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            ONE

          

          
            ARTIST SPOTLIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Mouse was really surprised when he was the one contacted to film a spot for Artist Spotlight. He has a healthy amount of self-esteem. He doesn’t think lowly of himself the way Charis, for all his talents, unfortunately does. Mouse has the kind of personality that can come off as arrogant. What it really is, is just that he can take a clear-eyed, objective look at himself.

      He knows what he’s good at—he knows what he’s bad at, too. And, particularly relevant in this certain instance—he knows who’s better at certain things than he is.

      Kiki, for one thing, is a better dancer. Soohyun is a more stable singer.

      They’re recording a studio performance video for a popular broadcasting company. It’s between takes, and they’re crowded around a handful of display screens, monitoring the results. Charis beside him breathes in great gulps, frantically sucking cool water through the straw of his insulated tumbler before passing it over to Mouse to share. The movement is as fluid and instinctive as a dance. Mouse catches the straw in his mouth and drinks his fill, slaking his parched throat and filling his stomach to bursting with the clear, wonderful liquid.

      He gasps and catches his breath as soon as he stops, and the tumbler gets tucked away somewhere out of the way on the ground, where it won’t get kicked or stepped on.

      Mouse’s sharp eyes stay trained on the monitor in front of him. He ignores everyone else and focuses on his own dance. He notes everywhere he was too sharp—movements too jerky or not clean enough, a little too fast or slow. Soohyun, monitoring over on the other screen, to the far right of their group, pays attention to everyone. He watches one playback focusing on his own point movements, making notes for improvement, and then politely asks the film staff to play it through again so he can take in their performance as a whole.

      He stands off to one side exchanging notes with the director and choreographer. Mouse only lets his gaze fall on Soohyun with an unsurprised note for an instant. He goes back to seriously monitoring the rest of his section until the last notes of the song finish, while stylist noonas dab the sweat from around his hairline, holding fans on him to dry the sweat before it can ruin his hair and makeup.

      Xiao Yu and their choreographer are running through a section with Miyong off to the side. They’ll start back up again as soon as they finish, and Mouse glances their way.

      He comes to attention again as he’s approached by a tall and graceful woman wearing a smart business suit in a cool, soft black. Her glossy hair is pulled back, and traces of fire-red lipstick define her mouth. Mouse recognizes her as the studio director right away.

      “PD-nim,” he says, straightening up. He pulls his hair back as he faces her to get it out of his face.

      “Mouse-ssi,” she says politely. “I was wondering if I could have a minute of your time?”

      The correct answer is, of course, yes.

      “Of course,” he says, and steps away from the group, leading where she follows. Charis glances curiously in their direction but doesn’t intrude.

      The director speaks to him as they walk. The large, open space of the studio is taken up by big, standing studio lights that shine different colors on the performance area through tinted gels. The director walks confidently, careful not to catch her shiny black heels on any of the cords lying coiled on the ground.

      “How long has it been since the last time I talked to you? Two years? Three?”

      It might’ve been a little longer than that. Mouse has to wrack his brain a little, but when he does, he can place this woman. He remembers coming here for a shoot when he was 17 and still a trainee. It was one of the times he did a performance with Seojun and Insoo from 4QY. The shoot had turned out well, despite their age and inexperience, and they had been well-praised. Mouse is surprised this woman still remembers him.

      “It’s been a while,” Mouse agrees.

      “You grew up so much,” the director says. There’s some muted affection in it.

      She has a well-preserved face for a woman in her late-30s, the kind of face that makes it hard to place her age. She doesn’t look young, but she does look dignified and elegant. Hwang Jinsi has always liked seeing young idols succeed, especially when they’re hardworking and talented.

      “Thank you,” Mouse says, bowing his head slightly.

      “So, listen,” she says, finally coming to a stop and turning to face Mouse. She crosses her arms, and the blood-red tips of her manicured nails rest lightly against the sleek fabric of her jacket. “We need someone for this year’s artist spotlight. Would you be interested in filling the slot?”

      She cuts straight to the chase.

      “Me? Really?”

