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    Chapter 0: Prologue
I look around.

What I see are the old pieces of furniture, now beyond familiar and bordering on intimate,
and a single mirror that feels out of place, considering the room’s atmosphere.

A clean mirror, contrasting sharply with the other dirty objects in the cluttered room.

Unlike me, who was already consumed by the shadows and stained by darkness.

…

I find myself standing before the mirror and gazing at my reflection.

As if I couldn’t resist the temptation,
as if I couldn’t start my day without this routine anymore.

And in the reflected mirror, as always, a girl with a pretty face is staring straight back into my eyes.

Since I looked into the mirror, it’s only natural that I’m seeing myself.

How bewildering would it be if I looked into the mirror and saw someone other than myself?

Wouldn’t I probably faint from the shock?

At least, I would.

After a moment of trivial thoughts, I gaze into the mirror once more.

The girl with beautiful ‘ash-gray’ hair is still looking at me.

‘Ash-gray’ hair, not ‘black’.

“……Ah.”

Upon confirming that, I let out a small sigh.

Even I, the one who made the sound, cannot easily discern the reason for this sigh.

Well, I suppose I could figure it out if I tried.

Actually, it’s not very important.

There’s no one else here,
and what great matter would arise from a sigh echoing in a room where a girl is alone?

…Although it occurs to me that the child in the next room, whom I’ve never seen before, might be startled.

As I said, it wasn’t that important.

What truly mattered lay elsewhere.

Whatever may be the reason, whatever caused the sigh, whatever the child next door was up to, didn’t matter.

When my hair, changes colors from ‘ash-gray’, and
becomes completely dyed in ‘pure white’.

“……Finally.”

That’s when I will die.

That’s all that matters, nothing else.





  
    Chapter 1: A person who is not needed
It’s quite a common story.

You know the type.

The story where a reader, engrossed in a fantasy novel, gets reincarnated into that very novel.

A story so cliché now that some even call it boring.

I just happened to hit the jackpot with that unfortunate tale.

Just unlucky, cursed with bad fortune.

As always.

Was there ever a time I was lucky?

I just accept things as they are.

Because life is naturally full of things you can’t comprehend.

What followed was… well… similar to what other protagonists go through in reincarnation novels.

The moment I realized I was reincarnated, I went through some denial,
and then fainted when I confirmed the body I possessed happened to be female.

Then came resignation.

‘Ah, I really have been reincarnated.’
‘I have to live in this body until I die.’
‘There’s no way out of here.’

After experiencing resignation, one begins to face reality.

‘Who was the owner of the body I possessed?’
‘What role did she play in the story?’

To determine if I could survive well in this body going forward.

Human survival instinct drives one to figure out a way to live, somehow.

But what follows, naturally, isn’t joy, but despair.

Because I’m not the protagonist of a novel who gets to erase a miserable past through repentance or regression and find happiness.

The name of the person I possessed is ‘Lee Seo-yeon’.

This girl, with a Korean name despite the setting not being explicitly Korean, is none other than the protagonist’s childhood friend.

The childhood friend, the type who always loses in the competition for the heroine spot.

The childhood friend who grew up in the same orphanage as the protagonist and enrolls in the same academy.

It’s truly a friendship that could bring one to tears.

Or perhaps, from Lee Seo-yeon’s perspective, it was affection, not just friendship?

Well, whatever.

This beautiful girl named ‘Lee Seo-yeon’ entered the academy through sheer persistence, despite lacking the talent for it.

The reason, obviously, was to follow the protagonist, ‘Kim Soo-ho’.

Like getting reincarnated into a novel, this, too, is quite a common cliché.

The one where a boy and girl, raised together since childhood, enter the same academy and maintain their ‘friendship’ until death.

That kind of cliché.

If you sensed something was off, you’re right.

It’s ‘friendship,’ not ‘affection.’
Lee Seo-yeon liked Kim Soo-ho since their childhood, but her feelings were never reciprocated.

Because Kim Soo-ho didn’t view Lee Seo-yeon with ‘affection’ in his eyes.

Lee Seo-yeon passed away less than a year after entering the academy.

The cause of death was a chronic illness.

The ‘Mana Incompatibility’ (TL: A condition where the body cannot handle mana) that had plagued Lee Seo-yeon since birth ended up killing her.

According to the novel’s setting, Mana Incompatibility isn’t a particularly terrifying disease.

Because this novel’s world is such a wonderfully beautiful place where one can spend their days perfectly well without using any mana.

Therefore, no specific medicine or cure exists for Mana Incompatibility.

As long as one avoids forcefully using their mana, they can live like a normal person without suffering.

There’s no need to research a disease that isn’t even frightening.

Because even if they researched and developed a medicine, it’s obvious nobody would die from it.
Doctors here need to earn a living to enjoy life, too, right?

But Lee Seo-yeon couldn’t do that, and she accepted the fact that her days were numbered.

Humbly, as if this was the role she was meant to play.

Staying by Kim Soo-ho’s side was more important to Lee Seo-yeon than her own life.

She continued to forcefully use mana, desperately trying to stay near him, even when her condition deteriorated to the point of coughing up blood.

Is there truly anything more foolish than this?

What in the world is more important than your own life?
What’s so crucial about staying beside a childhood friend?

Thanks to you, I’ve ended up with a terminal lifespan too.

‘…It’s not that I think it’s bad, though.’

‘It’s just the fact that I have no choice.’

‘The fact that she prioritized her childhood friend over herself just didn’t sit well with me.’

And around this point, one might ask a question.

Like young children listening intently to my story, raising their hands high.

‘Where was the protagonist, and what was he doing while his childhood friend was dying?’

Then I would probably answer like this.

‘Wow! What an excellent question!’

‘The prize… well, there isn’t one. You can go back now. You weren’t actually expecting a prize, were you?’

As is typical in most novels set in an academy, our protagonist, Kim Soo-ho, led a hectic life at the academy.

Busy studying, dealing with various incidents simply because he’s the protagonist, and charming girls.

Of course, having read the novel, I knew Kim Soo-ho wasn’t charming girls simply because he wanted to.

What could he do?

Faced with the ‘Harem’ tag, the protagonist always exudes an irresistible charm that women cannot escape.

I’m not entirely sure if I’m qualified to say ‘as a fellow woman,’ but…

From the perspective of a fellow woman, Kim Soo-ho wasn’t just charming; he was overflowing with it.

To the point where I could somewhat understand why in the original work, Lee Seo-yeon became so obsessed.

It’s just that this obsession wasn’t perceived well by the protagonist.

Our protagonist, already worn down by his hectic life and unable to spare much thought for his childhood friend, began to actively dislike Lee Seo-yeon when her obsession started.

So, how would the situation naturally progress?

The girls smitten with Kim Soo-ho, thrilled at the prospect of eliminating the formidable rival known as the ‘childhood friend,’ would gleefully bully Lee Seo-yeon.

And since it’s a given in such novels that the heroines wield considerable influence, Lee Seo-yeon naturally becomes an outcast.

How miserable.
She was already in poor health, and on top of that, she was being bullied in class.

Of course, our protagonist remains unaware of this fact.

The cunning heroines would never reveal their actions to him, and this girl had such a timid personality anyway.

The fact that the friend he grew up with was being bullied.

The fact that the friend he grew up with was in love with him.

The fact that the childhood friend he grew up with would soon die.

The foolish protagonist remains ignorant.

Truly a sad tale.

Dying without receiving any attention from the man she loved her entire life.

The catch is that this is now my story.

Well, things will work out somehow.

They say everyone has a purpose in this world.

I must be useful for something, somewhere, too.

Probably.



Creak-

The doorknob, untouched by hand let alone foot, turns on its own, then floods the dark room with pure white light.

Ah, so bright.

I never get used to this light, no matter how many times I experience it.

“Lee Seo-yeon! Still not awake! How many times must I tell you that developing the habit of waking up early is crucial for maintaining good health!”

And what follows is the voice of the dorm supervisor, now as familiar as the mirror in my room.

I have no idea why this man, who avoided military service due to insufficient mana, loves acting like a drill sergeant so much.

At first, I hated being woken up so forcefully.

But thinking about it now, perhaps he deliberately acted that way out of concern for my frail appearance.

It’s true that I am, in fact, frail.

“……Sir, you never went to the military.”

“As I always say, that’s not the important thing right now…. Seo-yeon, did you dye your hair?”

When I reply lightly as usual, what comes back isn’t his usual booming voice, but a question about whether I dyed my hair.

Ah, right. My hair is gray now.

I completely forgot, lulled by the peaceful atmosphere.

What should I do about this?

“……Yes. I thought it looked pretty.”

“Hmm… In my opinion, your previous black hair was prettier… but if you think it’s pretty, then I suppose it is.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Fortunately, he didn’t seem particularly suspicious.

It would have been difficult to answer if he had asked why I suddenly dyed it.

Today, the dorm supervisor, usually disliked for his excessive enthusiasm, was actually appreciated.

“By the way, dyeing your hair?”

“Yes?”

“As far as I know, in most standard academies, not only dyeing hair but also wearing casual clothes is forbidden.”

The supervisor makes an uncharacteristically sharp deduction.

Today really must be some kind of special day.

My long-awaited hair had finally turned gray

And seeing the supervisor, whose usual charming point was his denseness, actually using his brain for once.

Normally, I would have just ignored whatever the supervisor was muttering beside me and walked past.

But today is a good day, a long-awaited one, so I decided to show exceptional generosity and deign to reply.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“……Really?”

“Yes. Why else do you think our academy is called the best?”

“That’s true.”

Although that answer was far from the truth.

It was a blatant lie.

This damn academy was far stricter than others.
If anything, they were better at catching rule violations, never overlooking them.

But, well. It probably doesn’t matter.

What’s going to change if I lie a little bit now?

There isn’t much time left anyway.

The days of seeing the supervisor’s kind-looking face are numbered.

The days of facing the pure white light, so unfitting for me amidst the pitch-black darkness, are also numbered.

‘…Perhaps it’s a little regrettable that I won’t be able to see that foolish face anymore.’

 





  
    Chapter 2: Throwing Stones
Humans are creatures burdened with much shame.

Just looking out the window reveals people clad in multiple layers of clothing.

Truly, if humans possessed little shame, they would all walk around naked.

Only those who normally walk around naked outside should throw stones at me.

Because they don’t want to show their naked bodies.

Because they don’t want to reveal their true selves.

Humans are creatures that change clothes to cover their bodies and don masks to cover their hearts multiple times a day.

Moreover, while clothes require material consumption, the masks covering the heart require none.

If one could materialize and gather all the masks humans have worn, wouldn’t the collection be larger than a decent-sized planet?

That’s how difficult it is to recognize or uncover a human’s mask.

Let’s think about it.

Is there anyone in this Starfrost Academy right now who knows that a strange entity has possessed Lee Seo-yeon’s body?

Of course not.

How would they know? I’ve never shown any signs.

No, there’s no need to go that far.

Doesn’t even Kim Soo-ho not know that his childhood friend was being bullied by the girls who like him?

Kim Soo-ho probably only knows that the group of girls following him wields considerable influence, but he likely wouldn’t imagine they’d use that influence to bully his childhood friend.

The mask those girls show Kim Soo-ho is that of the world’s kindest angels, not the world’s most wicked devils.

Because if Kim Soo-ho knew, he wouldn’t leave his childhood friend, Lee Seo-yeon, in this state.

Because our protagonist, overflowing with a sense of justice and unable to tolerate injustice, would never stand for his childhood friend being bullied, of all people.

I decided not to entertain the hypothesis that Kim Soo-ho might know or tolerate it.

If that assumption were true, it would make me—well, Lee Seo-yeon—too pitiful.

She disregarded her own illness, Mana Incompatibility, and solely focused on Kim Soo-ho, painstakingly entering the academy.

Only for the object of her unrequited love to know she’s being bullied and yet neglect her.

Even Shakespeare’s four great tragedies wouldn’t be sadder than this.

“…”

A fleeting question just passed through my mind about whether Shakespeare’s four great tragedies meant the same thing as the tragedy I was contemplating.

I decided to simply ignore it.

No one is watching these thoughts. I’m just mumbling to myself.

There’s no chance of being embarrassed.

Ignorance wasn’t a sin.

What’s wrong is knowing you don’t know something and not trying to learn.

So, what’s this sudden, rambling nonsense about?

It’s because I’m seriously contemplating what uniform attire I should wear to the academy today.

“……What should I wear?”

It was truly the dilemma of a lifetime.

Should I wear pants or a skirt for today’s bottom?

Logically speaking, the skirt was correct.

The recommended attire for female students at Starfrost Academy, where I attend, was the uniform skirt.

As I mentioned earlier, all the female students visible through the window right now were wearing skirts.

And it was true that since being possessed, I had attended school wearing a skirt several times, so my aversion to skirts had lessened compared to the beginning.

However, there’s still this, how should I put it, physiological rejection?

It seems I haven’t perfectly assimilated into the person named Lee Seo-yeon yet.

The original Lee Seo-yeon would have chosen and worn the skirt without any hesitation, but seeing as I still can’t do that…

Am I going to undergo that ‘feminine corruption’ I’ve only heard about later on?

Where my mind screams, ‘No, I’m a man!’, but my body changes into an honest reflection of its nature.

Like in those common TS novels.

“……Horrifying.”

I shuddered at the thought that such a future might actually arrive.

Because the protagonist, Kim Soo-ho’s appearance and personality were incredible enough to warrant worrying about such a future.

Blue-tinged black hair and clear blue eyes that matched his hair perfectly.

Kim Soo-ho possessed looks that made one wonder why he wasn’t kidnapped for human trafficking back at the orphanage where he and I stayed.

Come to think of it, that’s right.

Why weren’t Kim Soo-ho and Lee Seo-yeon kidnapped or trafficked?

Judging by Kim Soo-ho’s recollections in the novel, the orphanage didn’t seem like a particularly good place.

‘…Then again, if the protagonist got trafficked right from the start, it wouldn’t be a Harem Academy story, but dark fiction, huh.’

It seems likely that the author skillfully judged precisely which kind of novel would resonate well with readers.

Readers always prefer fun Harem Academy stories over depressing dark fiction.

This was an unchanging, immutable law.

Returning to the main point, Kim Soo-ho was handsome enough to raise suspicions about potential human trafficking, anyway.

And what about his personality?

As already mentioned, Kim Soo-ho possesses the archetype of a protagonist personality.

It’s perhaps natural for women to be attracted to such a person.

And it’s also natural for many heroines to trail doggedly after Kim Soo-ho.

It’s practically a human characteristic to be drawn to outstanding individuals, regardless of gender.

A person who suited the name ‘Soo-ho’ (Guardian/Protector) better than anyone.

That was Lee Seo-yeon’s childhood friend.

“……So what.”

Even though such an outstanding person failed to protect his closest childhood friend.

Honestly, I wondered what meaning these thoughts even held.

Is there really any point in distinguishing between the original Lee Seo-yeon and the current me?

To someone unaware of the circumstances, I would just be ‘Lee Seo-yeon,’ the original protagonist’s childhood friend.

Since it’s already clear that escaping this place is impossible for me.

Since the fact that I will die in 100 days remains unchanged.

Maybe I am just Lee Seo-yeon.

Though if I had to make a distinction, perhaps I’m Lee Seoyeon whose thoughts have become a bit strange.

The very fact that I’m seriously entertaining these thoughts in my head already means I’m not normal.

‘…It’s a bit sad. Admitting the fact that I’m not normal.’

But well, I have nothing to say in my defense. Let’s just move on.

“……Let’s wear the skirt.”

After nearly 20 minutes of deliberation, the final choice was the skirt.

Having calculated the risks and returns of the skirt versus pants, no matter how I thought about it, it seemed more likely that people would stare strangely if I wore pants rather than the skirt.

I lightly set aside my pride as a man and started getting dressed.


	



After finishing dressing, I checked the time, and it was already 8:20 AM.

Starfrost Academy’s school start time is 8:30 AM, so effectively, only 10 minutes remained.

When on earth did the time fly by like this?

I woke up at 7 AM because of the morning roll call.

Even accounting for the intense internal debate between skirt and pants, it essentially took over an hour to get ready.

Why are women’s clothes so complicated to put on and fuss over?

Perhaps we should respect the female students who manage not to be late for the academy.

It’s true, isn’t it?

Even the underwear isn’t just one piece, but two.

And this routine must be repeated every single school day.

That doesn’t mean I belong to any particular group, though.

I like men.

……Hmm, that’s not quite right. That sounds like I actually like men.

Of course, judging by appearances, liking men is the norm.

But shouting that I like women in this body might also seem quite abnormal.

“…”

After pondering for another minute, I decided to give up, fearing I’d genuinely be late if I continued like this.

No matter what, I shouldn’t be late.

My heart already aches from being bullied. I don’t want to get on the teachers’ bad side as well.

Thinking about it further seemed like it would literally turn me into a crazy woman.

What does it matter, the uniform or preferred gender?

In the end, after 100 days, it will all become meaningless anyway.

Everything loses meaning after death, usually, and I’ll be dead soon enough.

Creak-

Leaving behind the greatest aphorism of my life that would make even Socrates weep, I turned the doorknob to finally exit the dark room.

“…”

“Hello……”

And then, I met Heroine 2 right outside the door.

The expression on Heroine 2’s face unmistakably screamed, ‘What are you doing here?’

She probably didn’t expect the girl she bullies to pop out of the suddenly opened dorm room door either.

That’s why she cut off the greeting she reflexively gives everyone else besides me.

“…”

A suffocating silence hung between us, separated only by a door.

An atmosphere dripping with cold sweat, like running into a childhood friend of 10 years on a blind date.

Feeling as if this continued any longer, I might die of suffocation before my remaining 100 days were up, let alone being late.

“Which do you prefer, pants or skirts?”

“……Pardon?”

“Just curious. I wondered if maybe that’s why you were late.”

I blurted out the thoughts that had been ceaselessly circulating in my head.

I mean, hey.

Maybe she was late because she was also agonizing over whether to wear pants or a skirt.

Agonizing over that isn’t such a crime, is it?

“…”

Of course, I couldn’t know exactly what Heroine 2, standing there with a rotten expression, was thinking.

But at least, that’s what I thought.

Only those among you who have agonized between skirts and pants should throw stones at me.





  
    Chapter 3: Heroine #2
Christina Valentine was an Imperial Princess.

To be precise, the Third Princess of the Empire.

And one who legitimately held a claim to the throne, no less.

Of course, she didn’t believe she could ever become the Empress.

Being the Third Princess meant she had two older sisters above her.

And her older brother, who had been bestowed the title of Crown Prince by the Emperor, was by no means an easy opponent.

And though she called him ‘brother’ now, she had, in fact, never once called the current Crown Prince ‘brother’.

In the first place, meeting the Crown Prince was difficult in reality.

Because even though she held the title of Third Princess, when it came down to it, she was merely the third daughter born to the Empress of the Empire.

She only saw his face occasionally, during events that required the attendance of the entire imperial family.

However, she did not feel sadness or displeasure at this reality.

Rather, she was overjoyed.

The further her relationship with the Crown Prince grew distant, the further the distance from the line of succession became.

Because that meant the probability of her continuing to live, treading this earth, increased.

The internal war of the imperial family. The Succession War (TL: Gye-seungjeon) was never to be underestimated.

Showing ambition even once meant immediate participation in the war, and for the losers of this war, only death or exile awaited.

This was also the reason why she, a descendant of the imperial family who typically wouldn’t enroll in an academy, decided to enter Starfrost Academy.

Because she didn’t want to die.

Because she wanted to distance herself as much as possible from the sweet fruit called power and live for as long as she could.

