t make much money but instead gained immense fame.

Naturally, netizens mocked the domestic film industry for this.

[A project like Manman Two should have been recognized immediately. Isn’t that common sense?]

[People making movies in Korea must all be blind, lol.]

[If it were in America, Hollywood would have snatched it up instantly.]

The memory was crystal clear.

On paper, actors are the subordinate party in contracts, but in reality, the company is the underdog.

So, Lee Min Ki decided to take the lead.

‘There’s something I can do only during this period.’

He understood the value of these two individuals.

He also knew NetPlay would recognize their value.

What was the best choice he could make amidst this situation?

How could he achieve a balance between philanthropy and a reasonable profit?

The solution was simple.

“Instead, I’d like to proceed under a co-production arrangement.”

It was an investment.

As soon as Lee Min Ki spoke, an unexpected autumn breeze swept through the office.

“Investment?”

While Shim Sung Bo barely managed to respond, Lee Min Ki smiled softly and continued.

“Yes, I’d like to proceed on the condition of acquiring a share or receiving a portion of the royalties from this project.”

There was no need to deliberate.

In the near future, the company’s stock value would soar endlessly.

NetPlay, the company that would gladly propose investments in the trillion-won range while clinging to their pants, was a rare opportunity.

‘The actor has clearly lost his mind.’

Of course, Manager Park Han Mo saw Lee Min Ki’s actions as eccentricity.

Naturally.

He didn’t have certainty of success.

Of course, it was normal to lack such certainty.

“But still…”

Shim Sung Bo, ever timid, was fidgeting, unable to give a clear response.

“I’ll make it clear.”

Jin Joo Yeon interrupted Shim Sung Bo and joined the conversation.

“Even if we discuss the investment itself, we may not be able to fully reflect all your opinions on directing.”

“That’s correct.”

“If you thought you could do as you pleased because we’re a small studio, then you’ve misjudged.”

The seemingly confrontational words made Shim Sung Bo hastily try to intervene.

“Hey, hey, watch your words.”

“What do you mean, watch my words? At a contract negotiation, these things need to be addressed properly. It’s not just about acting; this is an investment proposal.”

What she pointed out was valid.

It could indeed come across as unpleasant.

However, Lee Min Ki wasn’t particularly offended.

‘Well, directors should have strong opinions in these areas.’

He actually preferred it that way.

Rather than having someone waver just because an actor was involved, it was better for a person with firm principles to take charge of the megaphone.

It was a hundred times better than ruining the work by being overly cautious.

‘Director Shim Sung Bo handles the filmmaking, and Director Jin Joo Yeon keeps everything disciplined?’

He had been curious about how Maillard Pictures managed with two directors, and it seemed the combination wasn’t bad.

At the awards ceremony, they had seemed completely opposite.

Back in the day, he wouldn’t have dared to hold a conversation with these two.

Finding their unexpectedly human sides amusing, Lee Min Ki smiled faintly and said.

“That’s fine. I don’t intend to interfere anyway. What I want lies elsewhere.”

“Elsewhere? What do you mean?”

“You said you plan to hire a lot of actors for this project, didn’t you?”

“Oh, yes, that’s correct.”

Shim Sung Bo nodded as he replied.

“We’re considering at least 40 to 50 actors for supporting and minor roles.”

That was the nature of [Manman Two].

Since it was a survival battle taking place on an island, the number of participants was diverse.

Of course, over half of them would be wiped out within the first 30 minutes.

‘The characters the audience rooted for would end up dying within minutes.’

Recalling the shocking plot, Lee Min Ki spoke.

“I’d like to select two of the supporting actors.”

“If it’s just two, that shouldn’t be a problem, but who do you have in mind?”

“Two of my colleagues who recently debuted under JC.”

“Oh!”

Shim Sung Bo exclaimed with wide eyes.

“Actor Kim Tak and Actress Yoo Seon Ah!”

“Yes, including them in the cast is my first condition.”

It was a guaranteed blockbuster.

At such a time, it was wise to secure one, no, two spots for them.

Besides, they weren’t lacking in skills.

Knowing their talents well, Lee Min Ki simply intended to provide them with an opportunity.

“And there’s one more thing.”

Raising a finger, Lee Min Ki added.

“I’d like the distribution to be through an OTT platform.”

This was the final condition.

Rather than theatrical release, it would be exclusive to OTT.

At his words, Shim Sung Bo cautiously asked.

“OTT? Is it connected to JC by any chance?”

“No.”

Shaking his head, Lee Min Ki replied.

“It’s exclusive to NetPlay!”

“…!”

NetPlay exclusivity.

At that bold statement, Shim Sung Bo widened his eyes, while Lee Min Ki smiled and made his final move.

“I hope we can propose an exclusive deal to them. From what I observed in the U.S., NetPlay is undoubtedly the trend. Theaters are great, but…”

Everything he needed to say had been said.

From acquiring production shares to suggesting the inclusion of two actors and a distribution service.

‘NetPlay, huh.’

Shim Sung Bo, with his fragile heart, gulped.

Would a small studio’s work even be accepted there?

Weren’t the conditions too difficult?

Yet rejecting the conditions of a star like Lee Min Ki because of a single clause was unthinkable—the bait was too sweet.

“Sigh.”

Finally reaching a conclusion, Shim Sung Bo sighed and said.

“If it fails, then it’s beyond our control.”

At that, Lee Min Ki smiled faintly and replied.

“Yes, of course.”

Of course, failure wasn’t an option.

Not even a slim chance.
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NetPlay is undeniably a global OTT platform.

But why is it?

It's already been two years since it officially entered the Korean market.

Despite pouring money into its efforts, NetPlay's market penetration was becoming increasingly sluggish.

This was evident in the realm of exclusive content, regardless of market share.

“Another empty day today.”

“My legs hurt.”

Two salespeople sighed in exhaustion.

Why was this happening?

“This market sure is tough.”

“Yeah, everywhere we go, we just get rejected.”

The constant rejections they faced were the main issue.

What exactly were they being rejected for?

There was no need to even ask.

It was for content contracts.

“They might consider secondary or tertiary distribution channels, but they won’t even entertain being the primary distributor.”

Korean film production studios were the problem.

[Providing exclusive content to an OTT platform is a bit…]

[Other directors would likely hesitate as well.]

[We understand that it does well overseas, but in the Korean market, movies still sell well in theaters.]

[If we enter the OTT space and get branded negatively, the majors won’t accept us. The risks are too high.]

The structure of the Korean market posed a significant challenge.

It was fundamentally interconnected, like a spiderweb.

The major distribution companies and studios were too closely tied together.

Venturing into OTT would risk being branded as traitors in the industry, making it difficult to return to traditional theaters.

“They said if we tried to partner with them, the theater chains would openly retaliate.”

“Yeah, the pressure is intense.”

The opposition from the existing major players was more aggressive than NetPlay had anticipated.

And then there was another big issue.

“To make matters worse, the people we managed to recruit all flopped.”

The poor precedent set was substantial.

“Who would’ve thought? We brought in so-called big names, only for them to bomb.”

NetPlay had succeeded in bringing in three of Korea’s top directors.

But there were complications.

NetPlay’s standard practice involved high upfront payments under an exclusive contract. Given the directors' reputations, they had to be offered hefty sums.

And the result?

“Why is it that once they’re paid, they stop making their usual films and instead churn out works that completely ignore audience tastes?”

They had turned into extreme hipsters.

They treated the OTT space not as a proper film market but as a testing ground.

While it’s true that OTT platforms often host experimental works, this had gone too far.

‘If they had succeeded and gained traction, penetrating the Korean market would have been a bit easier.’

But reality was different.

When the leading figures stumbled and fell, what could the latecomers possibly learn from it?

[Ah! NetPlay just isn’t it!]

They would only disregard the market further.

[For Koreans, there’s the Korean-style film market!]

[NetPlay can always enter as a secondary distributor, can’t it?]

And so, the current situation unfolded.

“Ugh, it would be great if someone with real clout came along with a brilliant project.”

At the senior employee’s grumble, the junior employee chuckled and replied.

“Haha, like that’s going to happen. It might be better to target smaller companies one by one instead.”

“Abandon the established directors?”

“Didn’t courting those so-called established directors end poorly? Maybe nurturing capable smaller studios would be a better approach. The theaters might oppose less.”

“…Is that the way to go?”

“It wouldn’t hurt to try, right?”

It was a rational judgment.

In fact, a few years later, NetPlay would succeed in targeting the market by nurturing mid-sized studios.

By then, the large film companies that had avoided NetPlay would be scrambling to join the platform instead.

It was only a matter of time.

But.

For now, they couldn’t foresee that future.

Thus, they remained unaware.

They could only mutter regretfully with distant hopes.

“Still, if someone like Lee Min Ki joined us, things might open up.”

Yes.

Just one person like Lee Min Ki could change things.

Once they had enough buzz, marketing could handle the rest.

‘Isn’t there a move we could make for someone like Lee Min Ki?’

Rather than relying on the name value of their headquarters.

“By the way, I heard Lee Min Ki got blacklisted in Hollywood?”

“Why? Wasn’t he doing well over there?”

“He turned down the Odin Universe. Apparently, it really hurt their pride. Word has it that they’ve warned their partners never to work with him.”

“Ha, seems like they’re petty in the theater industry too.”

“This would be the perfect chance for us to bring him on.”

“Does that even make sense? What could Lee Min Ki possibly need from us?”

As the two remained fixated on finding a breakthrough, the phone suddenly rang.

Ring, ring—

The loud ringtone caused the senior employee to grimace as he checked the screen.

“Ugh, it’s the old-fashioned team leader.”

“Again? What’s that balding guy calling for this time?”

“Isn’t it obvious? He probably wants us to go somewhere and beg for a project.”

“Ugh, easy for him to say. He just sits and orders us around.”

Even as they grumbled, the senior employee answered the call—it was from higher-ups, after all.

“Yes?”

Midway through venting, the senior employee’s expression turned blank as he muttered.

“A movie produced by Lee Min Ki? Are you saying it’s going to be distributed on NetPlay?”

It was strange news.

Just moments ago, he had been wishing for Lee Min Ki to join NetPlay.

But to think it would actually happen.

A fantasy remains a fantasy because it’s unattainable.

‘Did I hear that wrong?’

What could NetPlay have possibly proposed to bring Lee Min Ki on board?

He might have understood if it were for a Hollywood production.

Still unable to believe it, he pinched his cheek to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.

“What? You’re saying Lee Min Ki made the proposal himself? With a self-produced project?”

It became clear.

This was a dream.

At JC headquarters.

A man sat in the company cafeteria, humming cheerfully as he piled meat onto his plate.

‘This place is great because JC has so much protein.’

It was Lee Min Ki.

As always, JC’s cafeteria was buffet-style, and it was considered one of the best-equipped in the industry.

Was it because the better actors managed their diets, the more it directly connected to the company's income?

From boiled chicken breast to fresh salads, ricotta cheese, and protein supplements, the menu catered to everything fitness enthusiasts might like.

‘I don’t get why people don’t eat this.’

Despite seeing it untouched every time, it was still puzzling.

‘Does Actor Lee Min Ki find it tasty?’

To others, Lee Min Ki, who eagerly picked such food, seemed almost eccentric.

Clatter.

In any case, it happened when Lee Min Ki scooped a generous portion and sat down.

Screech.

Suddenly, someone occupied the seat across from him.

“Trainer?”

“Yep, that’s me.”

It was Trainer Kim Ah Sung.

Since leaving for the U.S., he had been hard to meet, but now he appeared like the wind, sitting before Lee Min Ki.

At the sight of his signature casual hoodie, a bright smile spread across Lee Min Ki's face.

“How long has it been? It’s been hard to see you even after coming back to Korea. I heard you just returned from a business trip?”

“Well, you know me. I get called all over.”

“Where did you go?”

“I was invited to do a variety show in Japan.”

“Oh, that one.”

“Don’t even get me started. Can you believe they introduced me as the teacher who trained Lee Min Ki? It should be Lee Min Ki being called my student.”

“…….”

Still the same, full of confidence as always.

It might be refreshing if he changed a little.

But today, there was something slightly different about Trainer Kim Ah Sung’s demeanor.

It felt as though he had come with something to say.

“Is something going on?”

Lee Min Ki was the first to open his mouth.

“There is.”

Kim Ah Sung nodded and then turned slightly to scan the surroundings, as if to ensure no one was eavesdropping.

It wasn’t the kind of topic that couldn’t be spoken anywhere.

Why the caution?

Lee Min Ki was briefly puzzled as Kim Ah Sung lowered his voice and began speaking.

“Min Ki, I heard you’re working on a new movie lately.”

“Yes, you heard right.”

Lee Min Ki answered readily, showing no hesitation.

“I signed an exclusive project for Netflix. It’s still in the proposal stage.”