      “You,” Hwang Jinsi affirms. “You can take the time you need to prepare. The moment isn’t going to air until mid-July, so you have plenty of time. You’ll have full creative control of the concept, too. Just talk to my people and tell them what you’re thinking.”

      If Mouse was a different kind of person, he might dither. Instead, his mind starts spinning a dozen different ideas, all of them colliding in a fantastic frenzy, twirling end over end. This is too cool of an opportunity.

      “I’d be thrilled,” Mouse says very honestly.

      “Wonderful,” Hwang Jinsi says.
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        * * *

      

      There are so many things Mouse loves about Charis, but one of the things he loves the most is how patient and kind he is. Charis himself might not think so, but he really has a lot of nunchi⁠11.

      Mouse nuzzles up to Charis in bed later that night. Charis hadn’t been sure, at first, that he liked the S Dorm that they moved into. It had taken him a while to adjust, but right now, with the smell of Mouse’s pretty, long hair in his nose and Mouse lying lazy and languid against him, he has to admit that having his own room is pretty nice.

      “So what do you think?” Mouse asks, leaning back in Charis’ arms to look up at him.

      It’s such a particular pleasure. It makes Mouse feel indulgent, letting himself go boneless for the pleasure of Pocky holding him up. He would have a hard time admitting it out loud, not for shame or the sake of face but because it’s just hard to talk about—but he really loves how reliable Pocky is. There’s something that makes him feel almost giddy in being so well cared for.

      Pocky pauses in carding through Mouse’s hair for just a moment, his arms still firm and strong where they’re looped around Mouse, their legs tangled together in Pocky’s bed.

      “About the Artist Spotlight promotion?” Pocky asks.

      “Un.”

      “I think you’ll do better than anyone else,” Charis says very honestly.

      Mouse laughs a little. It’s an unpracticed, clear sound. It bursts through him so joyfully. He rolls over and off Pocky to lie on the bed. He props his chin on his hand, the better to look at Pocky through those pretty eyes. “How can you say that? You don’t even know what I’m going to do yet.”

      “Mm? I don’t need to. I don’t need to know exactly what you’re going to dance to know you’ll be great.”

      “What if I sing?” Mouse asks, now teasing a little.

      Unfortunately for Mouse’s heart, for better or worse, Charis has learned to tease back—terrible for Mouse’s heart because it’s just so goddamn cute. He can feel himself squealing a little on the inside, almost like one of their Ice Charms.

      “Even better,” Charis says, even knowing that Mouse is fishing for compliments. He leans down and kisses Mouse squarely on the tip of the nose. Mouse can feel his heart thump in his chest. “You’ll make everyone fall in love.”

      Mouse can’t stand it anymore. It’s untenable—Pocky is too cute. He grabs Charis in a sudden motion, pulling him down so he’s lying on top of him.

      Charis makes a noise like a muffled squeak as he falls—but Mouse doesn’t let him fall far. He never will. This is what being with Mouse feels like—the excitement of a rollercoaster, like a steep, sheer climb to the top, and at the last moment when you think you’ll fall, being held carefully in the air instead—so safe.

      Mouse catches Charis against his chest and wraps his arms around him. “Gotcha,” he says.

      Mouse is so sticky with him these days.

      “What’re you going to do with me now that you caught me?” Charis asks.

      And, oh—dangerous. Mouse had told Charis once that it was dangerous that he had learned how to flirt, and he hadn’t been making it up. Charis’ dark eyes are dizzying from this close. A lot of their fans love to see Charis in light blue contacts because of the way it matches his coloring, making him look even more striking. Mouse agrees—Charis does look really good like that—but he thinks he likes this Charis best.

      His eyes are almost startling, like a surprise, and it’s cool—Pocky is so cool.

      Charis tucks a strand of hair behind his ear with a hand that manages to be at once delicate and masculine in its elegance. Mouse leans in and returns the favor of kissing Charis on the nose.