The whispers of gossip-loving people naturally reached her ears.

As mentioned before, it was common knowledge that imperial children did not attend academies unless under truly special circumstances.

However, Christina didn’t particularly care.

Even if people jeered at her, even if other members of the imperial family ignored her.

She thought she would be very happy if she could exchange that for her life.

Because she had resolved to do anything to avoid being assassinated.

Fortunately, Starfrost Academy, which she entered after overcoming all sorts of obstacles, was a much more more enjoyable place than she had anticipated.

Diverse knowledge she couldn’t learn in the palace, and numerous human relationships she couldn’t experience in the palace.

Followers who trailed behind her, calling out, ‘Our Princess!’, ‘The Princess is the best!’.

They were loyal subordinates whose mere sight could bring a smile to her face, but sadly, she couldn’t trust them.

Because it was clear that most of her followers were drawn by the tag ‘Imperial Princess’.

Because it was obvious they approached her thinking that having connections with a princess would eventually be helpful.

Christina knew that not everyone was like that.

There must have been people who approached her genuinely because they liked her as a person.

People who approached seeing only ‘Christina Valentine,’ not the Third Princess of the Empire.


	
“Hello. You’re Christina, right?”





Kim Soo-ho was precisely someone who fit this description.

A person who approached her without knowing her background at all and offered a friendly greeting.

At first, she thought it was an act.

She thought he was trying a new method after seeing the precedents of others whose intentions she had read.


	
“Tina, won’t you eat with us too?”





However, those suspicions gradually lost their light the longer she spent time with him.

The feelings Kim Soo-ho conveyed to her were pure goodwill, untainted by any ulterior motive.

And it was only natural for her to develop feelings for him.

Because even behind the grand name of Princess, she too was ultimately just a woman.

It was the moment when she, who had always lived under the threat of death, first learned about the emotion called love.

However, just as light casts a shadow.

The closer Kim Soo-ho got to her, the more his shadow began to bother her.

Lee Seo-yeon.

One of the two childhood friends Kim Soo-ho had introduced.

Of the two, she disliked Lee Seo-yeon far more.

His other childhood friend was a rival worthy of acknowledgment.

Like Kim Soo-ho, who excelled in all fields, she showed prominence in every area, as if proving she wasn’t his childhood friend for nothing.

But Lee Seo-yeon was not.

Her grades weren’t high, nor was she particularly skilled in mana application.

Coming from the same orphanage as Kim Soo-ho, her background wasn’t outstanding either.

The weapon she used wasn’t a popular one like a longsword, bow, or spear, but daggers.

Daggers, mostly associated with cowardice rather than any perception of fairness.

It was natural for Christina, who valued ability above all else, to be bothered by Lee Seo-yeon.

That was why.

Why she ordered her many followers to make Lee Seo-yeon’s life miserable.

Why she ostracized Lee Seo-yeon, whose only friends were originally Kim Soo-ho and his other childhood friend.

Even she thought it was childish.

Using her position as Vice Class President to selectively not inform Lee Seo-yeon about changed classes.

Subtly making Lee Seo-yeon feel like an outsider whenever group assignments came up.

All these things were done without Kim Soo-ho’s knowledge.

Because the ever-righteous Kim Soo-ho would immediately identify the instigator if he found out one of his childhood friends was experiencing such things.

To prevent such an incident, she tried her best not to get caught by him, and so far, she had been successful.

The only thing that worried her was Lee Seo-yeon’s reaction.

It would be a disaster if Lee Seo-yeon told Kim Soo-ho directly.

Of course, anticipating even that, she had prepared fake evidence to prove Lee Seo-yeon’s words were lies at any moment, but there could always be inconsistencies somewhere.

However, rendering such worries proved to be pointless.

Even after realizing she was being ostracized, Lee Seo-yeon did not tell Kim Soo-ho.

Despite desperately trying to stick to Kim Soo-ho until then.

Despite obsessively using her status as a childhood friend to be with him as much as possible.

At some point, she started to feel as if Lee Seo-yeon was reluctant to even be near him.

And that feeling made Christina torment Lee Seo-yeon even more.

Because it felt like she was saying, ‘I already have him, so I don’t need him.’

Because it felt like she was saying, ‘No matter how desperately you try, Kim Soo-ho is my childhood friend.’

A strange sense of inferiority complex. It was too stimulating for her, confused by the first emotion of love she was learning.

It was an emotion unbecoming and unacceptable for an Imperial Princess, but she didn’t care.

She thought everything could be forgiven in the name of love.

She thought it was normal for a woman in love to be cowardly and petty.

“Which do you prefer, pants or skirts?”

“……Pardon?”

“Just curious. I wondered if maybe that’s why you were late.”

…Until she faced Lee Seo-yeon that day, her hair dyed a deep ash-gray, tossing a joke as if she had forgotten all the torment Christina had inflicted upon her.



It was strange.

Her condition was strange.

Not that I was strange, but Heroine 2, Christina Valentine’s condition was strange.

I was already used to my own state being strange, so I didn’t pay it much mind.

Should I call it a sense of déjà vu stemming from behavior different from usual?

Christina, who normally would have ignored me and walked past, was, for some reason today, frowning at my joke.

“……Why is your hair like that?”

“Ah. My hair.”

And it was because of my hair color.

I got worked up over nothing. How embarrassing.

It made sense, though.

Even I would have been surprised if someone whose hair had always been black suddenly showed up with gray hair.

In fact, I was surprised myself when I looked in the mirror.

“Did you…… dye it?”

“……Well, something like that.”

“I’m quite certain dyeing hair is forbidden at Starfrost Academy.”

Having no excuse, I just said it was dyed, but apparently, that was the wrong answer.

Well, unlike the friendly dorm supervisor, this would be a good opportunity for the openly hostile Christina.

In this dire crisis, befitting a superior species that lives by its wits, I found a good solution.

“Could you possibly just let it slide this once?”

“……What did you say?”

“It’s something I haven’t told anyone yet…… Please keep it a secret, just this once.”

That solution was groveling.

Since I didn’t possess a background or abilities superior to the Imperial Princess, there was no other way.

“Why should I do that?”

I expected it, but the answer was indeed no.

So, there must be give and take, huh? This damn capitalistic world.

“Then, how about I tell you a secret, and you just let me pass for now?”

“A secret?”

“Yes, a secret.”

“Do you really think there’s anything you know that I don’t?”

Heroine 2 wore an expression of utter disbelief.

Normally, she would be right.

How could I, raised in an orphanage, possibly know something that Christina, the Imperial Princess, didn’t?

“Yes, there is. Because the secret I’ll tell you is my secret. One that even Kim Soo-ho doesn’t know.”

‘Normally,’ that is.

Because the current me is definitely not normal.

Because my life involved, unfortunately, changing genders and possessing a character in a novel.

“……You have a secret that even Kim Soo-ho doesn’t know?”

“Yes, I’ll tell you right now, so could you just let me go?”

“Tell me. I’ll decide after hearing what this secret is.”

I decided to just spill the secret freely.

Surely the Imperial Princess wouldn’t scam someone like me.

Who am I, anyway?

“My secret is……”

“Stop dragging it out and tell me quickly. It’s annoying.”

“That I’m currently living on borrowed time.”

“Hurry up and say…… What?”

Christina looked as if she couldn’t believe what she’d just heard.

Perhaps she didn’t hear properly while rushing me.

If she didn’t hear correctly, this deal wouldn’t work, so I graciously decided to tell her one more time.

“I’m going to die soon.”

“…”

Revealing that I was terminally ill wasn’t as difficult as I thought it would be.





  
    Chapter 4: Honey Chestnut
A terminal life.

It literally means a life where the days left for one to tread this earth are numbered.

Although even I couldn’t definitively say exactly when I would die, it was certain that I wouldn’t live long.

“…”

Heroine 2 wore an expression as if she had lost her mind.

‘Why is she acting like that?’

‘From Christina’s perspective, Lee Seo-yeon’s existence should be nothing more than an obstacle interfering with her love.’

‘Shouldn’t she be happy if I tell her I don’t have long to live?’

Unable to understand Christina’s thoughts, I tilted my head for a moment, only to soon hear Christina’s trembling voice.

“Dying…? Why…? There must be a reason.”

Christina stuttered as if she had seen the most terrifying thing in the world.

And only after seeing that did I realize why Christina hadn’t immediately rejoiced.

“Ah, are you perhaps worried that the reason I’m dying might be related to you, Princess?”

If, when I died, my name happened to be written in my suicide note, her standing as a princess would be completely ruined.

If I happened to leave behind content stating that I died because of the Third Imperial Princess, Christina Valentine, the painstakingly built tower Christina had erected so far would crumble.

Now I could finally understand Christina’s feelings.

Who could possibly be happy when their livelihood might be taken away? Hmm, indeed.

I waved my hand at the needlessly worrying Christina as if telling her not to worry.

“Don’t worry. I plan to die without leaving anything like a suicide note.”

“……Pardon? What are you suddenly talking about……”

“Please believe me, it’s true. Why would I bother leaving something like that?”

‘Even if I left something like that, there’s no one in this world who cares about me anyway.’

‘Whether it’s the people at the academy, my closest friend, or the childhood friend I might have once liked.’

‘Absolutely no one.’

“…”

At my utterly lighthearted declaration, filled only with truth, Christina now wore an expression as if her very soul had departed.

First, she looked like she had lost her mind, and now her soul has left.

I never knew Christina, who always had a cold and prickly image, possessed so many expressions.

Tiring-

Just then, an alarm sounded from the device issued to students by the academy.

Checking it with a sense of foreboding, the time displayed on the device screen was 8:30 AM.

‘Hmm. This is bad.’

In other words, both Heroine 2 and I were already late.

Worse, I should have arrived even earlier than the dumbfounded Christina over there.

Because I needed to tell someone about my hair, which had completely turned gray.

Whether it was the school nurse, the homeroom teacher, or the principal.

Just because I didn’t have long to live didn’t mean I wanted to get expelled.

“Well then, I’ll be going first… okay?”

After bidding farewell to Heroine 2, who remained frozen like a stone, I hurriedly turned my steps not towards the classroom, but towards the staff room.

“…”

Heroine 2 didn’t move at all, even as I disappeared from her sight.

That point was a little strange, but it wasn’t my concern.

‘…Well, if the Princess wants to experience getting demerits. Getting one wouldn’t be so bad, I suppose.’



“……So. You expect me to believe that now?”

“……Can’t you?”

“Can I, you punk? A kid with barely any presence suddenly shows up, saying her hair color changed due to a mana shift.”

Hmm. I did expect it wouldn’t be easy to get past this.

But I didn’t think the homeroom teacher, who usually listened well to students’ stories, would be this negative.

Perhaps I should have used a different excuse.

For reference, as the teacher mentioned, the excuse I used was a mana shift.

Mana shifts themselves weren’t common events, but if one actually occurred, changes in hair or eye color were common phenomena.

That’s why I used the mana shift as a shield.

But looking at the teacher’s attitude now, it seems like it wasn’t a very good idea.

“Let me summarize what you said. You were training alone in the dorm yesterday when a change occurred in your mana.”

“Yes. You understood perfectly.”

“So how am I supposed to believe that, you punk?”

Thump-

A dull sound echoed as something tapped the top of my head.

Ah. My brain cells.

And I’m already not the sharpest tool in the shed.

Feeling the stinging pain, I wrapped both hands around my head.

“Don’t pretend it hurts. I didn’t hit you that hard.”

“……It really hurts, though.”

“Enough of that. Anyway, what you want right now is for me to believe your lie, right?”

“……It’s not a lie, though.”

Thump-

The dull sound echoed once more.

‘It really hurts. Please stop.’

“What’s with the ‘though’? To your teacher.” (TL: Referring to the informal sentence ending.)

“……It’s not a lie… ma’am.”

“…”

Ah, an expression I’d seen somewhere before.

Christina’s expression when she indirectly asked Kim Soo-ho out on a date, but the clueless Kim Soo-ho failed to understand her roundabout words.

An expression that says, ‘I’m smiling, but I’m not really smiling.’

“……Fine, I’ll believe you.”

Instinctively, I brought my hands together to protect my head at that expression, but sadly(?), the pain from before didn’t come.

“Really?”

“Can’t you understand after being told once? I said I’ll believe you.”

“Thank you!”

I bowed my head deeply, expressing my gratitude at the teacher’s words of belief.

……Wait, but if I express gratitude for her believing me here, doesn’t that mean the mana shift was a lie?

“…”

“You realized it, too, didn’t you? As you said ‘thank you.”

“No… ma’am.”

“Enough. I won’t say any more about it. I’ll tell the other students your hair isn’t dyed.”

She’d even tell the other students for me? Things turned out much better than expected.

She might have given me two knocks on the head, but maybe our homeroom teacher is actually a very good person.

If asked to choose between two head-knocks and annoying explanations, I would naturally choose the head-knocks, which are over once dealt with.

As I was praising myself for the reasonable choice, the teacher waved her hand at me dismissively.

“If you’re done talking, go now. Aren’t you late already?”

“Ah, right. I didn’t realize.”

“……Don’t act like you didn’t know when you clearly did.”

“Then I’ll head to class.”

“……Alright. Go.”

The teacher who had waved at me started looking at the papers she was viewing earlier, as if she had no more business with me.

I, too, watched the teacher for a moment, just like I had watched Heroine 2 earlier, then turned my steps towards the door to leave the staff room.

Drrrk-

“……Seo-yeon. Surely nothing bad is happening, right?”

As I opened the door to step outside, the teacher’s voice came from behind me.

“……Nothing’s wrong. The only thing that’s changed is my hair color.”

“……Alright, hurry along then.”

With the teacher’s last words, I completely exited the staff room.

My impression of this consultation-that-wasn’t-a-consultation was something like, ‘It was surprising that the teacher remembered my name.’

Honestly, I thought she wouldn’t know it.

Wouldn’t I be the same? Even if it’s one’s own class, the name of a student who’s merely an extra.

‘Seo-yeon.’ It felt like a long time since I’d heard my name.

As expected, there was no particular feeling attached to it.



Although there had been a brief commotion, silence returned to the Starfrost Academy staff room.

“…”

Like Lee Seo-yeon, who had just cheerfully exited the staff room, she didn’t have time to stand idle either.

Wasn’t the very reason she was alone in the staff room because all the other teachers had left for their classes?

Although she was a homeroom teacher, she wasn’t without classes herself, so under normal circumstances, she should have been hurrying to prepare for her lesson.

“……Suddenly, her hair color changed.”

If this were a normal situation.

Naturally, she didn’t believe the nonsensical story her student had confidently presented.

A mana shift?

How could she possibly witness such a phenomenon, something she had never seen in her long teaching career, so abruptly?

It was blindingly obvious that her student was lying.

“…”

However, she only asked if anything was wrong. She didn’t interrogate her student further.

“……Can’t you?”

The reason was that Lee Seo-yeon’s state, as she asked her to believe her, was strange.

Her pupils were strangely vacant; those eyes wouldn’t have seemed out of place even if they belonged to a corpse long dead.

“……Was it this bad?”

She knew that Lee Seo-yeon didn’t easily get along with other students.

A student with mediocre grades, consistently scoring the lowest marks, especially in mana-related areas.

It was unlikely that Lee Seo-yeon would be viewed favorably in the eyes of students proud of having entered the Empire’s top academy.

However, despite knowing this fact, she hadn’t taken any particular action.

Because at the academy, one had to prove oneself solely through one’s own strength, without anyone’s help.

Because a student who couldn’t adapt easily was simply not the type of talent the academy desired.

For that reason, she hadn’t taken any particular action.

……For such a cowardly reason.

“…”

That day, while tidying up to prepare for her next class.

She had to endure an unsettling feeling, a premonition that she might resent herself today for the rest of her life.





  
    Chapter 5: Delusion
The walk from the staff room to the classroom was harder than expected.

Was it always this far?

As far as I remembered, it hadn’t seemed this distant before.

I should mention now, this wasn’t my first time visiting the staff room.

Right after being reincarnated, thinking I shouldn’t carelessly defy the original story, I applied to be the Vice Class President to stick close to the Class President, Kim Soo-ho, just like the original Lee Seo-yeon.

Of course, that effort was abandoned shortly after.

The vacated Vice Class President position went to Heroine 2, Christina.

And I suspected this incident was one of the direct reasons Christina came to dislike me.

I didn’t give up from the start, but it was akin to giving up midway despite having gained the opportunity to be with Kim Soo-ho.

From the perspective of Christina, who liked Kim Soo-ho, it was only natural that I, whom she already disliked, became even more unfavorable.

Even if the reason I gave up the position was trivial.

The reason for giving up was truly insignificant.

Because I realized that nothing would change despite such efforts.

Because I realized that no matter how hard I tried, Kim Soo-ho’s gaze would never turn towards me.

There was nothing more foolish than continuously pouring effort into something that would ultimately never happen.

And even if my head wasn’t the sharpest, it wasn’t so bad that I couldn’t understand something like this.

I could at least judge whether what I was doing was useful or not.

In my judgment, further effort was useless.

“……I’m here.”

Lost in various thoughts while walking, my body had somehow arrived in front of the classroom door.

And, hearing the sounds leaking slightly from inside the classroom, it was clear that class was already in full swing.

Hmm. What should I do?

If I enter now, I’ll monopolize everyone’s attention.

Although I had the legitimate reason of having visited the staff room, I didn’t want to capture the attention of a classroom deep in lecture.

Especially since I was already being ostracized in class.

To shatter the concentration of the kids focused on the lesson…

‘…Maybe it’s not so bad after all.’

Drrrk-

As quickly as the decision was made, my hand moved towards the classroom door just as fast.

“Hello.”

“…”

As expected, numerous gazes fixed on me amidst the silence.

‘Is this the life of a popular person?’

‘It’s quite burdensome, a life I wouldn’t want to experience ever again.’

“……Lee Seo-yeon?”

From somewhere in the classroom, the voice I heard this morning echoed.

‘Heroine 2?’

‘I was worried she might still be standing there blankly. What a relief.’

My questioning of Christina’s strange behavior was brief, as the voice of the teacher conducting the class from the front soon followed.

“Lee Seo-yeon.”

“Yes, teacher.”

“You’re late, and you’re coming in through the front door?”

“……Ah.”

Only then did I register the door I had opened and entered through.

I carefully closed the door I had opened and walked back towards the rear door.

I realized that a student entering the classroom through the front door wasn’t exactly a pleasing sight from a teacher’s perspective.




	
“You went to see the homeroom teacher?”



	
“……Is it related to your hair?”



	
“Yes.”



	
“Make sure to hurry next time.”





Contrary to my expectation of receiving a severe scolding, the teacher conducting the class didn’t reprimand me harshly.

This was also unexpected.

Honestly, I thought he’d yell, “What’s with that hair?” the moment I entered the classroom.

First, the homeroom teacher earlier, and now this teacher too.

It seemed the teachers at Starfrost Academy had a much kinder side than I anticipated.

Either that, or they’ve already given up on me as a person.

Just like teachers giving up on problematic students deemed impossible to reform, maybe the teachers have thrown up their hands and feet regarding me.

‘Utterly unteachable.’

‘Never had such a clueless student before.’ Like that.

They wouldn’t care if my hair turned gray or if my entire mood changed overnight.

Of course, I knew these thoughts were all just delusions.

That everything was just imagination or delusion happening inside my head.

That I was merely suffering from a significant persecution complex.

However, I had no intention of stopping the delusions.

Because delusions are always the most enjoyable.

For example, imagining I suddenly become the top student in the entire school based on grades.

Or that everyone who dislikes me suddenly starts liking me.

Or…… that I drop dead right here, right now.

