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Chapter 1. Carpe Diem


~ Seize the day ~

Seoul – South Korea




- Byun -

He opened the window, deeply inhaled the humid air, and smiled.

“Rain.”

Rain was nothing new to Korea in that season, and he didn’t mind it. There were many sweet and bitter moments associated with rain in his memories, and every time it rained, he would always remember them.

“Rain and tears,” he whispered, looking up at the leaden sky.

While many others would have wanted to stay indoors, that weather always made him want to go for a walk, and he probably would, since he had nothing to do that day.

His band was on break for the entire month, so he could afford to laze around, but he didn’t feel like staying indoors until Jenkan and Hanul returned.

“Byun, I’m going out,” Nana shouted from the hallway, and he replied in the same tone. “Okay, noona*, maybe I’ll go out too.”

“Cover your throat or you’ll get sick,” she replied.

Smiling, he nodded even though she couldn’t see him.

Looking back out the window, he wondered how his friends were doing on the trip. He hadn’t heard from them in days.

Jenkan had left for a long trip to Europe, accompanied by his manager Yeo and his younger brother Jong-soo. In the meanwhile, Hanul was in Morocco with some friends.

As for him, he had preferred to stay in Seoul. He had valid reasons for not leaving South Korea at that time, reasons that he would never reveal to anyone, not even his best friends Jenkan, JinWook, and Ten.

Suddenly his phone on the desk rang, and as if conjured by his thoughts, Jenkan's name appeared on the screen.

He quickly replied, smiling: “It’s you! Where are you?! How are you?”

Even though Jenkan was a year older than him and the leader of their group, the Steel Boys, he rarely called him hyung* as he should have, because they were almost the same age, and there had never been any formalities between them.

“I'm doing great. I'm in Italy.”

“How's Europe?” He asked, throwing himself on the bed.

“Wonderful,” Jenkan replied, almost distracted.

“Are you in Rome?” he asked him again, and received a throaty no followed by: “I’m in Florence.”

“And what good food are you eating in Florence?” He asked curiously.

Jenkan laughed again before saying: “Brontosaurus steaks.”

Making an amused face he replied: “Come on, be serious.”

“I'm very serious! You should see the size of the Florentine steaks, Byun. We wouldn't be able to finish one between the two of us.”

“Really!?” He exclaimed, sitting up on the bed in disbelief. “I can't believe it. No one beats us Koreans in terms of portion size and appetite. It just can't be true.” But Jenkan seemed serious and swore: “I swear. I'll send you the photo later.”

“Okay, I'm counting on it. Your fans are going crazy, you know? They can’t figure out where you've ended up. You've hidden yourself well this time. How can you resist the temptation to post photos on social media?”

Jenkan chuckled before answering. “I logged out of all the sns. I promised the manager that I wouldn’t be found and that I wouldn’t cause trouble, so I’m trying. I also made a bet with MinYoon about it that I obviously can’t lose.”

They were valid reasons to disappear, especially the last one.

He was about to point out that the bet he made with his eternal nemesis was probably the only real reason for his disappearance, when Jenkan cleared his throat and said in a suddenly more serious tone, “Listen, Byun, I have to talk to you about something and ask you a favor.”

“Sure, tell me,” he replied, getting out of bed.

“I met a girl. She’s a good dancer, as incredibly talented as Hanul or Jay, but she is way too good for Italy. I asked her to come to Seoul to join our backup dancers, so I need your help.”

His stare went blank, then he began to blink rapidly.

“Byun, are you still there? Did you hear me?” Jenkan asked as his silence lingered.

“Now I can hear you, Jenkan. There must have been a disturbance a little while ago because some guy said something stupid about a girl he met,” he replied sarcastically.

“I’m serious, Byun,” Jenkan repeated with confidence.

That was exactly what he feared. He groaned and began to pace around the room.

“You can’t be serious. Jenkan, can’t you buy yourself a snow globe or a kaleidoscope with ‘Made in Italy’ written on it as a souvenir? It’s a classic, everyone does it, do as everyone does, please. Actually no…” he lit up, pointing into space. “A hat. You love hats. Buy yourself a hat with the colors of the Italian flag,” he tried to dissuade him.

“Byun, I’m really serious. Now it may seem crazy and you may have a hard time understanding, but you’ll change your mind, believe me. She is really good, and we are missing a dancer. You’ll see, you’ll agree with me when you see her dance,” insisted Jenkan.

He was really determined.

“Please. Please, Jenkan, don't do it. Don't fall victim to another of your impulsive acts. Haven't you had enough of the disaster of the MV* filmed on horseback? What does Manager Yeo think about it? He can't agree with this madness,” he tried to beg and persuade him.

In response, Jenkan let out a small growl in his throat before saying: “It wasn't the horse's fault, but yours, that I fell.”

He stamped his foot on the ground angrily, replying: “You have no proof.”

“I do have proof. The MV thing wasn't an impulsive act, and neither is this. They would have sent those poor animals to the slaughterhouse, and yet, after the video came out, they were adopted by our fans. We did a good deed,” Jenkan replied quickly.

Moaning softly, he raised his eyes to the ceiling in despair. “A girl, Jenkan? A girl is not a horse, a sports car or an impossible breakdance step. A girl is a girl, Jenkan. You can't take her to Seoul like it was nothing. Have fun with her in Italy, then tell her goodbye and promise her you'll come back, like Hanul always does.”

“I don’t want to have fun with her, Byun, that’s not my interest. I’m sorry you don’t believe me,” his friend snapped in annoyance. He then heard him sigh and his voice turned calmer as he said, “You’ll never talk me out of it, you know. So, are you going to help me or not?” He really wanted to say no, but Jenkan was Jenkan and it was undeniable that he loved him. He was also his leader, and he would never deny him help. They both knew that. He dropped his free arm in defeat, his lips curling into a pout. “Tell me what to do.”

Florence, Italy




- Jenkan -

He was aware that the whole story was a bit absurd, but he had let himself be carried away by events and had not been able to ignore the coincidences that had brought him to Sofia.

After convincing Byun to act as an intermediary with Choi, their chief manager, to organize an off-the-books audition for Sofia assuming he could get her to Korea, he had left the hotel to reach the place where he was supposed to meet her.

When he arrived in front of the Florence Cathedral, he stood in a corner waiting for her.

Yes, because actually, even though he had already made moves to get her the job, he still didn't know if she would agree to follow him.

While he was waiting for her in front of the cathedral, he thought back to the first time he had seen her.

It had been right there in Florence. He was in front of an ice cream shop, and Sofia was in line a few steps ahead of him, accompanied by some friends.

The first thing that had struck him about her was her voluminous mass of curly red hair which obscured a good part of the view of the ice cream shop window, preventing him from seeing the flavors of ice cream. Determined to calmly choose how to compose his cone, he had left the line for a moment, abandoning his brother's side, to approach the window and decide which flavors to try. It was at that moment that he had met Sofia's gaze through the reflection on the glass and had been fascinated by her eyes, so large and beautiful. He couldn’t guess their color, perhaps it was green or blue. He had stopped to look at her until Sofia had smiled at him. That day the air was really very hot and humid, and to avoid suffocating, he had abandoned the mask that he used to hide part of his face. So, for a moment, in front of her smile, he had feared that she had recognized him, but he had understood right away that it was not so. The look of someone who recognized him for his role as an idol was different. It wasn’t like the one she was giving him out of simple appreciation for his looks.

It had never been like him to believe that vacations or tours with the group were a good time to flirt and have fun, and Byun knew it, so he had resented when his friend had insinuated it. He had always held true to that thought of his, he had never wavered once; yet that day, in front of that ice cream shop, he had not resisted the temptation to return Sofia's spontaneous smile.

The moment he had smiled at her, her lips had lifted even more and they had remained staring at each other like that for a long moment. The magic moment had then ended when her friend had called her back to get the ice cream and Sofia had dedicated herself to the order, throwing him only a brief yet intense last glance before leaving.