      Mouse might say he’s dangerous, but Charis knows that one thing is true—he isn’t in the way that Mouse claims. After all, he only wants to flirt with Mouse. He likes Mouse’s attention on him. Sorting out his feelings for Mouse has been an exhaustive and ongoing process—he still isn’t totally sure what they all mean, what they all are—but one thing he had realized early on in the process is that those feelings had always been there.

      There’s not a single point Charis can point to on a map, no exact time when he’d suddenly wanted Mouse to pay attention to him. It had happened gradually. At some point in the flurry of debut, of getting used to his new members and the sudden limelight after being looked through for so long, Mouse had become someone Charis wanted to look at him.

      It wasn’t the same as wanting approval, and it wasn’t like he wanted Mouse’s advice. He wasn’t looking for a hyung. Even when he was young, Charis was remarkably separate. He just… wanted Mouse to see him. It wasn’t something he ever had to pine after, because it wasn’t something Charis wanted but didn’t get. When Mouse poked or teased at him, when he was almost roughly blunt, Charis soaked it up.

      “I can think of something,” Mouse says, brushing the backs of his fingers lightly over Charis’ belly, under his shirt.

      The touch is gentle enough that it makes Charis shiver.

      Charis leans back, the covers shifting lightly beneath him. He stretches out his arms and tilts his head back to expose the clean column of his throat where it dips and disappears beneath the collar of his t-shirt, giving Mouse implicit permission.

      Mouse doesn’t take it for granted. The way he touches Pocky is so careful—almost reverent. He skims his fingers over Charis’ taut belly and then moves down to cup and frame Charis’ hips, holding him steady and secure, just for a second. Charis’ hips are narrow in his light grey sweatpants, and despite the fact that they’re fooling around a bit, he isn’t even a little hard.

      That’s fine. Mouse doesn’t mind. He continues to touch Charis carefully, exploring his body in a way that probably seems strange to anyone else. For Charis, though, it heats him up.

      It’s a funny kind of heat. His ability to get aroused is still very hit or miss. This feels more like a fever in his blood, underneath his skin, spreading and spreading wherever Mouse touches. It makes him feel sick, but it also makes him feel so good.

      Mouse loves watching Charis like this. He can’t get enough. He’s never felt like he was a particularly greedy person, but this has made him completely change his mind. He is greedy if the way he feels about Charis, with Charis, is any indication. He’s the greediest person on earth. He feels like he could drink Charis in for days and still never have enough.

      The enormous, too-much feeling pours through however it can.

      “So pretty,” Mouse murmurs aimlessly. “You’re so pretty, Pocky. The prettiest. Prettiest boy alive.”

      Mouse starts kissing him all over. He kisses Pocky on the high points of both cheeks. He kisses each temple. The center of his forehead, the tip of his nose.

      As he rains light, sweet kisses over Charis’ face, his hands travel slowly down. Charis tips his head back as Mouse slips a hand into Pocky’s sweatpants. Because they’d been sleeping together earlier—just sleeping—Charis is wearing nothing on underneath.

      Mouse’s hands feel soothingly cool against Charis’ hot skin. He slides his palms against the smooth skin of Charis’ wonderful thighs. God, Mouse fucking loves Charis’ thighs.

      And finally, he slides his hands further down—there.

      Mouse cups Charis’ cock as gently as the rest of him. He watches Charis’ face intimately closely. With anyone else, it would feel uncomfortable, like being flayed open. This close, Mouse can see everything about him. It’s an act of trust that Charis just lets him look. He breathes in small pants through his parted lips and looks up at Mouse with a kind of feral, guarded expression he doesn’t even know he’s making.

      It’s so breathtaking.

      Mouse reads exactly what he needs to read there, without Charis even having to say anything.

      “No?” he asks Pocky.

      Charis puts his hand over Mouse’s. “You can do what you want,” Charis tells him earnestly.

      Like this, his voice is so sleepy-sexy.

      “Gotta take care of my baby,” Mouse tells him.

      Mouse is so sexy, and more, he’s the kind of sexy that knows it. Even when Charis doesn’t want it, the way Mouse is lights him up.