“……Seriously?”

At those words, Kim Ah Sung frowned deeply, as if chewing on sour candy.

“I thought something odd was going around.”

“Something odd?”

“Yeah, word has reached even my ears.”

Trainer Kim Ah Sung shook his head and let out a small sigh.

A few seconds later.

When Kim Ah Sung finally spoke again, it was with a calm expression.

“Min Ki, there’s talk in the U.S. not to hire you.”

“What?”

Lee Min Ki’s eyes widened.

“They’re saying not to hire me?”

“Lower your voice. If someone hears, there’ll be misunderstandings. Lots of loose-lipped people around.”

Ah.

So that’s why he was scanning the area earlier.

But if it was such a secret, wouldn’t it have been better to talk in a more private setting?

Regardless of what Lee Min Ki thought, Trainer Kim Ah Sung continued speaking calmly.

“Unlike Korea, where most movie companies rely on local funding, Japan has a lot of U.S. capital involved.”

“Ah, so you must’ve heard about it from there.”

“It’s just a rumor for now. That’s why the higher-ups told me not to bring it up to you.”

“And yet, here you are.”

“You know I don’t listen to what others say.”

“Right.”

“Anyway, the word is that Emma Spector threw a fit, demanding not to hire you.”

“…Emma Spector, huh.”

The name made Lee Min Ki trail off as something clicked in his mind.

‘She’s famous for her incredible pride.’

She was one of the most high-nosed directors in Hollywood.

But when he met her in person, she seemed surprisingly decent.

Despite her high position, she had been remarkably cheerful.

‘Could it be because I turned down the role?’

This was absurd.

He had refused because of the terms.

No matter how prestigious Odin Universe was, he wasn’t about to let AST drag him through four films on their terms.

If the contract didn’t fit, it was over. What right did she have to block his path?

‘Is she a child or something?’

While Lee Min Ki was dumbfounded, Trainer Kim Ah Sung continued.

“Hollywood is heavily network-based. No matter how big the market is, AST wields a lot of influence. If you get blacklisted by them, it’s not just a career hiccup—it’s game over in Hollywood.”

“Would they really go that far?”

“Probably not. But it’s true that your chances in Hollywood have gotten tougher. No one wants to take unnecessary risks.”

It wasn’t wrong.

AST’s influence might not result in outright expulsion from theaters, but it would undoubtedly erect significant obstacles.

The first button had been fastened incorrectly.

He had thought Hollywood was a land of opportunities, but now, he tasted its bitterness.

‘This is tricky.’

Emma Spector’s wrath was intimidating.

Yet, for some reason, Lee Min Ki didn’t feel entirely discouraged.

‘In the end, all I have to do is rise above it.’

It was a matter of recognition.

Plenty of people thrived in the industry even after souring relationships with big companies.

Yes, he just needed to rise.

Moreover, Lee Min Ki had the blueprint in his mind.

If he could deliver results strong enough to disregard AST, other companies would naturally back him.

He had confidence.

Even if he didn’t, he had to find it.

If he stood weak and defeated, no one would stand up for him.

“Trainer, don’t worry.”

Thus, he could speak boldly.

“Soon, Hollywood will cling to me, begging for just one project.”

Let’s make it big.

As soon as he said that, Trainer Kim Ah Sung stared blankly for a moment.

“…Well, I’ll be damned.”

He let out a small laugh and said.

“When did you get so confident?”

He had changed a lot.

In the past, he would’ve cowered at a single threat.

Now, even faced with a Hollywood giant’s intimidation, he didn’t falter.

It was as if the person had changed from the roots up.

Reeds.

The reed, whose sprouts had been unusually green, had now grown into a baobab tree.

“You taught me that. You said I lacked confidence in acting before.”

“Are you mixing in casual speech?”

“It’s an expression of affection.”

The person responsible, Lee Min Ki, chuckled as he spoke.

“It won’t take long. Until I become that kind of star.”

He was strong.

His determination to treat the world’s harsh winds and waves as mere nourishment was evident.

It had become comical.

The one who should be most frightened was brimming with such strength, so how could anyone else provoke fear?

“Yeah, that’s how people should be.”

Finally, Trainer Kim Ah Sung also let out a small laugh and said.

“Hollywood, let’s show them what a Korean Hot Kimchi Man can do.”

“Yes, to the point where they’ll be left speechless.”

Lee Min Ki chuckled, then picked up a piece of chicken breast with his fork and asked.

“Do you want a piece?”

“No.”

In the office where the dust had gently settled.

A man let out a deep sigh, as if his very soul had left his body, and said.

“…I never thought the proposal would actually go through.”

It was Sim Seong Bo.

With a voice so fragile it seemed like it could break at the slightest touch, Lee Min Ki chuckled and said.

“I told you. Netflix would be paying attention.”
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Director Shim Sung Bo’s frail voice continued.

“I’m not sure if I made the right choice by selecting this project….”

“Oh, of course, you did. Naturally, you chose it after thoroughly reviewing the script. The synopsis was so well written.”

At Lee Min Ki’s confident words, devoid of any doubt, Shim Sung Bo pouted further and said,

“Still, wasn’t your name value a bit too much for this?”

“Do you think so?”

“Yes, you even had your name added to the list of co-producers.”

That was correct.

This film proudly displayed the co-producer list.

[Shim Sung Bo]

[Jin Joo Yeon]

[Lee Min Ki]

These three names were included.

[Man Man Two] was originally a dual-production system by Shim Sung Bo and Jin Joo Yeon, but Lee Min Ki had nominally joined as well.

“We’re grateful for your help, of course, but that must have been a significant factor, right?”

In response to the utterly unconfident voice, Lee Min Ki chuckled lightly and said,

“Yes, that might be true. They must have taken my name into account to some extent. Denying it would be a lie.”

“I knew it….”

The next moment, as he looked deflated.

“But what’s so bad about that?”

Lee Min Ki shrugged as he spoke.

“Isn’t it always the case that you have to pass the preliminaries to get to the finals? Using my name to get past the preliminaries is fine; we can move forward from here.”

“……”

“The only reason I leveraged my name was to make it easier to promote the project by claiming I participated as a producer. I won’t interfere with the film. From that point on, it’s up to the directors’ skills.”

He meant it literally.

Lee Min Ki had no intention of deeply involving himself in the production process; he only used his name as a marketing tool.

“If I interfere and the film quality drops, I’m the one who loses out, isn’t that right?”

He believed in leaving the expert’s domain to the experts.

It was a small principle of his.

Experts see the big picture, and sometimes the small picture looks strange to them.

On the other hand, beginners only see the small picture and don’t know how to draw the big one.

In Lee Min Ki’s opinion, what the film needed was the big picture.

‘These two have proven abilities.’

The key was autonomy.

Lee Min Ki wanted them to fully unleash their creativity.

1,000%, no, why not go all out and aim for 10,000%.

‘The lack of confidence has a clear reason.’

They’d been harshly criticized.

Their previous work, despite being highly anticipated, had failed with just 300,000 viewers.

And to add, Lee Min Ki wasn’t much older than them.

A superstar actor and a struggling director.

In this relationship, the scales tipped according to the power dynamics.

But balance would be restored soon enough.

“Since the actor himself is saying so,”

Jin Joo Yeon interjected and added,

“As soon as Netplay gives the green light, we’ll do some preliminary filming and immediately spread the news to the media. Is that okay?”

Since they brought him in as a promotional tool, it seemed they planned to use him to the fullest.

At her bold and determined words, Lee Min Ki chuckled lightly and replied,

“I’m fine with that. Use me as much as you want. That’s what I’m good at. But let’s coordinate it through JC.”

“Yes, JC would handle that much better. We also see this project as not just involving you but as a collaborative work with JC.”

How refreshing.

In fact, dealing with someone like this was easier.

Lee Min Ki, having made up his mind, stood up and said,

“Well, until we hear back from Netplay, there’s nothing to do, so why don’t we visit some prop companies or scout filming locations?”

“Do you have a lot of free time these days?”

“Finished up all my urgent schedules.”

At Jin Joo Yeon’s curious remark, Lee Min Ki shrugged and said,

“I’m a co-producer in name, after all. It’s my job to tag along with the directors.”

Leaving the two with blank expressions, he was about to get some coffee when—

“Oh, hang on, let me take this call.”

The phone rang.

The voice on the other end of the line.

It was exactly as Lee Min Ki had expected.

“I told you, didn’t I? It’ll get approved.”

The first film he invested in as a producer.

Netplay had given the green light.

In the slightly tense office, Lee Min Ki shrugged awkwardly and said,

“Director, am I the only one happy about this?”

“Huh?”

“Can’t you celebrate with me?”

“Oh, hahaha! Hahaha! Hahahahaha!!”

How awkward.

Two months had already passed since Lee Min Ki returned from the U.S.

In that time, the things he accomplished were—

[What’s Lee Min Ki doing these days?]

Not much at all.

[I saw him shooting a few commercials here and there.]

[Stuff like Real Protein and gym ads?]

[He’s still doing commercials for Beomcheon Coffee; did he sign an exclusive contract?]

[He occasionally models for the company that makes Terminus, too.]

[Do they pay him a lot?]

[Nope, I heard Lee Min Ki doesn’t take huge payments.]

Considering the buzz he created in Hollywood,

One would’ve expected him to stir up new projects or leave for overseas work again after returning to Korea,

But surprisingly, he remained quiet, with no noteworthy updates.

If he’s quiet, it’s strange.

Lee Min Ki’s stature had reached that level.

[Isn’t the Hollywood thing all hype?]

[There’s a rumor that AST was furious because Lee Min Ki rejected them.]

[Why would Lee Min Ki reject them?]

[Is it true he got an offer?]

[Yes, he was offered a role. An insider confirmed it, saying AST was really upset because he turned it down.]

The only thing left circulating were rumors.

[Why did he reject it?]

[Apparently, they demanded an exclusive contract?]

[?]

[??]

[Why would he reject that?]

Although rumors, the rejection of a Hollywood offer was practically accepted as fact.

At this point, public speculation could only veer in one direction.

[What project did he choose that made him turn down Odin Universe?]

They wanted to know what alternative was worth choosing over that.

From a commercial perspective, no blockbuster currently surpasses Odin Universe globally.

So, was there a bigger proposal he had accepted?

There were some speculations.

A partnership had been formed with a world-renowned director.

Or perhaps, a domestic film company had paid a large sum to secure a deal.

Lee Min Ki had developed an artistic obsession, and so on.

But there was no concrete answer.

[Stop resting and do something.]

Amidst the exchange of words,

the answer was revealed.

An answer that perfectly dodged everyone's expectations.

[A struggle of all against all?]

[Who are these unknown directors?]

[What's with the Netflix exclusive?]

[A struggle of all against all].

How did this film, centered on the battle royale genre, manage to capture Netflix's attention?

The reason was actually quite simple.

[Low budget]

[Production cost only 2 billion won]

The requested production budget was minimal.

Of course, by Korean film standards, 2 billion won wasn’t exactly a small amount.

It was ambiguously placed between a low and mid-budget range.

But that was merely the standard for Korean film companies.

From Hollywood’s perspective, where billion-dollar budgets were common,

[Even if it flops, it’s not a loss.]

[It’s intriguing as well.]

Even if it failed, it could be discarded and still serve to fill a spot in the playlist.

[It’s not much money anyway.]

Here, Director Sim Seong Bo’s genius shone through.

‘Even from my perspective, it’s astonishing.’

On a remote island,

Lee Min Ki couldn’t help but laugh at the unbelievable filming conditions.

‘The cost-saving skills are insane.’

Director Sim Seong Bo’s knack for tightening the budget was remarkable.

“Okay, Mr. Yang Kyu, head over there. Behind the rock, yes! Mr. Cheol Mo, under the tree.”

Why was the setting of [A Struggle of All Against All] on an island?

That was where the cost-saving began.

‘No separate set; they’re using an entire island.’

A real island was used as the backdrop.

It was a deserted island from the Shinan Diamond Archipelago, once inhabited but now empty.

‘They’re thoroughly utilizing the island’s topography for filming.’

Even renting the island didn’t cost much.

In fact, they were paid to film there.

[These days, marketing filming locations for movies works quite well.]

Shinan County provided funding for the production as compensation for shooting on their island.

Artificial props were almost entirely excluded.

‘The film’s setting matched the real-life backdrop perfectly, so it posed no issues.’

The island was described as abandoned after its residents had left.

The island in [A Struggle of All Against All] had the same premise.

A lawless deserted island where people from all over were kidnapped and thrown into—a fitting match.

And there was another factor.

“Ah! That was a great death!”

“Oh no, I’m dead.”

The gradually decreasing number of participants reflected that.

“Thank you all for your hard work today!”

“You’ll cover the travel expenses, right?”

“Haha, of course.”