Being an idol for so many years, he was used to similar situations. How many times in the past had he been struck by a girl at first sight? Countless. Who hadn't? A fan in the front rows, a show crew assistant, a passenger sitting in the next row on a plane. All girls who had caught his eye, and with whom in some cases, like Sofia, he had exchanged long, interested glances and smiles. He didn't think he was the only one to whom this happened. It was normal for some people to end up liking each other from the first glance, but most of the times it had happened to him, it had ended up being just a moment of interest and nothing more. Based on this, he had thought that it would be the same with that Italian girl. Instead, he had met Sofia a second time and not even in the same city, though not very far away. That evening they had decided to attend a local festival recommended by the concierge of the hotel where they were staying, and it was there that he had seen her again. Sofia was dancing with her theater company which was scheduled to perform during the festival. As he watched her dance, he was really impressed by her style and her movements and expressiveness. She had been in the entertainment industry for many years and her mother had been a professional dancer, so she was one to recognize talent. Sofia was a fantastic dancer and her skills stood out among her colleagues. As he watched her dance smoothly throughout the performance, he couldn't help but think that she really looked so wasted on that small village stage, and it was only for that reason that he approached her when the performance was over.

As soon as she saw him, Sofia recognized him. She didn't seem annoyed that he had approached her, at all.

Speaking to her in English, he had immediately discovered that Sofia was passionate about South Korean culture and also spoke a little Korean, having studied it with a friend who had learned the language at university. So, between one word in Korean and two in English, they had ended up chatting all evening. He had not revealed to her who he really was then, pretending instead to be a cameraman who worked in the entertainment industry. However, he had told her the truth two days later, when he had gone to the theater to see the show that her company was performing; a show that had been performed every evening for about a month, with little attendance and gratification.

It was that evening, while they were walking through the streets of Florence, that he had asked her to tell him about her passion for dance. Sofia had lit up, responding so enthusiastically that she had struggled not to speak in Italian, and he had had to ask her several times to translate what he didn't understand.

Sofia loved dancing with all her heart and did it with the same effortlessness with which ordinary people walked. He understood her enthusiasm and love for dancing, because he had the same passion for singing. When she confessed to him that in Italy there weren't many opportunities to become famous in professional dancing, he had come up with the insane idea of ​​inviting her to Korea, and it was there that he confessed who he was. At first Sofia couldn't believe him, but then he showed her on his mobile phone some videos of his group, Steel Boys, and she felt immediately excited. Growing embarrassed, Sofia then told him that she was a fan of some K-pop groups and that she had heard of Steel Boys, but she had never followed them as a fan; however, she knew one of their most famous songs, Miss You, which featured in the soundtrack of one of the most popular K-dramas* of recent years, My Angel. She had also told him that she had seen the original MV of the song, but that she only remembered Hanul's extraordinary dance performance, performed by his friend in the rain with his shirt off. He wasn't surprised. Hanul's performance in that video had been amazing, and in front of such performance his face and that of Byun, who sang most of the song, were always put in the background.

Talking to him about the MV of Miss You, Sofia had started to praise Hanul's dancing with enthusiasm, and even if it had annoyed him a little, in the end he had decided to take advantage of her admiration to propose that she follow him to Seoul to become a backup dancer of their group.

Sofia had almost fallen off the bench they were sitting on when he had asked her, but to his huge disappointment she had promptly refused.

However, he wasn't the type to give up at the first refusal, and when he saw her again the next day he had extracted a promise from her that he would think about it. After that, he had to say goodbye to her.

His travel itinerary included a visit to France after Italy and everything had already been booked and paid for, so he had to leave telling her that he would try to come back once the tour had ended, something he obviously failed to do. The urge to see her again and convince her had assailed him as soon as he set foot in France, and after only two days in Paris, apologizing to his brother and manager Yeo, he had returned to Italy to see her again.

There they had spent the next three days together. Sofia had acted as a tour guide for him, showing him many fascinating places in Florence, but without ever giving him any hope regarding her proposal. The time with her had flown by, until reaching that precise moment.

It was vital that she gave him a definitive answer during their last date, because the next day he had to leave for Switzerland, and after the five days spent touring that country and the last six spent in Germany, he would return to Korea.

Sofia suddenly appeared from behind a group of tourists who were photographing the Duomo and he almost jumped at the thought of her.

She greeted him in Korean, smiling warmly.

“Ciao” ​​he replied in Italian, raising his hand in greeting.

He was wearing a face mask, dark sunglasses, and a hat pulled down over his forehead that day, because there were really too many people in that place at that time, and he didn’t want to risk being recognized.

As he discreetly looked her up and down, he thought once again that she was really beautiful. Western girls had never particularly impressed him, but Sofia had. She was tall, almost as tall as him, and curvy in all the right places. For the occasion she had worn a floor-length black and white striped dress that hugged her body divinely, and a short denim jacket. Continuing his discreet examination, he moved his gaze to her face. Sofia had tied her hair in a ponytail that day, leaving several short curls free to frame her face. Her features were sweet yet strong, with large, bright green eyes, and a straight nose perfectly rounded at the tip.

Yes, she was definitely very beautiful.

“Have you been waiting a long time?” Sofia asked, while observing him.

“I just arrived,” he replied, shaking his head slightly.

Looking at him with an enigmatic smile, she lingered for a moment, then nodded to her right. “Do you want to go and talk in a coffee bar, a little outside the center? It has a nice and quiet inside garden, so that you can relax without worrying about being recognized.”

It was a great idea, so he could take off his mask and glasses. “I’ll follow you,” he replied, nodding.

Sofia started walking and he followed her after a few steps.

On the way to the bar, she recommended places to visit in Germany and Switzerland. It was nice to chat with Sofia: she was easy-going, funny, and very different from the girls he was used to. On a couple of occasions, while they were walking and talking, she touched his arm with her hand, and when they had to suddenly turn into a very narrow side street, instead of warning him in advance, so as not to risk losing him in the crowd, she casually took his hand, surprising him. Westerners grew up in a more open and brazen culture than the Eastern one, or at least the Korean one, and it was really intriguing to interact with those who lived in that direct and expansive way, even if sometimes he felt uncomfortable when Sofia acted cheeky or comradely. They had known each other too little and for too short a time for such confidences. That said, he had to admit that the uneasiness he felt did not bother him at all.

As soon as they were finally seated at the table with their beverages, he took off his face mask and glasses, while Sofia, who had been silent for several minutes, was watching him thoughtfully, playing with the straw of the milkshake she had ordered.

The coffee bar had an inside garden with tables sheltered under the trees and flower beds all around. It was really nice and pleasant, and not too crowded, as it wasn’t very large.

“Jenkan?” Sofia called him by name, while he was looking around.

“Tell me,” he answered, looking at her.

“My friends and my parents told me that your proposal is truly crazy. They’re also quite worried.”

He could understand them. He twisted his nose slightly, assuming a guilty expression, before answering her: “I can't blame them. I also got a couple of worried responses from those I informed of the matter.”

Sofia smiled in response. She didn't seem worried. “See,” she continued to say after a while. “As good as they think I am, they refuse to accept that your interest in me is only professional, and they also think that my considering accepting your offer is just a whim and that I actually like you.”

She was really bold. He had to be careful with her.

“Do you think they’re right? Are they right?” Sofia asked at that point.

He couldn’t answer her lightheartedly, so he took his time finding the right words, while sipping the American coffee he had ordered. Thinking carefully about his answer, he looked at her intently. She seemed amused, because deep down perhaps she knew that things were exactly like that. He had been offended when Byun had accused him of being interested in Sofia romantically or physically, and had tenaciously denied that there was any truth to that accusation, but he couldn’t deny that when he had seen her the first time, he had found her really beautiful, and that now that he had her in front of him, he couldn’t say he was indifferent. He put his glass back down, taking a deeper breath. He had to be honest with her. Sofia had to be able to trust him, if he wanted her to follow him to Korea. “I didn’t leave Seoul with the intention of looking for a new dancer, or anything, but you really impressed me. You are a fantastic dancer, and you are wasted in that small company. It's not that you shouldn’t like or enjoy what you have here and that you won't find better jobs that are suited to your talent in Italy, but I know that in Korea you could have many more possibilities and opportunities to make it big. That's why I’d like to offer you a job. Sure, it may seem like a gamble and a folly, but the role I'm offering you will give you a lot of visibility and the opportunity to grow.”

“You talk as if I've already been chosen as your dancer,” she interrupted him.

“The audition is just a formality, I told you. You're so good that Hanul won't let you get away, and with his support and Byun's, you're already part of our staff,” he replied confidently.

Sofia looked embarrassed for the first time since he had met her, and a hint of hesitation showed in her eyes.

He had to play his last card at that moment.

“In any case, I’d be hiding behind a finger if I tried to convince you that I only suggested coming to Korea for the dance,” he said intensely, looking straight into her eyes.

Sofia blushed visibly, then she looked away.

