"THE. PUZZLE MASTER”

Some thmgs can‘t be explalned by logic o formula RS
Sore thmgs just do feel rght.. .
Trust your heart. Trust your tumny, -
Aim for the stars!-
. Alwaysl

Seoul. Jae's Office. - Just before the initial band ineéting in ‘the ‘very l« chapter.

Jae tépped a scuffed drumstick a.géir_lst the edge of his desk. -
Tap-tap-thwack. It was a messy, emotional rhythm that

belonged in a garag_é, not a sterile Seoul high-risé.

Across the room, Mlnho, the Junlor A@@QR rep who looked
like he - ironed his socks;, 31ghed heav1ly Manager Jae, please.
The board meeting is in an, hour. They want the final

lineup." -

‘T know what they want, mate, Jae muttered, rubbing. his

tired eyes. ‘Seven boys. Maximum visual appeal.
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Or five g.ill'ls ‘with a crush-pop. concept. ‘Thats what the

market dictates.” He made air .qu.otes with his drumstick.

"“Because. it sells, Minho said," adjusting his glasses. "We have
about fifty trainees in the monthly evaluation pool. Yo_ﬁ Jjust
- pick the top-ranking boys, put them in a room, and. we.

debut them. It's a formula. It works.

Jae leaned back, his faded denim jaéket cre.aking”_against the
chair. Hed Speﬁt the last three days staring at monthiy
evaluation videos. He had tried _f.'ollov.ving-. the formula. Hed
grouped ‘the top boys togethér on his screen. Hed grouped-
the girls. But every time he imagined thcm _oﬁ ‘a stage, it felt
flat. - Manufactured. Like a shiny car with no engine. It felt

wrong in his gut.

It's not about the top seven, or the top 5 on the other side; -
Jae said. 'Tt's about spark. And. I do_n't sée an.y."_ B o

He clicked his mouse, dragging four separate video files onto
his main ‘monitor. Four kids.. Two girls; two boys. Four solo
trainees who had never practiced  together and who, on .

paper, broke e\;e_ry rule of the agency.
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"A. mixed-gender foﬁr;piece'?" Minho _groaned, coming up
behind "Jae's chair. "The executives will hterally throw you.

out the window. It does not work: hke that.”
“Just watch, Jae said.

He didnt try to mix . their audio tracks into one song-.
Instead, he ‘played their ihdividual monthly -eva'luation videos
side-by-side, keeping the sound muted. He just watched how

they moved, how they carrled themsclves

Top. left = Hana. .

She was singing an up;beafc number, her  posture .st-raight,
eyes bright. She had a ‘natural gravity, a light that pulled the.
camera right to her. But_.' Jae could séq.the hidden anxiety in
her shoulders. She was a leader who didn't _kn_ow ‘she had a

team yet.

Bottom right .Daon. _

A" freestyle dance and rap evaluation. The kid was a
firecracker. Bouncing, spinriing, wild on his feet. He
reminded Jae of himself at fourteen - too much energy,
playing loud to feel big in a world that didn't give kids

much room. He was-a heartbeat waiting for a chest.
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Top rlght " Mira. _ _

Sitting at a keyboard, playing a gentle chord progressmn She .
yvasnt flashy. She dldnt demand attention. But her smile was
warm, and the way she svyayed to .the music was pure glue.

She was the harmony that held things together. .

Bottom left Noah : :
Just standing there w1th hls bass. Deep, rumbhng, steady He
barely moved, but his flngers were a blur -of precmon He

was the : sp1ne The anchor in the storm.

"They're good individuall‘y_,"'Minh-o admitted slowly.-"'But you
can't put them together. It makes no sense. Theyre not idol

material. Theyre like real musicians.”

"You say that like it's.a bad thing! Just watch," Jae repeated
softly. He reached for the volume slider and unmuted the
v1deos, letting the four dlfferent performances bleed 1nto the

room at the same time.

It should have been a: wall of noise. Four different songs,
four different rhythms. But as Jac listened, his drummer's -

ear caught something impossible.
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Underneath the clesh of c_lifferent_ -fra_cks, therej was
resonance. Noeh'_s heavy bassline seemed. to catch Daon's.
frantic beat, grou-n.ding it. Mira's soft chords .fillled the gaps
in the rhythm, and, over it all, Hana's voice Soared, cutting

through the noise like a morning star.

Jae froze. The halr on h1s arms stood up. I—Ie dldnt just hear
it. He felt it. The air 1n h1s cramped office seemed to shift,
growing suddenly hghter. The per31stent:, anrroylng'.hum of
the air eonditic_)her faded into nc')thin_'g.'_ For a split second,
the dust motes dancing in the beam of his desk lamp seemed
to glow with faint, ,eolored‘lights I"c.x;vas a feeling he ‘hadn't
had since he was sixteen, _]ammlng with hls own band back

in Austraha
It was-magic.

Minho took a step back bhnklng hard.. Dld the .. did the

a1r pressure just ..

Jae hit the spacebar, pausing the videos. The silence snapped
back, heavy and ‘ordinary. The dust was just dust again.

Jae stared ‘at the frozen faces on the screen. Four kids who

thought they were just waiting for their big break.
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They had no idea what they were _cépab_le of. I—Iellj, Jae
didn't even know what they were capable.of. He just knew.
he had never seen a puzzle snap “togethér so f)erfectly' that

the seams disappeared entifely; :

"You're going to pitch thls to the board Minho . whlspered :
horrified. "Theyll flre you '

Jae let out a low, raspy laugh. He tossed his d_rhlmstick onto
the desk. "Maybe. But Im not . létting this -go. This right
here? This is it. i e N -

"How are you going to- explain it to them?’

Tm not, Jae said; a _siow_ grin spreading across his face.
"You are, and then Il let the kids do the talking The board-
wants a. manufactured product but once they see these four .

in a room together, they wont have a choice.”

The phone on his desk buzzed. The reéceptionists voice

crackled through the speaker.

"Manager Jae? Three of the four trainees you asked for are
here. They"re waiting outside. Number four is funning late.

Shell be- here in five.
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"So it's not even a pitch anymore - you already made that
decision. Youre meeting your new. band - now? Minho.

stuttered.

‘All set, all booked. Their tour starts tomorrow. They have. a
- pre-sét fo_l_' ‘starters and .r_eéorld' thei-r debut alb:u.m_-'while_
tquring," Jae said -'éalmly-. "Please tell the board- :é-h'at_ wé
found our ‘next cha_rt cracker ... -and to -thlr'ow‘ out. fheir

sacred formula just this once. .

"‘How am I gonna tell them all that?" Minho aSked,_r’ubbing

his temples.

‘In Korean or English - I lea\./e that” up to ‘you, mate, Jae
said, standing up and stralghtenlng his Jacket. ‘But: tell them

they re about to meet the future.”

Not every momert is writtenn the books...
- Some dre hi'dden between the fines.
Have you found them alf?
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