      Charis means it. He doesn’t hate it, the idea of Mouse doing what he wants with him, using Charis for his own pleasure, to feel good. Charis never thought he’d feel that way about anyone, but he trusts Mouse implicitly, trusts him in everything. He trusts Mouse to always take care of him.

      Maybe that’s why Charis’ heart squeezes in his chest when Mouse gives his soft cock one last affectionate squeeze before pulling away—his heart clenches not with pain but a soft, almost aching feeling of love, to be so cared for. He loves this man so much—loves Mouse so much he can’t even breathe. Almost can’t believe the way Mouse has always been looking out for him, from the very beginning.

      “What about you?” Charis asks when Mouse has gone back to just holding him. He nods in Mouse’s general direction.

      This had started off as a conversation about Mouse’s new career opportunity and then had veered wildly off course. Whoops.

      The rest of their members wouldn’t be very surprised. Kiki had bluntly said that they don’t expect Mouse and Charis to get anywhere on time anymore. Everyone else had been more circumspect, but it had been clear from the way they’d all looked at their feet that they all thought so—Kiki was the only one who didn’t mind saying it.

      “We build in at least fifteen extra minutes in our schedules to make up for all of your… ugh, that,” Kiki says, gesturing in their general direction, where Charis and Mouse are a little wrapped up in each other.

      It’s nothing obscene. They’ve just cranked their skinship up to an 11, at least when the cameras aren’t rolling.

      Although Kiki pretends to be disgusted with them, he’s secretly pleased. He was always rooting for them, if only because they’re both individually a lot less insufferable now that they’ve stopped dancing around whatever it is that’s between them and admitted it to themselves and to each other.

      Kiki had some good times with Mouse. Mouse is sexy and fun when he’s not being annoying, plus he’s a phenomenal lay. At the end of the day, Mouse isn’t his type. He’s too slick and flamboyant—they’re both a little too dramatic to be compatible with each other outside of the bedroom—but he’s always considered Mouse a friend, and he wishes Mouse happiness. Mouse deserves it.

      It’s funny. Back when they all met, when Charis was just the frosty, quiet newcomer to their group, Kiki never could have called it. He never in a million years would have predicted, yeah, those two go together, but after living with them both for so long and seeing the way they are with each other, yeah, Kiki has to admit that he can see it.

      Charis is sweet and considerate in a way that Kiki isn’t, and who would’ve guessed—Mouse apparently really likes that in a person.

      Strangely enough, they make a good match.

      

      In the bed in Charis’ dorm,

      “I’m good,” Mouse says, kissing Charis’ temple again. Charis smells so good here, almost sweet. Mouse swears he smells even better when he starts to get a little sweaty, a little worked up. He’s like Mouse’s own tiny perfume factory; he always smells good—although if Charis heard him saying that, he would blanch and then blush to the tips of his ears and disagree.

      “I can wait,” Mouse finishes.

      He doesn’t treat Charis with kid gloves because it’s not in his nature and he knows Charis would hate that. But still, he tries to be careful with him. He knows Charis would give a lot—so much. Too much, sometimes. Charis is so generous and selfless. It makes Mouse careful about how much he takes.

      And so he almost chokes when Charis’ hand suddenly darts out to grip his length where it’s pressed by his pants.

      “You’re hard,” Charis says with a pout and his narrowed eyes. Dangerous, so dangerous. He’s deadly to Mouse’s heart. Charis squeezes Mouse’s length hard and nudges him with his socked foot. “Get yourself off. I want to see.”

      Charis is a mercy sent from heaven, Mouse decides then and there. Or he’s a demon. Either or.

      “Pocky,” Mouse gasps.

      He can’t help it. He’s easy for Charis. He’s already so turned on, and hearing Pocky talking that way really does it for him. Charis is rarely dirty in front of anyone else—never, in fact. It’s only for Mouse.

      Fuck, how is he even real?

      “Come on,” Charis says, nudging Mouse with his foot again. “Show me.”

      Mouse bites his lip, and he can only obey. He fumbles with the zipper when trying to undo his pants, which makes Charis’ lips curl into a smile.

      “Cute,” he mouths at Mouse soundlessly.