“Director, if you have another shoot, please call me. I’ll be waiting.”

“Hey, I should be the one asking.”

With each day of filming, the number of people visibly decreased.

This was a characteristic of the battle royale genre.

Death meant departure.

In other words, [A Struggle of All Against All] incurred high labor costs only in the early stages, while the budget decreased as filming progressed.

This resonated with the viewers.

[You can’t predict who will die next from beginning to end.]

[Give them some attention, and they’re dead within five minutes, LOL.]

[Worried whether the protagonist would die or not.]

Killing off characters without hesitation.

Though the primary purpose was to reduce production costs, it appeared to viewers as a bold and dynamic narrative.

Easier said than done.

Actually pulling it off required exceptional skill in directing.

‘Truly a master of low-budget planning.’

And another factor.

“Action!”

Pow!

Action scenes primarily focused on hand-to-hand combat and knife fights.

Since they avoided special effects and centered on physical action, there wasn’t much room for the budget to increase.

Even mediocre action was acceptable!

The film’s premise involved ordinary people who weren’t skilled in fighting being forced to brawl!

And yet, the action quality was excellent.

“Good! Let’s adjust the angle and shoot again!”

Director Sim Seong Bo’s meticulous action choreography was evident.

‘This is unexpectedly impressive.’

Even Lee Min Ki, skeptical at first, was astounded.

‘I was worried because he seemed so frail, but he’s mastered directing intense action scenes. He’s a genius.’

Director Sim Seong Bo’s action choreography was at its peak.

It was a misunderstanding.

He thought Director Jin Joo Yeon would handle the dynamic scenes while Director Sim Seong Bo sketched the larger framework, but he was wrong.

“Director Seong Bo, I’ll quickly go bring someone over from the front.”

“Be careful on your way.”

“Shall I grab a coffee on my way back?”

“No, just drink water.”

“It’s for the actors, not you.”

Director Jin Joo Yeon primarily oversaw and coordinated the entire set.

Director Sim Seong Bo focused on the details.

Their teamwork was seamless.

Since it was a low-budget production, there wasn’t a shred of waste as the shoot progressed.

‘No wonder it became a hit.’

Lee Min Ki involuntarily shuddered.

He instinctively realized.

This film’s global success was no accident.

Directors Sim Seong Bo and Jin Joo Yeon lacked neither talent nor skill. They only lacked opportunities and funding.

In his past life, Netflix had filled the gap.

This time, Lee Min Ki supported them, and Netflix further enchanted them by adding a larger budget.

This was the resulting set.

‘Amazing. No matter how much I learn, there’s still so much more to take in.’

A set devoid of waste.

Lee Min Ki engraved every moment into his memory, determined not to miss a single detail.

Even amidst the scene, there were people who couldn’t take their eyes off Lee Min Ki.  

‘Lee Min Ki isn’t called Lee Min Ki for nothing.’  

The actors on set were among them.  

‘He’s not just anybody.’  

‘Normally, he seems so mild-mannered, but when he starts acting, he turns into a wolf.’  

‘Wow, just look at that physique.’  

Some of these actors had joined the project specifically because of Lee Min Ki’s name.  

They wanted to learn from him.  

How to create a buzz.  

How to become a successful actor.  

You can tell just by watching.  

The more they watched, the clearer it became.  

The reason why Lee Min Ki had succeeded was simple.  

‘His skills are just exceptional.’  

It was a matter of skill.  

‘He has a perfect understanding of the scene.’  

His understanding, in particular, was on another level.  

Even before the directors gave instructions, he seemed to already be anticipating more than what was asked.  

Even now, he was like that.  

“Actor, please come over here.”  

“Yes!”  

Director Shim Sung Bo called for Lee Min Ki.  

Then, he led him to a corner, pointed to a large tree in front of the camera, and said,  

“You see the machete I gave you earlier? Can you strike the tree above with all your strength?”  

The tree was as thick as a woman’s waist at least.  

A single mistake, and his hand could be severely injured.  

It was a role that most top stars, who value their bodies, would hesitate to take on.  

But Lee Min Ki—  

“Just a moment.”  

Whoosh!  

A sound so massive it seemed to split the air rang out.  

Thwack!  

With a chilling noise, the tree broke apart like a decayed log and toppled over.  

Boom!  

Dust billowed in the air as everyone, including Shim Sung Bo and the other actors, stood slack-jawed for a moment.  

Finally regaining his composure, Shim Sung Bo muttered,  

“…I told you to strike it, not to fell it.”  

Ah, right.  

Shim Sung Bo quickly turned to the side and asked urgently,  

“Did you get that on film?”  

“Yes, with the axe.”  

“No, not that—did you capture it properly?”  

“Oh, yes, yes!” 
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Crunch!

A single tree, cleanly split in half, tumbled to the ground and rolled.

The person responsible for the scene, achieved with just a machete, was Lee Min Ki, who mumbled as if embarrassed.

"Ah, did I overdo it?"

"..."

Don’t say that with such a shy face.

It’s terrifying.

Seeing Lee Min Ki shyly swinging the machete, Director Shim Sung Bo’s expression was filled with disbelief.

‘This isn’t just a matter of overdoing it.’

That tree.

Was it the kind of thickness that could be felled with a single slash?

‘How did he even do that?’

Was his strength that extraordinary?

Or was there already a crack in the tree?

Could a tree in slightly bad condition be chopped down in one blow?

No, Sung Bo.

What’s the point of trying to find scientific rationale for something that’s already happened right in front of you?

It’s futile.

‘Still, it’s strange.’

How could an actor, who normally never swings a blade, manage to cut so perfectly?

‘Does this even make sense?’

While Director Shim Sung Bo was still puzzled, Lee Min Ki scratched the back of his head awkwardly and spoke.

“Uh, if it’s an NG, should we reshoot it?”

“That’s…”

Shim Sung Bo hesitated, then shook his head and replied.

“No, this actually feels better.”

“Really?”

“Good NGs are called ad-libs.”

It wasn’t what he intended.

The original plan was for the protagonist, [Nam Seok Goo], to stab the machete into the tree to create a chilling atmosphere, but instead, the whole tree had been taken down.

So, was it bad?

‘No, it’s actually great.’

As a director, it was the kind of NG worth welcoming with open arms.

There’s even a term for this kind of thing.

Ad-lib.

Good NGs naturally become elevated into ad-libs, don’t they?

Just like in a certain fantasy film long ago, where a broken flag during an NG was hailed as a prophecy of a fallen kingdom and revered as part of the scene.

Lee Min Ki was the same.

This actor, without even meaning to, was already a master of ad-libs.

‘When filming with this actor, good scenes just keep coming to mind.’

Director Shim Sung Bo swallowed hard, feeling a small thrill as he looked at the fallen tree.

Was this the only instance?

‘The mise-en-scène just doesn’t stop.’

It was always like this.

No matter what scene was intended, when Lee Min Ki stepped in, the atmosphere became more vivid and flavorful.

[Crack!]

In a scene where the protagonist was ambushed, he happened to step on a branch.

It was supposed to be portrayed as a purely instinctual reaction to the ambush, but now it had gained credibility.

[Splash!]

[Die! Die, you bastard!]

During a scuffle, he accidentally tripped and fell into a mud puddle.

It made the scene appear far more desperate.

[Growl]

While Lee Min Ki was walking, the sound of a beast’s growl echoed from somewhere.

This naturally heightened the eerie atmosphere of the island.

It happened frequently.

If it were just one instance, fine, but it kept happening.

With Lee Min Ki, the actor, these fortuitous moments of great execution occurred far too often.

“Actor, you’re quite lucky.”

“Haha, I hear that a lot.”

For now, he laughed it off, but it wasn’t clear if it could simply be dismissed as luck anymore.

One by one, the planned direction of the scenes kept being altered.

But the problem was that every change was so good.

Caught between joy and regret, Director Shim Sung Bo wiped the cold sweat trickling from his forehead.

‘Does the god of ad-libs follow this actor around?’

It seemed plausible.

Behind the actor Lee Min Ki, it felt as if the god of cinema was hiding.

Otherwise, it made no sense.

How could every performance consistently inspire the director’s creativity?

Situations that might only happen once or twice in a lead actor’s career were happening repeatedly?

‘It’s absurd.’

After contemplating for a while, Director Shim Sung Bo decided to simply enjoy the situation.

‘As long as the work comes out well, that’s all that matters.’

As long as the final result was good, there was no need to interfere too much with the actor.

Meanwhile, it wasn’t just Lee Min Ki who stood out.

The other two people he had brought along, while perhaps not as exceptional, were also outstanding actors in their own right.

“Ahhh! A snake! A snake! A snaaake!!”

“Seriously? Is this your first time seeing a snake? You’re totally acting like a spoiled rich kid.”

The two actors brought in at Lee Min Ki’s suggestion were Kim Tak and Yoo Seon Ah.

“Don’t panic. We’re stronger.”

“And yet, why are you so calm?”

“Because I’m getting paid.”

Kim Tak, playing the role of a wealthy heir.

And Yoo Seon Ah, playing the bodyguard hired by Kim Tak to form a team for money.

From start to finish, the two actors showcased explosive chemistry.

‘They’re good. No wonder Min Ki vouched for them.’

What should I say?

At this point, Director Shim Sung Bo thought to himself.

‘I feel at ease.’

Yes.

That’s how normal actors should be.

Actors who execute the script and direction exactly as expected.

It was as natural as moving limbs attached to one’s body.

This was normal.

It was Lee Min Ki who was unusual.

‘I’m not the strange one.’

Finding a small sense of comfort in their performances, Director Shim Sung Bo spoke up.

“Are you ready? Let’s shoot one of the big scenes now.”

The highlight of [Man Man Two].

There was a scene in this movie that had to become legendary.

A magnificent building.

One of Hollywood’s seven major studios, AST.

In a high-rise office within the building, a woman ground her teeth and spoke.

“So Lee Min Ki has gone to Netplay, huh.”

It was Emma Spector.

A petty person who harbored a grudge because their direct efforts to recruit someone had been rejected.

She muttered in a voice filled with even greater anger upon hearing about Lee Min Ki’s recent news.

“...It seems he has joined hands with a relatively small company.”

Her secretary flinched at her voice and responded.

“It’s called Maillard Pictures, a Korean film company that’s practically unheard of. It seems to be a new one.”

“Their previous work?”

“It flopped.”

“Pfft.”

Emma Spector scoffed softly and turned her head sharply before speaking.

“They’re all the same, insignificant nobodies. It’s obvious without even seeing it. A young pup, too full of itself, probably rejected all the offers that came its way until no company would have them.”

Her words were grandiose, but they were filled with personal spite.

However, it was a common occurrence as well.

How many times had rookie actors, acting cocky after just gaining fame, ended up losing their place in the industry entirely?

Those very same people often ended up partnering with nameless studios and working on projects later on.

“Does Netflix have any Korean works?”

“Yes, some directors have released works. However, most of them didn’t perform well.”

“The reason?”

“This is just my personal guess, but…”

The secretary cleared his throat and said.

“I think it’s likely the result of focusing too much on the global market.”

“Explain in detail.”

“This is common in Asian countries. They aim for the global market, but it ends up feeling awkward... and the result is a movie that doesn’t quite work for foreign audiences either.”

As he said, it was a frequent issue.

When Hollywood made movies with an “Oriental flavor,” how did actual Eastern audiences perceive them?

[What the heck is this supposed to be? Is this even our country?]

If it didn’t provoke cursing, that would be lucky.

[Do people in Paju actually drink snake wine?]

[Has the production team ever even been to Korea?]

[This feels more like Vietnam than Thailand.]

[They named someone Yoshimura Kim Hyun Soo and thought it sounded Korean? Do they think Korea is still under Japanese colonial rule?]

These errors arose because the West viewed the East from their own perspective.

Because some rural areas in Korea made snake wine, they turned Paju, a Korean city, into the snake wine capital.

Because Thailand and Vietnam were neighboring countries, they used the same architectural style for both.

And because Westerners sometimes mix names from different countries, they thought they could do the same with Eastern names.

It wasn’t a one-sided mistake.

Eastern directors also frequently made similar errors when creating Western-style works.

Crunch.

Emma Spector bit her lip hard.

‘It’s not that Korea is incapable of making good films, but half-hearted attempts are worse than none at all.’

She, too, had memories of occasionally watching Korean films at festivals.

While their direction and scripts showed enough skill, they often hit a production budget ceiling that prevented them from going further.

‘So, Lee Min Ki is ultimately just that kind of actor.’

Domestic-only.

If that’s his level, then his limits are clear.

While feeling a sense of relief, she also felt an inexplicable sense of unease.

Her secretary, standing beside her, dispelled that unease.

“Surprisingly, this new project is said to be targeting the global market.”

“…!”

Emma Spector’s eyes widened at the remark.