What could possibly be more enjoyable than imagining things that won’t happen?

Delusion might just be the only blessing God bestowed upon mankind.

‘……Isn’t the last one not really a delusion?’

A thought that suddenly flashed by made my head ache, but I soon shook my head and brushed it off.

At least for now, it is a ‘delusion’.

Despite just saying I didn’t want to attract attention, I didn’t want to meet my end in the classroom.

If I’m going to die, it should be somewhere nobody is around.

Such an end suited a useless human like me.

An end where everyone forgets, and no one pays any attention.

“……Therefore, you must always be careful when using mana. Being here means your mana is significantly stronger than that of ordinary people.”

The lecture continued at the front.

How careful we, who entered Starfrost Academy, must be when handling mana, how different we are from ordinary people.

‘Not me, though.’

Although the fact that the lesson content had absolutely nothing to do with me made me sleepy.

For reference, my seat was at the very back of the classroom, in the rightmost corner.

The kind of seat typically known in popular media as the spot for delinquents.

Here, however, there was a culture where everyone disliked the back seats because they were focused on the lesson.

This culture itself was very favorable from my perspective, as drowsiness frequently visited me due to the irrelevant lesson content.

As mentioned before, I suffered from Mana Incompatibility.

A disease where the body cannot accept the power of mana.

A disease that would eventually take my life.

The reason I could still enroll in the academy despite this was likely because Lee Seo-yeon didn’t take care of her body.

Wanting to be by Kim Soo-ho’s side no matter what.

Even if her own body screamed in extreme pain, she must have pushed herself solely with that desire.

This was also the reason I hadn’t been expelled so far.

Because Mana Incompatibility wasn’t a disease that made using mana impossible.

If one disregarded their body, they could use about as much mana as a typical academy student.

As long as one could endure the resulting aftereffects.

Like not waking up from sleep for two days. Or suddenly coughing up blood.

Now that my death date was practically set, I didn’t care, but…

The first time I experienced it, I really thought I was dying.

Not exaggerating, genuinely.

“Lee Seo-yeon, are you not concentrating on the lesson now either?”

“……Ah, I’m sorry.”

“If you came late, you should focus even more.”

“Yes.”

Perhaps I had been lost in past memories for too long, as the teacher conducting the lesson seemed to have noticed I was spacing out.

‘Need to be careful.’
‘One wrong move, and the delusion I just had might become reality.’

‘…Of course, not the part about me dying right now. The part about the teachers giving up on me.’

Stare-

As the teacher’s gaze moved away from me, this time, a stinging gaze was felt from elsewhere.

Not just one person, but the gaze of two people.

Based on my limited insight, one would be Heroine 2, who had been glancing at me intermittently since earlier.

As for the other one, no one came to mind.

Was this also a delusion, perhaps?

Maybe I’d indulged in too many delusions, and the garden-variety ones had evolved into persecutory delusions.

Actually, just one look around would confirm whether this was a delusion or not.

But as I said before, I didn’t want to get marked again by the teacher I’d already been singled out by once.

I don’t want to be expelled.

The pain I endured to avoid expulsion…

Setting aside Christina, who heard my shocking story earlier, I became genuinely curious at this point.

Who was staring at me for so long?

I thought everyone avoided paying attention to me, if only not to displease our dear Heroine 2.

Who could possibly be looking at me with such an ardent and heated gaze?

……Actually, I had a rough idea.

Because there was only one person in this classroom who could ignore Christina’s gaze.

Someone who could disregard the Princess’s glare, someone connected to Lee Seo-yeon, who was essentially an outcast in the classroom.

At least in this classroom, only one such person existed.

“……That’s all for today’s class. Don’t be late next time.”

Leaving behind words that seemed aimed at someone specific, the teacher opened the classroom door and left without a backward glance.

And there was no time for complacent thoughts like, ‘Surely he wasn’t talking about me.’

“……Seo-yeon.”

“…”

“Let’s talk for a moment.”

Because the person I had anticipated earlier had come right up to my desk.

“……Kim Soo-ho?”

“Yeah. It’s me. So let’s talk.”

Facing the protagonist of the novel I was reincarnated into was an experience I never got used to, no matter how many times it happened.





  
    Chapter 6: Protagonist
The protagonist.

A character who serves as the main axis for the story’s progression in any narrative.

It refers to the central figure around whom a story is formed.

Being the central character of the story.

It’s almost a given, and strange if absent, that they possess various special abilities.

In fantasy novels, they possess fantastical, unique, and cool abilities.

In romance novels, they wield excellent literary skills to create a romantic atmosphere with the heroine.

Of course, this wasn’t always the case.

It’s true that there are fantasy novels where the protagonist is weak, and romance novels where the protagonist is clueless.

But still, a protagonist was a protagonist.

They always possess at least one ability to somehow lead the novel’s story forward.

Whether that ability is good or bad from the protagonist’s perspective.

Thinking this way, maybe I could be considered a protagonist too.

Even though it’s a completely useless ability to me, I possess the ability known as a terminal illness.

If I were the protagonist of some novel, shouldn’t the tags for that novel rightly be ‘Dark Fiction’ or ‘Suffering’?

‘…Ah, and TS (Transgender Story) too.’

Turning from male to female is also an ability, if you can call it that.

And unlike this gloomy protagonist that is me, Kim Soo-ho in the novel was truly a protagonist more protagonist-like than anyone else.

Because the protagonist,, named Kim Soo-ho possessed all the abilities I mentioned as desirable earlier.

Excellent combat skills.

A good-natured personality that wouldn’t be out of place even if called foolish.

And outstanding looks for the romance with the heroines.

He possessed all the good points of a novel protagonist.

As proof of that, the tags for this novel I was reincarnated into are ‘Overpowered’, ‘Harem’, and ‘Academy’.

The person standing right in front of me now, with an angry expression, the person named Kim Soo-ho, stood in complete opposition to Lee Seo-yeon—well, me.

“……Seo-yeon.”

“…”

“What happened to your hair all of a sudden?”

He abruptly grabbed my hand, saying Let’s talk, and dragged me away. And what he asked about was, indeed, my hair.

Well, I could understand.

Even I would have reacted similarly if someone I’d known for a long time showed up one morning with dyed hair.

The problem was this.

“…”

“Why aren’t you saying anything?”

The problem was that I had no way to explain that this wasn’t dye.

How could I explain something that literally changed overnight?

I couldn’t possibly tell Kim Soo-ho that I was living on borrowed time and would die soon.

Telling Heroine 2 about my lifespan was impulsive, yes, but it was a calculated action to some extent.

Because Christina wouldn’t believe it.

Because our prideful princess, who loathed Lee Seo-yeon, wouldn’t possibly believe those words.

‘…Although seeing Christina’s expression earlier, there’s a non-zero chance she actually believed it.’

Even if Christina did believe it, it didn’t really matter.

Because the Third Imperial Princess, who hated seeing Kim Soo-ho and Lee Seo-yeon together more than anyone, wouldn’t tell others that Lee Seo-yeon was terminally ill.

The proverb ‘A word without feet travels a thousand miles’ (TL: Meaning rumors spread fast) is not to be taken lightly.

If she told others this story, it would naturally reach Kim Soo-ho as well.

And our righteous protagonist, who prioritizes the sick above all else…

That’s why I simply mentioned the terminal illness.

Because I knew Christina wouldn’t be able to tell others.

“Seo-yeon?”

However, Kim Soo-ho finding out was a different matter.

As I mentioned earlier, if Kim Soo-ho learned about my illness, things would definitely become very troublesome.

Even if their relationship had become awkward for a while due to the obsessive Lee Seo-yeon, Lee Seo-yeon and Kim Soo-ho were childhood friends who had spent their formative years together.

Meaning, regardless of their recent relationship, he would undoubtedly show up unannounced and offer a helping hand.

“What business is it of yours?”

‘…The only problem is that the recipient’s opinion is completely excluded from that helping hand.’

‘Whether I want the help or not.’

‘The problem is that he would offer help even if I found it abhorrent.’

“……Seo-yeon?”

Hearing my words, Kim Soo-ho looked as if he had been struck by lightning.

It was only natural.

The Lee Seo-yeon in the novel had never once, not even during her obsessive phase, spoken coldly to Kim Soo-ho.

Kim Soo-ho was surprised just seeing Lee Seo-yeon’s hair color change.

Now, Lee Seo-yeon, who had become strange lately but had never uttered sharp words, was spewing words that pierced the heart.

Believing the world’s kindest protagonist wouldn’t be surprised was akin to believing Christina would treat me kindly.

“Did I say something wrong?”

“But……”

Kim Soo-ho’s words trailed off, but even unspoken, I felt like I could hear them.

‘But we’re childhood friends.’
‘But we’re best friends.’
‘We’ve been close friends since we were young.’
‘It’s okay to worry.’

Sentences that should have naturally followed, trusting in the always kind and considerate Lee Seo-yeon.

“Why do I have to tell you the reason I changed?”

“…”

“Is there some kind of obligation?”

I didn’t particularly want to hear it.

Because I am not Lee Seo-yeon.

Because I am merely borrowing Lee Seo-yeon’s body for a short while, someone who will return it soon enough.

“…”

Kim Soo-ho’s expression kept changing, and my words continued relentlessly.

“See? You have nothing to say either.”

“…”

“Isn’t this easier for you, too? Not having to worry about the weird girl who suddenly became obsessed with you”

“I never thought that……”

“Really?”

‘Really?’

‘Not even once?’

‘Did you really never once think Lee Seo-yeon was annoying?’

Only two syllables flowed from my mouth, but Kim Soo-ho wasn’t foolish enough not to grasp the hidden meaning within them.

No matter how clueless a protagonist might be, one needs basic perceptiveness to charm that many heroines like those in the novel.

He couldn’t possibly have failed to grasp the sentence hidden within the two syllables, ‘Really?’

“…”

As proof of that, he was currently speechless.

Many thoughts were probably crossing his mind.

‘…Me, thinking that about Seo-yeon?’

‘Thinking Seo-yeon was annoying?’

‘No, absolutely not…’

‘…Really?’

His thoughts must be changing as rapidly as his expressions.

“Nothing more to say? I need to start preparing for the next class soon.”

Although my patience wasn’t polite enough to wait for that.

The conversation had ended long ago.

What Kim Soo-ho wanted to ask was likely the reason for the sudden change in Lee Seo-yeon’s hair color.

And I had clearly expressed my unwillingness to answer that question.

The fact that there was nothing more to discuss would be obvious even to a three-year-old child.

“……Did something happen with Tina this morning?”

“…”

The only problem was that our protagonist was brilliant enough to notice things even a three-year-old wouldn’t.

“Tina’s been strange since this morning. Usually, she greets me cheerfully when I say hello…… but today, she seemed completely out of it.”

“…”

“I know you’re not in the mood to talk to me right now, but…… you and Tina were the only ones late today.”

‘If something happened, wouldn’t you tell me?’

If Kim Soo-ho’s current expression were translated into a sentence, it would undoubtedly be that.

How curious must he have been?

To ask that question despite being so shocked by my cold words just moments ago.

Perhaps the reason he grabbed my hand and brought me here wasn’t because of my hair, but because of that.

Thinking about it this way makes me kind of sad.

Like receiving proof that the person named Lee Seo-yeon is less important than Christina.

And from none other than Kim Soo-ho, the childhood friend Lee Seo-yeon had a crush on.

‘…What can I do?’

‘That’s Lee Seo-yeon’s current position.’

‘To Kim Soo-ho, Lee Seo-yeon is already nothing.’

Sighing softly inwardly, I spat out the words to Kim Soo-ho, who was looking at me imploringly.

“Why don’t you ask the Princess yourself? What happened between us this morning.”

“But…… Tina’s condition seems serious right now……”

“Soo-ho. Do I look okay to you?”

“…”

“If you roughly understand, then stop and let me go. I need to prepare for the next class.”

‘I’m already annoyed about being late for the first class.’

‘I don’t have any more time to waste on you.’

Kim Soo-ho no longer tried to stop me from turning my back.

Whether he truly understood the meaning of my words completely, or if he foolishly failed to comprehend them, I didn’t know.

One thing was certain: I didn’t hear the sound of footsteps following behind me even as I almost reached the classroom.

‘…The same thing happened with Heroine 2 earlier.’

‘Looks like a lot of people want to watch my back today.’

It wasn’t a very pleasant feeling.





  
    Chapter 7: Human Desire
(TL: Perspective Shift to Kim Soo-ho)

Kim Soo-ho and Lee Seo-yeon were friends.

Childhood friends who had spent time together since they were very young.

Like many childhood friends, Kim Soo-ho and Lee Seo-yeon were the best of pals to each other.

Always together when things needed to be done in pairs.

Rarely separated from each other.

The kind of pals who always yielded a step for the other’s sake.

Of course, the depth of their friendship might have stemmed from their background in an orphanage.

The orphanage where Kim Soo-ho and Lee Seo-yeon stayed was a place that couldn’t be deemed good even when put kindly.

Perhaps it was fortunate they weren’t sold off somewhere without anyone knowing.

Indeed, stories circulated about places with environments worse than their orphanage, selling children to human traffickers.

In conclusion, having lived together through difficult circumstances might have brought them much closer than they otherwise would have been.

Not necessarily because Kim Soo-ho and Lee Seo-yeon genuinely liked each other and became close.

However, Kim Soo-ho didn’t pay much attention to it.

Because he and Lee Seo-yeon were already the best of friends.

So what if their closeness stemmed from their upbringing?

It didn’t change the fact that they were best friends.

He thought such headache-inducing problems weren’t very important.

-“Pardon?”

-“Kim Soo-ho. I see high mana compatibility in you.”

Until his hidden mana talent was discovered.

The beginning wasn’t grand.

He had simply done a good deed.

-“Kyaa-!”

– “Look out!”

A dog that looked like it had rabies charged at a girl living in the same orphanage, and he had simply stopped it.

Without a single injury.

Without allowing even a single scratch.

It was incredible, no one could believe it.

A young boy, not yet old enough to enter the academy, stopped an animal that even an adult with considerable mana couldn’t fend off.

Only sometime later was it revealed that the dog that attacked the girl didn’t actually have rabies.

Come to think of it, that made the story even more incredible.

Because it meant he had stopped a dog rampaging due to someone’s mana, essentially no different from a magical beast.

Naturally, the orphanage was thrown into chaos.

A child under their care was a genius, the kind that might appear once every 100 years.

Moreover, the good fortune didn’t end there.

The girl Kim Soo-ho had saved also awakened ‘Divine Power’ as a result of the incident.

Was it a blessing in disguise?

An accident that could have potentially forced the orphanage to close its doors instantly became an event that elevated its reputation.

One’s a genius, the other possesses divine power.

It was essentially like two geniuses appearing at once.

At first, it was simply joyful.

It was funny how the orphanage teachers, who used to treat him slightly less than human, suddenly started being nice to him.

It was also nice that the friend who awakened divine power after he saved her began showing him a kind of one-sided affection.

Because humans, as creatures, always respond well to kindness.

Lee Seo-yeon also smiled at first.

Even though it had nothing to do with her, she celebrated as if it were her own achievement, and smiled brightly.

‘Is this what best friends, childhood friends, are like?’

His closest friend always flashed him a bright smile whenever she saw him.

…Although it was merely a fleeting moment.

After discovering his talent, Kim Soo-ho became very busy.

It was only natural.

The Empire wouldn’t let such mana talent go to waste.

He had to spend busy days studying things he hadn’t been able to before, alongside the friend who had awakened divine power.

Naturally, the time he spent with his childhood friend decreased.

At first, there was no time to spend together.

Later, he was too exhausted from his busy schedule.

It was a cowardly excuse by anyone’s standards, but he thought it was okay.

-“It’s alright. You must be tired, rest well.”

Because Lee Seo-yeon never lost her smile.

Seeing his childhood friend’s smiling face felt like receiving salvation.

He thought it would be alright.

“……Soo-ho. Do I look okay to you?”

“…”

“If you can understand, then stop and let me go. I need to prepare for the next class.”

Until he faced the chilling voice of his childhood friend, who had always smiled at him.

Thud- Thud-

Until he faced the ash-gray hair of Lee Seo-yeon, turning her back as if she hadn’t heard him call out.

Although Kim Soo-ho was always told by the friendly female students around him that he was clueless.

This time, he could clearly tell.

No, he couldn’t not realize it.

“Seo-yeon……?”

That something was wrong.

And that they’d already become too distant to patch things up.

The realization was better late than never.



(TL: Perspective shifts back to Lee Seo-yeon)

It was strange.

The protagonist and Heroine 2.

Both were strange.

Neither of them usually paid much attention to me.

Especially Christina, who had no interest in me other than the constant bullying.

Why have they been staring holes through me since the last class?

I was willing to understand up to a certain point.

Even to me, my changed appearance was peculiar.

Dyeing hair in Starfrost Academy, where everyone maintained their birth hair color?

It required considerable guts, and it wouldn’t be strange at all if every passing student glanced once.

Of course, that didn’t mean I understood them staring at me throughout the entire class.

No matter how much I thought, I couldn’t figure it out.

The reason why the Third Imperial Princess, Christina Valentine, who lacked nothing, would glare at me like that.

The only thing that came to mind was that Christina originally disliked me.

If she disliked me that much, she should have been doing this all along.

Why start today, all of a sudden?

It’s uncomfortable.

‘…Is it because of this morning?’

For a moment, the thought ‘Could it be because of what happened this morning?’ crossed my mind.

But Christina was someone who would jump for joy like a frog if I died, not someone who would shed tears in sorrow, so I dismissed it.

Think about it logically.

Who would be sad when their rival disappears?

They’d go, ‘Finally, the obstacle is gone! Yay!’ Who would be sad?

The only person who might grieve over the disappearance of their rival would probably be a ‘Saint’ type character, pretty common in fantasy novels.

You know the type, right?

The Saint. Merciful to all, fair to everyone.

Treasuring every life, anyone’s life.

The kind of Saint that ends up infuriating readers of the novel.

“…”

Speaking of Saints, one person flashed through my mind.

A character with a personality more saintly than anyone else.

A character so saintly that, following common novel clichés, she became Kim Soo-ho’s first heroine.

……A character who was also Lee Seo-yeon’s second closest friend.

‘Not anymore, though.’

I shook off the useless thoughts messing with my head.

I didn’t have time for such thoughts.

First, I had to somehow deal with our Princess, whose gaze was extremely intense.

‘Seriously, I might get marks from this.’

‘I don’t want marks left on my body by glares.’

“Alright. That’s all for this morning’s classes. Everyone, enjoy your lunch.”

How deeply lost in thought was I? The 50-minute-long class period at Starfrost Academy vanished at the speed of light.

‘…How annoying.’

‘Usually, it drags on no matter how much I wish it would end quickly.’

Annoyance surged at the always arbitrary flow of time, but unfortunately, there was no time to express that annoyance.

“……Excuse me.”

“?”

“Are you perhaps free during lunchtime?”

Our dear Heroine 2, who had been fervently staring at me since earlier, had personally graced my desk with her presence.

“Why is the Princess going to her?”

“I don’t know either. Maybe the reason she was late this morning was because of her?”

“Ah. Is that why she went over? To confront her about this morning?”

“Looks like it.”

Whispers about Christina and me could be heard from the surroundings.

‘Seriously, what did I even do?’

I felt extremely wronged by this situation I found myself in.

I genuinely wondered what I did to deserve this.

All I said were things Christina should have liked.

Surely she wouldn’t hate the idea of me dying, right?

“Suddenly?”

“Yes. Is that not possible?”

“Yes…… It doesn’t seem possible.”

“……Really?”

“…”

Despite clearly expressing my refusal, Christina didn’t back down easily.