He had played dirty. She was aware of the way he had spoken to her. It was part of his role as an idol, knowing how to be convincing and persuasive with just his voice and gaze.

He waited for her to look at him again, before lowering his voice to an even more hoarse tone and saying: “I’d like to have the opportunity to get to know you better, that’s true, but also to offer you a career opportunity that perhaps you’d never have here. Am I wrong in thinking that one thing shouldn’t exclude the other? I hope that was a satisfactory answer, and as for your rashness,” he went on, smiling suggestively, “well, I hope that’s true. It would be less embarrassing and difficult for me if it were.” Despite her agitation, Sofia held his gaze and put on a satisfied expression. Then she said after a while, “I accept your proposal, but it will take me several weeks to get the visa and organize the trip and everything else.”


Trying not to show how pleased he was, he smiled and nodded. “That means we’ll make arrangements accordingly. You take care of the visa and your belongings — I’ll take care of the flight and your accommodation in Korea.”


Italy – Florence

One month later




- Sofia -

“Jenkan?” she entered the room calling out to him.

The front desk had told her she could go up to his room when she went to look for him.

Jenkan hadn’t answered her messages for at least an hour, and they were late. They should have already left for the airport.

She stopped a few steps from the entrance and waited in vain for him to answer.

Maybe he’s in the bathroom.

She heard a noise coming from behind the bathroom door.

She put her hands in her pockets and decided to wait a couple more minutes before calling him back.

Now that it was time to leave, she felt like a bundle of nerves. Everyone who knew her had been telling her for weeks that she must be crazy, but she disagreed. Objectively, Jenkan’s job offer seemed reasonable and he was fantastic. So why would she turn him down?

Everyone thought she was fooled by the handsome Korean singer. Well, maybe that was true, but who cared? She certainly didn’t. She was moving to South Korea to be a dancer, not to the middle of the Namibian desert to document the reproduction of hyenas and lions, risking being eaten. If things went badly and she couldn’t get a job at Royal Jewels, Jenkan’s agency, she would try something else, and in the worst case scenario, she would take the first flight home.

Jenkan, the leader of Steel Boys, wanted to get to know her better and offer her a job, and she was determined to let him do both.

People thought she was crazy to go with him to Korea?

No, she would have been crazy to refuse!

The day she took him to the coffee bar, she had provoked him to admit that he was interested in her, but she would probably have agreed to follow him even if he had only offered her a job. She knew the world of Korean entertainment in general terms. She was aware that it would not be easy to enter it, nor to adapt quickly, but if she had had a bit of luck she could get noticed and perhaps get closer with time to the world of theater and musicals to which she aspired.

After agreeing to follow Jenkan she had entered a vortex of delirious preparations. When she had decided to leave, she had not considered that it would be so chaotic and difficult to organize everything. It had taken longer than expected to obtain the permits and to sort out her affairs, so Jenkan had returned to Seoul, where he had defined everything necessary for her arrival. Then, to her great surprise, he had returned to Italy to travel with her by plane.

It had been really nice to have him back in Florence for a few days and to be able to show him those iconic and suggestive places of her city that were less known to tourists; she loved them so much, and during the first visit she had not been able to show him. In the days spent playing tourist, she had discovered that Jenkan was not a man of many words, but listened attentively and loved to enjoy long walks and relaxing moments.

Since she had discovered that he was an idol, she had researched a lot about Steel Boys, and what she had discovered had created very high expectations in her. She couldn’t wait to get to Seoul, meet the other members and work with them! Hanul, who she remembered from the video of Miss You, was one of the best dancers among the idols, while Byun seemed like a great boy and had an amazing voice.

She had discovered that Byun and Jenkan had known each other since they were children, and they had met Hanul in high school.

Jenkan had said that when she arrived in Seoul she would be living with Byun and his sister Nana, who was also a backup dancer for Steel Boys. At first, she had been uncomfortable with the thought, but then she thought it was a great idea. If she bonded with Nana, it would be easier to fit into the group of dancers, if she was hired. Jenkan had reassured her more than once about Byun and Nana, telling her that they both were friendly and easy-going, and that they would make her feel at ease right away. From the way he spoke about the two siblings, you could tell he loved them both very much.

Suddenly the bathroom door opened and Jenkan came in wearing only a white towel wrapped around his waist. He was rubbing his hair with another towel and he was still half wet.

Stiffening like a statue, she held her breath in anticipation, and after a few steps he noticed her, stopping his movements in surprise.

“Sofia.” Jenkan called her name, staring at her in bewilderment as he lowered the hand holding the towel.

Should I turn away? Should I turn away, right?


He should have turned away, he knew, but she wasn’t the kind of girl who would turn away out of modesty, and she wouldn’t have done it out of his modesty either. “Sorry, they told me I could come up. We’ve been waiting for you for a while. We’re running late for check-in and you weren’t answering the phone,” she said, trying to sound casual.


A mischievous smile appeared on Jenkan’s face, making him even more handsome, if possible.

She knew she should have at least kept her gaze fixed on his face, but there were several drops of water still dripping from his hair and falling on his chest and arms, and those damned drops meanly caught her attention.

Those droplets sliding slowly on Jenkan’s sculpted chest, following the outline of his muscles and abs, had just become another valid reason why it was worth making that trip to Seoul. He had quite a great body. He was moderately tall, very slim, and his broad shoulders highlighted his waist and chest shaped by training. His arms were also muscular, but not disproportionate. You could see that he cared about being in shape.

Looking up at Jenkan's face again, she found him staring at her with an intense and amused gaze. He had wonderful eyes and his gaze always seemed penetrating and sensual, even when he didn't mean to be. That gaze had caught her attention in front of the ice cream shop window, but it was his direct manner and his confident demeanor that had literally won her over the evening of the festival. He recently dyed his hair a warm brown and wore it long on his face, but short at the nape of his neck. He was always sharply dressed, and his clothes complimented his figure even when they were loose or sporty.

Jenkan's eyes caught her gaze, then his lips parted slightly. He often kept his lips slightly parted, thus drawing attention to his mouth. He really did have beautiful, well-marked lips, as if they were always shaped with a pencil.

She felt herself blush as she looked at his lips and ended up moving her gaze to the window behind him in embarrassment.

“Sorry, I must have run out of time. I decided last minute to let my Italian fans know that I was here, and what time I would be at the airport, so I took a while to organize everything,” Jenkan said, going back to drying his hair.

“Have you changed your mind?” she asked, trying to sound indifferent. “You said you wouldn’t tell them.”

“Um,” he replied, nodding, and then headed for the bed. “When you told me about your international fan point of view a few days ago, I realized it wasn’t right to hide my presence from them. I won’t be returning to Italy so soon, it’s right to give them the chance to meet me.”

Happy to have helped Jenkan’s fans, she nodded with satisfaction. “Then I’ll wait for you in the lobby,” she said, pointing with her thumb to the door behind her.

The teasing smile that lifted Jenkan’s lips caused an intense emotion in the pit of her stomach.

“As you wish,” he replied, shrugging. “I can get dressed in the bathroom, if you want to stay.”

“No, no,” she quickly replied. “I’ll wait for you down in the lobby,” she repeated confidently, then waved goodbye and left slowly.

When she was out the door, she leaned against it and took a deep breath. It was really crazy to follow him to Korea, but in all honesty, it seemed like the most beautiful crazy thing she had ever done.

After a couple of minutes of deep breaths, she thought she had recovered enough, so she went back to the lobby where her friends and the two private agents Jenkan had hired as an escort were waiting for them.

When Jenkan reached them shortly after, they took off straight to the airport, and as soon as they arrived at their destination, they immediately noticed the numerous fans who were waiting for the arrival of their idol inside and outside the building. Obviously, they had traveled in two different cars, she with her friends and Jenkan with the security car, and they entered the airport separately.

After waiting to board and saying goodbye to Pietro and Sabrina, her two best friends, she headed to the plane and sat down in her seat, feeling a bit anxious.

Jenkan had insisted on offering her the flight, booking first class.

When he reached her and sat next to her seat, she saw it loaded with gifts.

“Wow. I saw you pass among the fans. I thought they would engulf you among them and tear your clothes off,” she said, widening her eyes.

“You Westerners have a really warm soul. I feared it too at a certain point, but luckily the situation didn't degenerate in the end,” Jenkan replied amusingly as he placed the gifts he had received in the compartment above their heads, then sat down next to her.