“What?”

“I’ve checked all the interviews. They’ve declared they’ll be targeting the global market, including Hollywood, China, India, and Europe.”

“…Ha, haha.”

Emma Spector let out a hollow laugh.

“He’s out of his mind. I thought he was just a foolish actor, but he’s a lunatic.”

Otherwise, it didn’t make sense.

It was laughable enough that someone with a career just busy grasping market structures was directly involved in production, let alone targeting the global market.

He wasn’t even worth considering as competition.

Emma Spector smirked and opened her mouth.

“When’s the Netflix launch date?”

“May, apparently.”

“May? Perfect.”

Emma Spector laughed again and said.

“Isn’t there a project of ours launching in June?”

“Yes, New Guardians.”

New Guardians.

A drama about three heroes protecting New York.

Just like Man Man Too, it was set to launch on Netflix.

Originally focused on theatrical releases, AST was also setting its sights on the OTT market, and this was a meticulously crafted project.

Its success seemed assured.

The only question was whether it would be a hit or a blockbuster.

‘She’s asking me about a project she directed herself.’

Just as one might wonder why Emma Spector mentioned the project.

“Didn’t they say the movie title was The War of All Against All? Well, the movie industry truly is a war of all against all.”

She spoke with a sinister smile.

“I’ll have to see if we can move our release date up to May.”

Since Lee Min Ki returned to the past and started filming new projects.

There was one phenomenon he had been experiencing frequently.

Namely.

‘The story keeps changing?’

Every time he participated, the story would deviate significantly from what he remembered.

‘That happened with the campus story.’

He had entered the project as a one-time disposable villain, but by the time he realized it, he was the second lead in a love triangle.

‘It happened in Forever Green, too.’

Suddenly, he became a supporting character at the main cast level.

‘And in Café del Día, too.’

In this case, Kim Ji Hwan’s character interpretation had changed entirely.

The characters’ dynamics were completely restructured, and the flavor of the work itself had been transformed.

‘Even Fashion & Fashion.’

A film currently awaiting results from Western film festivals.

This work, which had surpassed five million viewers and could now be called Lee Min Ki’s representative work in his career.

‘The project was practically remade from scratch.’

It went without saying.

The sleek and chic protagonist Lee Min Ki remembered from the original Fashion & Fashion no longer existed.

All that remained was a stray cat worn down by emotion.

‘Things change too much when I’m involved.’

The story changed, and so did the results—dramatically.

He had come to accept this pattern.

If old films stayed the same whether he participated or not, what meaning would there be in putting effort into his acting?

A bit of change was better.

That was true.

That’s what he thought, but...

“Hmm, you improvised here again.”

“Was it bad?”

“Not at all. It was excellent.”

If it was [Man Man Two], it was only natural to feel a little uneasy.

‘It’s a globally anticipated hit—what if I end up ruining it?’

A lingering sense of dread seemed to remain.

Because it was such a highly anticipated project, the pressure worked in reverse, making him anxious.

Not to mention the fact that Maillard Pictures seemed to be watching his every move excessively due to the scale of the project.

‘The films I’ve worked on before didn’t feel this intense.’

During the earlier stages of his career, directors disregarded his ad-libs.

No director would risk jeopardizing the overall vision of their project by entertaining the whims of a rookie actor.

Of course, from Director Shim Sung Bo’s perspective, such an idea was laughable.

‘No matter what outcome I imagine beforehand, the actual shoot always produces a better result. Actor Lee Min Ki really is a monster.’

He simply accepted the good results as they came.

Nothing more, nothing less.

What was wrong with calling something good when it was good?

However, for Lee Min Ki, such compliments only felt like empty flattery.

As a result:

[Ad-libs are always welcome!]

With endless approvals being granted, Lee Min Ki found it difficult to be confident about [Man Man Two]’s success.

It was natural to fear failure.

‘Hmm, isn’t there a way to reduce the risks somehow? At the very least, if I could get a reliable third party to review it...’

As Lee Min Ki was lost in thought, Director Shim Sung Bo casually brought up a new topic.

“The screening is already tomorrow.”

A screening.

Not just any screening—a mid-production screening.

It was time for Netplay to conduct their evaluation.

“The results this time will determine the direction of future investments and promotions.”

The moment he heard that, the hairs on Lee Min Ki’s body stood on end.

‘This isn’t the kind of third party I was hoping for.’
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The word "premiere," both familiar and distant, made Lee Min Ki flinch as he asked,

"Already?"

"Yes, an internal premiere. It’s a first-cut preview shown only among the stakeholders. Though, realistically, it’ll just be people sent by Netplay."

It was part of Netplay’s production system.

Instead of a public premiere, the film was screened for evaluation by Netplay’s staff.

‘They said it’s a minimal safeguard to prevent situations where creators just laze around after getting the production budget.’

The funding was divided into two parts, and if the interim screening didn’t go well, the follow-up investment would shrink.

Conversely, if the interim result showed promise, the funding could be significantly increased.

It was unavoidable.

But Lee Min Ki didn’t want to face it.

‘Do I really have to show this to others?’

No, of course, he had to.

But he didn’t like the idea at all.

Clearing his throat, Lee Min Ki asked,

"Wouldn’t it be better to take it slower?"

"The actor did so well that we finished quickly."

"Still, we have some time left, so why not polish it a bit more?"

"Unfortunately, there’s no way to bring retired roles back."

"Well, there are parts that could use some retakes performance-wise."

"Definitely not. Your performance was flawless, beyond perfect."

"......"

The more questions he asked, the more Director Shim Sung Bo’s voice brimmed with certainty.

"Wouldn’t it be better to stick to the script?"

"My philosophy is that the best scenes come when you ignore a meticulously written script."

He’s grown a lot in confidence.

Lee Min Ki found himself missing the old, timid Director Shim Sung Bo.

While he wallowed in silent tears, Director Jin Joo Yeon suddenly leaned in and said,

"You must come tomorrow, Actor. You’re the co-producer, after all."

Why was it, though?

The title "co-producer" felt ominous.

"Do I really have to attend?"

"Of course! It’s fair to say that this project made it this far thanks to you."

"Joo Yeon, why just half? It’s basically all thanks to him!"

As the two chuckled, Lee Min Ki let out a hollow laugh and thought,

‘I don’t know anymore. Whatever happens, happens.’

Netplay was undeniably a massive company.

But its internal structure operated like a very small enterprise.

[It’s full of people focused solely on their tasks.]

[You have to find your own work. Nobody assigns you anything.]

[Survival of the fittest.]

[Plenty of people got fired for sitting idle, failing to meet their performance targets.]

[They pay a lot, but the fear of failing to deliver results is equally enormous.]

It was essentially like an alliance of individuals working together.

On paper, all employees were equals.

There were seniors and juniors, team leaders, and team members.

This applied to the two staff members handling the collaboration between Lee Min Ki and Maillard Pictures for Man Man Two.

"So, he’s coming to watch in the end."

"Right? I can’t believe I’m actually working with Lee Min Ki. Is this a dream or reality?"

These were the same two who had recently indulged in wild imaginations about Lee Min Ki joining the project.

Both shared the surname Park, so they were commonly referred to as "Two-Park" at the company.

Alternatively, they were known as Little Park and Big Park.

Little Park spoke first.

"If this project takes off, so do we."

Big Park replied,

"And if it flops, we’re going down together."

Cold sweat trickled down their backs.

They only knew the production schedule and that Lee Min Ki was a co-producer; they had no idea about the specifics.

They desperately wanted to dig into how the project was being made but had refrained, adhering to Netplay’s policy.

After providing creators with a hefty budget, Netplay left them alone until the agreed deadline.

‘They’re too scared to interfere, worried it’ll backfire.’

But that leniency ended today.


They would see the results—whether it was a success, failure, risotto, or burnt rice.

"Ready, Park?"

"Of course, Park."

After steeling their nerves, the duo walked steadily toward the Maillard Pictures building.

After exchanging quick greetings with the production team,

"Ah, Actor, could you sign here for me? Or should I call you Director now?"

"That’s too much. I’m just the face of the project; the production was led by these two."

"Ha ha, we believe that, but will the viewers?"

"Shall we watch first?"

The screening soon began.

And once they witnessed the results with their own eyes,

Two-Park had identical thoughts.

‘This, this can’t be real.’

‘Is this even possible?’

Man Man Two.

Though it was still rough and incomplete, in their eyes...

‘This is Lee Min Ki’s directorial debut?’

‘His first film is this?’

It looked monstrous.

‘This is amazing!’

It was pure entertainment.

Genuinely fun.

‘Oh, they’re already dead.’

The character they were rooting for got deceived and killed by a villain in an instant.

‘Ah, that’s so satisfying.’

But moments later, the same villain got a taste of their own medicine and was defeated by the protagonist.

‘I can’t predict what happens next.’

The stimulation was relentless.

Every second felt like a hammer pounding their brains.

The visuals were so gripping that even the briefest blink felt like a waste.

[Oh, too bad. There’s no lawyer here.]

Moreover, Lee Min Ki’s acting reached new heights.

He played [Nam Seok Goo], a character who dominated other contestants through sheer brute force on an island where a battle royale took place.

Whenever a villain seemed to gain momentum, Nam Seok Goo silenced them with a machete in a single slash.

[If you leave the island, I’ll give you all the mo—money you wa...]

[No need. I’m already rich.]

An ultimate cathartic character.

No matter how unpleasant the situation, as soon as Nam Seok Goo appeared, everything felt resolved, making him impossible not to root for.

[Once we’re off this island, you’re dead meat.]

[Oh, really? Once we’re off?]


The direction was no different.


It was hard to believe this was just a mid-preview with such quality.

‘Is this really a production with only around 2 billion won in budget?’

Even Tupac's thirst could be felt.

The urge to watch more, more, and even more became unbearable.

But, unfortunately.

“This is all we’ve prepared for now.”

It seemed today’s mid-preview had ended here.

“……Ah.”

A small groan escaped the big man's lips, filled with regret.

If only he could see the rest of the content, he wouldn’t mind paying tens of thousands of won.

The result piqued his curiosity.

‘Did Nam Seok Goo survive or not?’

To cut it off at this point.

These creators are devilish.

In truth, this was the precise tactic of Maillard Pictures’ production team.

[“If the response here is good, they’ll increase the second production budget, right?”]

[“Yes, as you said, Actor.”]

[“Then wouldn’t it be effective to end it on a cliffhanger to make them curious?”]

[……!]

It was a petty, almost despicable method, but it was convincing enough to accept.

And this was the result of their strategy.

‘I’m curious. Too curious.’

‘So, did he live or die?’

The fate of the characters consumed him.

If he asked the production team directly, they could reveal the answer immediately.

But that would be too disappointing.

An answer obtained easily often felt hollow.

Like a slow-cooked beef rib soup, he wanted to endure the wait and confirm it properly through the video.

“So, how did you feel about it?”

“Hmm.”

To Lee Min Ki’s smiling question, there was only one thing they could say.

“It seems the contract needs a bit of revision.”

Recently, what was the hottest anticipated film in the Korean movie industry?

Pocaroro?

A too-common romantic comedy.

Slower Than the Sunset?

Though it sold on OTT platforms, it flopped in Korea.

Na Hee Jin?

It seemed to thrive in auditions but faded away after its debut.

It was a time when hit productions were scarce.

Naturally, public attention focused on one side.

[“When is ‘Manslaughter Battle Royale’ releasing?”]

It was Lee Min Ki’s [Manslaughter Battle Royale].


The fiery concept of a battle royale.

The name value that came naturally from Lee Min Ki as an actor.

The mystique created by strictly hiding the production process.

And the exclusivity of a Netflix-style release.

[Manslaughter Battle Royale] had grown into the most anticipated release of the quarter before the production team could lift a finger.

[“They’re filming in Sinan County?”]

[“Then it must be a slave-related movie.”]

[“ㄴ Stop with the regional discrimination.”]

[“Since Sinan County invested directly, it won’t be about that ㅋㅋㅋ Obviously.”]

[“Then is it a movie about Lee Min Ki being kidnapped on an island and escaping?”]

[“ㄴ Oh, that’s a pretty novel concept.”]

[“ㄴㄴ But rumors say they hired a massive number of actors.”]

[“They didn’t spend much on the production budget, so where did they find so many actors?”]

[“It’s Lee Min Ki.”]

[“True, Lee Min Ki must have a lot of money.”]

The lack of information only amplified rumors.

Like Korea’s traditional ghost, the Eoduksini, growing infinitely bigger the more people feared it.

Because no details were revealed, it was mentioned more frequently, increasing its buzz.

[“It’s releasing in May, right? Just wait.”]

[“I already subscribed to Netflix lol.”]

But.


The rare news that finally arrived shattered their expectations mercilessly.