As if she absolutely had to spend lunchtime with me.

As if, should she fail to have lunch with me now, she would regret it for the rest of her life.

…Annoyances flared up.

‘Who do you think you are?’

‘You usually just bullied me.’

‘Who the hell do you think you are, to try and steal my lunchtime?’

Of course, these sentences never left my mouth.

“Lunch is on me.”

“……Are you suggesting we eat out? Not the cafeteria?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Let’s go.”

Because the mere offer to buy lunch caused the iron-like wall around my heart to crumble.

Perhaps the wall was made of clay, not iron.

It collapsed so easily.

But I was still proud.

No, it’s natural for humans to want to eat delicious food.

It’s just one of the natural desires of humans.

Am I wrong?

There was no one to answer.

 





  
    Chapter 8: Water Thunderbolt
Christina wasn’t pleased with the current situation at all.

Sitting side-by-side and eating with someone she thought she could never get close to.

It was definitely not a normal situation.

‘How did things end up like this?’

‘For her, who disliked Lee Seo-yeon, to propose having lunch together with her.’

It was fortunate that Lee Seo-yeon was a girl.

If she were a boy, it would have been scandalous enough to warrant a front-page headline in the Imperial Daily like, ‘The Demure Third Princess’s Scandal?!’ without any room for argument.

“……Lalala.”

“…”

And what made her even more furious was that Lee Seo-yeon, the starting point of all these problems, seemed to be in a very good mood.

-“Me, I’m going to die soon.”

Where did the person who calmly conveyed her death in a voice that seemed about to disappear just moments ago, go?

Where did the person who went out alone with Kim Soo-ho and returned alone with an expression devoid of any emotion go?

Honestly, even when Lee Seo-yeon went out alone with Kim Soo-ho, she thought Lee Seo-yeon would quickly get better.

She didn’t particularly like the fact that they went out alone, but Lee Seo-yeon’s condition, which she had witnessed earlier that morning, was so bad that she hadn’t said anything.

She thought everything would be alright when she returned.

Lee Seo-yeon’s hair color. Her hollow, ash-gray eyes.

Like a child blindly believing in the existence of angels and demons, she blindly thought everything would be alright.

-“What, she came back alone?”

-“Didn’t she go out with Kim Soo-ho?”

Although that naive thought was completely shattered when Lee Seo-yeon returned alone, contrary to her expectations.

This was also the reason she kept staring at Lee Seo-yeon during the remaining class time.

Because she wanted to know she had changed so drastically.

Although Lee Seo-yeon was originally timid and didn’t easily get along with people, she wasn’t someone who exuded an aura of imminent disappearance.

She watched, hoping she might discover something if she kept looking.

Even if, in the end, she didn’t gain a single clue.

“……Soo-ho?”

“…”

Furthermore, Kim Soo-ho, who returned alone later, wasn’t in a good state either.

Normally, Kim Soo-ho would have answered with a bright expression, saying, ‘Tina, did you call?’

But Kim Soo-ho, after returning from being out with Lee Seo-yeon, wore a shocked expression and didn’t respond to her call.

As if he hadn’t heard anything.

No, as if he couldn’t hear anything.

Christina had seen various expressions on Kim Soo-ho while staying close to him until now, but she had never seen such an expression before.

-“Excuse me, are you perhaps free during lunchtime?”

That was why.

Why she suggested having lunch together with Lee Seo-yeon.

To have a proper conversation with Lee Seo-yeon, whom she had brushed past vaguely in the morning.

To properly investigate Lee Seo-yeon’s condition, which had shocked even their childhood friend, Kim Soo-ho.

To confirm if the terminal illness notification she received earlier was real.

If she were to say she truly believed those words, that would be a lie.

How could she believe it?

If someone who seemed perfectly normal just yesterday suddenly confessed to being terminally ill.

Moreover, the person who said it wasn’t someone she was close to, but Lee Seo-yeon, whom she considered a rival.

Even if her status wasn’t that of a princess who had to suspect everyone, she surely wouldn’t have believed it easily.

“……Excuse me.”

“Yes? Did you call me?”

“What you said this morning. Is it true?”

However, separate from her disbelief of Lee Seo-yeon’s terminal declaration.

She somewhat accepted the fact that Lee Seo-yeon might die.

“What I said earlier…… Are you talking about me dying soon?”

“Yes. Honestly, it’s hard to believe.”

“Hmm…… Honestly, it doesn’t really matter if you don’t believe me, but it’s true.”

“…”

“I don’t know exactly how long it will take…… but, certainly, there isn’t much time left.”

Because the eyes of someone not facing death wouldn’t look so much like a corpse’s.

Because they wouldn’t mention the word ‘death’ with a bright smile as if it were nothing serious.

Especially not to the person who usually tormented them.

Therefore, Christina had no choice but to believe that Lee Seo-yeon might indeed die soon.

The story about being terminally ill was surely a lie, but there are many ways for humans to die besides illness.

For example, methods like suicide.

A method of personally severing one’s own life so that they no longer remain in this world.

Could she be certain that Lee Seo-yeon, cornered after becoming distant even from Kim Soo-ho, who was practically her only friend, wouldn’t resort to such an extreme measure?

‘I can’t be sure.’

She could never be sure.

Because cornered people always make the worst choices.

…Like the only person who had ever loved her.

“Seo-yeon.”

“Huh? You’re talking to me?”

“Have you decided on a group for the upcoming group assignment?”

“No, not yet.”

“If you don’t have anyone promised, work with me. On the group assignment.”

“……Pardon?”

Looking at Lee Seo-yeon, who wore an expression as if asking if she had heard correctly, Christina thought to herself.

‘I don’t know what you were thinking when you told me you were going to die… but things won’t easily go your way.’

She couldn’t read Lee Seo-yeon’s thoughts, but she couldn’t let things proceed according to Lee Seo-yeon’s intentions.

That she would seize both love and her future.

That she wouldn’t fail helplessly like someone she couldn’t protect.

It was the moment the most unusual group in Starfrost Academy was formed.



(TL: Perspective back to Lee Seo-yeon)

“Well then, go ahead first. I have something to look around for.”

“……Ah, yes.”

“What’s with that sullen reply? Don’t tell me you dislike being in the same group as me?”

“No, no. I was just thinking about something else.”

‘What on earth is this situation?’

‘Me, in the same group as the Christina Valentine?’

‘Having to do a group assignment with the Third Imperial Princess, whom everyone wants to be grouped with?’

Certainly, my mood was great at first.

Because the food at the restaurant Christina led me to was extremely delicious.

Because the restaurant was so excellent that the argument I had with Kim Soo-ho just moments ago completely faded from memory.

Honestly, it wasn’t bad even halfway through.

The situation was fine, even when Heroine 2 started throwing various questions at me while I was enjoying my food.

I had anticipated that Christina wouldn’t believe my terminal illness announcement.

It was something I had braced myself for to some extent when I heard her offer to buy me lunch if I followed her out.

Even though the various questions thrown at me were annoying, the food placed before my eyes was delicious.

I could tolerate that much.

-“If you haven’t promised anyone, work with me. On the group assignment.”

Until the words about doing the group assignment together unexpectedly came out of Heroine 2’s mouth.

When I first heard it, I thought I had misheard.

And rightly so, because Christina was the kind of talent everyone wanted for group assignments.

Combat, written work.

Christina Valentine even excelled in reports and presentations.

No wonder even the Kim Soo-ho always wanted to be in the same group as Christina.

Although it was true that Christina welcomed that suggestion even more than when others wanted to join her group.

In any case.

It meant she wasn’t the type of talent to do a group assignment with someone slightly below average like me.

And even if it was just out of feeling burdened, I didn’t want to be in the same group as Christina.

However, I couldn’t properly express this opinion of mine.

“That seems a bit difficult……”

“Why is it difficult? As far as I know, you don’t have any friends to do group assignments with.”

“…”

Because my heart was greatly wounded by the truth Christina spat out rapid-fire.

‘Fighting with facts is cowardly.’

‘You should fight fair and square with agitation and fabrication.’

For the Imperial Princess to engage in such a cowardly fight against a mere student.

-“Didn’t you originally group with Kim Soo-ho, Princess?”

-“Ah, don’t worry about that. Soo-ho has plenty of other people to work with besides me.”

-“……Didn’t you like Kim Soo-ho?”

-“I can yield the group assignment to someone else just once.”

Even Kim Soo-ho was ineffective compared to Christina, who had firmly decided she would be in the same group as me.

‘Seriously, why is she doing this to me since this morning?’

I wondered if this was the new trendy form of bullying these days.

Maybe she planned to put me in her group and torment me until the assignment was over.

‘…But if that’s the case, getting a good score on the group assignment becomes too easy.’

The more I thought about it, the more numerous contradictions and questions assaulted my mind.

“…”

Soon, I stopped thinking.

Well, things will work out somehow.

It’s good for me if I can easily pass the troublesome group assignment.

I decided to just think ‘what’s good is good’, and move on.

Because besides Heroine 2, I am a busy person with many other things to think about.

Drrrk-

Sploosh-

“…”

Like, for example, the bucket of water pouring over my head the moment I opened the classroom door.

‘I’m too busy dealing with things like that.’

“Wow, she actually did it.”

“She really did that?”

“Didn’t she get completely soaked?”

As anyone would obviously know.

Being suddenly drenched with water when perfectly clean and dry wasn’t a very pleasant experience.

‘It feels sticky and uncomfortable.’





  
    Chapter 9: Torment
Drip- Drip-

Water droplets fell from my hair, one by one.

As if trying to imprint her presence in the classroom filled with silence.

“…”

I lifted my head slightly.

Thanks to that, I suffered the disaster of all the slowly dripping water, now pouring down my face, but there was something I needed to confirm, even at that cost.

“……You’re looking this way?”

“What’re you gonna do by looking at me? You worthless *****.”

What reached my ears were malicious sentences directed at me.

What met my eyes were malicious gazes directed at me.

Pure, unadulterated human malice was pouring towards me.

‘…There’s no one.’

And Lee Seo-yeon’s childhood friend was not among them.

I had expected this to some extent.

No matter how overflowing their malice, they wouldn’t be bold enough to express it so openly in front of Kim Soo-ho.

The students’ bullying always took place secretly, only when her childhood friend wasn’t around.

It was a cowardly act.

A very cowardly act, indeed.

However, I had no intention of arguing.

Because if I were in their shoes, I probably would have acted similarly.

In front of Kim Soo-ho, who held virtually all the power and attention in the class, they wouldn’t have dared to openly touch his childhood friend.

Humans are inherently cowardly creatures.

And on top of that, they are creatures who hate losing and getting hurt.

Perhaps human malice is the most accurate human instinct.

‘Christina isn’t here either?’

However, what was slightly strange was that Heroine 2 wasn’t mixed in among them.

Christina, who normally would have taken center stage among them, wearing the most prominent sneer.

For some reason, she was nowhere to be seen today.

‘Hasn’t she returned from the restaurant yet?’

‘But then again, Christina is the only one who would openly orchestrate something like this in the classroom.’

…My head ached.

“…”

This time, I lowered my head to check my condition.

Naturally, my uniform was already soaked through, dyed a deep black.

Judging by the damp and uncomfortable feeling in my socks, I could tell my shoes were completely soaked too.

Ah, my shoes.

I think I only have this one pair.

What should I wear tomorrow?

Should I consider it fortunate that most of the Starfrost Academy uniform is black?

If the uniform had been white, my undergarments would have shown through.

Even though I tend to be rather unfazed by such things, showing my underwear directly to others was a different story.

Especially since everyone already dislikes me.

If I showed them something like that, too, what would they think?

Obviously, they’d think I was a disgusting, shameless, crazy *****.

I could tolerate being called the outcast girl, the friendless girl, but being called a crazy **** was a bit too much.

Having ‘crazy *****’ as a nickname is just… not right.

Every time I passed by, I’d have to hear, ‘Oh, there’s the crazy ****.’

That’s just… no.

It’s true I’m not normal, but at least I wasn’t a crazy b*tch.

Probably.

“……Achoo.”

Now, even coughs started to escape.

‘If you’re going to douse me with water, at least use warm water.’

‘The water temperature is too low. At this rate, I’ll catch a summer cold, the kind that even dogs supposedly don’t get.’

“She’s sneezing?”

“See? I told you we should use warmer water.”

“What if she catches a cold and Kim Soo-ho notices?”

The students’ sharp criticisms converged on a specific student.

Apparently, this student was the instigator of this incident.

Her face wasn’t particularly unfamiliar either.

She was the lackey who always stuck close to Christina whenever she bullied me, chattering away.

What was her name again?

‘…So it really was Christina.’

Should I say, ‘as expected’?

Or should I say, ‘there’s no such thing as ‘perhaps’ in this world’?

I had a sliver of hope when I didn’t spot her while looking around earlier.

But it seems the true instigator this time was indeed Heroine 2.

Was asking me to be in the same group assignment just a smokescreen after all?

For this situation. To make me enter the classroom slower than usual.

Of course, this thought also occurred to me:

Even if I hadn’t had lunch with Christina, this incident would have happened eventually.

Since I wasn’t a fast eater to begin with.

Wouldn’t this have happened even if I had simply gone to the cafeteria alone?

Maybe this incident actually had nothing to do with Christina? That kind of thought.

‘…I don’t know.’

However, I didn’t dwell on it any further.

The visible evidence and circumstantial suspicions already pointed to Christina as the instigator.

From the beginning, I never entertained the slightest thought of becoming friends with Christina.

Even though Christina showed me kindness several times today, it was surely nothing more than a momentary whim.

Just because we had lunch together, just because we ended up in the same group for the next assignment.

If we could become friends for such small reasons.

Then from the start, I—no, Lee Seo-yeon, wouldn’t have been bullied in the first place.

It had to be this way.

Otherwise, it would be too pitiful.

Me. No, Lee Seo-yeon.

The person who would have died lonely, without friends, would be too pitiful.

She shouldn’t have made friends so easily.

For my sake. No, for Lee Seo-yeon’s sake.



The afternoon classes proceeded without any particular trouble.

Kim Soo-ho and Christina didn’t return for the entire afternoon, as if something had happened.

-“Why are you so wet?”

-“I was playing with water earlier.”

-“……Be careful next time.”

The incoming teachers only gave me a brief, puzzled look but didn’t ask why I was wet.

There was no reason to ask.

Because they likely knew too.

That I wasn’t fitting into this classroom.

That I was being bullied by other students in this classroom.

They just pretended not to know.

‘Someone else will solve it, even if I don’t.’

‘Just me alone…’

‘Since she didn’t come and tell me directly, it must be okay.’

They harbored such selfish thoughts in their minds, refusing to accept the obvious reasons right before their eyes.

Teachers weren’t different from students.

Just like adults weren’t different from children.

All of them are the same humans, and all of them hate to suffer losses.

‘It can happen.’

And I don’t blame them either.

As I said before, it’s a natural human instinct.

If I were in their shoes, I would do the same.

Because I don’t want to lose out. Because I don’t want to get involved.

For such cowardly reasons.

I didn’t blame or resent them.

Someone might call this resignation.

That because my death is approaching, I no longer feel much about anything.

That if I were in a normal state, I would have felt wronged.

That I’ve just gotten used to it because I’ve experienced it so much.

I had no intention of denying it.

Because not a single one of those three opinions was wrong.

That my time of death is approaching.

That I am abnormal.

That I’ve gotten used to it from experiencing it so much.

All are true statements.

‘So what?’

Of course, just because it’s true doesn’t mean I intended to delve deeper into it than I have to.

So what if it’s resignation?

What’s important is that I am no longer hurt by such things.

What’s important is that I have built myself a sturdy self-defense mechanism against gazes filled with indifference and malice.

The word ‘resignation’ didn’t necessarily have only negative connotations.

Others might not know, but at least for me, that was the case.

“Alright, that’s all for today’s class. Everyone, think about your groups for the group assignment by next class.”

How lost was I in my own world? The voice signaling the end of the last class reached my ears.

To think the clock hands, which usually seemed motionless, had already moved that far.

Just how many things happened today?

“……Achoo!”

Just as I recalled today’s spectacular events, a sudden sneeze hits the back of my throat.

First, I needed to hurry back to the dorm, wash up, and dry myself.

I don’t know what kind of water they used, but my uniform is ridiculously slow to dry.

And I’m even in a spot where sunlight comes directly in.

I felt wronged, as if the world itself was tormenting me.

And despite this feeling of injustice, I couldn’t leave the classroom immediately after class ended.

“So, how should we form the groups?”

Because some clueless fellow asked a question even though the end-of-class bell had rung.

‘Seriously, why me?’

‘If you guys doused me with water, at least give me time to dry off.’

“There are no restrictions. Form a group with one person you want.”

“Can we form a group with a student from another class?”

This time, it was a question from a different female student.

“Of course. All classes will be tackling the same topic for this assignment.”

“……Really?”

A voice strangely devoid of spirit.

She clearly hadn’t expected it to actually be possible when she asked.

Well, considering there had never been a joint class with another section until now.

It was only natural to be surprised.

‘Who will Kim Soo-ho team up with?’

If my memory serves right, Kim Soo-ho teamed up with Christina at this time in the original story too.

But this time, Christina asked me to team up.

I was somewhat curious who the protagonist would team up with now that the content had changed from the original.

Even though who Kim Soo-ho teamed up with had absolutely nothing to do with me.

…Or maybe it does?

If I hadn’t said strange things to Christina, would things not have changed like this?

“…”

I was briefly engulfed in serious contemplation, but soon decided to just brush it off.

‘What does it matter? I’m not even a guy right now.’

‘I’m not stealing the protagonist’s heroine either, so what could happen?’

‘Besides, Christina isn’t teaming up with me because she thinks of me as a friend anyway.’

That last sentence left a somewhat bitter feeling.





  
    Chapter 10: Smile
There were two people.

The boy clasped his hands together as if pleading for belief.

The girl sat on a gently swaying swing, gazing steadily at the boy.

‘Is that really true?’

‘Of course. Have you ever seen me lie?’

‘No…’

‘So you can trust me. I’ll always be by your side, protecting you.’

‘…But you said you’d protect everyone. Won’t you be too busy to protect me then?’

‘Don’t worry.’

I will protect others too, of course, but the number one person I protect will always be you.

The boy spoke with a smile.

A smile brighter than anyone else’s in the world.

The kind of smile a genius painter might only capture once in a lifetime.



“……Ah.”

The place I opened my eyes to was a dark room.

My dorm room, so familiar now that I could turn on the lights even without seeing anything.

Click-

‘What was that?’

I definitely felt like I had a dream, but I couldn’t remember it.

Normally, I would have brushed it off as ‘just my imagination’ or ‘just a feeling.’

But this time, I knew better than anyone that it couldn’t possibly be my imagination.

Because if I hadn’t dreamed, the cold sweat currently trickling down my back and forehead wouldn’t exist.

I must have had a strange nightmare.

Some terrible nightmare that my subconscious self erased from my memory to protect me.

There was no other way to explain the current situation.

This sweat pouring down like rain on my face, this inexplicable headache that started the moment I woke up.

“……Did I catch a cold?”

Looking for a reason now that I was out of the dream, a cold seemed plausible.

The memory of getting hit squarely with a bucket of water while fully clothed yesterday automatically surfaced in my mind.

I hadn’t dried the wet clothes, and my body immediately, nor had I sat in a warm spot, far from the window.

In other words, this wretched body was attending classes in an environment perfectly suitable for catching a cold.

“It’d be stranger not to catch one in this situation.”

Achoo-

As if my body was listening, a cough escaped the moment I acknowledged the cold.

‘Is it really listening?’