      How is it that everything Charis does makes Mouse burn up?

      With Charis’ encouragement, under his uniquely distant and almost a little baffled gaze, Mouse draws himself out of his pants. He bites his lip, one sharp canine depressing his plush lower lip. He starts jacking himself off under Charis’ direction, with Charis’ cute, socked toes prodding him on from behind, a leg wrapped affectionately around Mouse’s hip to keep him close.

      “Not gonna last very long, Pocky,” Mouse pants into his skin.

      “That’s okay,” Charis says. “Just wanna see you. Doesn’t matter how long. Wanna see you cum for me.”

      Mouse groans. His weak points are so obvious, so easy to be gotten. His hand speeds up on his cock.

      Charis says those things for Mouse—because it’s so clear that Mouse really likes it when Charis talks that way, that it makes him hot—but it’s so good seeing Mouse enjoy himself that Charis really doesn’t mind. He loves doing this for Mouse. He wants him to feel as good as possible.

      “Fuck. Fuck, gonna cum, Pocky.”

      “Yeah?” Charis encourages, still goading him on.

      Mouse starts to make a high whine that’s quickly cut off. He grunts and at the last second pulls down Charis’ sweatpants to just below his cock. Charis makes a small, shocked noise.

      Mouse cums over Charis’ cock and balls with another choked sound, semen spurting over him, getting trapped in his short, light-colored pubic hair. It looks so obscene. It fills Mouse with such an absolute thrill, the almost illicit, electric feeling of marking Pocky.

      Even Charis makes a punched out gasp and his cock twitches at the sudden, unusual sensation. It feels so deeply erotic, warm and wet and so very much the essence of Mouse. He curls up a little bit around his own middle as the sensation of lust punches through him, brief and poignantly sharp.

      While Mouse is still panting and catching his breath, Charis uses his fingers to tip Mouse’s chin toward him. He kisses him deeply, stealing his newly found breath right out of his mouth, kissing Mouse breathless. He can also make Mouse see stars when he wants to.

      

      “So, about that Artist Spotlight moment,” Charis says to Mouse when they’re lying wrapped up in each other in bed much, much later.

      Mouse chirps a laugh.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 1 Nunchi (눈치) doesn’t have a direct translation in English, but it’s something like social/situational awareness or being able to “read the room.”

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            IT’S A DATE

          

        

      

    

    
      Kiki is dead tired. Moreover, Kiki is not planning on moving for the foreseeable future.

      He’s sprawled out on one of the lush leather sofas in S Dorm. It’s still beautiful here. They haven’t yet managed to make it dingy and smelly by dint of being seven hormonal young men.

      Kiki idly turns the pages of a fashion magazine, browsing through a pictorial. It’s no one he knows personally, just an actor he recognizes from dramas. Splashes of dramatic darks and lights cut across the stylish black and white pages. His eyes linger briefly on the dynamic pose of the model in a suit jacket with nothing underneath.

      Kiki has firmly decided that every single thing that happens in S Dorm for the rest of the day is absolutely none of his concern. He’s been up since the early morning to participate in a photoshoot with the rest of the maknae line. They’d looked good together, the three of them lining up to pose in the studio, their heights complementing each other. He’d leaned on Miyong’s shoulder, smouldering at the camera as he peered into it, and he’d looked so fine.

      After that, there had been an interview with the magazine, and a fitting for the stage at the end of the week, and now Kiki is going absolutely nowhere. He’s wearing his most comfortable clothes, thin joggers clinging to his skin.

      Other members waft in and out of the common room from time to time, floating into the kitchen to grab a yogurt drink or a snack out of the refrigerator, or once, seeking out better reception because the reception in Xiao Yu’s room is crap.

      Now Xiao Yu is out doing a schedule of his own, and Kiki is getting in some good old fashioned rest and relaxation.

      He lets the magazine fall onto his chest from his dangling fingers, bored, but peacefully so. He lazes and looks up at the vast, sculpted ceiling, letting his mind drift and thinking of nothing. It’s a real luxury. He doesn’t want to listen to music; he doesn’t even want to think about music.