[Breaking News: Release of ‘Manslaughter Battle Royale’ delayed to July]

The release schedule had been postponed.

[???]

[???????????]

[?????]

[???????????????????????]

It was no surprise that Korean internet sites were filled with question marks.

They had been eagerly awaiting this one film, only for it to be delayed without any special explanation.

[“Why was it delayed?”]

[“I thought filming was going smoothly?”]

[“Did they go for reshoots because it didn’t turn out well?”]

[“Maybe they’re matching it to summer since the setting is an island.”]

[“Could it just be hype?”]

[“Isn’t it odd that an actor with a short career like Lee Min Ki is directing?”]

Netizens’ dissatisfaction began to grow.

If only there were a proper explanation, they might have understood, but Maillard Pictures kept silent.

[“Say something, at least.”]

In the midst of such suspicion and delayed release schedules.

Someone suddenly screamed in stress.

“Lee Min Ki―!!!!!!!!!”

It was none other than Emma Spector, the head of the Odin Universe.

“Because of him, I adjusted the release schedule to May, and now he’s postponed it to July without permission?”

She shouted as if she was about to rip the wallpaper with her nails.

“Are you kidding me? Do you think movie release schedules are a joke?”

Of course, they weren’t.

Adjusting one schedule meant changing countless other procedures.

But strictly speaking, the schedule had been aligned with Lee Min Ki’s timeline, not hers.

In a way, she was cursing herself.

Moreover, there was a peculiarity about OTT platforms.

Specifically.

[“Unlike theatrical releases, OTT platforms can delay their schedules as much as they want lol.”]

It was easy to adjust schedules.

For theatrical releases, global theaters had to coordinate tightly, so once a schedule was set, it couldn’t be changed casually.

But OTT platforms, being internet-exclusive, were more relaxed.

Except for AST, which planned meticulously.

That was a different matter altogether due to their overwhelming scale.

Yet from the start.

‘Why are they doing this over one Asian actor?’

It was irrational behavior.

“Change the schedule for New Guardians too.”

"……!"

A bombshell statement dropped.

In response to Emma Spector’s hysterics, her subordinate trembled as they spoke.

"Um, wouldn’t that be difficult…? The global marketing schedule has already been set."

"Who said anything about that? Just postpone the release date by two months."

"…If we do that, it will disrupt the schedules of other projects. Especially since the main actors’ events are scheduled week by week."

The Odin Universe was an enormous project that released at least three to four films a year.

If the schedule for one project was misaligned, it risked derailing the entire timeline for the others.

This was also why AST made such efforts to control its actors.

On the other hand, Lee Min Ki’s side...

[Ah, should we use the extra time to improve the quality?]

[Great idea, there were a few parts that felt lacking.]

...remained endlessly carefree in this aspect.

‘Lee Min Ki, Lee Min Ki, Lee Min Ki—why does he always make everything so exhausting?’

Emma Spector’s mind burned with hostility as she bit her lip.

It was something she could just ignore.

But her signature paranoia had long since blown out of proportion, turning Lee Min Ki into her sworn adversary.

‘He must have heard from Netplay, right? Postpone because May overlaps with the Odin Universe.’

Of course, that wasn’t the reason at all.

‘Fine, I’ll accommodate him this time. But he’ll suffer in another way.’

Resting her chin on her hand, Emma Spector finally spoke.

"Contact Netplay."

There was another way.

The fact that scheduling was flexible also meant it was easy to manipulate things from her side.
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As the filming of [A Struggle of All Against All] reached its midpoint, Maillard Pictures decided to undertake a massive revision of the work.

Specifically.

"Since the investment funds have increased, let's scale it up."

It was a quality upgrade.

The release date was delayed by two months.

This left plenty of time, but how would they use it?

Would they take a break or focus on marketing?

‘Of course, we’ll work.’

It was work.

Hadn't they been recognized by a global corporation?

For a director, it was thrilling to the point of goosebumps.

Maillard Pictures decided to reinvest the goodwill shown by Netflix entirely into the project.

"Aren’t you disappointed? This was a chance to handle a large sum of money," Lee Min Ki remarked.

Director Jin Joo Yeon snorted and replied, "I didn't decide this alone. Both Seong Bo and you, the actor, agreed on it, didn't you?"

"Well, that's true, but still, from the company's perspective, it's a significant amount."

Lee Min Ki clicked his tongue.

Looking at the additional budget injected by Netflix, it had nearly doubled the originally promised production cost.

If they had pocketed the money, each person could have received at least several hundred million won.

Yet Maillard Pictures refused to take it.

"It's business," Director Jin Joo Yeon said cheerfully.

"Every company puts effort into making a sample product. That way, you can work together for a longer time."

"……You’re saying [A Struggle of All Against All] is a sample product?"

You folks may not realize it, but this is a global hit.

When Lee Min Ki asked with a hesitant voice, Director Jin Joo Yeon answered as if it were obvious.

"Of course. We have a mountain of projects to create in the future."

"Joo Yeon’s right. While [A Struggle of All Against All] is an amazing piece, we'll only make better works in the future."

"You’ve grown so bold, Seong Bo."

"Of course, I'm saying this in front of you, the actor, to score some points."

"Really?"

"……To be honest, I do regret not taking the money."

The two began chuckling together.

"Money can be earned later, but trust from you, the actor, cannot be bought with money."

"Joo Yeon is right, Director Min Ki."

"Haha……."

The jokes were now flowing easily between the two.

Their confidence had skyrocketed.

‘Well, a director needs to have confidence.’

Confidence trickles down like a waterfall.

A director who believes in themselves can inspire trust in their crew, and such a crew creates works that persuade the public.

‘For me, a good project is all I could ask for.’

Lee Min Ki smiled faintly.

They continued with additional shooting for another month.

With about two more weeks of shooting left, the main schedule was nearing completion.

However, Lee Min Ki and Maillard Pictures encountered an unexpected situation.

"You’re suggesting we take a break?"

"Yes."

Director Shim Seong Bo glanced around, looking displeased, and explained.

"The weather is so bad that it will be difficult to proceed with filming tomorrow."

The problem was the weather.

"The waves are rough, and the sky is gloomy. Even the sailors say that on days like this, they stay home and make pancakes. It’s the perfect weather for someone to get hurt."

Because the project involved frequent outdoor shoots, bad weather meant the day was wasted.

Moreover, since the latter scenes included maritime battles, this was even more the case.

"It would be better to step back for today."

While they could theoretically use indoor studios and correct it with CGI, that method only worked for projects planned with such setups from the start.

Suddenly switching to indoor work would not match the earlier footage.

‘Well, the director must have his reasons.’

After a brief thought, Lee Min Ki decided to go along with it.

‘Come to think of it, it was strange how the weather had been so favorable until now.’

On most sets, when the weather goes bad, you’re left waiting indefinitely. But so far, everything had progressed smoothly without wasting time.

"Let’s take two days off," Director Shim Seong Bo said cheerfully.

"Two days?"

"You, the actor, must be exhausted from running non-stop until now."

Not really.

Not at all.

‘If anything, it’s been comfortable not having Trainer Kwon chasing me.’

Being stuck on the island had its perks.

No matter how relentless Trainer Kwon Joon Yong was in ambushing him at home or invading his workplace, he couldn’t come all the way to the island at the southern tip of the peninsula.

‘Resting my lower body means my whole body feels fine.’

Thanks to this, each day had been slightly tedious.

He wanted to strain his muscles a bit, but it was impossible to do so during filming.

[Actor! You'll get hurt!]

Even Maillard Pictures had been trying to protect his body.

‘This is perfect. I’ll finally get to exercise properly.’

Was it normal to feel excitement about going to the gym on a rare holiday?

Probably not.

However, Lee Min Ki had become such a distorted human being that he could no longer recognize such obvious common sense.

He would vehemently deny it himself.

[Member, the fatigue caused by exercise is relieved by exercise.]

Just like someone else might say.

[……That doesn’t sound right.]

[If your lats hurt, working your legs will ease it.]

[What?]

[Just try it.]

Thus, as the filming of [A Struggle of All Against All] entered its fourth month in Sinan County…

Drururururuk.

"We’re departing."

The journey out of the island wasn’t too dull.

"Thanks to you, the actor, I learned a lot this time."

There was plenty of time to chat with one of the extras who had participated on set.

"Haha, you may not know me, the actor, but……."

"I remember. You played Shim Gyeon Woo, right? You were shot with an arrow and died yesterday."

"Gasp."

At Lee Min Ki’s words, the man’s mouth gaped open.

He never imagined that someone he had never practiced with during filming would remember the detailed role of a mere extra.

"Your acting was great. The way your eyes rolled back when you collapsed looked so natural."

"Wow……."

The man looked as if he might faint from sheer emotion, and Lee Min Ki asked with a smile.

"You don’t seem like just a random extra who responded to a casting notice. Are you affiliated with any agency?"

"Oh, me?"

The man stammered in response to the lightly curious question.

It was like watching a private nervously state his rank and name in front of a general in the military.

‘This guy’s reactions are amusing.’

As Lee Min Ki chuckled inwardly, the man stammered and began to speak.

“You probably won’t recognize the name. It’s not a very famous company. Ahem, so that’s probably why I managed to get in.”

“Hearing you say that makes me even more curious.”

“Ugh... You really won’t know it.”

A moment later.

The man, as if embarrassed, coughed awkwardly and reluctantly opened his mouth.

“Media Future Company.”

At the sudden mention of the name, Lee Min Ki’s mouth dropped open in surprise.

“Oh.”

How could the man interpret that reaction? He began to stammer again, looking embarrassed.

“See? I told you. You probably wouldn’t know it. It’s a really small company.”

That was the moment.

Lee Min Ki blinked slowly, then opened his mouth deliberately.

“…No. I know it.”

“What?”

Media Future Company—how could he not know that name?

No, how could he ever forget it?

Lee Min Ki smirked bitterly as he spoke.

“I know it. I know it very well.”

It was a name he would rather not be associated with.

A name that stirred a faint sense of trauma.

He had worked hard to distance himself from it, but somehow, it had come full circle to reach his ears again.

Facing the man whose eyes were now wide with awe, Lee Min Ki smiled faintly and said,

“Since the topic came up, why don’t you tell me some stories about your time at the agency?”

He had left the island.

Even though he was on leave, Lee Min Ki was not someone with a particular hobby.

[Spotted Lee Min Ki at a club. Photo proof attached.]

[It’s just someone who looks like him.]

[The shoulders don’t match Lee Min Ki’s.]

[LOL, Lee Min Ki’s shoulders are his ID.]

He wasn’t one to indulge in nightlife.

Preferring a naturally quiet life, he avoided not only clubs but even streets lined with clubs.

Then, did he enjoy sports?

‘Working out at the gym is enough for me.’

He disliked sports that involved competing closely with others.

Then, did he enjoy watching sports?

‘Movies are art.’

For him, a single movie was more than enough to satisfy him.

As someone like that, he had one particular pastime.

That was—

“Phew, all done.”

Booking every screening time at the cinema, from early morning to late night, and watching newly released films back-to-back.

‘This is how you spend a day off.’

Smiling slyly, Lee Min Ki looked at the reservation screen.

[She’s Got A Boyfriend]

[Chemical Explosion]

[I’ll Be Going Now]

[Arari]

The screen was filled with the titles of movies currently playing in theaters.

In fact, there wasn’t a single movie he hadn’t already seen.

Some of them he had watched quite a few times.

At the very least, he had seen them twice, and some as many as ten times.

But that didn’t matter to Lee Min Ki.

‘Movies are best when watched multiple times.’

He firmly believed that every rewatch brought a new perspective.

No, beyond belief, it was practically a creed for him.

Why? It’s simple.

Just because you’ve tasted ramen once doesn’t mean you won’t eat it again.

If it’s delicious, you keep eating it.

This logic, he applied to movies as well.

Whenever possible, he preferred watching them in theaters.

“…I thought you were joking, but you’re seriously doing it.”

This sentiment wasn’t shared by the two people who had joined him.

“You’re watching seven movies in one day? Sir, you’re a real movie enthusiast.”

“I don’t usually agree with Tak, but Min Ki, this is a bit intense.”

It was Kim Tak and Yoo Seon Ah.

When they suggested hanging out on their day off, he had said yes, only to find out it was a movie marathon from morning to evening.

‘I guess that’s how he improves so quickly.’

Yoo Seon Ah twitched the corner of her eye.

Come to think of it, Kim Tae Yang had made an excuse about having a schedule to avoid joining them.

Kim Tak suddenly spoke up.

“This doesn’t sit right with me.”

“Why not? We’ll watch two movies in the morning, eat lunch and rest, then watch the afternoon movies.”

“That’s not the problem.”

Kim Tak shook his head.

Oh, was he about to present some plausible argument?

Was he going to express his determination?

Yoo Seon Ah, for once, anticipated Kim Tak’s reasoning.