‘Logically, coughing the instant the thought finishes is a bit much.’

Achoo-

As I trembled with the fear that my body might have its own consciousness, I started coughing profusely, it was tormenting me.

‘Seriously, stop it already. I need to go to class.’

Forcing the reluctant body to stand, I quickly put on the uniform, which should have dried by now.

“…”

Hmm.

Slightly damp still.

What can you do? Just gotta go.

The water I got hit with yesterday must not have been ordinary.

Considering it’s still damp, even though I took it off and hung it up as soon as I entered the room.

Did they infuse it with mana?

Well, they are students of the Empire’s top academy, after all.

Infusing water with mana might not be a difficult task for them.

Cough-
(TL: A wet, hacking sound, likely involving blood)

“…”

‘Whereas I’d probably cough up blood like this just trying to infuse mana into water.’

Suddenly, the students who tormented me seemed quite impressive.

“……Is there any medicine in the room?”

Dragging the body that threatened to cough up blood disguised as a simple cough at any moment, I opened the drawer.

The purpose, obviously, was cold medicine.

No matter how messed up this body was, taking medicine should improve the condition, at least slightly.

“Nope.”

But unfortunately, ‘cold medicine’ did not exist in my room.

The only visible medicine was sleeping pills.

The only things in the drawer were pills for the insomnia suffered by Lee Seo-yeon and me.

In this hopeless situation, I paused to think.

‘What should I do?’

‘If I don’t take medicine, I’ll keep coughing up blood every time I cough in class.’

Of course, the act of me coughing up blood itself didn’t matter much.

This body tended to do that even without a reason, like a cold.

I didn’t feel fear from the act of ‘coughing up blood’.

“It’ll become troublesome.”

It was just what would happen when others found out I was coughing up blood that was troublesome.

The teacher conducting the class would be startled and send me to the infirmary.

Christina, sitting next to me in class, would also realize that the story I told her wasn’t a lie.

And the absolute worst was, of course, Kim Soo-ho.

He would surely forget everything I said before and fixate solely on the fact that I coughed up blood, losing his mind.

Regardless of how he thought of Lee Seo-yeon until now, the protagonist is always kind to the sick.

Because that’s what a protagonist is.

“……I hate it.”

I hated it so much.

I hated other people, other humans, paying attention to me.

I just wanted to live quietly like this and mind my own business.

Like a flower that lost its roots, like a bee that lost its stinger.

Like someone whose motivation to live had vanished, I wanted to quietly crumble away.

The current time was 8:00 AM.

There were still a long 30 minutes left until school started.

And as far as I remember, the school nurse arrived at 7:50 AM.

It wasn’t exact, actually.

Because I hadn’t visited the infirmary even once since falling into this place.

Even when my body ached, even when I felt inexplicable pain.

I preferred healing alone in my own room rather than asking others for help.

I wasn’t really curious anymore about how I remembered things like this.

It was probably Lee Seo-yeon’s memory.

Or maybe, due to her sickness, the original Lee Seo-yeon visited the infirmary so often that her body remembered.

“……Is that the same thing?”

I shook my head at the thought that popped up.

It wasn’t important.

What was important was that I needed to go to the infirmary right now to get cold medicine before encountering others.

And taking that cold medicine was crucial for my remaining, short life at the academy to be somewhat peaceful.

“……For my life here would become peaceful, because of a single cold pill.”

It sounds kind of funny.

That a mere pill could make my life easier.

Not just my life, but that it could instantly make someone’s life easier.

It was truly a ridiculous thing to think about.



The infirmary was a much quieter and more peaceful place than I imagined.

“……You seem to think it’s very quiet.”

“Ack. How did you know?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I just arrived for work, and you’re suddenly asking me for cold medicine all of a sudden.”

‘Is that so?’

‘Well, I also get annoyed when the superintendent arrives earlier than his usual time during the morning roll call.’

The nameless school nurse, watching my foolish expression, let out a deep sigh.

“Haa. So, you caught a cold and need medicine, right?”

“Yes. Is it possible the infirmary has any?”

“How could the infirmary not have it? Of course, we do. But……”

Seeing her trail off without finishing her sentence clearly indicated that she probably wanted to ask me something.

“……It’s not winter. And the weather is so nice outside.”

“…”

“May I ask you how you caught the cold?”

Was it just my imagination, or did I feel pity in the way she looked at me?

There was no reason I couldn’t answer that question.

Truthfully, honestly.

I could just say I got hit with a bucket of water and couldn’t dry my clothes properly.

“…”

“Can’t you?”

Yet, the reason I couldn’t easily speak was…

Because I couldn’t trust the person glancing pitifully right in front of me.

If I told the truth.

What if that person mentioned it to other teachers?

During lunchtime, without thinking about it.

While chatting with other teachers about this morning.

If my story happened to slip out amidst various conversation topics.

“……I think I kicked off the blankets while sleeping.”

“…”

“Otherwise, as you said, teacher, there’s no way I’d catch a cold in this weather.”

I didn’t want that to happen.

Like now, like I’ve always done.

I wanted no one to pay attention to me.

The school nurse, staring intently at me, spoke in a low voice without taking her eyes off me.

“……Alright. I’ll trust you.”

“Thank you.”

“Instead. Instead, Seo-yeon.”

“…”

“If anything happens, will you promise to come to me first?”

Ah.

That look again.

That look filled with pity and sympathy.

That thing where they arbitrarily deem me pitiful without actually thinking too much.

…I didn’t like it. I even found it horrifying.

‘If you people really cared about me. No, about Lee Seo-yeon.’

‘You shouldn’t have let her crumble so miserably, be crushed so wretchedly.’

‘Even if she didn’t ask for help, you could have checked on her at least once.’

‘And now, the people who never once checked on her pretend to care?’

It was horrifying.

This whole situation I was standing in was just too horrifying.

“……Okay.”

However, the answer that escaped my lips was a submissive affirmation of understanding.

A hollow affirmation, like an empty shell, devoid of any sincerity or heart.

An empty answer that would yield nothing if bitten into.

That was the best my mouth could come up with.

“If anything happens, I’ll definitely tell you first, teacher.”

I couldn’t tell what my expression was like at that time.

It wasn’t that there were no mirrors in the infirmary, but at least none were close enough for me to check my face from where I stood.

“……Thank you. Seo-yeon.”

However, one thing was certain, while she handed me the cold medicine she wore an unusual smile.

A smile like one drawn by a three-year-old child.

Crooked, uneven.

Like a smile forced onto a drawing one didn’t want to make.





  
    Chapter 11: Side Story Peaceful Infirmary
The infirmary she worked in was always peaceful.

She couldn’t claim it wasn’t busy, as students injured during practical training always came seeking treatment.

But at least her peace, the peace of the school nurse, always endured.

The students always respected her for treating their injuries, and she, in turn, respected the students who would one day work for the benefit of others.

Amidst mutual respect, the peace of the infirmary was also preserved.

‘Hello, teacher.’

Until the student with a smile brighter and prettier than anyone else’s visited.

Lee Seo-yeon was a fairly popular student.

Whether in a good sense or a bad one.

It was only natural.

Being the childhood friend of ‘Kim Soo-ho,’ who was evaluated as the most outstanding student of this year’s batch.

It wasn’t difficult for the whispers among students to spread even to the teachers.

She, too, as a teacher at Starfrost Academy, had heard various stories about Lee Seo-yeon from those around her.

The first words she heard were mostly filled with high expectations.

‘The childhood friend of the century’s genius, Kim Soo-ho.’

‘The best friend of the so-called Saint, possessing talent comparable to Kim Soo-ho.’

‘A student who entered the academy together with those two, sharing the same background.’

Even she, who wasn’t heavily involved in the education side of things, could sense that the two figures surrounding Lee Seo-yeon were remarkable.

It was natural for people’s attention to focus on Lee Seo-yeon, the friend of those two.

And that’s when it all started.

‘Unlike her friends, her mana level is slightly below average.’

‘Classified as a completely different type of student from her closest friends.’

The expectations directed at Lee Seo-yeon began to turn into disappointment and reached her ears.

Come to think of it, it was ridiculous.

When did Lee Seo-yeon ever ask for people to hold high expectations for her?

When did she claim she had talents similar to her best friends’?

Lee Seo-yeon said nothing.

People around her simply misunderstood and interpreted things on their own.

She was merely swept up in the random expectations of others.

But sadly.

This place was definitely not kind to wronged students.

The students who had arbitrarily expected things began to ignore Lee Seo-yeon as much as they were disappointed.

The teachers who expected great things from her began to pay less attention to Lee Seo-yeon to express their disappointment.

‘What can we do if that’s all she’s capable of?’

‘At Starfrost Academy, students must achieve everything on their own.’

The students and teachers, filled with such thoughts, trampled on the girl’s wish to enjoy her time with friends.

Even amidst all that, she did nothing.

Even if she didn’t directly ignore her. Even if she didn’t directly act to do something.

With the excuse that she was always sitting in the infirmary and couldn’t do anything.

With the cowardly excuse that all she could do was treat students’ injuries.

The school nurse didn’t even step out of the infirmary.

Because she thought acting that way was for the sake of the infirmary and her own peace.

…No, she rationalized it.

Just. Like that.

She lived in the complacent delusion that with time, everything would be resolved.

‘Hello, teacher!’

It was around that time when Lee Seo-yeon first visited the infirmary.

She was flustered at first.

Having finally met the student, she had only heard about, through rumors and news.

Fearing her peace might be shattered.

Fearing that the always peaceful infirmary might be broken into pieces.

‘…What brings you here?’

She still remembered her own strangely cold voice.

‘I came because I injured my leg!’

However, contrary to her worries, Lee Seo-yeon answered her with a bright smile.

She must have sensed the inexplicable coldness in her voice.

She must have sensed the invisible wall built against her.

Whether she didn’t know, or pretended not to know.

Lee Seo-yeon smiled brighter than anyone and extended her leg, asking for treatment.

The treatment didn’t take long.

It wasn’t a major injury to begin with, just one that needed simple disinfection and bandaging.

Yet, she maintained an inexplicable vigilance, her nerves on edge.

Thinking back now, it was truly foolish.

What could a girl who came for treatment because she hurt her leg possibly do?

What exactly was she worried about to be so vigilant?

Even her current self couldn’t understand her past self.

‘I hope I don’t see you again next time.’

Hearing her own strangely cold, obligatory sentence, Lee Seo-yeon had said this:

‘Yes! I’ll be careful not to get hurt!’

Seeing that, she thought.

Although it was the usual compulsory phrase, she hoped not to see this particular student in the infirmary often.

It wasn’t because of the same inexplicable vigilance as before.

This time, it was pure goodwill.

So that she wouldn’t have to treat her, so that the student wouldn’t need to visit the infirmary.

Goodwill, born from the hope that the student before her wouldn’t get hurt.

It was an emotion she should have felt for all students visiting the infirmary, but she thought she had forgotten it a long time ago.

The girl named Lee Seo-yeon, with her beautiful smile, made her recall that goodwill.

‘I’m here again!’

‘Hello, teacher!’

As if the first time was difficult and the second became easy, Lee Seo-yeon frequently visited the infirmary.

Most visits were for minor, trivial injuries, but sometimes there was no reason at all.

‘Because I wanted to chat with you, teacher!’

For the reason of wanting to talk to her.

For the reason of wanting to have a word with her.

She always invaded the quiet peace of the infirmary with her visits.

Should she consider it fortunate that she never came in with major injuries?

Although Lee Seo-yeon suffered minor injuries, she was never injured badly enough that the academy infirmary couldn’t treat her.

As time passed, the dates changed little by little.

‘Teacher, I’m here!’

‘You came again today.’

Somewhere along the line, she found herself having grown accustomed to the girl named Lee Seo-yeon.

What could have been the trigger?

Was it the pity that arose after hearing the bad rumors directed at Lee Seo-yeon?

Or was it the familiarity felt towards her, who visited the infirmary like her own dorm room day in and day out?

She couldn’t tell which of these made her accustomed to the student named Lee Seo-yeon.

But one thing was certain.

Her quietly peaceful infirmary had changed into a bustling one with Lee Seo-yeon’s appearance.

She thought this wasn’t bad either.

Although it was very different from the peace when she first heard the rumors about Lee Seo-yeon, she thought this kind of peace wasn’t bad either.

The infirmary was still peaceful, and her peace, though it had changed, endured.

She thought it would be fine like this.

‘…Hello, teacher.’

Until, at some point, the smile gradually began to fade from Lee Seo-yeon’s expression.

She didn’t notice at first.

The change in Lee Seo-yeon happened that slowly.

After some time had passed, she could clearly notice it.

The Lee Seo-yeon from the first visit to the infirmary and the current Lee Seo-yeon were very different.

The emotions she had felt from the initial Lee Seo-yeon were almost absent in the current one.

And she should have taken some action back then.

When she discovered something was gradually disappearing from Lee Seo-yeon, she should have done something.

However, she was the same person as before.

Only the atmosphere of peace surrounding her had changed; her essence remained that of a cowardly human being.

This time, too, she did nothing.

Just like when she first heard the rumors about Lee Seo-yeon, she made the excuse that there was nothing she could do.

She always offered a seat to Lee Seo-yeon, whose visits became increasingly infrequent, but as always, she did nothing.

Only after the footsteps that had always visited the infirmary completely disappeared.

Could she realize it.

That the peace of the infirmary had returned.

That the bustling nature had passed and completely vanished.

That the peace of the infirmary, devoid of anything she had wanted to protect, had returned.

The situation that followed was what happened today.

‘Do you perhaps have cold medicine?’

The situation, where Lee Seo-yeon, her hair completely dyed ash-gray, visited the infirmary.

The situation where the bright smile she thought was beautiful, was nowhere to be found, only conveying her needs to her, the school nurse.

She instinctively felt something was wrong.

She still hadn’t clearly realized what was wrong, but the thought that she shouldn’t let Lee Seo-yeon go like this flooded her mind.

‘If anything happens, will you promise to tell me?’

That was why.

Why she conveyed words she had never once said during Lee Seo-yeon’s countless visits until now.

Why she finally fulfilled the teacher’s duty she should have carried out long ago.

‘…Okay.’

The answer that came back from Lee Seo-yeon was one of affirmation.

‘If anything happens, I’ll definitely tell you first, teacher.’

An indifferent affirmation, conveyed with a chillingly cold, expressionless face, devoid of even a shred of sincerity.

She looked like a corpse.

Her vacant eyes, lacking any focus, and her frighteningly cold expression.

It was utterly unbelievable that this was the same student who used to show her a welcoming smile whenever she saw her.

Only after seeing that sight could she realize it once again.

That she had already missed the chance.

That the countless opportunities she had as a teacher to protect the student before her had all vanished.

‘…Thank you, Seo-yeon.’

All she could do was hand over the cold medicine the student before her wanted and offer words of gratitude.

While forcing her lips to form a smile.

While trying her best to imitate the bright smile the student before her had shown her so many times before.

As she had wished, the infirmary was peaceful today too.





  
    Chapter 12: Effort
Next to my seat was a window.

It might sound random, but it meant I could see the scenery outside just by turning my head slightly to the left.

“……Clear.”

The sky seen through the window was remarkably clear.

A sky without a single cloud, filled only with blue.

“So, this part is……”

“I have a question!”

In front, the class progressed diligently, as always.

The teacher taught earnestly to develop the best students.

The students, each with different goals, diligently acquired knowledge to become the best.

“…”

Amidst this educational scene that seemed to promise a bright future for the Empire, I was an anomaly.

First, I wasn’t a teacher.

Since I wasn’t currently holding teaching tools and instructing students.

However, classifying me as a student was also ambiguous.

Because unlike other students who learned many things, I learned nothing from the class.

Someone might say this.

Even with a terminal illness, couldn’t one at least etch the teachings into their mind?

If one has a terminal illness, shouldn’t they try a bit harder than the others?

I respected people who thought like that, and at the same time, I envied them.

Because at least they were people who believed that anything could be achieved or changed through effort.

“……Nothing.”

Unlike me, who believed there was nothing more futile than trying.

There is nothing more useless than trying.

This sentence itself was inherently contradictory.

Humans always live alongside effort.

Whether that effort progresses arduously or relatively easily compared to others.

Whatever task they undertake, humans inevitably exert effort.

Whether it’s trying for a righteous cause or trying for a wicked one, who knows.

Just tearing my gaze away from the window and looking around immediately revealed scenes of trying.

A student diligently organizing the content explained earlier.

A student asking the teacher about things they couldn’t possibly understand alone.

A teacher imparting their teachings to students with bright futures, wanting to make their own name known as much as possible.

Their goals were all different, but everyone was making an effort to achieve the result of fulfilling their own objectives.

As I said before, I was a very different person here.

In a scene where everyone was making an effort, I alone didn’t try, and took no action.

…Or maybe not?

Is looking at the scenery through the window also an action?

Well, at least it wasn’t the usual behavior during class time.

Anyway, among everyone present here, only I thought differently.

That trying is useless.

That no matter how much one tries, nothing changes.

Pfft-

A slight smile touched my lips at the thought flashing through my mind.

“What a ridiculous thing to say.”

In fact, even I, who uttered it, already realized it.

That it was a nonsensical sentence. The most useless words I’ve ever spoken.

However, like all thoughts.

Understanding with the mind and accepting with the heart were entirely different matters.

My mind comprehended it.

That nothing is more important than effort, that effort can change even what seems unchangeable.

My heart just couldn’t accept it.

It was just too broken by the reality that didn’t change despite trying, unable to accept it.

No matter how hard I tried, my birthright didn’t change.

No matter how hard I tried, the way people looked at me didn’t change.

No matter how hard I tried, people’s attention wasn’t directed at me.

…No matter how hard I tried, the light of salvation never came.

So I gave up.

“……Time has flown already. We’ll stop here for this session.”

“Is there no homework?”

“Of course, there is. What were you expecting?”

“Ugh-“

That was all.

There was no particular reason.

Ah, I don’t want to do homework.



“Excuse me. Seo-yeon?”

While feeling a headache from the sudden announcement of ‘homework’, Heroine 2 had found her way to my desk.

I instinctively flinched and checked her hands, but thankfully, Christina wasn’t holding anything like a water bucket.

‘I don’t want to get wet today.’

‘If I absolutely have to, I at least want to wear clothes that dry easily.’

‘Like underwear, for example.’

‘That’s thin, so it’ll dry quickly, right?’

“Can you not hear me?”

“……No. I can hear you fine.”

“You didn’t react at all, so I thought you couldn’t hear.”

“…”

“It’s about our group assignment, nothing else.”

The moment the words ‘group assignment’ flowed from Christina’s lips, I finally remembered.

“Ah, right.”

That yesterday, Heroine 2 had made the ridiculous suggestion that we be in the same group for the next assignment.

‘I completely forgot.’

‘Did taking the cold medicine this morning sap my energy?’

It seemed the likely cause was downing the entire bag of cold medicine pills at once.

‘No wonder I felt sleepy earlier.’

‘There’s no way a model student like me would feel sleepy during class.’

As I was making such nonsensical rationalizations internally, Christina’s voice, tinged with disbelief, reached me.

“Did you really forget?”

“I’m sorry……”

“Hah, forget it. It’s fine as long as you remember now.”

Is it just my imagination, or does Heroine 2 seem particularly displeased today?

“You remember the stuff taught in class, right?”

“……Pardon?”

“The content from the class earlier. I glanced over and saw you weren’t openly sleeping like usual.”

“…”

I didn’t sleep.

I just didn’t listen to the lecture because I was deeply contemplating the concept of ‘effort’.

Isn’t that a somewhat reasonable excuse?

Or not.