At that very moment, a call came in on the cell phone he was holding in his hand. Jenkan looked at the screen, then grimaced in annoyance and turned off the device. Noticing that she was staring at him curiously, he made himself comfortable in his seat and said to her, “The photos my fans took of me a little while ago must be online by now. Unfortunately, this concession made me lose a bet I made with MinYoon, a friend of mine, so to speak. He said I couldn’t help but enjoy my popularity by remaining incognito, and I bet I wouldn’t be seen.” He shrugged. “Of course I lost, but I’ll gladly pay the price for the sake of my international fandom.”

Her eyes widened at his words, exclaiming excitedly, “It’s not MinYoon from Skip Out that friend you’re talking about, is it?”

Jenkan frowned slightly and replied, “Yes, why?”

Unable to contain the excitement that exploded inside her, she clapped her hands several times.

She couldn’t believe that MinYoon had just called Jenkan in front of her!

She had to shamelessly admit that when she found out that Steel Boys were signed to the same agency as Skip Out, she had danced with joy.

Oh my god, it was all so surreal!

She had no idea that MinYoon was Jenkan’s friend! It was obvious that they knew each other, but not that they were friends.

“I’m a huge Skip Out fan,” she admitted with enthusiasm. She hadn’t wanted to tell him before, so as not to give him the impression that she had accepted his proposal only for that reason, but now she could admit it.

Jenkan’s lips pursed as her eyes narrowed. “Please don’t tell me MinYoon is your bias*,” he muttered immediately afterward in such a serious and strained tone that instantly took away her euphoria.

Maybe she had just made a huge blunder.

She hesitated, unsure whether to change the subject or not. Idols really cared a lot about their popularity, and maybe the fact that she knew and followed Skip Out and not Steel Boys really annoyed him.

“Don’t worry.” Leaning his head back on the seat, Jenkan seemed to understand her thoughts and smiled at her. “Feel free to talk about them, don’t worry.”

“Jay oppa* is my bias,” she confessed at that point, making a small grimace of regret.

Jay was the star dancer of Skip Out, actually of the entire Royal Jewels agency, and one of the most loved and followed in the world of K-pop.

The sigh that lifted Jenkan's chest was more than eloquent, and even though he was smiling, his voice sounded seriously strained and resigned as he said: “Of course, how could it be otherwise.”

“It's not like he's my bias just because he's divinely good at dancing,” she quickly pointed out. “I also love the way he sings, and he's so funny and spontaneous, he never worries about pretending to be something he's not, even if being himself sometimes ends up making a fool of himself.” She had spoken instinctively and without thinking, but maybe she was only making the situation worse. She fell silent, biting his lips, but Jenkan burst out laughing heartily.

“Don't make that face,” he then admonished her softly. “That’s right, you’re just expressing your preference, your taste. I certainly didn’t expect you to be a fan of mine, since you barely knew my group. It’s no problem.” He then raised a hand to her face and pinched her nose in a confidential gesture. “I respect your taste and your choice, but don’t expect me to be eager to introduce them to you when we get to Seoul. I’ll only do it if I’m forced by events.”

The implication of his words flattered her more than annoyed her and she nodded, smiling again.

For his part, Jenkan sighed again, looking ahead. “I really must tell you one thing. I can stand anything, but not hearing you call him oppa with that adoring tone. That’s what I ask you not to do, at least in front of me. Never do it again.”
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Chapter 2. Omne ignotum pro magnifico


~ Everything unknown appears magnificent ~

- Byun -

Looking out the tinted window of the van, he peered at the airport entrance with a slight sense of anxiety.

He and Manager Yeo awaited Sofia and Jenkan’s arrival. The two would exit the plane separately; Jenkan would be escorted to the exit by Manager Choi and a few security guards, while Sofia would join them with Nana, who was waiting for her at the exit of Gate 12.

He sighed, thinking that he had gotten himself into such a sticky situation just to help Jenkan. Why could he never say no?

When Nana offered to have Sofia stay with them, he should have said no. It would be embarrassing to have Jenkan’s foreign girlfriend wandering around their apartment.

The van door opened and Nana leaned in, saying, “Sofia didn’t exit at Gate 12, her phone is off, and Jenkan isn’t answering.”

Damn, that setback was frustrating! Sofia should have already been in the car when Jenkan arrived, so as not to arouse suspicion in those who might have seen them arrive together.

Manager Yeo in the driver's seat banged his head on the steering wheel in despair. “I knew it would go bad. They'll fire us all.”

“We must find her, Byun. When Jenkan arrives, the car must leave,” Nana said urgently.

In response, he grabbed his sweatshirt and started to get out.

“Where do you think you're going?” The manager admonished him, as he got out of the car and put on his sunglasses, pulling the hood of the sweatshirt he had just put on over his head.

“We'll look for her in pairs. If Jenkan was stopped by the fans, it might take him longer to arrive. If we haven't returned with the girl before Jenkan, manager, leave and wait for us outside the parking lot.”

Yeo tried to protest, but there was no time to waste, so when Nana sprinted towards the entrance, he followed close behind. Once inside, they split up and went their separate ways.

Incheon Airport was one of the busiest and largest in the world. If Sofia wasn’t used to such facilities, she could easily get lost.

He was running towards the nearest Information Point, hoping that she had gone there to ask for help, when a group of fans appeared in front of him. He recognized them, as they had been part of their fandom for a long time. Then he approached a snack machine, lowering his head.

If Sofia’s phone had some problem and she was lost without being able to contact them, it could have taken them hours to find her!

He didn’t manage to find her at the first Information Point, so he continued on to the next one and halfway there, his phone rang.

He scanned the number that appeared hopefully, but it was only Ten.

He answered because he knew his best friend wouldn't give up if he didn't answer. “Hyung, I can't talk, I'm on a mission and I have to leave the line free,” he answered, looking around for a head of curly red hair.

“Good morning, my little leaf. Mission? What mission?” Ten asked curiously and light-heartedly, ignoring his urgency.

“A mission that concerns a person I can't tell you about yet,” he replied, smiling at the nickname Ten had started calling him for a while now.

“The foreign beauty that Jenkan brought with him from Italy isn't involved, is she?” he asked back.

His brisk pace stopped, making him stop. “Who told you that?”

“My Sweetheart,” Ten sneered, making him look up at the ceiling and snort heavily.

“I warned JinWook not to tell anyone. Jenkan will kill me when he knows that you Skip Outs know too,” he muttered, starting to walk again.

“But I’m his sweetheart, I am not ‘anyone.’ He keeps no secrets from me,” Ten stated, making him smile all in all.

“You may be his sweetheart, but you’re also the biggest gossip in all of Seoul. If JinWook wanted to get me in trouble, he succeeded,” he replied without severity.

As expected, Ten pretended to be offended immediately, replying: “All of Seoul? Are you crazy? I hope you mean all of South Korea! Seoul alone is not enough for me. If my fame is so limited, I’ll have to work hard to expand it.”

Groaning in despair, he turned the corner of the corridor, increasing his pace. “Not at my expense, please. Hyung, you must not tell anyone. Really, I’m very serious,” he threatened.

“SoonHae, Jay and MinYoon aren’t included in the ‘anyone’, right?” Ten asked back.

Slapping a hand on his forehead, he really hoped he was joking, but he answered for confirmation anyway: “Yes, hyung, they are included in the ‘anyone’, like the rest of the population of the world. Anyone means exactly anyone, without exceptions.”

“Beep.” Ten produced a sound similar to the buzz button that in some games decrees a competitor’s error. “I’m afraid then that Kimmy Ten has already failed the silence test with your ‘anyone’. To my detriment, I can say that JinWook wasn’t as specific as you when he told me not to tell anyone. If he had been, maybe I would have listened to him.”

“Hyung!” he called out in despair, while his friend laughed as if nothing had happened. “Don’t make fun of me, anyone is anyone. Don’t blame JinWook. Damn,” he complained in a whining tone. “Did you really have to tell MinYoon? Jenkan will kill me now and it will all be your fault.”

Ten, not at all sorry, replied seraphically. “We were having dinner in the dorm when I talked about it with Jay and SoonHae, and he was there too. I couldn’t stick his head in the microwave so he wouldn’t hear. I don’t think he would have let me do that.”

Another lie, of course. Ten had certainly talked about it in front of MinYoon on purpose. He was having a lot of fun teasing and fueling the rivalry between Jenkan and MinYoon.