“I like regular cola, not diet cola.”

Ah.

So that was the issue.

Was he really complaining about that at a movie theater?

As Yoo Seon Ah stared in disbelief, Lee Min Ki calmly replied.

“Shall I throw it away?”

“I’ll drink it.”

“Be more careful next time. I’ll let it slide this once.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Yoo Seon Ah’s expression became increasingly baffled.

Was that really a conversation worth taking so seriously?

It was just a drink.

You could simply pay 3,000 won at the counter and get a new one.

But for some reason, it seemed like a sensitive topic for the two of them.

“Well, I think it’s time for us to head in.”

By now, it was almost time for the movie to start.

Just as they were about to enter at the perfect moment—

“Oh.”

Lee Min Ki came to a halt.

It was as if he had seen something he shouldn’t have.

Like a child in a game of “Red Light, Green Light,” frozen in place.

The next moment, his eyes filled with confusion as a man a few meters ahead turned to look at him.

“Lee Min Ki?”

“…”

Under normal circumstances, he would have brushed it off as something he often heard.

But this time, he couldn’t.

Before he could even process the situation, his vocal cords betrayed him, and the name escaped his lips.

“Ham Chi Hyun?”

Ham Chi Hyun.

A person he never wanted to meet again, yet someone he had also hoped to encounter just once.

The moment he registered the man’s face, the world seemed to lose a bit of its saturation.

Lee Min Ki let out a small laugh.

‘So this is how we cross paths again.’

Media Future Company.

The CEO of the company whose name he wanted to erase from his memory was now standing before him.

No, rather than just standing—

As fate would have it, standing before him again, Lee Min Ki blinked slowly.

‘What even is luck?’
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In the past, why did Lee Min Ki's life not just go awry but hit rock bottom?

If one were to speak of the fundamental reason, it was just one.

‘Because his luck was extraordinarily terrible.’

That was the big one.

However, bad luck comes in many forms for different people.

Some misfortune stems from carelessness, while others are sometimes struck by the ill will of humans.

The man standing before him now.

Ham Chi Hyun was exactly that type of person.

A person who seemed as though the misfortunes Lee Min Ki had experienced were sculpted into human form.

“Ha-ha, I didn’t expect Actor Lee Min Ki to know who I am.”

The man spoke, radiating an endlessly amicable smile with his bright eyes.

“This is our first time meeting, right?”

“…That’s correct.”

It was impossible not to know.

Ham Chi Hyun.

After all, he was one of the main culprits who ruined Lee Min Ki’s life.

In response to the overly cheerful voice, Lee Min Ki smiled and replied.

“I remember all the agencies.”

That was true.

Ham Chi Hyun’s true identity was that of an agency president.

Ham Chi Hyun.

Where this devil had sprung from was unknown.

He was a man with as many secrets as the snakes coiled within his belly.

However, one thing was certain.

‘He was incredibly good with words.’

He was someone who knew how to lure people in.

Especially those scraping the very bottom of life’s barrel.

[Don’t think of it as exposure. It’s about showcasing the beauty of the body. You know XX from XXX Agency, right? That friend started this way too. Gradually adjusted their face after formally debuting.]

He would take aspiring models and push them into nude photoshoots.

[Starting with major TV appearances is difficult. Instead, these days, a lot of people talk about building a foundation with internet broadcasts. This gig is a big deal. It could be a stepping stone to public broadcasting.]

He would disguise it as online broadcasting and make them appear on adult platforms.

Then there were other things, like sending them to cheap comedy programs to take degrading roles.

Or making them dance on nightclub stages.

Forcing them to handle as many as five assignments in a single week.

Or throwing them into physically grueling action scenes.

[As long as you keep increasing your workload, opportunities will come. If you do nothing, nothing will happen.]

He was thoroughly focused on the immediate profit in front of him.

He would spew plausible words while shoving endless work down their throats, showing little concern for the actor’s long-term roadmap.

He was someone who only cared about raking in cash.

That was Ham Chi Hyun.

And there was one more thing.

[I think we’ll be able to settle your payment by early next year.]

He would defraud people in the name of settlements.

Settlements involved deducting the agency’s investment costs from the actor’s activity income before payment was made, but this concept was rare in the modeling or acting agency world.

This was because they didn’t initially make significant investments in training.

When the settlement period finally arrived, though.

[There are still too many outstanding expenses from operations.]

[If you had performed better, we could have settled with you.]

[The company’s financial situation isn’t great. Could you wait a few more months?]

His attitude would suddenly take a sharp turn.

This was Ham Chi Hyun’s primary method as a fraudulent agency president.

[Doesn’t it seem strange?]

Of course, not all contractors were entirely without suspicion.

But he was skilled at using sweet talk to win them over.

There was no way a naïve aspirant with limited information could beat a seasoned representative well-versed in the industry.

Even if someone tried to press him, what could he say?

[Contract termination? Sure, but you’ll have to return every penny of the investment we’ve made so far.]

He would demand a staggering amount of compensation for damages under the guise of recouping investment costs.

Including transportation expenses, clothing costs, and business operation expenses.

He would even demand compensation for anticipated event revenues that had not materialized.

And if someone pushed further despite all this?

This was when the true nature of Ham Chi Hyun revealed itself.

[Are you planning to stop working in the entertainment industry altogether?]

He would apply pressure through his connections in the entertainment world.

[That’s fine. Just be prepared to retire completely. When other agencies see you quit after just a few years, what do you think they’ll say?]

What choice did powerless rookies have?

[…I’ll keep going.]

They had no choice but to endure.

‘He pulled off his scams for about five years before eventually fleeing with the agency’s money.’

Lee Min Ki had been one of those victims.

‘What kind of nobody agency president could threaten to blackball someone from the industry?’

From afar, it seemed utterly absurd, but under the weight of intense gaslighting, it wasn’t visible.

But now, he knew better.

The essence of Ham Chi Hyun wasn’t so grand.

He was simply a sweet-talking scammer.

Nothing more, nothing less.

When Lee Min Ki was a rookie, he hadn’t wanted to get tangled up, so he let it go. But now, here they were.

‘I didn’t want to cross paths with him.’

He had heard that the man fled overseas with the money later on.

And yet, here they were, meeting again.

Though their positions had shifted somewhat.

The scammer who hadn’t yet fled and the much more successful actor.

‘Not that I wanted this meeting in the first place.’

To Lee Min Ki, Ham Chi Hyun was like the grime under a toilet lid.

He knew it was dirty.

He knew it would have to be cleaned eventually.

But unless it was unavoidable, he wanted to avoid it for as long as possible.

As Lee Min Ki ruminated on the same thought over and over, the man kept speaking with a smile.

“I’ve been keeping a close eye on all the projects you’ve been in! Isn’t this meeting a coincidence?”

“Indeed. A coincidence.”

“I didn’t expect you to come to a theater in the morning. You’re thorough with market research. Many actors don’t even watch their own films while shooting.”

“Indeed. The movie was enjoyable.”

Lee Min Ki gave a hollow response.

Though he was facing an ill-fated connection, there was nothing in particular he wanted to discuss.

He figured all the man had to say would just be flattery.

There wasn’t much point in bringing up past grievances here.

“I’m also looking forward to your upcoming project. I heard you’re directly involved in production. Have you always been interested in that?”

“Indeed. I found myself interested.”

“Our agency sent a minor role to Man Man Two, so I heard a lot about you from them. They were deeply moved by how you took initiative in every scene.”

“Is that so? The director was incredible.”

“Ha-ha, but you’re the one who’s amazing. Our actor owes you so much, I’d love to treat you to a meal sometime.”

At those words, Lee Min Ki instinctively realized.

‘He’s testing the waters.’

This was a classic Ham Chi Hyun move—establishing connections to milk them endlessly.

A technique to enhance the credibility of one's words by referencing them when necessary.

“This must be fate, don’t you think?”

Unfortunately, though.

“I’m currently on a diet.”

Ham Chi Hyun was someone Lee Min Ki had to be cautious around.

Lee Min Ki, who had declined the meal invitation with a single short phrase, spoke with a smile.

“Thank you, but I’ll just take the sentiment.”

“This project, I believe you mentioned its release date is around... July?”

But Ham Chi Hyun did not give up.

As if determined to steer the conversation elsewhere, he shifted the topic.

In response to such remarks.

“There’s a sales representative in charge of that part, so I’m not too sure.”

Lee Min Ki repeatedly switched lanes in the conversation.

“Did Netflix approach you?”

“I’m not well-versed in sales. I leave that entirely to the studio.”

“You both respect each other’s domains. That’s an ideal form of collaboration.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, especially when working together as a group.”

“I see.”

Thus, a series of soulless questions and answers exchanged back and forth for quite some time.

“As expected of an actor. So, the rumors about advancing to the U.S. were true.”

“I’m not familiar with the distribution routes yet. It’s still in the production stage.”

“……”

Was he planning to continue this till the end?

Just as Ham Chi Hyun’s friendly demeanor slightly twitched in front of Lee Min Ki’s impenetrable wall of refusal to share any information.

“Ah! It’s starting now!”

Kim Tak’s carefree voice cut through the tension like a snapped rope before a crescent moon.

Lee Min Ki was just about to speak when he glanced around briefly.

“Here’s my business card.”

Ham Chi Hyun spoke as if unwilling to let even that opportunity slip.

“Please get in touch with me sometime. I’ll arrange a great meeting.”

“...Understood.”

Lee Min Ki reluctantly took the business card and, as if waiting for this moment, moved into the theater with his group.

The dark hallway.

As he slowly walked through it, the smile faded from Lee Min Ki’s face, and dark thoughts began to creep into his mind when Yoo Seon Ah spoke.

“That man earlier, doesn’t he seem like he has a really good personality?”

Lee Min Ki replied with a smile.

“Yes, he does.”

He might seem like a good person.

That’s hard to deny.

But just as the skin and flesh of a watermelon are different, a person’s exterior and interior can also differ.

To Lee Min Ki, Ham Chi Hyun appeared to be:

‘Still full of a con artist’s tendencies.’

A monster compressed into human form by kneading immense evil.

He had mentioned sending someone to [Manman Two] for a minor role.

Now he knew who it was.

It was probably the person he had a lengthy conversation with yesterday.

‘It was worth giving all the details about the theater and the movie.’

A person in his position had even bothered to show up in person.

His methods were likely the same as before.

‘Shall I probe a little?’

Revenge is necessary.

Especially when it’s someone who weighs on your mind.

JC Entertainment.

Even on a holiday, Lee Min Ki had made time to visit.

“You said it was Media Future Company.”

Director Seo Jung Woo placed his laptop on the table in front of Lee Min Ki and began to speak.

“The CEO’s name is Ham Chi Hyun. I did some digging based on what I could find.”

At that moment, Lee Min Ki’s heart thumped lightly.

How would a fellow industry professional evaluate him?

Would they, as someone from the same field, offer a favorable assessment?

It was just as he was having such thoughts.

“He’s a typical project scammer.”

Director Seo Jung Woo’s blunt words flowed out.

“The company he runs, Media Future Company, falls under the category of typical scam agencies.”

“...Huh.”

“Why? Is something wrong?”

“No, I just thought it’s hard to judge someone by appearances.”

Lee Min Ki scratched his head.

“I had my suspicions.”

“You had a hunch.”

Director Seo Jung Woo sighed as if it was only natural and continued speaking.

“Actor, you may not be aware yet, but there used to be a lot of agencies in this industry that exploited talented rookies. Or to be precise, there were. Nowadays, they’ve significantly decreased.”

“Hmm, hmm.”

Lee Min Ki nodded vigorously at the reasonable words.

“They’d circulate them in adult platforms. Just a few years ago, there were even places that forced them into underhanded deals. Even recently, there was one—3Y.”

“Hmm, hmm.”

Everything he said was correct.

“If you keep making them do one thing after another, they eventually find themselves relegated to being disposable menial labor without realizing it.”

“Hmm…”

That stung a bit.

Disposable menial labor.

Those words felt like they were piercing a corner of Lee Min Ki’s heart.

Because it had been true in the past.

“You must harbor some negative feelings towards such people as well.”

“Don’t you know? That’s how all the old agencies were.”

Director Seo Jung Woo raised an eyebrow as if it were unexpected and spoke.

“That’s why CEO Goo In Mo established JC, so at least we wouldn’t exploit actors among ourselves and run things honestly. Do you know what JC stands for?”

“Joy and Creative.”

The answer popped out of Lee Min Ki’s mouth immediately.

Joy and Creative.

Words that stood for joy and creativity.

For Lee Min Ki, who had once memorized the golden Namuwiki entries on agencies, it was an incredibly easy question.

At that response, he felt a sense of pride.

“That’s just the official motto.”

Director Seo Jung Woo shook his head and asked again.