      It’s in one of these vague fugues when movement catches his eye. Like a cat, Kiki follows it. He’s still too lazy to move, so he follows it with his eyes, the rest of his body still draped pitifully over the couch.

      Everyone’s been leaving him alone as they pass him—Kiki’s temper and moodiness are well-known, and no one wants to get into it with him while he’s having some downtime—and this person is no exception. It’s Soohyun, looking exceptionally incognito as he passes by dressed in a nondescript, boring windbreaker in a dark, muted green color, trainers, and a black cap with its brim pulled over his face.

      “Fearless leader?” Kiki calls out a little curiously.

      Soohyun startles a little guiltily at the sound of Kiki’s voice. Way to be exceptionally obvious, he chides himself.

      Kiki swings his upper body over the top of the couch, following Soohyun’s movement like a fox spotting prey. “Going out?”

      Soohyun coughs and fidgets with the brim of his cap. “Yeah. Did you need something from outside?”

      “No,” Kiki says, like he finds Soohyun’s behavior strange. “Are you meeting someone?”

      Just like that, a direct arrow to the heart of the matter. Soohyun coughs again.

      “Yeah, just for a little while.”

      “Mm, well. Have fun.”

      Soohyun doesn’t breathe out a sigh of relief until he’s firmly in the elevator, even though Kiki loses interest just as quickly, turning back to his magazine and flicking through it dispassionately once more.

      He’s glad Kiki didn’t ask more. He’s uncomfortably aware that one day, he might.

      He chides himself again for being so squirrelly and secretive about this. It’s not like he’s doing anything wrong. Most of the members have someone. He’s allowed to date, if he wants to. He’s allowed to have friends.

      It feels more like he’s trying to convince himself than asserting a right. His head stays clogged up and busy with anxious, worried thoughts for the rest of the elevator ride. The walk to the park passes by in a blur that he can’t even remember by the time he’s standing there, blinking on the green. He had been so worried and preoccupied that he doesn’t even remember coming here.

      “Hey?” Taeyun says, slow-blinking at him the way some predators do, not that there’s anything predatory about him at all.

      Well, nothing but the kind of easy, loping grace he has. You can tell even under the t-shirts and casual clothing he wears that he’s got a good body. He seems comfortable in it, unhurried and relaxed. Right now he’s looking at Soohyun with a kind of bemused expression as he holds out a cup of coffee.

      “I know we said we’d go to a cafe, but it looked crowded on the way over, and I figured you didn’t want to be recognized.”

      “Ah, thanks,” Soohyun says a little dumbly, reaching out to take his drink in numb fingers.

      It’s hot even through the cup sleeve, and warm, bitter sweetness fills his mouth as soon as he takes a sip. Black with sugar under the white plastic lid. It’s the perfect temperature, hot enough to sting his mouth. Taeyun watches him as he sips from his own cup, his hands protected from the heat by a pair of fingerless gloves.

      “You got my order right,” Soohyun says.

      There’s a pause. A beat. “…Yeah,” Taeyun says, and Soohyun internally kicks himself. Like Taeyun hasn’t been on staff for over two years. Like he doesn’t probably know all of their coffee orders by heart.

      Soohyun doesn’t think he was ever this lame around Charis, actually.

      If Taeyun thinks anything about it, he doesn’t say it. He angles his body toward Soohyun as he squints up at the sun. It’s starting to set, but still high up in the sky enough to sting his eyes with its orange-gold radiance.

      “Do you want to walk around for a while?”

      “Un. Yeah, that sounds good,” Soohyun says.

      They fall into step beside each other. There’s enough space on the path that cuts through the park for them to walk side by side abreast. Occasionally, one of them moves out of the way as they pass other people.

      It’s comfortable. They’re close to the river here. Taeyun can smell the brackish water in the air, and it’s comforting. He slants a look at Soohyun while they walk.

      Although Soohyun is tall, so is Taeyun. They’re about the same height, with maybe a centimeter between them, no more.

      Minhee would think he was doing something stupid, which is why he didn’t tell her that he was planning to meet up with Soohyun.