When he appeared in front of gate 22 an idea struck him and lit up like a light bulb in his head. Sofia could have confused gate 22 with 12, if Jenkan had told her the number of the meeting point with Nana in Korean. “Okay, hyung, whatever you want. Now I really have to leave you,” he said hastily to free himself. He would deal with one issue at a time, and now Sofia took priority.

“Wait,” Ten tried to stop him. “You still haven’t told me what mission you’re on. Anyway, I’ll never let anyone hurt you, ever. You know that, my Leafy Leaf? Tell Jenkan that I’ll put chili powder in his pants during the next show if he takes it out on you. He knows very well that I’m capable of that.”

Laughing again, he nodded with a throaty sound. “I’ll call you back later, hyung, I promise.”

He interrupted the conversation first because Ten would have dragged it out even longer if he hadn’t. Then, trying not to meet people’s eyes, he positioned himself in a strategic point to observe the entire area around him, and suddenly a red spot caught his attention. There was a Western girl sitting in the middle of a row of empty chairs, with a backpack on her legs and her phone in her hand. She was keeping her head bowed, and she had voluminous red curly hair. It had to be Sofia!

Happy to have found her, he hurried to catch up with her, and when he was a few steps away he saw that she was pouting in a very cute way and taking deep, sorrowful breaths, keeping her gaze fixed on the cell phone that she was holding in both hands.

She must have been mortified, poor thing.

He approached her more closely, stopping a few steps from her chair. “So… fia?” he called her, trying to pronounce her name correctly, as it wasn't easy for him to pronounce the letter f.

She raised her head suddenly and looked at him with her pretty, yet sorrowful green eyes. He smiled at her instinctively, taking off his glasses, ready to introduce himself, but he didn't have time to do so because Sofia's face lit up, and the sadness vanished from her gaze. “Bak Byun!” she shouted immediately after, euphorically, jumping to her feet.

If they hadn’t been surrounded by so many people, he would have laughed at her overreaction, but he couldn’t risk them recognizing him, so he put a finger to his lips to let her know not to call him by his name and looked around to make sure no one had heard her.

When he was sure he hadn’t attracted attention, he quickly put his glasses back on and looked at her again, finding her mortified again.

“Sorry, I’m such an idiot,” she said sadly, and he smiled at her again.

“Are you okay? Are you lost?” he asked, leaning toward her.

Sofia nodded, replying, “As always.” He then shrugged as he held out his hand.

“How about I take you to the van?” he asked.

Sofia nodded, hesitating for just a moment, then took his hand.

“We have to move quickly and stealthily. I can’t afford to be seen together with you. Let's go,” he urged her, proud of himself for having recovered her, feeling almost like a superhero. He didn't wait any longer and started to walk briskly, carrying her with him as soon as she got up from her chair. It wasn't proper to hold her hand, but he couldn't risk losing her again. However, he had to admit that Jenkan had good taste. Sofia was a beautiful girl. Let his best friend keep saying that he had only brought her to Seoul for work, after seeing her, no one would believe it, not even those who didn't like girls with Western features.

Walking quickly, he continued to the exit while sending a message to Nana to let her know that he had found Sofia and to arrange to meet her at the entrance.

After sending the message he took a quick glance behind him. Sofia was staring at him with a happy puppy expression on her face. It was truly disarming. She shouldn't have looked at him like that. She seemed to be in the grip of a celestial vision.

After turning yet another corner, he found himself once again near the group of fans he had already met before, who were walking towards them. He then quickly swerved to the side and hid behind a billboard, dragging Sofia with him and hiding her with his body while he turned his back to the corridor.

“Fans. Let's stay here for a moment. They mustn't see us together” he said, and received a throat sound as consent.

As he felt her so close to him, he grew embarrassed and tried to move as far away from her body as possible, even if he didn't have much space to do so. Sofia was tall, just below his chin, and he was quite tall, too, taller than Jenkan. “They’re long-time fans. I recognized them before,” he explained to ease the tension. “They might easily recognize me even when I’m disguised like this. I don’t want there to be any misunderstandings, especially since you’ll be working with us.”

Sofia nodded again, staring intently at his shoulder. She was clearly uncomfortable and tense now. Peering toward the hallway, Byun saw the fans still close by, so he bent down again, almost hiding his face in her hair. “Anyway,” he said in her ear. “Nice to meet you.”

Sofia giggled, covering her mouth with her hand, making him laugh too.

“It’s my pleasure, Bak Byun. I’m Sofia Ferri,” she then replied.

“Um. Your name is difficult, too many f’s and r’s,” he explained, looking back over her shoulder. There was no sign of the fans. “Let's go,” he then suggested and kept walking, still holding her hand.

They had almost reached the exit when they were forced to hide again. They couldn't go on like that. It would take them forever to get to the van, so he asked her: “How are you at running?”

“Very good,” she replied amused.

“Great. I'm a disaster, but I'll try anyway. Give me your backpack.” He then took her backpack and put it on his shoulder. “When I say ‘go,’ start running following those signs there, can you see them?” He pointed to the signs that marked the exit and Sofia nodded. “Perfect, then... Go!” he urged her and Sofia took off like lightning.

Laughing, he chased her, ignoring the people who were pointing at them and looking at them annoyed.

She was really good at running.

He couldn't keep up with her. They were not far from the exit when Nana came up beside him.

“What are you doing!?” she scolded him.

“We're running, duh!” he replied breathlessly, giggling.

“Jenkan is already by the van. We have to meet them in the parking lot!” Nana replied.

Damn!

“Get to Sofia, tell her!” He begged her, panting.

His sister was a track star compared to him.

“Will you make it?” she asked him back skeptically.

“I must, or I'll die trying,” he replied with fake drama.

With a sardonic nod, Nana left him and joined Sofia.

Partly running, partly walking, they managed to reach the van in a few minutes, and while still laughing at the absurdity of the situation they had found themselves in, they got into the car.

“Jenkan!”

Sofia greeted Jenkan warmly as soon as she got into the car and sat next to him. His good mood vanished as if by magic. His superhero moment had already expired, as his best friend always became the master of the scene wherever he went.

So be it. It was his eternal curse, to always come second.




- Sofia -

Nana was a really nice girl. She already felt close to her.

Not even an hour after meeting her, that is, since they left the airport, Nana had started bombarding her with questions, almost without ever taking a breath.

“Sofia, what do you think of our style of dance? Will it be up your alley?” Nana asked her as the millionth question.

Jenkan intervened before she could answer. “Noona, leave her alone. You’ll live in the same house, you’ll have many opportunities to ask her everything that comes to mind. Sofia is surely tired from the trip as I am, don't pester her.”

Nana didn't take Jenkan's reprimand well and the two began to argue, while Byun smiled behind the hand he held in front of his face. He had been silent since they got into the van, sitting in the window seat with one elbow resting on the glass and his hand covering part of his face. He had never intervened in their conversations, except when someone had addressed him directly.

“Sofia, am I bothering you?” Nana asked her suddenly.

She stopped to look at her for a moment before answering. She was really pretty. She had a sweet face with soft and delicate features, very fine, long, straight light brown hair touching her shoulders, and deliciously oval and cheerful hazel eyes. She shook her head vigorously, smiling at her, and Nana made a face at Jenkan, who raised his eyes to the sky. “See! Don’t torment me, she’s been with you so far, you can’t monopolize her,” Nana then retorted, and Jenkan put a hand to his chest, leaning towards Byun’s seat. “Byun, tell her something. Monopolize? Your sister is really making us look bad.”

Byun smiled again and finally turned around, looking at her for the first time since they got into the car. “They are worse than children. Don't listen to them, and if they bother you, tell me and I'll make them stop,” he said with a knowing smile.

She nodded, smiling back at him.

Bak Byun didn't give the impression at first glance of being a famous idol. Unlike Jenkan, who cared a lot about his appearance, that day he was wearing a simple blue tracksuit. He didn't have a trace of makeup, and his slightly long hair seemed to be disheveled. It was unusual for him to appear natural and unkempt, as few celebrities did that. Byun really seemed like a polite and kind boy. His face seen in person was sweeter than she remembered; his cheeks were cutely slightly round and his smile was warm and genuine, the kind that makes you smile back as soon as you see it blossom on someone’s face. What had also struck her about him at first sight was the familiarity with which he had treated her at the airport. It was true that Jenkan had told her that Byun was a quiet and sociable guy, just like Nana, but from what she knew, among Koreans there was more familiarity between members of the same sex, than between boys and girls, at least if they were almost strangers or real strangers like they were; so even his confidential attitude had been a surprise. Even Jenkan, with whom she had spent several days in close contact, was visibly embarrassed if she touched him. Of course she didn't do it on purpose. It came naturally to her to be somewhat 'physical', as in Italy there weren't many moral or modest restrictions. Plus, since she had noticed his embarrassment, she had tried to correct and limit herself. Byun, however, had taken her hand naturally. Maybe it was Jenkan who told him to treat her that way, to make her feel at ease. He had also run to look for her when they realized she was lost, exposing himself for her. It was so sweet. She already adored him.