“……Seeing that dumbfounded expression, you probably didn’t hear a single thing.”

“I was deeply contemplating effort……”

“What kind of nonsense is that now?”

“…”

“Forget it. I’ve organized it like this, so take a look.”

Fwip-

A diary, which had somehow appeared on my desk, began flipping pages automatically.

“……Is this a diary that moves with mana?”

“Yes. A diary that automatically operates in response to the user’s mana.”

Well, it would be absurd for a diary that flips pages automatically not to use mana.

“What’s wrong? Are you perhaps envious?”

“……No, not particularly.”

“You don’t have to lie. Who knows, I might even give you one?”

Christina spoke as if she genuinely intended to bestow kindness upon me.

“I’m fine.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.”

I was extremely skeptical about that kindness.

‘…I wouldn’t be able to use it anyway.’

Because for me, a mana-operated diary was practically an unusable item.

I could probably use it.

The Mana Incompatibility I suffered from meant mana didn’t suit my body well, but it wasn’t a disease that prevented me from using mana entirely.

‘Who knows what side effects might appear?’

It was just difficult to gauge the side effects that would follow after using mana.

What good is it if it’s very convenient and practical?

I wouldn’t be able to use it anyway.

Besides, I’m not someone who studies diligently.

Rather than fighting unknown side effects just to be slightly more convenient, it would be better to just take notes by hand, even if it’s troublesome.

‘I don’t want to cough up blood while taking notes.’

Hearing my words, Heroine 2 wore a rather surprised expression.

“Well, if that’s what you think. It seems best to return to the original purpose.”

“Where should I look?”

“Here. Read page 254.”

As soon as Christina’s words fell, my gaze reflexively turned to page 254 of the notebook.

Hmm. Let’s see.


	
Group Assignment: Party Leader Christina Valentine, Party Member Lee Seo-yeon.



	
Group Assignment Goal: Clear Mock Dungeon.





“…”

At the unbelievable sentence, I briefly wiped my face with my hand.

And looked at the notebook again.


	
Group Assignment Goal: Clear Mock Dungeon.





“…”

“Have you read it all?”

“……Yes. I read it, but.”

“Seems doable, right?”

“……This?”

I looked at Christina as if asking if she was serious about what she just said.

It was a natural reaction.

The topic of the group assignment is dungeon clearing?

Even if it’s a mock dungeon created by the academy.

Dungeons aren’t child’s play.

How did I miss hearing this?

If I had heard it during class, I would have raised my hand to protest.

No, why didn’t the guys ranked lower than me object to such a topic in the first place?

Christina spoke with a confident voice.

“Of course. Have you forgotten who your group member is?”

“…”

“It’s none other than me. The second-highest ranked student in the entire school and the Imperial Princess, Christina Valentine.”

I seriously considered whether I should applaud this with a ‘That’s amazing.’

Christina seemed quite serious when she said it.

If I don’t clap here, wouldn’t the atmosphere become too strange?

Fortunately, my serious dilemma was quickly resolved by the person herself.

“Applause isn’t necessary. You are, after all, the group member I chose.”

“…”

“However, it doesn’t matter if it’s a mock dungeon; a dungeon is still a dungeon. So, starting after school today, you must conduct joint training with me.”

“I never agreed to……”

“Surely you weren’t thinking of getting a free ride just because I suggested we form a party together?”

“…”

She hit the nail right on the head.

How did she figure it out?

That I had been thinking about getting carried ever since she proposed the party.

Is this the skill of a princess who survived the supposedly fearsome imperial court?

“Don’t worry, there’s nothing that can’t be achieved with effort.”

“……Is that so?”

“Therefore, you too just need to start working hard from today.”

“……Haaah.”

Letting Heroine 2’s words about effort go through one ear and out the other, I let out a soft sigh.

Ah.

My precious free time.

It’s already scarce enough as it is.





  
    Chapter 13: Parallel Lines
As I’ve emphasized several times now.

For her, the Third Imperial Princess, making Lee Seo-yeon a party member was quite an impulsive act.

To find out why Lee Seo-yeon suddenly changed like she was someone else.

To figure out the reason, she exuded an aura of imminent disappearance.

Solely to satisfy her personal curiosity, she made Lee Seo-yeon, whom she considered a rival, her party member.

She couldn’t think of any other way.

The only connection between her and Lee Seo-yeon was that of the bully and the bullied.

In the first place, Lee Seo-yeon was too different from her in many aspects.

Orphanage versus Imperial Palace.

Outcast versus Vice Class President.

Below average versus second-ranked in the entire school.

The reality was that the difference was so vast, it was embarrassing even to apply a standard for comparison.

Wouldn’t she and Lee Seo-yeon be a perfect analogy for parallel lines that never intersect?

There was one commonality she could think of.

That they liked the same person, meaning both harbored feelings for Kim Soo-ho.

‘…Surely she wouldn’t leave the person she likes alone.’

Considering yesterday’s situation, it seemed that even the one commonality they had was no longer common between them.

Because yesterday’s Lee Seo-yeon was too cold to be someone harboring feelings for Kim Soo-ho like her.

Because she seemed as hollow as Lee Seo-yeon from the morning, who had made the bombshell declaration that she would die soon.

Even she, who had lived in the Imperial Palace, a place potentially more dangerous than anywhere else in the world, felt a chill.

However, that didn’t mean she excluded Lee Seo-yeon from being a rival.

Because even if she showed a demeanor like a cold wind, feelings of affection could change in an instant.

Too much time had already passed to detach the word ‘suspicion’ from her.

“……Haaah. Haah.”

For reference, Lee Seo-yeon was currently undergoing practical training preparation right before her eyes.

She had only run 20 laps around the training ground.

Yet she was panting and struggling with something an academy student skilled in mana could do without any effort.

“Ex…cuse me… Can I… go to the restroom… for a moment?”

“……Uhhh. Go ahead.”

“Thank… you…”

The sudden fear creeping into her heart about the group assignment, which she had never worried about before, was definitely not her imagination.



Hhrrhk-

I vomited out a large amount of liquid that surged up from within.

Even after spewing for a while, my damned stomach kept sending warnings as if it still had more to eject.

If there was any silver lining, it was that seeing what I vomited didn’t make me feel sick.

Common sense dictates that ordinary human vomit has a disgusting color that’s hard to look at.

But at least the substances I just spat out weren’t visually repulsive.

“……It’s just blood.”

Because they were stained a chilling red color.

The cause seemed to be using mana while pushing myself to run.

The task of running 20 laps around the training ground was too difficult for an ordinary person not using mana.

Thinking I couldn’t possibly complete it, I mixed in a little mana.

“…”

And this was the result.

Running away to the restroom like an idiot, head stuck in the toilet, vomiting blood.

The thought ‘I should never do that again’ naturally arose.

“……It’ll be troublesome if she suspects.”

As mentioned before, the problem wasn’t me vomiting blood itself.

If I used mana during training, I would have to keep vomiting blood like this.

And if Christina were to become suspicious because of that.

If she were to ask me, ‘Why do you keep going in and out of the restroom?’

It would lead to being completely found out.

About the illness I have, ‘Mana Incompatibility’.

The illness, like a blessing from the gods, would soon take even my life.

That couldn’t happen.

People had to remain unaware of my illness until the very end.

Because human interest never ends well.

Swoosh-

“…”

I cleaned and washed away the sweat droplets and bloodstains covering my face with running water.

In the mirror placed before me, a pretty girl still appeared.

As if nothing had happened.

As if vomiting blood was merely a foolish delusion.

As if absolutely nothing just happened in this restroom.



After returning from the restroom, I earnestly pleaded with Christina.

“You want to do training that doesn’t use mana?”

“……Yes. Is that not possible?”

To shift the focus of the training away from mana usage, towards non-mana methods.

Naturally, Christina looked puzzled.

“Why would you specifically want to do that kind of training? You’ll eventually have to use mana to clear the dungeon.”

“You never know. Mana exhaustion could occur during practical training.”

“……That’s true, though.”

At the words ‘mana exhaustion,’ Christina’s head tilted about 15 degrees.

She seemed somewhat convinced.

Indeed, mana exhaustion was that critical a phenomenon for academy students who primarily fought using mana.

Mana exhaustion.

The aftereffect that occurs when a mana user utilizes mana up to their limit.

Depending on the severity, it could range from aftereffects like a mild cold to lifelong inability to use mana.

It wasn’t a frequent occurrence.

Because normally, there was no need to use mana up to the limit.

If anything, it might happen while clearing a suddenly emerged dungeon to resolve the situation.

But dungeons weren’t typically entered alone.

Given the nature of dungeons, cleared by forming teams or raid parties, such situations were unlikely.

However, that was the general case.

For academy students still lacking much real-world experience, it was a plausible phenomenon.

Of course, supervisors would be watching, so if severe aftereffects were likely, they would intervene beforehand.

But the very fact of failing to clear the mock dungeon due to mana exhaustion was a demerit factor from the supervisors’ perspective.

So I used that point.

“……Certainly, looking at Seo-yeon’s current condition, mana exhaustion is bound to happen.”

“…”

“You’re asking me to train you so you can clear the dungeon even if mana exhaustion occurs, right?”

“……Something like that?”

Because I knew my opponent was Christina Valentine, who valued scores above all else.

I anticipated she wouldn’t tolerate anything that might deduct her points.

Christina nodded as if my words were correct.

“Alright. I’ll do as you say.”

“Then can I stop running now……”

“Yes. Let’s stop the aimless running here. I was already sighing, when observing your stamina anyway.”

“…”

Things definitely unfolded according to my plan.

But I strangely felt bad.

Should I say it felt like I was definitely labeled as someone who would naturally experience mana exhaustion?

‘I wouldn’t get exhausted if I fought without using mana either.’

‘If it weren’t for this damned Mana Incompatibility, I’d fight using mana too.’

I felt unfairly wronged.

…Well, even so, it’s true I’m vastly inferior compared to Kim Soo-ho or Christina.

‘What can I do?’

‘This is the body I have.’

“Hmm. Then let’s do this. You and I will spar.”

“……Spar?”

“Yes. Under the condition that neither of us uses any mana.”

“…”

“How about it? Doesn’t it sound good?”

Heroine 2’s eyes sparkled brightly.

‘Wait a minute.’

‘Those aren’t the eyes of someone happy to find a training method for a party member.’

‘No matter how I look at it, those are the eyes of someone happy to find a legitimate way to beat me up.’

Feeling an ominous premonition, I casually tested the waters with Christina.

“……What if someone gets hurt?”

“That would be an accident during sparring, so it can’t be helped……”

“.. I won’t lose, don’t worry, I’ll take you to the infirmary immediately after.”

As expected, Heroine 2 stumbles over her words.

‘See? It’s true.’

‘No matter how I look at it, she wants to beat me up.’

Of course, I wasn’t unaware of Christina’s desire to keep her rival in check.

“……How about we postpone the sparring for a bit?”

But I wasn’t someone who harbored thoughts of wanting to get beaten up one-sidedly.

Christina sent a gaze filled with palpable disappointment at my refusal.

“Is there a reason we need to postpone it?”

“Yes. It’s about time for me to take my medicine.”

“……What medicine?”

“Pardon?”

“The medicine you take. What kind of medicine are you taking?”

A chill ran down my spine at the sudden coldness in Christina’s voice.

Christina’s voice, which I had heard while being bullied until now, was moderately cold, but this voice was particularly chilling, making me feel like I could freeze any moment.

‘Why is she acting like this all of a sudden?’

‘I’m scared.’

“Just…… cold medicine.”

“……A cold? In this weather?”

“I seem to have caught the summer cold that even dogs supposedly don’t get……”

“……Forget it. You don’t need to explain further. If you caught a cold, it can’t be helped.”

“…”

As if the cold wind had never blown, Christina immediately returned to her usual expression.

‘Seriously, what is this?’

‘Is this also a form of bullying?’

‘Or is she happy because the result of the water she ordered to be poured on me was carried out properly?’

Although I spent the entire after-school time with Christina, I never once felt like I properly understood her words and actions.

Like parallel lines that never touch each other while continuing onwards.





  
    Chapter 14: Supporting Roles
A girl was waiting for someone.

In a lonely, desolate clearing, she sat on a swing that moved well on its own, waiting.

It wasn’t that no one was nearby.

Someone kept passing by, their footsteps audible.

‘…Not this time either.’

It just wasn’t the person the girl was waiting for.

Still, the girl didn’t give up waiting.

Because they had promised.

Because he had promised to always hold her hand first.

Waiting for a promise that might never be kept for a lifetime.

The girl sat on the swing again today, her eyes sparkling, endlessly waiting for someone.



“…”

It was the second time already.

The experience of definitely having dreamt something, yet remembering none of it.

‘Seriously, what is it?’

‘Judging by the lack of coughing, the cold seems to be somewhat suppressed by the medicine’s effect.’

‘If it’s not the cold, then why on earth is my body drenched in sweat?’

‘Is it just because of this damned body?’

I felt extremely unpleasant.

Maybe because I was suffering without even knowing the reason why.

At least I knew the reason for being bullied in class.

But with this, I couldn’t even figure out why it was happening.

I felt like I would die from frustration.

Grumbling about the utterly incomprehensible situation, I naturally headed towards the shower room.

Unless I planned to stay cooped up in the dorm all day, I had to wash up, even if I didn’t want to, to carry out today’s schedule.

Because even I would feel displeased if the person I was supposed to meet showed up for the appointment drenched in sweat, without having showered.

Basic human decency.

Isn’t it something like that?

Swoosh-

The sound of water pouring from the showerhead battered my eardrums.

The mirror in front had long since turned white due to the steam generated by the hot water.

Just like my hair, destined to turn pure white in the future.

Although I quite liked this fact itself, I needed to see the mirror to wash properly.

Pshhh-

Holding back tears, I changed the showerhead’s direction from my body to the mirror.

The mirror, once covered in white, immediately lost all its color upon contact with the water.

Instead, the reflection that should have been there all along began to appear.

A girl with strikingly long, ash-gray hair.

“……Pretty.”

And saying this might make me seem like a crazy *****, but the reflection in the mirror was very pretty.

No.

Not lying, really.

Without a trace of self-centeredness or narcissism.

A pale body, appropriately curved in the right places.

A sickly beautiful girl’s face that looked frail but made one want to protect her precisely because of it.

And the deep ash-gray hair that originally would have been long and black.

It wasn’t narcissism; objectively speaking, my appearance was very pretty.

To the point where it was hard to understand why I was being bullied.

Of course, thoughts like wanting to touch specific parts didn’t arise.

…Honestly speaking, I was a bit curious.

But admiringly touching one’s own body would make me seem like a real crazy woman, wouldn’t it?

Think about it.

An innocent-looking, frail beauty fondling her own chest and going, ‘……Wow.’

Even I would think she was a crazy *****.

I don’t want to be a crazy woman.

Anyway, it meant that even to others, the person named ‘Lee Seo-yeon’ probably wouldn’t appear ugly.

“……Her eyes.”

Except for the dead fish eyes that had somehow become her trademark.

The gray eyes, strangely out of focus and endlessly vacant, detracted from all the other merits.

What good is it if the face is pretty?

The eyes, the first thing you see when looking at a face, are those of a dead person.

What good is it if the figure is pretty?

The state of the eyes you first see is rotten.

Hmm.

As far as I remember, it wasn’t like this when I first woke up in this body.

How did I end up with dead fish eyes that look like I’ve been dead for about three months?

A few reasons came to mind.

First.

Because I don’t take care of myself like Lee Seo-yeon used to.

Makeup, considered one of women’s many weapons.

Lee Seo-yeon, who always wanted to look good for Kim Soo-ho, couldn’t possibly have skipped makeup.

Although not many, there were indeed a few cosmetics rolling around in the dorm room.

…But does skipping makeup turn perfectly fine eyes into dead fishy eyes?

“…”

Okay. Rejected.

Let’s move on to the next reason.

The second reason was that I naturally became like this after experiencing various things.

It’s actually a common cliché in dark fiction for the protagonist’s eyes to go dead after experiencing despairing events.

This place is also inside a novel, though I don’t remember the title.

Maybe, following traditional clichés, I automatically got dead fish eyes, too?

“……Hmm.”

But then again, there were parts that didn’t quite fit.

Because, in my opinion, I hadn’t experienced any despairing events here.

I’m a student who doesn’t even listen in class.

I neglect my duties as a student and just loaf around in the dorm.

I scrape by exams just enough to avoid failing, basically freeloading in every possible way.

Who could say that someone like me is experiencing despairing events?

Of course, if asked whether being bullied in class isn’t despairing, it’s true I have nothing to say.

But at least I believed the bullying I was enduring wasn’t severe enough to turn my eyes dead.

If it were that bad, I would have committed suicide a long time ago.

But since I was still alive and well.

It didn’t make sense that my eyes became lifeless just because of getting bullied.

Okay.

This one’s rejected too.

Last, the third reason.

Because I’m not the protagonist.

It was an obvious statement if ever there was one.

I am merely the character ‘Protagonist’s Childhood Friend 1, definitely not the protagonist.

So maybe the reason my eyes turned lifeless is because it’s actually a meaningless event?

Lee Seo-yeon. No, me.

Maybe I’m not very important in the grand scheme of the story?

Maybe it doesn’t matter at all what kind of life I live, how I spend my remaining short life?

Maybe it just happened without much thought because it wasn’t important at all?

No reader is curious about the story of a side character.

Everyone is only curious about the story of the protagonist. That is, the character they are immersed in.

One could argue that some people are curious about side characters’ stories, but from the moment they become curious, that character is no longer a side character.

There was absolutely no reason to blame them.

If I were in their situation, I would have focused only on the protagonist, too.

A character who can’t even qualify as a side character.

Even worse, a character who is merely a minor villain appearing briefly. Who would possibly be interested?

And maybe this is why I was bullied?

Because whether I’m bullied or ostracized, it’s not very important in the protagonist’s story?

To that extent, I must be a meaningless person.

“…”

A thought briefly surfaced, but I quickly shook my head slightly.

The state of my eyes and the bullying I endured were likely unrelated.

The reason I—no, Lee Seo-yeon—was bullied.

It wasn’t because she was ‘Lee Seo-yeon,’ but because she was the ‘Protagonist’s Childhood Friend.’

If Heroine 2 came here suffering from Mana Incompatibility like me, she would surely face the same situation.

No, it had to be that way.

Because if this hypothesis were wrong, I would feel too miserable.

There’s always a lower bottom, even if you feel like you’re already at the lowest.

And I didn’t particularly want to experience that with my body and mind.

It’s obvious, isn’t it?

That people don’t want to be miserable.

That people don’t want to die miserably.

It’s natural for people to love themselves.

“…”

Just then, a thought flashed through my mind.

…Maybe, I might not be human.

Haha.

Still, that’s a bit much.

There’s no way I’m not human.

I’m alive and moving perfectly fine like this.

At least I’m not crawling on all fours like an animal.

So I must be human.

Probably.



By the time I finished showering, quite some time had passed.

‘Showering really takes too long.’

‘Should I cut my hair short?’

‘Shorter hair would definitely reduce washing and drying time.’

Tiring-

While deeply contemplating my hair, an alarm sound came from the device.

[- Christina Valentine]

[When are you coming out?]

[We agreed to train together today too.]

As expected, it was a message from Heroine 2, nagging me about my laziness.

No, honestly, this is too much.

Telling me to wake up at 8 AM on a non-school day.

For reference, yesterday, when I first trained with Christina, was Friday, and the next day, today, was Saturday.

Meaning it was the precious weekend when I would normally still be lost in dreamland.

Even if the academy facilities are open on weekends for diligent students.

I was fundamentally a person quite distanced from the word ‘diligent’.