“There’s a deeper truth. Can you guess?”

An advanced question?

A question that had shifted from a memorization type to an explanatory type left Lee Min Ki resting his chin in thought for a moment.

He barely managed to open his mouth.

“A super kind agency?”

“...Close, but a little different.”

At the casual guess, Director Seo Jung Woo shook his head and said.

“At least, let’s not exploit people.”

“Hmm.”

So it was Korean.

As expected, it seemed like something CEO Goo In Mo would say, and Lee Min Ki nodded slightly in admiration.

“In that sense.”

Director Seo Jung Woo spoke.

“Trash like Media Future should rightfully be weeded out of the industry.”
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“Media Future, such trash should be eliminated from the industry.”

At the intense remark, as if an ax blade had been embedded into a tree, Lee Min Ki held his breath.

What should he say?

‘It’s refreshing, refreshing, refreshing, but somehow, somehow…’

It was so strong that he instinctively sought a point to refute.

But upon reflection, there was no real reason to argue.

Lee Min Ki steadied his heart and spoke with a firm gaze.

“I think so too. It’s only natural for trash companies to go bankrupt.”

“Exactly.”

Director Seo Jung Woo promptly continued.

“I investigated their internal structure, and they resemble a staffing agency more than an entertainment company. Most of the actors under them specialize in minor roles, and they squeeze cash out of them indiscriminately.”

“Where do you think that money goes?”

“This is the issue. It doesn’t seem like they’re reinvesting it anywhere. Most likely, it’s sitting in the representative’s wallet.”

It was a typical business model for a fraudulent agency.

They’d place actors wherever immediate cash could be made, taking cuts under the guise of service fees.

“In cases like this, the ending is usually the same.”

Director Seo Jung Woo spoke with a quiet anger in his voice.

“No matter how much money piles up, they avoid payments under the promise of future settlements, then disappear in the end.”

“…”

“The contracted individuals are left hanging. They spend three years without receiving a penny, only to fatten the representative’s pocket.”

He was precise.

Too precise.

Director Seo Jung Woo’s explanation matched Media Future Company’s conduct exactly as Lee Min Ki remembered it.

“Moreover, there are likely more victims they’ve lured in under the pretense of commission fees. If they’ve received investments, that money would also be unaccounted for. Judging by their office location, it’s practically a paper company.”

“Then, was this company founded with fraud in mind from the beginning?”

“Yes, it’s obvious.”

Director Seo Jung Woo replied definitively.

“Judging by their founding timeline, it’s been about four years. Considering the number of people they’ve contracted and the timing, they’re probably gearing up to make their final move.”

He was spot on.

In just a few years, CEO Ham Chi Hyun would likely embezzle company funds and run away.

Lee Min Ki was impressed by how Director Seo Jung Woo’s speculation seemed to pierce the future.

‘Perhaps it’s something only someone in the same industry would notice.’

Someone in the same industry.

Though for Director Seo Jung Woo, even being associated by that term with such a company would be disgraceful.

“Even if we leave it alone, it doesn’t seem like it’ll last long. Judging by the company’s structure, it’s good for short-term exploitation but unsustainable in the long run.”

“It’ll collapse.”

“That’s certain.”

The company’s downfall was inevitable.

However, the victims that would emerge in the meantime were a separate issue.

‘That minor role actor, I didn’t even know their name.’

Even though Lee Min Ki had been a victim of the same Future Media Company, he wasn’t aware of that actor’s existence.

Had they even signed a proper contract?

‘No way.’

Lee Min Ki knew better than anyone that they hadn’t.

[Did you receive the signing bonus?]

[What? No? I actually paid a deposit upfront. They said they’d return it later.]

What kind of company takes a signing bonus from an actor?

Naturally, it’s supposed to be the other way around.

Yet, the minor role actor didn’t seem to notice anything unusual.

[They said the signing bonus is just a formality and doesn’t really matter.]

Ham Chi Hyun must have sweet-talked them well.

‘How many people have fallen for this?’

He already knew the answer.

It was just the tip of the iceberg.

‘There are many hardships in the world, and I can’t save everyone. But at least I shouldn’t feel unsettled.’

So, he couldn’t help it.

This time.

Just this once, he decided to meddle for personal revenge.

Why?

Because he had seen it with his own eyes.

[It doesn’t pay well now, but the company is working hard to place me in roles. They said I’ll start earning properly next year. Then I’ll be able to make a living just from acting. Haha, one day, maybe I’ll be like senior Lee Min Ki… Ah! No, I didn’t mean it like that.]

That rookie actor’s innocent chatter had stayed with him.

If he hadn’t seen it, he could have ignored it. But once he saw it, he couldn’t look away.

That person was like a mirror for Lee Min Ki.

A reflection of his past self that he desperately wanted to turn away from but ultimately had to face.

A trauma.

Something he had barely managed to bury deep in his heart resurfaced and consumed him.

But.

‘How long am I going to keep running? I’m the victim here.’

He had found his reason.

This time, he intended to mix in a heavy dose of personal feelings.

Why had he met that minor role actor on set?

Why had Ham Chi Hyun appeared before him?

After much thought, he realized.

‘This is my chance for revenge.’

It was also part of his fate.

“I was curious why you specifically requested such information, actor.”

Director Seo Jung Woo’s voice dropped to a calm and steady tone.

In the next moment.

The words that flowed from his mouth were quiet yet heavy.

“Did you hold a grudge against this company?”

The words were piercing, as if from a sharp needle.

“…”

Blinking quietly at the precise observation, Lee Min Ki lowered his head as if a weight had been dropped on it and nodded.

“Yes, just as you said, I suspect they’ve been scamming their actors with fraudulent contracts.”

It wasn’t over yet.

After a brief breath, Lee Min Ki continued.

“To be honest, I have significant public-interest reasons. If I turn a blind eye, my juniors will suffer.”

Public-interest reasons were significant.

It would help many people.

Even so, looking the other way and feigning ignorance wouldn’t have been wrong.

It would have been more rational, even.

Simply ignoring the issue wouldn’t harm him in any way.

His life would continue peacefully.

Even if there were floods on the other side of the world or earthquakes in a neighboring country, as long as his own life was undisturbed, that would be enough.

But.

‘I can’t do that. No, I won’t.’

He didn’t want to.

‘Not doing anything? For whose benefit?’

Evil people would continue living evilly.

Victims would continue to suffer harm.

Who is this world for?

Who turns a blind eye for whom?

‘Are you telling me to bow my head out of fear of potential repercussions?’

It was utterly laughable.

Isn’t that the person who ruined my life?

And the one who ruined the lives of so many others?

‘If I leave it alone, wouldn’t that make me a fool?’

If I could, shouldn’t I step up?

Some reasonable person might say this meddling is nothing but a fleeting moral victory.

‘So what if it’s a moral victory?’

A sickness of the heart is still an illness.

If the world doesn’t prescribe medicine, shouldn’t I at least prescribe it to myself?

That was all.

There is no need for a grand reason to do good.

There’s no need to set lofty justifications to convince oneself.

Once the sword is drawn, one should slice the radish; once the resolve is set, one should act.

“If I didn’t know, then fine, but once I knew, I couldn’t just ignore it.”

To this continued statement, Director Seo Jung Woo responded calmly, as if he had expected it.

“The actor I know isn’t someone who unnecessarily pays attention to other agencies. But if they are interested in such a small company, I thought it might be meddling.”

“Well... that term, ‘meddling,’ is accurate, actually.”

Lee Min Ki cleared his throat.

Indeed, from others’ perspectives, no word was more precise than meddling.

After all, Lee Min Ki had no connection whatsoever with Media Future Company.

All he had done was exchange a few words of conversation with them.

“It’s not bad meddling. Nor is it meddling that should be stopped.”

Director Seo Jung Woo continued, unbothered, with a calm demeanor.

“If we just have enough evidence, we could sufficiently spread the story and attempt to publicize it through the media. It could happen as early as tomorrow.”

“That quickly?”

“While investigating, I happened to find that a rookie contracted with this company is connected to someone in our network.”

“Who is it?”

“Trainer Kim Ah Sung’s former student.”

At those words, Lee Min Ki’s expression turned momentarily incredulous.

Why is that name coming up here?

No, considering Trainer Kim Ah Sung has had over hundreds of rough trainees, it wouldn’t be too surprising for even a small agency to have one or two connected individuals.

“If we tie in their contract terms or past activities, we’ll likely find at least one topic of controversy.”

His composed explanation flowed like water.

It was incredibly familiar.

It was as if he had done it countless times before. Observing the ease in his demeanor, Lee Min Ki swallowed nervously and asked.

“If it goes wrong, wouldn’t that burden JC?”

“Yes, it might. People might say we lacked business ethics and attacked a fellow company. It wouldn’t be pleasant to hear.”

“Then…”

Just as Lee Min Ki was about to ask if they were willing to take the risk.

“Still, if a company like this remains in the industry, it will continue to negatively affect those working in the same field. And.”

Clap.

Director Seo Jung Woo closed his laptop as he spoke.

“Trash should be cleaned up by the first person who notices it.”

“Ah.”

Lee Min Ki let out a soft exclamation.

He was starting to understand.

Director Seo Jung Woo already regarded Lee Min Ki’s personal grudge as their company’s matter.

No, perhaps he had other motives.

[We can handle this much for you.]

It might also be a form of salesmanship.

Exposing a shady company to the media wasn’t a challenge for them.

It was as simple as crushing an ant with a finger.

This could very well be JC’s intention.

……

…

That was where Lee Min Ki’s thoughts ended.

Director Seo Jung Woo’s thoughts, however, diverged slightly from here.

‘Media Future Company, huh. I had a hunch, and it turns out I was right.’

He had already known.

Even before Lee Min Ki brought it up, Director Seo Jung Woo was aware of the existence of Media Future Company and had a rough grasp of their operations.

However, dealing with them brought no benefits, so he had left them alone.

Asking the press for help is like taking on a debt.

If you stomp on every piece of trash you see, there’s no end to it.

But.

‘They must have done something to our actor.’

If the trash that came into view had made their actor uncomfortable, the circumstances were different.

‘I’ll take care of it while I’m at it.’

Simply owing a debt would amount to charity.

But if it’s an investment to gain returns, it could still be worthwhile.

This was business.

A deal to earn the favor of Lee Min Ki, a future star—no, a star already on the rise.

And besides, sooner or later.

‘Once the CEO hears about this, he’ll personally obliterate them.’

Right above him sat someone with selective anger management issues.

Before things got noisier, it was better to take action first.

Otherwise, that person might storm into their office and start swinging a bat; preventing that was part of Director Seo Jung Woo’s calculation.

The resolve was there, and so was the power.

With a valid justification at hand, there was no reason not to act.

“Now, all that’s left is deciding the basis for reporting to the media.”

“Uh, excuse me.”

At that moment, Lee Min Ki opened his mouth.

“Actually, I have a good idea.”

Ham Chi Hyun.

A con artist specializing in binding rookies with contracts and exploiting them for quick cash.

However, his business card boldly claimed he was the CEO of a talent agency specializing in new actors, [Media Future Company].

And yet, for some reason.

He didn’t feel too great today.

‘This feels ominous.’

It wasn’t as if things were ever particularly good for him, but today felt especially worse.

‘Something, something feels off.’

Was it because of Lee Min Ki?

That Lee Min Ki he had met yesterday.

Arrogantly dismissing every word he had said, only half-listening at best.

It didn’t sit well with him.

For someone who hadn’t even been in the industry for five years, where had he learned such arrogance?

‘Oh, really? Is that so? Seriously? What a way to speak.’

It rubbed him the wrong way.

When someone approaches you with good intentions and speaks, shouldn’t you at least respond courteously, like a proper adult?

He’s not a kid, after all.

“CEO…”

“What?”

“N-no, it’s nothing.”

At Ham Chi Hyun’s sharp response, the employee flinched and turned their head away in alarm.

That employee was also an accomplice of Media Future Company.

‘If only they did their job properly.’

Of course, that employee was also someone who exploited industry customs to their legal limit.

[By growing with the company and building your career, it will be a great opportunity for you, Mr. Yong Ki.]

There was no real affection for the company, of course.

But it didn’t matter since Ham Chi Hyun planned to blow up the company before moving jobs.

‘Yes, it’s not far off. Just a little more patience.’

It wasn’t far away.

Just one year.

In a year, he would take the money he had saved and leave for Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, to live a luxurious life without envy.

Each day now was merely time spent enduring for the sake of that bright tomorrow.

‘How delightful.’

Indeed, people needed a goal.

As he envisioned a positive future, peace soon returned to Ham Chi Hyun’s mind.

He decided to live diligently again today.

At that moment.

“Um… CEO.”

The same employee who had shrunk back earlier began trembling and opened their mouth.

“Right now, Lee Min Ki is doing a live broadcast on his SNS, and…”

“So what?”