“It’s okay for you if we abandon the formalities right away, right? I feel like I’ve known you forever, and we’ll live together. I really couldn’t be formal with you,” Nana asked again enthusiastically.

“I don’t want any formalities, for goodness’ sake,” she replied with conviction, while Jenkan at her side sought her gaze, smiling.

“I told you that you’d be happy with them,” he said affectionately, then his phone rang and he read the message he had received. “Jong-soo is coming with his girlfriend to have dinner with us. It seems they’re eager to meet Sofia,” he warned immediately after.

Jong-soo was Jenkan’s younger brother, whom she had only met once, in Italy, briefly.

“Very good,” Nana replied, clapping her hands several times. “I’m really curious to hear his version of these European holidays of yours.”

In response, he rolled his eyes and said, “Of course you are.” Then he looked at her and winked. “Don’t believe everything you hear. There’s a tendency in our family to exaggerate and emphasize every little detail. So please, filter out a lot of what they say about me,” he begged her and she simply nodded, staring at him.

Since arriving in Korea, he seemed changed, more serious, somber, reserved, almost distant.

Maybe that was his true way of being. Maybe he was more himself among his friends.

At that moment, he was much more like the Jenkan she had seen on various shows and performances.

During the flight that had taken them to South Korea, Jenkan had talked to her about his life and his friends in a relaxed and confidential way and she had thought she had met the real him, the one who showed himself every day in his private life, but apparently that wasn’t the case.

Jenkan noticed her staring at him and smiled at her in the same sexy, knowing way he had smiled at her in his hotel room.

Her heart began to beat faster.

Anyway, Jenkan was really damn handsome, and at the moment she didn't really care which of the faces of the personalities she had seen so far of him was the real one.

She had just arrived in Seoul. She had all the time in the world to get to know him.

“Sofia?” Nana called her for the umpteenth time and she turned back taking a big resigned sigh, while Jenkan smiled amusedly.




- Byun -

The fact that Jenkan continued to deny his romantic interest in Sofia was really irritating, but unfortunately very fitting for his character.

He went out onto the balcony of the apartment and shook his head, amused and slightly annoyed.

He had known Jenkan for sixteen years now, but despite their deep friendship they had never managed to confide in each other when it came to feelings. They had never established the relationship he had instead created with JinWook, the first of his four best friends.

It upset him and made him nervous that Jenkan did not want to admit that he liked Sofia, because it was obvious that he liked her. Everything in Jenkan's way of doing things made it clear that he was interested in her, from the looks he gave her, to the diligent and attentive way in which he treated her.

And yet, despite the evidence of the matter, while they were clearing the table of the remains of the dinner, Jenkan had responded to one of his jokes with a dry: “You're way off, Byun. It’s not what you think!”

They had known each other for a lifetime, and even if there were many things they didn't talk about, did Jenkan really believe he could still deceive him like that? Who would have ever believed that he had simply started acting as a talent scout? An idiot perhaps, but certainly not him!

He leaned on the balustrade with a sigh.

And yet, even if that behavior irritated him, he knew that he would pretend nothing had happened and support that farce. He loved Jenkan too much to risk an argument with him over that matter.

Anyway, overall, apart from that little detail that annoyed him, the evening had really been pleasant, and perhaps it wouldn't have been so bad to have Sofia around. Nana was already crazy about her, and since they had hit it off right away, it was easy for the two of them to quickly become great friends and ignore him, thus saving him from too many upheavals and involvements.

His phone suddenly rang, alerting him of an incoming notification, and he took it out of his tracksuit pocket. He smiled as soon as he saw the preview of the message; it was Kimmy Ten.

- I'm still waiting, Little Leaf! How much longer do I have to wait? None of the girls I see make me wait as long as you do! -

“It’s hyung again,” he replied into his cell phone, opening the chat with JinWook instead.


- You’re such an evil gossip, hyung - he then wrote with a grimace.


JinWook entered the chat shortly after and responded with a string of hearts interspersed with apologizing icons.

- I’m sorry - he went on, - He sniffs out secrets like a dog sniffs out a buried bone. I tried to resist him, but he realized I knew something hot that he didn't know. You know how he is, right? -

He nodded, laughing. He knew well what Ten was like and how difficult it was to resist him, but they had gotten him into trouble.

- Make him keep his mouth shut or Jenkan will skin me alive. Please tell MinYoon not to say anything or Jenkan will really get mad at me - he replied, still wrinkling his nose, annoyed by the situation.

Jenkan and MinYoon had been in competition since high school and the training period. If there was one person in the world Jenkan wanted out of his secret business, it was definitely Min Yoon-Seok. JinWook's continued silence online worried him.

- I’ll try, Byun - he replied after a long time.

That was a really bad answer. Maybe it would have been better to turn himself in to Jenkan before he was charged and tell him about the leak. Maybe it would have helped him get a reduction in his sentence, if he had repented and apologized.

- You only impose yourself as a leader when it suits you. - he retorted, adding a resentful emoticon.

In response, he received one back that mimicked a gesture of nonchalance. - If I used my leadership power for everything it would lose its effectiveness. How's it going with the foreigner? -

At the quick change of conversation, he shook his head again and huffed.

“May I bother you?”

At the unexpected sound of Sofia’s voice, he nearly dropped his phone off the building.

He turned around with a tentative smile plastered across his face. “Hi, no,” he replied, but then realized he’d given the wrong answer and corrected himself. “I mean, yes. Of course you can, but you’re not a bother.”

Sofia seemed hesitant for a moment, then took a few steps closer to him. “I didn’t get to thank you properly for saving me at the airport,” she said nervously.

Shrugging his shoulders slightly, he replied, “It was no big deal.”

“Well, you risked being seen by your fans. You exposed yourself for me, so,” Sofia replied, bowing her chest slightly in thanks, “Thank you, Bak Byun, for saving me.”

Embarrassed, he scratched the back of his neck uncomfortably. “It was nothing really, I’m used to saving girls every day: from fires, from bad guys, from breaking heels, and I also save children from evil witches and ogres, so picking you up at the airport was a walk in the park.” His way of easing the embarrassment worked.

Sofia laughed. “Really?” She then asked curiously. “And do you use camouflage or do you show yourself as you are? I mean, are you Batman, or Iron Man?”

Waving his hands in the air in alarm he quickly replied: “No, for goodness’ sake! If I didn’t wear a costume, I would be targeted every day by my enemies, and my friends would be in danger. I wear glasses when I leave the house. As for the red and blue costume, I keep it well hidden.”

Sofia moved her gaze to the open neckline of his suit and he quickly specified: “Today I went out without it because it’s my day off.”

The serious way he said it made her laugh again and he joined in Sofia's laughter, feeling more relaxed, then he nodded towards the apartment and asked: “Where are the others?”

Sofia followed his gaze. “Jong-soo and Min-ji have left. Jenkan is on the phone, and Nana is in the bathroom.”

Nodding, he turned back to face the outside, looking at the sky. There was a beautiful full moon that evening.

Beside him Sofia sighed saying: “I still find it hard to believe that I’m more than eight thousand kilometers from my home. However, it’s comforting that despite this enormous distance the moon is still the same. Seeing it makes me feel at home.” Her voice came out melancholic, perhaps even a little scared.

How could he blame her? He thought she was so brave. He loved his family and his country too much to think of leaving them and starting a new life in a faraway place, even if he had to do it for the singing.

“This is one of the many charms of the moon,” he said, trying to distract her. “It’s truly a magical vision, and wherever you see it, it enchants you. It doesn’t matter from which point in the world you look at it, or with what state of mind.”

Being not only a singer, but also a composer, he had a romantic and poetic soul, and the moon was a special muse for all those like him. On many nights, admiring it, he had composed suggestive and touching music and words.