What kind of academy student stares out the window throughout the entire class?

What kind of academy student coughs up blood every time they use mana?

Just looking at this proves I was already not a normal academy student.

But for me, to have such a wonderful mindset, to train on the weekend?

And alone, with the main instigator of my bullying in class, doing practical training preparation?

Justice in this world must be dead.

Otherwise, there’s no way it would be this harsh only to me.

‘Since I’m annoyed, I’ll go wearing a skirt.’

‘If I wear a skirt, she’ll probably make the training less intense.’

‘Surely she wouldn’t impose harsh training on me when I’m wearing a skirt instead of pants.’

‘Yep. Absolutely not.’





  
    Chapter 15: Beyond Imagination
Generally, women are more protected than men.

If one wore a skirt, even the most vicious person would likely make things less strenuous.

“……Haah. Hah.”

There was a brief moment when I thought that.

I didn’t know then.

That our dear Heroine 2 had personally brought sportswear.

That she had personally brought activewear for someone like me.

‘If things were going to be like this, I should have just worn pants.’

‘Why did I bother wearing a skirt?’

“……Alright. Let’s stop the running here.”

As I panted heavily, seemingly unable to run anymore, a voice came from behind me.

“Seo-yeon, your stamina is truly dreadful.”

“Hahk. I think 10 laps is plenty for a normal person……”

“Are you a normal person? You’re an academy student, after all.”

“…”

Framed like that, I had nothing to say.

I couldn’t say I can’t use mana despite being enrolled in the academy.

And it’s not like she would believe me anyway.

“Forget it. Let’s take a short break and then start.”

“……Start what, may I ask?”

“Sparring. I told you yesterday. Have you forgotten already?”

Christina glared at me with sharp eyes, as if asking if I had truly forgotten.

It was very scary.

A gaze like that of a grim reaper who had come for my neck right then and there.

The cold sweat running down my back and the slight trembling in my legs were definitely not due to the cold.

As if noticing my reaction, Christina spoke as if telling me not to worry.

“You don’t need to worry too much. There’s no way I would fight you seriously.”

“……Really?”

“Yes. Probably.”

“…”

I cursed my past self who had cheerfully followed her at the mention of eating out.

This isn’t right.

I’m not some kid who follows his mom after being promised pork cutlets, only to get circumcised.



The break was shorter than expected.

Because Christina, seeing me sitting blankly and resting, nagged me to start quickly if I was going to do that.

Thwack-

“……Ugh.”

“Don’t pretend it hurts. You’re wearing protective gear.”

“…”

“It’s equipment that can be handled even if you only know how to use a little mana.”

It was true.

Of course, not that Christina’s words were true, but that I was getting beaten up.

‘It hurts. It hurts, I’m telling you.’

‘I can’t exactly say I can’t use mana either.’

Christina’s fists held no consideration for her opponent.

Though I wasn’t sure if it was because she trusted the academy’s protective gear, or if she simply wanted to beat me up.

Regardless, I had to endure the feeling of my bones rattling with every hit.

As I stood there, unable to do anything but take hits, a frustrated voice came from in front of me.

“Don’t just stand there, you need to counterattack too.”

“……But.”

“If you’re worried about me, there’s absolutely no need, so hurry up and counterattack.”

‘No, that’s not it.’

‘It’s not that I’m not hitting you because I’m worried about you.’

‘It’s because I can’t hit you.’

‘How can I hit anyone when I’ve never properly fought before?’

‘Why would I worry about you, the top fighter among the girls?’

Actually, I had never experienced combat before.

It was only natural.

This was the first assignment involving practical skills.

All the assignments I had experienced so far, even group assignments, ended with written work.

Although even those I did alone because I had no friends.

Anyway, written assignments could usually be solved by spending the whole day buried in the academy library.

And it was also true that I, having never experienced practical combat, didn’t know how to fight.

Lee Seo-yeon probably knew how to fight to some extent, having entered the top academy through her own strength.

But not me.

I’ve never fought before.

“Didn’t you score relatively high in the combat section? That’s what I seem to remember.”

“…”

“So hurry up and come at me. I’ll engage you seriously.”

However, there was no way Christina, oblivious to my inner turmoil, would know.

Why aren’t all humans equipped with telepathy?

If Christina could read minds, she would understand this sad and difficult feeling.

…Or maybe not?

If she used telepathy, would she have discovered the secret that I was reincarnated into this body?

Everything just felt wrong.

“……Hoo.”

I lightly clenched the hands I had only used defensively until now to minimize the pain.

‘What can I do?’

‘Since the situation turned out like this, I have to at least try something.’

Christina’s blue eyes sparkled as she spoke.

“Have you finally decided to counterattack?”

“……I have to at least try.”

“Good. Come at me quickly.”

“…”

I didn’t bother replying to the last question.

Sometimes, exchanging fists is better than exchanging a few words.

‘…Probably?’

Of course, I wasn’t sure.

It was just something I read in some novel somewhere.

Whoosh-

And so, I threw a punch with all my might.



(TL Note: Perspective shifts to Christina)

Christina was experiencing the greatest surprise of her life so far.

“……That’s impressive.”

“…”

“That this is the result of you pouring all your strength…… I can’t believe it.”

She truly couldn’t believe it, literally.

If she had only heard about it through stories instead of witnessing it herself, she surely wouldn’t have believed it.

“How can you be so weak?”

“…”

She was truly too weak.

To think this was the strength of a student from the Empire’s top academy.

“That this is the result of your best effort…… I can’t believe it.”

“……You said the exact same thing just now.”

“Ah. Did I? I didn’t realize.”

“…”

Lee Seo-yeon looked at her with a displeased expression, but unlike usual, she couldn’t pay attention.

‘How can she possibly be this weak?’

Because she was genuinely surprised beyond imagination.

This wasn’t meant to belittle or criticize Lee Seo-yeon.

Literally, she was just too weak.

To the point where it was indistinguishable whether this punch came from an academy student her age or a seven-year-old child.

“How on earth did you get into the academy?”

This, too, was a question derived from pure wonder.

Not belittling Lee Seo-yeon, but pure human curiosity about how this was possible.

This place was supposed to be the Empire’s top academy; how on earth did she get in?

Lee Seo-yeon’s strength was feeble enough to evoke such thoughts.

“You didn’t use mana, right?”

“……Yes. I didn’t use mana.”

“That’s a relief. If that punch had contained mana, I would have been even more shocked and probably fainted.”

“…”

The only saving grace was that the punch just now was thrown purely with physical strength, without any mana imbued.

The fact that there was still some room for improvement even in this situation allowed her to breathe a sigh of relief.

“……Hoo.”

But anyway, even if there was a slight possibility, nothing had changed.

Lee Seo-yeon’s physical ability was worse than she could have ever imagined.

And taking on this group assignment, which she had thought would be easily accomplished, suddenly felt like the worst decision ever.

‘Was it really just unnecessary curiosity?’

Resentment towards her past self for making Lee Seo-yeon a party member began to surface.

No matter how curious she was about the reason Lee Seo-yeon changed.

She should have at least checked her physical abilities before accepting her as a party member.

Wouldn’t this lead to tarnishing her title as the Third Imperial Princess of the Empire?

“Haaah.”

She let out another deep sigh.

However, she couldn’t give up just like that.

How had she maintained her position as the second-ranked student in Starfrost Academy until now?

A mere trial like this couldn’t break her.

“……It can’t be helped. Pick up your daggers.”

“……Pardon?”

“Your fists seem completely ineffective for training, so I think we need to use weapons.”

The method she came up with was using actual weapons.

If it was her actual weapon instead of her fists, which she didn’t usually use well, Lee Seo-yeon would surely show a different side.

At the very least, Lee Seo-yeon couldn’t have passed the entrance exam with just her fists.

If Lee Seo-yeon held her primary weapon, the daggers, she would surely be different from her current helpless state.

“Understood? This is all for your training, so I won’t accept any objections.”

Thinking this, she also drew her weapon.

The weapon she drew wasn’t a sword, but a whip.

Although she usually utilized the whip as a secondary weapon and the sword as her primary, the whip seemed more useful for assisting in training.

Helping to correct posture with the whip.

At least it seemed more useful than a sword, which she couldn’t swing wholeheartedly.

“…”

“Seo-yeon? What are you doing just standing there blankly……”

“……Ah.”

“……Seo-yeon?”

“Kyaaaaaaah!”

Until Lee Seo-yeon, upon seeing the whip she drew, started behaving strangely.

“Seo-yeon. What’s wrong all of a sudden……”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Please don’t hit me.”

“…”

“I was wrong…… Please, just don’t hit me……”

She always took pride in herself for being quicker on the uptake than most.

She had lived cautiously for quite some time in the Imperial Palace, where a moment’s carelessness could cost one’s life.

However, even for her, who had lived like this.

This kind of situation was a first.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

For an academy student to start convulsing and beg on the ground immediately upon seeing a weapon drawn.

This was something that could absolutely never happen in reality……

“What on earth did I do wrong……”

“I was wro……”

Thump-

Her thoughts couldn’t continue to the end as the girl, who had been continuously bowing her head and begging, collapsed.

“……Seo-yeon?”

Only the lights of the training ground, which must have witnessed this entire situation, remained unchanged from the beginning, illuminating her and the girl who had just collapsed.





  
    Chapter 16: Great Sentences
Even with the sun shining upon the girl.

She waited.

Even when the rain poured, ruining her beautiful appearance.

She waited.

Even as she shivered in the cold as the snow fell.

The girl waited.

She just waited.



“……Where am I?”

The first line commonly uttered in isekai reincarnation works.
(TL note: Isekai is a Japanese term that means ‘another world’ or ‘different world’. It’s a subgenre of fantasy fiction that features characters who are transported to another world.)

A variation of this would be something like, ‘This ceiling looks unfamiliar.’

This was the first thought that entered my mind when I opened my eyes.

‘Where am I?’

‘I thought I was doing forced exercise disguised as training with Heroine 2.’

After sitting up, I roughly looked around.

This place was…

Yes, it felt somewhat like an infirmary.

The faint scent of disinfectant wafted through the air.

And various kinds of medicines were neatly arranged in the drawer.

The academy’s infirmary, which I had visited yesterday morning to get cold medicine.

Until this point, I wasn’t entirely convinced I was in the infirmary.

Rightfully so, because even though it was within the same academy, the infirmary and the student training ground were quite far apart.

Even if my memory cut off during exercise, I wouldn’t have walked that far while unconscious.

It was a rational inference based on somewhat objective evidence.

“……Are you awake?”

“…”

Of course, that reasoning completely shattered the moment the school nurse pulled back the bed curtain and entered.

‘Seriously, what?’

‘Did I crawl all the way here while unconscious?’

‘Impossible.’

‘There’s no way this wretched body, which coughs up blood after running just 20 laps around the training ground, could accomplish such a tough task.’

Fortunately, this question was resolved shortly after.

“Christina brought you here herself after you fainted.”

Because the ever-so-kind school nurse answered the question I hadn’t even asked yet.

“Heroine 2… No, Her Highness Princess Christina did?”

“Yes. She said she needed to check something and left… but she was watching over you here until just a moment ago.”

…The Christina Valentine?

Brought me here after I fainted?

Not just anyone, but Heroine 2.

Not Kim Soo-ho or Heroine 1, but the Third Imperial Princess, who disliked Lee Seo-yeon more than anyone.

For such a person to personally bring me, unconscious, to the infirmary?

Could this really have happened?

As I pondered its authenticity, the school nurse, who had been quietly observing me, spoke up.

“……By the way, Seo-yeon.”

“Yes?”

“Do you happen to remember why you fainted?”

“…”

“I asked Princess, no, student Christina, but she said she had no idea why you fainted.”

The nurse’s question was enough to lightly blow away the thoughts I had been pondering until just now.

Because right now, I also didn’t know why I had fainted.

It sounded ridiculous, but it was true.

I had absolutely no idea why I fainted.

I couldn’t remember anything.

The last scene I recalled was Christina suggesting we use weapons for training.

After that, I had no memory at all.

As if someone had intentionally cut it out.

As if someone had stolen it, so I couldn’t remember, couldn’t recall that time.

“……I don’t really know either.”

“……Is that so?”

“Yes. I don’t have any memory of that time……”

“There’s no need to force yourself to remember. Focus on resting for now.”

With those final words, the school nurse closed the curtain to allow me to rest alone.

“…”

The bed felt like my own space as I lay in it and let myself be immersed in thought.

Let’s think.

I definitely went to the training ground this morning after getting a message from Heroine 2.

And Christina, having calculated the probability of me wearing a skirt, forced me to borrow clothes and change into activewear.

…After that, it was really just training.

Running about 10 laps around the track.

Then, because I was panting and struggling, the activity changed to sparring.

And naturally, since I had never fought before, I was just getting beaten up one-sidedly, might I add.

“……Did I use a weapon?”

This part was fuzzy.

I definitely remember Christina sighing at me and suggesting we spar with the weapons we used, she said that exact sentence.

But like I said before, my memory stops there.

Is this the early-onset dementia I’ve only heard about?

Have I already contracted such a terrible disease before even graduating from the academy?

…No, wait, I can’t graduate from the academy anyway.

How can I graduate when I’ll die before then?

Surprisingly, the questions cluttering my mind were simply resolved by recalling the word ‘death’.

Because after death, such questions would be meaningless anyway.

Because after my breath stops, such thoughts won’t even arise.

I felt like I had grasped the truth of all things.

Why didn’t I think of this sooner?

Am I really that stupid?

Death is the end.

Of all sadness, all joy.

Of all happiness.

Though I’m not sure if happiness ever existed for me.

Anyway, I decided to stop the pointless pondering about why I fainted.

In the face of death, everyone is equal.

Such a cool phrase surely didn’t exist for nothing.

So I decided to ponder something else.

A concern that might be at least slightly helpful in my remaining short life.

“……Why did she help me?”

The question of why our Heroine 2 helped me.

The question of why Christina, who would choose me without a second’s hesitation if asked to pick the person she hates most in the world, went through the trouble of carrying unconscious me all the way to the infirmary.

Isn’t this question also one that ends with death?

No. This is my curiosity.

Honestly, I wasn’t too curious about the previous question, not as much as this one, at least.

Who would wonder why they fainted?

It’s better to try and answer a question that at least satisfies my curiosity.

Yep. Absolutely.

There were about two possible reasons.

First, my body couldn’t withstand the harsh training, and I fainted.

Second, Christina directly knocked me out during training.

If it was the first reason, it was strictly my fault.

Christina just trained me like she would any other student, and I couldn’t handle it.

However, if the reason I fainted was the second one.

Then the reason Christina showed me kindness could also be explained.

No matter how much Heroine 2 disliked Lee Seo-yeon, she wasn’t such a bad person as to knock someone out and then abandon them.

If I fainted because she failed to control her strength during sparring.

If the shock caused some memory loss as well.

“……Found it?”

All the facts and evidence fit together perfectly.

I got you, Christina Valentine.

So you were the culprit again after all.

Last time, you made me catch a cold, so I’d go to the infirmary.

This time, you directly knocked me out and transported me to the infirmary yourself.

This was almost suspicious enough to make one wonder if it was Christina’s consideration for my health.

Otherwise, there’s no way she would make me go to the infirmary twice.

Maybe now that I’m her party member, she feels she has to take care of me, but she’s too embarrassed to say it directly because of how she’s treated me so far?

So she made me go to the infirmary through these unnecessary methods.

Thinking that by forcibly making me visit the infirmary, my condition would eventually improve.

I was almost moved by this consideration from my party leader, who thought of me in such a way.

Unfortunately, Christina’s consideration was meaningless.

Because the illness Lee Seo-yeon—no, I suffered from, ‘Mana Incompatibility,’ wasn’t something that could be cured just by visiting the infirmary frequently.

If it were a disease that could be cured so easily.

The original Lee Seo-yeon wouldn’t have died.

Even if she didn’t receive the friendship of her friends or the affection of Kim Soo-ho, she wouldn’t have accepted her death with such ease.

Believing that living longer wouldn’t bring happiness.

Believing that living longer wouldn’t bring love.

She wouldn’t have met her death believing such things.

She would have lived on, even just a little longer.

Searching for someone who might make her happy, someone who might love her.

Even if the chances were slim, she would have lived on, holding onto hope.

Not humbly accepting death in a place where no one watched over her.

As I’ve said before, it’s a natural human instinct to fear death and want to live.

“…”

A question flashed through my mind, but I lightly ignored it.

I was human.

Even though I always say I want to die, I am human.

Outwardly saying I want to die, that I don’t want to live here anymore.

I am human.

Inside, I surely must want to live.

Probably.

It must be so.

Really.

It must be so.

Otherwise, I couldn’t find a reason for ‘my’ existence.

It must be so.

No, it had to be so.

…Haha. What on earth am I saying?

I don’t know either.

Still, it sounds cool, doesn’t it?

Isn’t this almost on the level of ‘In the face of death, everyone is equal’?

Or something like that.





  
    Chapter 17: Vinious-Throated Parrotbill
It didn’t take long for me to leave the infirmary.

“Wouldn’t it be better to rest a bit more?”

The school nurse seemed to wish I would stay in bed longer, her eyes full of pity.

“I can’t stay in the infirmary if I’m not sick.”

My conscience hurt considerably at the thought of continuing to lie down when I wasn’t sick at all.

No, think about it.

Christina, who probably hated me most in the world, went through the trouble of carrying me to the infirmary herself after I collapsed.

And I’m supposed to skip training just because I fainted once, even though I’m not sick?

Even a saint recorded in the history books would look at this and say, ‘This is a bit much.’

Even if Christina was the one who knocked me out.

She carried me, whom she probably didn’t even want to touch, all the way to the infirmary; I should at least make this much effort.

I might not be a normal person, but at least I wasn’t someone completely devoid of conscience.

That’s why I decided to continue the training.

“……Alright, if that’s what you think, Seo-yeon, it can’t be helped.”

However, hearing my words filled with conscience, the school nurse looked at me with eyes full of guilt.

Apparently, she still thought I was sick.

‘No. I’m fine, teacher.’

‘My condition isn’t exactly extremely normal… but at least I’m not sick right now.’

‘Really.’

But I didn’t bother voicing these thoughts.

If I said I wasn’t sick at all, the nurse might insist it couldn’t possibly be true and try to examine my body.

I didn’t want that.

First, some tests might be painful during the examination.

And also, what if, among those tests, there was one that could detect Mana Incompatibility?

There were exactly three people in this world who knew that I—no, Lee Seo-yeon—had Mana Incompatibility.

Me, the person suffering from the illness; the doctor who diagnosed Lee Seo-yeon when the symptoms first appeared;

And the one teacher at the orphanage who was kind to everyone.

Besides these three, absolutely no one knew I suffered from the illness.

And that included the academy.

Normally, it’s true that a student’s existing illnesses should be recorded in their personal information.

But even there, Lee Seo-yeon didn’t reveal her Mana Incompatibility to others.

Or should I say, it wasn’t revealed?

The personal information form filled out by the only kind orphanage teacher didn’t mention the illness.

The reason was that Lee Seo-yeon had earnestly persuaded her.

Saying she had to enter the academy following Kim Soo-ho no matter what, she persuaded the teacher, who showed kindness to all the orphans.

If the two words ‘Mana Incompatibility’ were written prominently on the application documents of a prospective student, their admission would surely be denied.

Frankly, the reality was that anything could happen while trying to keep up with classes.

What sane teacher would grant admission to such a ticking time bomb of a student?

The orphanage teacher initially thought the same.

Prioritizing Lee Seo-yeon’s health, she advised against admission.