      There’s no harm in it, he tells himself. They both have the day off today. It’s stupid not to go out and get coffee together if they both want coffee. Miraculously, no one recognizes Soohyun. Taeyun assumes that no one is really looking.

      Soohyun looks at Taeyun walking under the full sun, no hat hiding his dark brown hair, no mask covering his face, no jacket over his arms, and thinks that it must be nice to be so free. To just… go where you want and not be recognized. Not that he’s ungrateful for what he has. He knows how many people want it, remembers how that had felt, to want something so much, to do anything to get it, sleeping on practice room floors and in the back of classrooms, skipping meals and icing overtrained ankles, flouting doctors’ advice and doing anything, anything to have it.

      They’re all the same like this—him, Charis, even Mouse and Miyong, too. There’s not a one of them who didn’t kill for it.

      From far away, there’s the sound of a barge blowing its horn on the river. Soohyun doesn’t know what to say. He looks at the shaved nape of Taeyun’s neck, at the soft-looking hairs there, and sips his coffee.

      “So why’d you get into this line of work?” Soohyun asks after some time.

      “What, looking after idols?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Would you believe me if I said I had a lifelong love for idols and just wanted to get closer to them?”

      “I mean, yeah, sure. Why wouldn’t I?” Soohyun tilts his head. “That’s why a lot of us got into the industry, isn’t it?”

      That’s how it was for Soohyun. He loved watching the beautiful idols on the stage, the way they were so cool, the way they seemed to be tireless, like they could go on forever, dancing and dancing under the spotlights.

      Taeyun is quiet for a little while. He looks up at the sunny, nearly cloudless sky.

      “That’s not why I did it.” He’s managed to walk a little ahead, and now he tosses a kind of crooked, wry smile over his shoulder in Soohyun’s direction. There’s something a little dark around its edges. “It’s a good story, though. Like you said, it’s why a lot of people got into the industry.”

      “So, why?” Soohyun asks. “Or do you not want to tell me?”

      He can’t hide the fact that he is a little hurt, if that’s true.

      Taeyun shrugs. The tilt and fall of his shoulders is a little heavy. “It’s not a secret, or if it is, it’s not a very good one. I needed money, and Company P was hiring.”

      “Oh,” Soohyun says. He can’t help feeling like it’s a little anticlimactic, but it feels silly to think that way. “I mean, that’s as good a reason as any, right?”

      Taeyun hums noncommittally, and Soohyun can’t help feeling like he’s just damaged the mood.

      Taeyun crumples up his cup and throws it into the next trash bin they walk past. He feels a little sorry for killing the conversation.

      “What about you?” he asks. “Why are you an idol?”

      Soohyun looks over at him a little skeptically. “You sure you want to ask a question that you can get on any interview program? Throw a dart and you’ll hit one that I answered that on.”

      “Don’t be so full of yourself. I haven’t watched all of your interviews,” Taeyun says breezily, and it startles a sharp laugh out of Soohyun.

      “Why I became an idol, huh…”

      Taeyun is actually curious about the answer, not that he doesn’t already know the official version. He might not have watched all of Soohyun’s interviews, but he’d watched a couple, especially after they’d started hanging out. After they’d started becoming… whatever this is, with each other.

      Soohyun always looks like such a big hero onscreen, the shining Crown Prince of their group’s Fairytale for real. Everyone at Company P is proud of Fairytale. This group of boys had gone way farther than anyone had thought they would, exceeded expectations and gotten bigger than anyone would dream, and they’re only just beginning.

      Thinking of it while he looks at Soohyun on this dewy afternoon, with his cheeks a little reddened and chapped from the wind, fills Taeyun’s chest with a painful and uncomfortable kind of feeling.

      ‘Crown Prince.’

      It’s a moniker that’s followed Soohyun as more than just a marketing gimmick. It’s one that the entire industry has wholeheartedly embraced. Soohyun is so stately and tall, with princely, handsome good looks and good manners. Thinking of it fills Taeyun’s chest with that strange kind of bitterness again.