“I remember our first concert in Indonesia,” he said, letting himself be carried away by memories. “We were staying in a hotel by the sea in Jakarta. It was late at night, we were very tired, but we couldn’t sleep, so we went to the beach. The success we were achieving was exciting, but also full of shadows and fears. We knew that fame would definitely change our lives. For idols like us, there isn’t much room for a normal life, both private and romantic, and we were aware of the pros, but also the big cons that awaited us behind the door of success.” A sarcastic grimace escaped him, then he specified. “At least, Jenkan’s life and mine have changed. For Hanul it’s different. Despite scandals and penalties, he doesn’t miss anything. Sometimes it seems that he doesn’t care much about the group, or that he doesn’t intend to make personal sacrifices for the good of Steel Boys.” He felt Sofia's interested gaze on him. He was rambling and did not want her to get the wrong idea about Hanul before meeting him, so he shook his head, pushing away his thoughts, and returned to the starting point. “On that full moon night, we were both happy and sad, and accompanied by Hanul’s guitar on the beach in Jakarta we created the lyrics of Moonlight, the song that gave the title to our third mini album.” The emotions he felt that night struck him again as if almost four years had not already passed since that moment. He loved that song, it was one of his favorites. “Do you know it?” he asked Sofia, looking at her sideways.

She shook her head with a mortified smile.

“Do you want to hear it?” he asked her immediately.

Sofia nodded visibly, her face lighting up, then he began to sing Moonlight from the first verses.




- Jenkan -

“Yes, mom, I’ll come visit you soon, but I have to leave you now.” He smiled in response to his mother’s recommendations, then said goodbye and ended the call.

He had forced Jong-soo to keep quiet about Sofia with his family, so he had remained vague when his parents asked him where he had been in the last few days. Since he didn’t know what kind of relationship he would have with her yet, he didn’t want to involve his family before it was necessary.

He had just put his cell phone back in his pocket when he heard Byun’s voice singing Moonlight. He wasn’t surprised. Byun lived for music and always sang: when he was wandering around the house, when they were in the car, in the dressing rooms, in the corridors of the agency, in every place and situation.

Smiling, he moved towards the terrace, where Sofia had followed Byun a little while ago. It wasn’t at all unusual that he was singing Moonlight to her. That song was the group’s favorite. When he stepped outside and saw the fascinated way Sofia was looking at Byun, he wasn't even surprised by that. Hearing Bak Byun sing live had that effect on everyone who listened to him, or at least on everyone who had a modicum of good musical taste. Singing wasn't a job for his best friend. He was born with the gift of singing, so much so that he’d never had to try too hard to excel at it, unlike him who had studied singing since he was a child. Byun didn't even realize how much he envied him for his talent, how many envied him. Byun had a warm and harmonious voice, a voice that didn't need music to become a melody. He didn't excel at high notes, but he had exceptional vocal control, stable and perfect even in live performances.

Leaning against the door jamb with his arms crossed, he remained aside so as not to disturb. Neither of them had seen him yet.

Looking at Byun's profile, the usual feeling of brotherly affection struck him. He had been anxiously waiting for years the day when his best friend would realize that he was not inferior to anyone, and at that moment it would become trouble for all Korean singers, and also for him and his ego it would be a bad moment, but he would live it with pride and happiness anyway.

When the song reached the chorus, he instinctively joined in the singing, making Sofia jump in surprise and turn to look at him.

Even if she probably hadn't seen him, Byun didn't betray any uncertainty in his singing when he took over; they were well used to those improvised duets, but like Sofia, he turned to look at him.

Sofia's smile intensified while her eyes shone.

He was about to move away from the door to reach her, when the bathroom window opened and Nana leaned out of it with a beauty mask on her face, in their direction. “Stop it, guys! Have you seen what time it is?!” Nana warned them sternly, causing his singing to stop suddenly.

Wide-eyed, he froze, staring at Byun and Sofia who had the same stupid look as him, then all three burst out laughing and hurried back into the house.

“I think I have to go now,” he said as soon as they were in the living room.

Byun, without stopping, continued to the kitchen, leaving him and Sofia alone, while the latter lost part of her smile. “Already?” she asked, looking around for a clock.

He answered her by nodding with a throaty sound, then said: “It's almost eleven. We're used to working prohibitive hours, but we have an early meeting tomorrow morning and with the jet lag I'll already be more tired than usual, so I have to go and rest. Unfortunately, the coming week will be a busy one for both of us. It’s better not to get more tired than necessary.”

Sofia nodded, trying to look happy, but she wasn't.

“Nana will show you some of the group's choreography in the next few days, so you can get used to our style of dancing and be more prepared when the audition comes. As for the day, I'll confirm it after tomorrow's meeting.”

Sofia nodded again, but she seemed really down, so he closed the distance between them and hugged her, saying, “Keep me updated on what's happening. Let me know how things go, okay?” Without squeezing her too much, he then patted her on the back.

He had expected her not to react, but instead Sofia put her arms around his waist, resting her head on his shoulder. “Thank you, Jenkan. Really, for everything.”

He stiffened slightly and felt a small shiver run down his neck. It was turning out to be more awkward than expected, and as he didn’t want Nana or Byun to find them in that position, he gently pushed her away and held his hands on her arms. “I hope I can see you before the audition, but if I don’t get to, we’ll see each other that day anyway. Byun and Nana will take care of you; rest, eat, and stay healthy” he recommended, and she nodded enthusiastically at each warning. Her smile was back.

“You too” Sofia replied, hugging him again.

It was just at that moment that Byun decided to go back into the living room, but he stopped at the door, looking up at the ceiling.

He released the hug and took a step away.

Damn, that wasn't good.

Now he would start to stress him again with allusions. After all, he only had himself to blame. He had brought that on himself by hugging her first.

“Good night,” he said, trying not to show her the disappointment he felt, and Sofia responded with an almost nostalgic tone.

Byun accompanied him as he headed for the exit. While he was putting on his shoes, he said nonchalantly: “See you tomorrow, then. I'll come alone. I'll wait for you at the agency. I’d like to speak to manager Choi before the meeting.”

“Tae?”

Byun called him by the diminutive of his real name, Tae-Hwan. He only did it when he wanted to leverage their close friendship.

After putting on the second shoe he turned to look at him. “Um?” he replied, raising his head.

He found him with his hands in his pockets and an embarrassed look. “When will you really explain this whole story to me?” he asked.

Raising an eyebrow in confusion, he replied: “Explain what?”

Byun gestured towards the living room. “Sofia, what else,” he replied almost resentfully.

“I don't have to explain anything, Byun. You know what you need to know.” He wasn't lying to him. The whole Sofia affair was still a wild card. He certainly couldn't explain something that not even he knew how it would unfold.

Byun wrinkled his nose dissatisfied, but didn't reply further.

“Is everything ok?” he then asked him, seeing him sulk.

“Yes, Tae. Everything ok. Goodnight, see you tomorrow.” Byun didn't answer calmly, so he lingered a few more moments to make sure he didn't leave any discontent behind.

When he noticed his hesitation, his friend smiled at him.

“See you tomorrow” he then greeted him before leaving. Suddenly he felt really tired. He needed a good sleep, and sleep worked miracles on him. Tomorrow perhaps he would be able to be surer and more certain of what he had done by bringing Sofia to Seoul, because at the moment, in the dim light of the corridor that led him to the elevator, he was only full of doubts.

[image: ]

Chapter 3. Aurora aurum in ore habet


~ Morning has gold in its mouth ~

- Byun -

Still half sleepy despite having showered, he rinsed the toothpaste from his mouth, then took one last look in the mirror, running a hand through his too-long hair, and what he saw made him grimace. His hair had lost the shape of the cut given to it by the hairdresser for a while now. He had to go to the salon to fix it.

Yawning, he opened the bathroom door, almost colliding with Sofia who was trying to come in. He stopped, as she widened her eyes in surprise.

He hadn't closed the door while he was showering because he wasn't used to doing it, and he almost caused a big incident!

“Sorry,” he said to her, while she apologized almost in unison. He was terribly embarrassed, but Sofia seemed to be too.

The illusion that the stranger would not change his life suddenly seemed like a utopia vanishing like a soap bubble, as he found himself in front of two big green eyes, a mass of incredibly cute messy curls, and a pair of short-short pajamas with some flying ponies printed right on Sofia's abundant breasts.

Raising his gaze suddenly, he pointed it at the wall of the corridor.

He must have been completely crazy to allow himself to look at her like that while she was in her pajamas!