At his sharp reaction, she swallowed nervously and spoke.

“He’s mentioning our contract terms right now.”
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"What? Contract terms?"

Ham Chi Hyun's expression turned to one of disbelief.

Why was Media Future being mentioned in Lee Min Ki's broadcast?

Was there an issue to be concerned about?

The two had only briefly crossed paths, and even in that short interaction, nothing seemed to be problematic.

‘What on earth.’

No, thinking about this now was meaningless.

"Move."

Ham Chi Hyun abruptly walked over, pushed aside an employee, and took a seat in his place.

And for a moment.

Cold sweat dripped down as he began breathing heavily.

‘Is Lee Min Ki completely insane?’

After wrapping up his brief live broadcast, Lee Min Ki smiled brightly and said, "Thank you for your hard work."

At those words, three men and women nodded their heads vigorously.

"Wow, that was really tough."

"Seriously."

"It feels refreshing, but... it's also a bit scary."

Who were these three people?

It was very simple.

Facing these three, lined up like piano keys, Lee Min Ki spoke nervously.

"If it weren’t for you two, this project would’ve been difficult. But I’m a bit worried."

That’s right.

They were two actors who had contracts with Media Future.

One of them had appeared in Man Man Too.

The other two had willingly helped with the broadcast after being persuaded by Lee Min Ki.

"Thank you for your courage."

They were people Lee Min Ki had united to lend a hand.

"We never imagined Media Future would turn out like this."

"If it weren’t for you, actor-nim, we wouldn’t have had the courage."

"Really, truly."

As the three briefly exchanged words, Lee Min Ki turned his head to look back at the chat window.

The chat was overflowing with text, pouring in like a sudden downpour.

[Wow, Media Future is really the worst in the world.]

[Can you believe this?]

[They exploited contracts like that?]

[It’s unbelievable how many people get scammed as rookies.]

The anger directed at Media Future was palpable.

However, Lee Min Ki hadn’t even openly accused them.

He was simply sharing the anger alongside everyone else.

It was intentional.

‘This was well-played.’

This was because Lee Min Ki hadn’t blatantly targeted Media Future in this broadcast.

The flow of conversation had just ‘coincidentally’ drifted in that direction.

[In contracts, the actor is usually the primary party, right? The production company is secondary. And the actors receive the signing bonus.]

[What? We didn’t get anything though.]

[What?]

[Is this a Media Future thing?]

Through the Q&A with the three guests, it was revealed that Media Future’s contracts were practically scams.

[Also, during the last event at the Talk Bar... were you told to attend?]

[Wait, what? You were told to go to a Talk Bar?]

[Huh? Doesn’t everyone?]

[They made you attend? That’s odd. For aspiring actors, image is important. They don’t normally do that. Oh, by the way, how were the payments settled?]

[Payments? Do we even get those as rookies?]

[You still haven’t been paid? Even though it’s been four years since your debut?]

[The company said the investment losses were still significant and deducted everything.]

[You’re actors, not idols.]

It was all about Media Future’s exploitative contracts.

This was the core of the broadcast, which was framed as a consultation session for rookie actors.

And during this process, the details of Media Future's contracts were naturally revealed.

[They sent you on a business trip to a resort in Gangwon Province but didn’t even provide meals?]

[Do they usually?]

[What about travel expenses?]

[Well...]

[This is outrageous.]

It was all so casual and natural.

Technically, Media Future might argue defamation based on factual allegations.

However.

At that point, Lee Min Ki had already won.

‘Who would want to join a production company that admits its slave contracts on a broadcast?’

It would be a suicide move.

They were already doomed once it aired, but if they filed a lawsuit, it would only bury them further.

"Let’s take a short break and then continue!"

Click.

"You can speak freely now."

Once Lee Min Ki turned off the microphone, the actors participating as guests muttered wearily.

"…We’ve done it now."

"What do we do from here?"

"We fight Media Future."

Rewinding time to just a day prior.

What exactly had Lee Min Ki proposed to Director Seo Jung Woo of JC?

It was simple.

[Let’s just face them head-on.]

A head-on confrontation.

Against the enemy that was Media Future, he suggested an outright collision with full exposure.

[We have nothing to hide. I’m simply consulting with rookie actors I’ve met and, in the process, contract discussions come up. That’s it.]

Lee Min Ki’s social media followers had grown to nearly five million amidst his rising global recognition.

The influence of that was greater than most small media outlets.

Moreover, all of those followers were avid supporters of Lee Min Ki.

If he wielded his platform, the most impactful place to direct his efforts was his own SNS.

"But are you sure about this?"

Lee Min Ki asked the three people before him.

"It might become difficult to work in the acting industry after this."

"Well... probably."

The male actor he had connected with during Man Man Too filming nodded.

"But wrong is wrong, isn’t it? These are scam contracts."

"You believe me?"

"Because you showed us the contracts yourself."

He spoke as if he was proud.

"Yeah, I might not get through this unscathed, but I think it’s right to expose this before more victims appear."

This person had been persuaded to turn whistleblower.

And as for the other two.

"I was planning to quit anyway, but the CEO threatened me, so I couldn’t."

"Whew, this feels liberating."

They had already experienced the true nature of Media Future as a company.
People enraged by the manipulation of their settlement funds.

Among them, two individuals with particularly deep-seated resentment looked at Lee Min Ki and spoke.

“I can’t believe we finally have a chance to reveal this publicly. What a relief.”

“Exactly. You’ve given us an opportunity, actor. A chance to strike back.”

“Couldn’t there be problems?”

At Lee Min Ki’s question, one of the female participants laughed and replied.

“But you promised to help us, didn’t you? After listening to our story.”

At her bold words, Lee Min Ki also gave a bitter smile.

“Well, that’s true too.”

He knew.

He had known about these two for a long time.

They were victims who had erupted in anger back when Ham Chi Hyun had absconded overnight.

[“That bastard! If I had known it would turn out like this, I should’ve exposed him to the press!”]

They had already harbored fury.

At the time, unable to do anything due to their lack of power, they had no choice but to drown their boiling anger in alcohol.

But now, things were different.

Behind them stood the formidable support of Lee Min Ki.

‘We’ll hit back confidently.’

He couldn’t reveal everything to them just yet.

The most he could suggest was that the sacrifices might be worth making.

What Lee Min Ki could provide them was also limited.

Perhaps, it was merely a place where their voices could be heard.

But.

That alone was enough.

“I thought I’d spend my whole life getting stepped on, but it seems even heaven knows about people like him. Feels so satisfying.”

The invited actor chuckled.

The emotions must have been deeply entrenched.

Lee Min Ki, who understood those feelings better than anyone else, gave a small wry smile before opening his mouth.

“There likely won’t be any major issues. It’ll be manageable.”

This wasn’t just a perfunctory comment to comfort them.

He had already thoroughly checked with JC’s legal team before acting.

[“To claim damages for breach of contract, they’ll have to prove the loss clearly. They probably can’t.”]

Even the process of providing evidence would be tricky.

‘Just because a contract is drawn up doesn’t mean it’s absolute.’

Cruel terms that violated labor laws left room for resistance, and there were undoubtedly parts that became ambiguous depending on interpretation.

It didn’t matter how the court interpreted it.

What mattered was the time it would take to reach that ambiguous interpretation.

Why?

‘Because next year is the perfect timing for them to try and avoid paying settlement money.’

Lee Min Ki was aware of the most fatal timing for Media Future.

The delayed settlement funds—no matter whether they paid or not, they were doomed.

The moment Ham Chi Hyun’s filthy intentions were revealed in any public forum, it would be like a virus being eradicated.

‘Shall we see if they dare to engage in a legal battle until then?’

They probably couldn’t.

If they were planning to grab the money and run, how could they bear the risk?

‘Well, now it’s about time for a reaction.’

Just as he thought that.

‘Ah, it’s here.’

It was what he had been expecting.

Crack!

Stretching his shoulders, Lee Min Ki loosened the tension in his body.

Villains share a common trait.

What is it?

It’s simple.

‘They don’t trust people.’

They cannot earn the trust of anyone.

Even when they appear to have opened up, it’s only because there’s personal gain involved.

‘To them, everyone likely seems like someone who would stab them in the back or steal their money like a thief.’

Ham Chi Hyun was no different.

He didn’t just distrust long-time acquaintances but also failed to trust his own family.

Even when he fled to Vietnam, he escaped alone.

His blood relatives didn’t even know about his misdeeds.

That was the kind of person he was.

How many people truly trusted him?

[“They said he made people work at night.”]

“That was when you were 18, right?”

[“Yes, and they said they have records of the conversations too. They’re planning to report it to the media.”]

Not a chance.

When Manager Park Han Mo clicked his tongue in disbelief, Lee Min Ki sighed and replied.

“Please ensure there’s no retaliation against them.”

[“They wouldn’t dare retaliate against you, actor. They’re probably unsure and hesitant.”]

“No, I’m talking about the whistleblowers, not me.”

[“Ah…”]

“They’ll be very scared. Please take good care of them.”

At Lee Min Ki’s words, Manager Park Han Mo responded firmly.

[“That’s exactly what a manager is for.”]

Just one sentence.

But in that single sentence, the overwhelming sense of trust was palpable.

With a small smile, Lee Min Ki responded.

“I guess I was worrying for no reason. Please contact me if anything comes up later.”

[“Understood. I’ll do my best within my capacity.”]

The call ended soon after.

As Manager Park Han Mo finished speaking, Lee Min Ki briefly thought of the whistleblower’s face.

‘I couldn’t just tell them to trust only me.’

Giving up one item on his bucket list, Lee Min Ki gave a bitter smile.

All he had promised was to do his best.

He knew it wasn’t good to be overly certain.

Instead, he would give it his all.

But looking at the current situation, it didn’t seem like he needed to go that far.

‘There’s so many.’

It had only been two days since the broadcast.

Through Lee Min Ki’s SNS, reports began flooding in.

[“If you’ve been subjected to unfair contract terms, please send your reports to the following contact.”]

From contracted actors to former employees of Media Future.

Since the last broadcast, the victims had begun to muster their courage.

[“What? That can’t be true.”]

At first, these were people who couldn’t believe they’d been deceived.

Or perhaps they had simply lacked the courage.

But after watching Lee Min Ki’s broadcast, they began to draw strength.

[“I was told it was a short role in a music video, but I didn’t expect it to be a shower scene.”]

[“When I refused to appear, they threatened me with a penalty fee. I even have recordings of it.”]

There were many victims.

Actually, the sheer number wasn’t surprising.

But.

‘I didn’t expect there to be this many.’

The sheer volume far exceeded Lee Min Ki’s expectations.

Just two days.

In less than 48 hours, over twenty reports had come in.

The prank reports exceeded fivefold.

And the result was the articles currently appearing before his eyes.

[Breaking News: Continuous Internal Whistleblowing at Media Future Company.]

[How Far Will the Small Firework Lee Min Ki Set Off Reach?]

[Media Future CEO Ham Chi Hyun Refuses to Answer Press Inquiries, Goes Out of Contact.]

A reevaluation of Media Future as a company was taking place.

Originally, this controversy wasn’t supposed to gain traction until a year later.

But now, it had been accelerated by a full year.

Exactly one year.

It might seem like a short period, but for CEO Ham Chi Hyun, it was undoubtedly fatal.

‘There were places that said they’d cancel their investments, companies threatening lawsuits over ad contract penalties, and even the police initiating preliminary investigations.’

All he had done was take action.

He hadn’t done anything particularly special.

He simply started a broadcast, and with that alone, one of the most significant grudges of his past was being buried cleanly.

It was like being hit by a truck, as gamers often say.

Suddenly, a thought crossed Lee Min Ki’s mind.

‘Could Ham Chi Hyun have only amounted to this much?’

The monster in his heart—was it perhaps only this small in reality?

Just as a shadow monster grows by feeding on people’s fears, perhaps CEO Ham Chi Hyun had grown by feeding on Lee Min Ki’s trauma.

‘Maybe I overestimated him.’

It was simple.

The process of erasing the dark history of Media Future had been so easy that it stirred a strange feeling deep in his heart.

I’m no longer a powerless individual like before.

I now have strength within me, and a group of people willing to help me.

No.

‘I’ve grown stronger, socially.’

I’m now capable of helping others.

Realizing this fact, Lee Min Ki let out a small smile.

‘For now, the rest will be handled by the company.’

He trusted them.

If it was JC, they’d do as well or better than him—they wouldn’t fail.

Feeling a weight lift off his shoulders, Lee Min Ki looked ahead.

At that moment, someone was approaching from the distance.

“Actor-nim, you need to be extremely careful with this scene.”

It was Director Shim Sung Bo.

He spoke to Lee Min Ki in a voice full of tension.

“If something goes wrong, you could die.”
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