      They continue walking side by side. When they reach the edge of the park, the border where lush, green lawn melts away into a metropolitan cityscape again, they turn around and head in the other direction.

      “I wanted to,” Soohyun says finally. “When you were a kid, and people would ask what you wanted to be… do you remember that?”

      “Yeah. I used to tell them I wanted to be an astronaut.”

      It’s kind of a blow-off answer, but Soohyun can’t tell the difference. He nods seriously. Taeyun almost feels a little guilty for it.

      “I never wanted to be anything else but this. I really did love looking at the shining idols onstage. When my mom would play their videos, it would make her so happy. I always wanted to make people happy like that.”

      Maybe it’s silly, talking like this. Soohyun definitely feels a little sheepish, but there’s something in him that really wants Taeyun to understand.

      “Ah,” Taeyun says.

      It’s such a stock answer. It’s perfect PR, the cynical, professional part of Taeyun says.

      But he can’t hate Soohyun for giving it to him because it’s so earnest. Obviously. Intentionally. Who the fuck even is this guy?

      Maybe they’re getting too animated, too into talking. Taeyun isn’t watching where he’s going, and Soohyun’s attention gets called away by a child’s sudden high, dismayed cry. He looks toward the sound to see a little girl in a pinafore running after a kite on stubby legs. She keeps snatching at the ground, but the colorful kite borne away on the wind keeps sneaking from her grasp. Her face looks increasingly desperate as she chases, and a couple of times she stumbles, like she might fall.

      Soohyun is just about to step in, all his well-trained muscles, warm from his clothes, bunching and ready to spring into action, when a young father wearing glasses sprints ahead and manages to step on the kite’s tail with his foot. A mom in a hat jogs ahead and scoops up the little girl, whose face has frozen in shock. The expression she wears—one that looks seconds from tears—hasn’t yet had time to change.

      Her mother bounces her daughter in her arms a few times, saying something to her in a high, soft voice that gets carried away on the wind. Looking at her mom’s smile, the girl’s upset, twisted expression melts away to something open and happy. She giggles, high and bright. The sound carries, traveling over to where Soohyun is, and just then, the dad comes jogging up, panting a little from the exertion, with the kite in his hand. He holds it out to his daughter, who snatches it and hugs it to her chest desperately.

      They all laugh together.

      Watching this whole scene, Soohyun smiles.

      Anyway, he wasn’t paying attention. Neither of them were paying attention, and Taeyun crashes into a pair of walkers holding hot, steaming coffee cups of their own.

      One cup is spared the destruction. The other one goes flying in the collision.

      Soohyun feels an icy lick of dread painting itself down the back of his spine—bad memories.

      His body moves before he even registers that he’s told it to. He’s already snatching for Taeyun to pull him out of the way⁠—

      —but Taeyun is quick, and Soohyun’s hand closes on empty air.

      Taeyun’s reflexes kick in, and he steps back immediately. The coffee gets knocked out of the woman’s hand, and it wets the hem of his pants and the tips of his shoes, but everyone is otherwise unharmed.

      “Shit,” Taeyun says. “Are you okay?”

      The woman gasps at the same time, apologizing for not watching where she was going. “I’m okay, but what about you? That coffee was so hot, I just got it from the store. It didn’t burn you, did it?”

      “No, I’m okay,” Taeyun says.

      He eyes the woman’s companion warily, waiting for him to have some kind of temper tantrum or cause an incident, but he only stands off to the side and lets them handle it. Soohyun somehow ends up in the same boat, feeling a little like superfluous goods while the two work it out between them.

      The man shoots him a wry, knowing look, the look of a longsuffering boyfriend, and Soohyun gets a little flustered.

      “I’m really sorry again,” the woman says, handing Taeyun some tissues from her purse and bowing a few more times.

      “No, it was my fault, really,” Taeyun says firmly. He accepts her tissues and dabs at the hem of his pants. Honestly, it’ll probably stain, but at least the pants are sort of a dark color. He wads up the tissues and tosses them in the trash. “Can I buy you another cup of coffee to make up for the one that you lost?”
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