Trying not to let his embarrassment show too much, he glanced at her sideways and found her staring at him from head to toe with interest. In fact, he wasn't particularly dressed either, since he was only wearing shorts, a loose, crumpled tank top, and was barefoot.

Not even Sofia should have stopped to look at him so intently!

His discomfort soared, and the urge to pull down his tank top to hide parts of him that shouldn’t have been visible was great, but it would have drawn even more attention to them. “Did you sleep well?” he tried to ask casually, hoping she would move away from the entrance quickly and let him pass without having to touch her.

A strange smile appeared on Sofia’s face. “I slept very well, thank you. I was really tired. How about you?”

“I slept well too.” He nodded, shifting his weight from one foot to the other in the hope that she would understand that she had to move.

“I imagine you have a lot to do today. Jenkan told me you have a busy schedule this week,” Sofia said cordially, smiling at him.

He nodded again. “Yes, and I think I’m late.” As he said this, he glanced between her and the little space he had available to get out of the bathroom, and at that moment Sofia seemed to realize that she was in his way. She took a vigorous step back. “Oh, I’m really sorry” she blurted out embarrassed, making him laugh.

Finally free, he left the bathroom and headed towards his bedroom, then raised a hand as if to greet her. “Have a good day,” he said to her as he walked away quickly.

When he got to his room, he realized he was in fact late and sped up, dressing as best he could, while he brooded over the meeting with Sofia.

It would take him some time to get used to that new presence.

After getting ready, he reached the kitchen where he found Nana immersed in total chaos. His sister loved to cook, and the best restaurants in Seoul got nothing on her. That morning, as always, she was surrounded by pans and bowls, but unlike the usual order, there was a hallucinatory mess around her. She had prepared a variety of dishes. Literally every type of imaginable dishes was on the shelves of the furniture.

“Did you invite the entire agency for breakfast? Or are you preparing for an imminent famine?” he asked approaching her.

Nana turned suddenly with a pan with some eggs inside in one hand, and a spatula held between the fingers of her other hand, raised as if it were a lethal weapon. “I'm panicking, Byun! What do they eat for breakfast in Italy?” she asked.

She was seriously agitated, so much that the oil that was coming down from the spatula had reached her hand and was dripping down her wrist. Smiling at her, he made her lower her arm and rest the greasy utensil on the pan. “Relax and clean up,” he said, nodding toward the oil. “I’m sure that out of everything you’ve prepared, something will be fine, and you’ll have plenty of time to ask Sofia about her habits today,” he reassured her.

“You say so?” Nana replied, drying her hand on a kitchen towel. “What if she doesn’t like anything?” she asked apprehensively as he tossed a mandu* into his mouth.

“Then you’ll take her to a bar and she’ll choose what to have for breakfast,” he replied nonchalantly, his mouth half full.

“Aren’t you having breakfast with us?” Nana asked, watching him eat, then handing him a jug of strawberry milk.

“I’m late. Manager Lee is already outside the building waiting for me,” he replied, chewing a second dumpling, followed by a long swig of milk.

“What?” his sister put her hands on her hips. “And you’re just standing there wasting time? Then go! Stop being late all the time!”

“They're used to me being late now. You don't want me to go to work on an empty stomach, do you?” he replied with a shrug.

In response, Nana threw two more mandus into a napkin and pushed him toward the door, holding out the bundle. “Take these and go! You really need to break this bad habit.”

Two days later…




- Sofia -

With a critical eye she looked at her clothes spread out on the bed.

She hadn't brought much with her. She had only packed those pieces of clothing that she could never give up.

The first two days after her arrival in Seoul, Nana had shown her around and helped her take care of some bureaucratic procedures, but that morning they would go to a rehearsal room to dance.

What could she wear?

After having gone through what she had twice, she finally put on a pair of black leggings and a long, loose-fitting tank top, and a sweatshirt. Looking at the tank top she had chosen, her thoughts went back to the meeting she had with Byun in front of the bathroom door, when she had woken up in that apartment for the first time.

At the age of twenty-four, she had thought she was now immune to adolescent heart palpitations, but she had to change her mind after meeting Jenkan and Byun. Dealing with such handsome and charismatic boys really wasn’t easy, not even at her age. At the sight of Byun so scantily dressed and unkempt, she had gotten excited, ending up making a fool of herself, not realizing that she had blocked him at the bathroom door.

Sighing, she got dressed.

She hoped that her professionalism would come to her aid when needed, and that once she was on stage, the embarrassment and agitation would disappear.

Giving herself a final makeover in the mirror, her gaze slid over to the wall where a poster of Byun was hanging. The house was full of photos of him, but she doubted it was him who had hung them. He didn't give the impression of being the type who liked to show off.

As she reached the kitchen, she glanced at her phone for the umpteenth time, feeling slightly disappointed by the lack of notifications from Jenkan, who hadn't shown up since the evening of her arrival.

When she was a few steps from the kitchen door, a strong smell of garlic and fried food hit her, making her turn up her nose in disgust. Nana made a point of preparing large breakfasts every day, but she really couldn’t eat heavy food early in the morning, so she had pretended to be nauseous because of jet lag the first few days. However, she couldn’t use that excuse for much longer. She had to find a way to tell her the truth without offending her, but for that morning she would pretend again.

She looked into the kitchen wearing a pained expression and Nana welcomed her fake discomfort with her usual sorry but sympathetic air. They chatted about this and that while Nana ate, then they went out.

When they arrived at the gym where they would be practicing, Nana said to her: “Unfortunately, we can’t take you to the Royal Jewels yet, so we booked this room. Someone else should be joining us soon.” The tone she used to tell her this was mischievous and made her heart race.

Could it be Jenkan?

It would be nice to practice the choreography with him.

It was absurd, since they barely knew each other, but she missed Jenkan. However, she didn't want to be the first to write to him. Sure, he had told her to keep him updated, so if anything significant happened to her she could contact him, but she would have preferred him to be the one to contact her first.

“You're not going to tell me who it is, right?” she asked curiously.

Nana laughed, shaking her head. “How about we warm up in the meantime? I can't wait to dance with you,” she then said enthusiastically.

In front of that euphoria, a knot of agitation closed the pit of her stomach. “Your expectations are too high. What if in the end I disappoint you?” she replied worriedly, bending her back to loosen her muscles.

“You won't. I trust Jenkan's judgment,” Nana replied confidently.

“How about my judgment, noona? Do you trust me?”

Still with her back bent, she heard the male voice that was speaking coming towards them, and when she recognized it her heart skipped a beat, while a wave of intense heat flooded her body.

She jumped up fearing the beginning of a heart attack and saw Jay from Skip Out walking towards her, accompanied by a smiling boy.

She had promised herself to be more controlled and professional, but she couldn't be in front of her idol!

Her eyes widened, while her breath caught in her throat.

Nana meanwhile approached, gloating. She knew how much she admired Jay!

She couldn't believe she was just a few steps away from him. To her, he was a true god of dance, and she had been following him for years.

Jay reached them, showing off an amused smile which was at one time simple and sweet. He was wearing long gray cotton dance pants and a light white sweatshirt. At that time his hair was black and short. Among idols it was fashionable to change hair color as often as a mere mortal changes the socks he wears, and he was one of those who changed it more often than the others, both in color and cut.

Without being able to stop herself from staring at him, she wandered with her eyes on his face now so close, to make sure it was really Jay in the flesh. Thin face, defined jaw, eyes with a lively and attentive look, small but full lips, it was really Jay!

“You didn't tell her we were coming, did you?” he asked, winking, then nodding at Nana

“No, I wanted it to be a surprise. Sofia is a fan of yours. Thank you for coming,” Nana replied, bowing to thank the two, and Sofia imitated her, mumbling an embarrassed, “Thank you.”

“Are you a Skout*? A fan of ours?” Jay asked, raising an eyebrow in surprise, while she straightened up again.

“A Queen to be exact,” Nana emphasized, naming the way Jay’s fans were called.

There was a story behind that name. It came from the fact that he was considered the King of K-pop dancers, so his fans were all Queens.


“Thank you, then,” Jay said, bowing in turn, making her blush.


Nana laughed again. “Oh, Jenkan won’t be happy at all,” she whispered to him, her cheeks burning, while Jay asked, “Is there something I don’t know that I should know?”

“Nothing,” she and Nana replied in unison, then she turned to Jay. “Nice to meet you. I’m Sofia Ferri. It’s truly an honor to meet you. Your dancing skills are amazing. I really admire you so much.”
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