But in the end, unable to overcome Lee Seo-yeon’s stubbornness, she submitted the falsely prepared personal information form.

This detail comes up in the middle part of the novel.

After Lee Seo-yeon dies due to the symptoms of Mana Incompatibility, it’s revealed that Kim Soo-ho visits the orphanage where they grew up.

What did Kim Soo-ho say then?

As far as I remember, I think he blamed the teacher who falsified Lee Seo-yeon’s personal information.

Actually, my memory is hazy.

It’s also true that there’s no need to remember it properly.

Why would I bother trying hard to remember?

By that time, I’ll already be someone who doesn’t exist in this world.

Even if Kim Soo-ho visits the orphanage where he spent his childhood with Heroine 1 after a long time.

I wouldn’t be able to be by his side.

Remembering and making efforts to prepare for the future is something only people who have a future to prepare for do.

Not someone like me, who has no future whatsoever.

If there was one thing I was curious about, it was what the teacher was thinking at that time.

When the original Lee Seo-yeon asked her to falsify the personal information form.

What thoughts went through her mind, the person who was kind to everyone?

Initially, she genuinely worried about Lee Seo-yeon and tried to dissuade her.

But eventually allowing it – doesn’t that mean she gave up on Lee Seo-yeon, just like everyone else?

Perhaps that concern wasn’t even about Lee Seo-yeon’s health.

Not Lee Seo-yeon’s health, but worrying about her heart.

Worrying about Lee Seo-yeon’s heart, which would eventually break, unable to keep up with the real geniuses, just like the situation I’m experiencing now.

Worrying about Lee Seo-yeon’s heart, who would barely manage to follow others with her sick demeanor.

Wasn’t it because she worried about that, the reason she tried her best to persuade Lee Seo-yeon?

With the feeling that Lee Seo-yeon and Kim Soo-ho would never end up together, hoping she would just give up.

Otherwise to the teacher it must’ve been like watching a magpie imitate a stork and get its leg torn off.

“…”

There was no way to know the truth.

Just because I’m sitting here indulging in various delusions doesn’t mean I can know what she felt like when she was still at the orphanage.

However, one thing was certain.

Lee Seo-yeon stubbornly followed Kim Soo-ho and entered Starfrost Academy.

Kim Soo-ho gradually grew distant from Lee Seo-yeon, just like in the original story.

And as a result, I could now gaze at the academy’s landscape alone through the window.

…It’s beautiful. The scenery, at least.

Damnedly so.



The place I headed to was the academy’s training ground.

Since I was training here with Heroine 2 before fainting.

I came back thinking that if Christina had left the infirmary and was waiting for me, she might be here.

“……No one’s here.”

Not only Heroine 2, but not even a crawling ant could be seen on the training ground.

Of course, ants shouldn’t really be crawling around in the academy’s training ground, which is always kept clean.

It was just a figure of speech.

Hey, what?

I can use metaphors too, you know?

It sounds cool.

Anyway, it wasn’t an exaggeration; there was really no one there.

‘Is it because it’s Saturday?’

‘Well, what crazy student would crawl out to the training ground to train even on the weekend?’

The students of the academy weren’t vastly different from modern students.

On weekdays, they commute from the dorms to attend classes.

On weekends, they laze around in the dorms or spend time with friends.

Just as most modern students enjoy peace on the weekends, the same applies to the academy students here.

That was normal.

Unlike me, being dragged out by someone, training, and then fainting.

Humans should know how to rest sometimes.

Rolling around in bed for no reason, grabbing snacks while watching movies.

That’s life.

Of course, Kim Soo-ho was an exception.

That crazy protagonist trained as if he would die if he skipped even a single day.

Well, the girls probably followed Kim Soo-ho because they fell for that passionate side of him.

But from my perspective, wanting to laze around even a little bit more, it made absolutely no sense.

“Where did everyone go?”

That being said, the empty training ground was a bit strange.

It’s one thing for people not to be around because it’s the weekend, but it was strange that even Kim Soo-ho wasn’t visible.

That self-improvement-obsessed protagonist not showing up at the training ground just because it’s the weekend?

I’d sooner believe the sun rises in the west.

I was briefly caught up in various thoughts, but soon organized them simply.

‘…What business is it of mine?’

Whether Kim Soo-ho wasn’t seen, whether Christina disappeared without telling me.

None of it was my concern.

Maybe Christina felt sorry for knocking me out and granted me mercy?

Something like that.

She felt sorry for accidentally knocking me out and wanted to apologize, but was too embarrassed to say it directly, so she compensated me this way.

And I wasn’t humble enough to refuse such compensation.

Heroine 2 of the protagonist and the Third Imperial Princess, Christina Valentine, herself, granted me a day of rest.

How could I refuse?

If I refused, I might get arrested for insulting the imperial family.

Spouting nonsensical rubbish, I started packing the things I had brought.

“……Wait.”

Just then, a thought occurred to me.

“……These clothes.”

That the clothes I was currently wearing belonged to Christina.

That I eventually had to find Christina just to return these clothes.

That, until then, my wish to rest comfortably in the dorm could never be fulfilled.

“Haaah.”

A sigh escaped my lips at the hopeless situation.

What can I do? Gotta go return them.

If I mess up, I might really get arrested for stealing the belongings of a member of the imperial family.

I had no desire to spend my remaining short life in prison.

At the very least, I wanted to die somewhere with fresh air and sunlight.

Not on a damp, cold prison floor.

The thought of meeting my end in a prison where they probably wouldn’t even serve proper meals made my body tremble involuntarily.

I hate being cold.

Warmth is so much better than the cold.

Isn’t that stating the obvious?

Anyway.





  
    Chapter 18: Seed
Christina quietly stared at the man before her.

A naive man who couldn’t hide his awkwardness, as if it were his first time visiting such a luxurious place.

“Tina. I’m not really used to places like this……”

The man’s identity was none other than Kim Soo-ho.

This situation was undoubtedly what she had always wished for.

A situation where she dined alone with Kim Soo-ho, the object of her affection.

Kim Soo-ho looked no different than usual.

His smile, still present even in an unfamiliar situation, was enough to make her heart race.

She, too, should have been feeling joy and happiness, rightfully so.

“…”

But the image of one person kept interfering.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

Lee Seo-yeon, bowing her head to the floor, repeatedly apologizing until she finally couldn’t bear it anymore and fainted.

Lee Seo-yeon, whom she had rushed to the infirmary in panic, but who hadn’t regained consciousness even by the time she left the infirmary after receiving Kim Soo-ho’s message.

The image of Lee Seo-yeon desperately begging for her forgiveness wouldn’t leave her mind.

“Tina? Is something troubling you?”

How lost in thought had she been?

She only snapped back to reality when Kim Soo-ho called her name.

“Is something wrong?”

“Of course not. Nothing’s wrong, please don’t worry.”

“……Really? That’s a relief, then.”

Kim Soo-ho let out a sigh of relief, as if he could finally relax.

“By the way, you texted me first… Did you do it to accept the proposal I mentioned last time?”

“The proposal……”

“The engagement proposal. Surely you haven’t forgotten?”

“……I haven’t forgotten.”

A denial that he hadn’t forgotten.

That expression simply answered her question.

“……Seeing Soo-ho’s reaction, it seems it’s not acceptance.”

“I’m sorry it’s not the answer you wanted.”

Christina could easily discern the hidden meaning in the man’s sentence.

She had expected this, actually.

She hadn’t thought Kim Soo-ho would accept her proposal so easily.

Because he was that kind of a man.

Excellent in all fields, but more foolish than anyone when it came to romantic relationships.

“Well, it’s okay. I was kind of expecting it.”

“……I’m sorry, Tina.”

“You don’t need to apologize. I haven’t given up yet.”

Of course, she had no intention of giving up on the man before her.

He was the first person who saw her as ‘Christina Valentine,’ not just the Princess.

How could she give up on the man who saw her as a person, not a tool to be used?

Thinking this, Christina continued speaking.

“Shall we hear the reason why you called me out on a weekend? I’m a busier woman than you might think.”

“……You didn’t have prior plans, did you?”

“…”

She was speechless at the unexpected response.

To apologize here, asking if she had prior plans?

He was truly a foolishly kind man.

Well, that aspect appealed even more to her, having grown up in the Imperial Court, where people only tore each other down.

“Just kidding. I’m not particularly busy today.”

“Really? That’s good. I thought I was taking up your time.”

“I just teased you a bit because you looked troubled and cute.”

“……Stop joking around. I’ll get to the real point now.”

His face still flushed, Kim Soo-ho began speaking seriously.

“Tina, you were late recently, right?”

“……Yeah. I was late.”

“Did anything happen then?”

“…”

She instinctively hardened her face and observed Kim Soo-ho’s expression.

Kim Soo-ho’s expression remained the same.

A somewhat serious expression, but one that seemed to show consideration for her.

…The man before her didn’t know about what happened that day.

“Me, I’m going to die soon.”

He knew nothing about that morning when Lee Seo-yeon dropped a bombshell on her.

If he knew, he wouldn’t be able to maintain such a normal expression.

“……Nothing special happened. I simply overslept.”

“Really? That’s good. After you were late, you seemed out of it, so I thought something might have happened.”

It seemed her attempts at maintaining her composure after entering the classroom that day must have failed miserably.

Considering Kim Soo-ho, who could be considered clueless in these matters, was saying this.

“I’m sorry. I seem to have worried you unnecessarily.”

“No, it’s fine as long as nothing happened to you, Tina.”

“Thank you.”

“Actually, the reason I came to see you like this is because Seo-yeon told me to.”

“Seo-yeon… you mean she told you?”

The name of the person who had been constantly troubling her mind spilled out by the man in front of her.

“Yeah. Seo-yeon was also late that day, so I thought something might have happened between you two. But Seo-yeon told me to ask you directly.”

“……Did Seo-yeon not say anything else?”

“She didn’t say anything else, but……”

She had felt it earlier, but now she was certain.

Lee Seo-yeon hadn’t told Kim Soo-ho anything.

Honestly, she didn’t understand.

Even if they had grown distant lately, Kim Soo-ho was still Lee Seo-yeon’s childhood friend.

A friend who would immediately listen if Lee Seo-yeon said, ‘I’m struggling,’ or ‘Something happened.’

Why wouldn’t she say anything to Kim Soo-ho?

This felt less like simple distrust and more like resignation.

As if it meant nothing.

Like someone who believed that even if she told Kim Soo-ho, nothing would change.

Like someone firmly convinced that no matter how hard she tried, nothing in this world would change.

“……But, Seo-yeon was a bit strange.”

“…”

“Should I say she was sharper than usual? It felt like… watching a different person.”

Though he seemed unaware due to his cluelessness, Kim Soo-ho seemed to sense it to some extent.

That Lee Seo-yeon had changed.

That the difference between the Lee Seo-yeon he knew and the current Lee Seo-yeon was so vast, she was closer to being a different person.

Could that be why?

“……Soo-ho.”

“Yeah?”

“Does Seo-yeon perhaps have any trauma… or something related to that?”

Christina asked Kim Soo-ho a question she normally never would have.

A question she wouldn’t have asked, fearing Kim Soo-ho might start paying attention to Lee Seo-yeon again.

Fearing that Kim Soo-ho’s affection, which hadn’t been directed at anyone, might turn towards his childhood friend, Lee Seo-yeon.

“Trauma?”

“There was something that bothered me while Seo-yeon and I were training for the group assignment.”

“Right, you two are in the same party……”

“Yes. Do you perhaps know anything?”

“……Hmm. As far as I know, I don’t think anything happened that would cause Seo-yeon trauma.”

“…”

Impossible.

An academy student without trauma, fainting just because someone drew a whip?

She’d sooner believe Lee Seo-yeon was originally a man.

She knew it sounded absurd, but that’s how impossible it seemed.

“Why? Did something happen to Seo-yeon?”

“……No. It was just simple curiosity.”

However, Christina didn’t bother arguing with Kim Soo-ho.

Because the man before her truly knew nothing.

Because those clear eyes, untainted by falsehood, held no truth.

Unlike Lee Seo-yeon’s eyes, which only felt empty.

‘…Are they really childhood friends?’

For the first time, just a little, she felt pity for Lee Seo-yeon.

“Shall we get going soon?”

“Alright. Thanks for coming out today, even though I called you out of nowhere.”

“Don’t mention it. I’ll come out anytime you call.”

“……How can you say things like that without your expression changing at all?”

With those final words, Kim Soo-ho stood up and headed towards the academy’s main building.

He would probably head to the training ground to train.

The man named Kim Soo-ho, as she had observed him until now, was a hard worker who never skipped a day of training.

“……Shall I head back to the infirmary too?”

By now, Lee Seo-yeon would likely have regained consciousness.

Even if it wasn’t intentional, causing the trauma was her fault, so she needed to apologize accordingly.

So she decided to stop by the dorm, change back out of the clothes she had put on to meet Kim Soo-ho, and then head to the infirmary to apologize to Lee Seo-yeon.

Smack-

“…”

“Isn’t that the Princess’s clothes?”

“Wow, she’s really crazy.”

“Does this lowly **** think she can climb higher just because the Princess graced her by being in the same party?”

“Do you think you’re someone special just because the Princess teamed up with a **** like you?”

Until she saw Lee Seo-yeon, who should have been lying in the infirmary, surrounded and being assaulted by other students.

Until she saw those she thought were her loyal followers slapping her cheek right in front of her dorm room.

“……Seo-yeon?”

One always reaps what one sows.

Even if the farmer who sowed the seeds never anticipated it.





  
    Chapter 19: Harvest
Smack-

Every time the sound of flesh striking flesh echoed, my head turned sideways along with it.

I couldn’t see it myself because there was no mirror.

But my cheek was probably stained red right now, too.

Not due to being embarrassed or shy, but simply because of the bruising.

‘I wish it were due to girly shyness.’

‘Then at least it wouldn’t hurt.’

Even if the strange sense of emptiness from having completely become a woman, both body and mind, arose.

At least it wouldn’t hurt.

Smack-

It hurt.

Every time my head turned, every time I heard the sound of friction against my skin.

A metallic taste of blood began to fill my mouth.

It seemed that the blood started flowing along with the swelling.

I didn’t find it strange.

My body was weak to begin with.

I should probably consider myself lucky I didn’t faint like this morning.

If I fainted just from being slapped a few times, all the lies I told at the infirmary earlier would become meaningless.

“Hey, are you ignoring me now?”

“…”

“Why bother talking to her? Look at her eyes. They look like rotten fish eyes.”

Various voices continued to buzz in front of me.

Mostly expressing annoyance that I was ignoring them, asking if I wouldn’t open my mouth even after being hit like that.

I knew.

The reason the people in front of me were directing malice towards me.

Combining it with what was said before, their identities must be the followers of Heroine 2.

They were people who disliked me—no, Lee Seo-yeon—from the beginning.

People who hated Lee Seo-yeon for being Kim Soo-ho’s childhood friend despite having no abilities, even without Christina’s influence.

And now that they have this opportunity.

They were probably acting like this, thinking they caught me red-handed.

For them, the risks involved in this incident were practically non-existent.

Because I was weak, and they were strong.

Even if I told others about this incident.

The belief that Christina—no, the Imperial Princess—would protect them.

That baseless belief was inflating their confidence.

…Of course, I had no intention of telling anyone either.

The reason for not telling anyone was simple.

Because even if I did, nothing would change.

If I told Christina, whom they followed, I might regain peace for a while.

Since she accepted me as a party member, Christina would likely impose some sanctions, at least for the sake of the group assignment.

But that was all.

Once the group assignment ended. Once the connection with the Princess, however brief, was severed.

What happened after that… well, it goes without saying.

Wouldn’t the sense of loss from not being able to torment me, even temporarily, push them even further?

As I said before, I didn’t want that.

I didn’t mind being continuously bullied.

As long as it wasn’t too severe, it was bearable.

Because the time I had to endure would decrease as time went on.

As long as the fact that the end was determined and final, I could endure this much, however long it took.

Smack-

Ah. That one hurt quite a bit.

Perhaps that last slap wasn’t within the bearable range.

Judging by how my gaze, which had been directed at the legs of the people hitting me, was now aimed at the unlit ceiling light.

I felt dizzy.

Maybe because I was hit too much, or maybe because I collapsed so suddenly.

The metallic taste of blood that lingered in my mouth had now spilled outside.

“Isn’t she bleeding?”

“Blood? I didn’t hit her that hard……”

“……Ha.”

A dry laugh escaped me involuntarily.

At the fact that I was being bullied by people like this.

At the fact that I was suffering like this at the hands of people who knew absolutely nothing about me—no, about the person named Lee Seo-yeon.

By their standards, it was true they hadn’t hit me hard.

Because at least there was no mana imbued in the relentless hands swinging towards my cheek.

If mana had been involved, it wouldn’t have ended like this.

Maybe I would have been flung all the way to the wall back there.

They probably controlled their strength to some extent as well.

Since their goal wasn’t to injure my body, but to break my spirit.

However, my body was weaker than they thought.

And as proof, blood was flowing from my mouth.

And just then.

“……What do you think you’re doing?”

“……Your Highness?”

Although I couldn’t see from my upward-facing view, I heard the voice of Heroine 2.

“Your Highness, this is……”

“I believe I asked what you are doing.”

Moreover, Christina sounded quite angry.

‘Did something happen while she was away?’

‘Christina, who dislikes me, wouldn’t get angry just because I got hit, so there must be some reason.’

“…”

Soon, I tucked that thought away.

‘What do I care?’

‘If Christina is angry, she’s angry.’

It had nothing to do with me.

I just needed to be happy.

Just revel in the sense of liberation that I wouldn’t be hit anymore.

That was right for me. No, for Lee Seo-yeon.

That was right for the protagonist’s extra childhood friend.

The person who was hitting me the hardest answered, sweating profusely.

“……Well, that **** stole Your Highness’s clothes.”

“Seo-yeon stole my clothes?”

“…”

With difficulty, I lifted the sportswear I was holding.

None other than the activewear Christina had made me wear this morning.

The activewear she made me wear, asking how I could exercise in a skirt when I showed up wearing one.

Soon, Christina’s cold voice followed.

“……Those are the clothes I lent to Seo-yeon this morning.”

“What? Your Highness lent them?”

“Yes. I lent them so we could train together for the group assignment……”

‘And you hit Seo-yeon without even knowing that?’

Christina’s voice was cold, so cold.

The dorm floor I was currently lying on couldn’t possibly be any colder than that.

“……We apologize!”

Even I, a third party here, felt this cold; how cold must they, the targets, feel?

“I will hold you accountable for this later, so all of you may leave now.”

“……Understood.”

“Disappear from my sight immediately.”

Several shadows vanished from the dormitory hallway.

A fitting end for typical villainous lackeys.

Gosh. To think it would end so easily.

Maybe I should have called Christina sooner?

As I felt a strange sense of emptiness, Christina’s voice, much calmer than before, reached me.

“……Seo-yeon, are you okay?”

“……I’m fine.”

Of course, I wasn’t fine.

If there were a mirror, I wanted to see the state of my face right now.

But I couldn’t.

“I’m sorry.”

“……Pardon?”

“This is my fault. Because I couldn’t pay attention to my people……”

Because Christina Valentine apologized to me.

In the original story, and this reality I was experiencing now.

Christina, who had tormented me—no, Lee Seo-yeon—the most, apologized to me.

“……Ha.”

Another dry laugh escaped.

“……Seo-yeon?”

“Your Highness doesn’t need to apologize.”

“Pardon?”

“You knew, didn’t you? That I was being bullied by other students.”

Barely moving my unresponsive arms and legs, I stood straight before Heroine 2.

“Surely you’re not going to say you didn’t know? You, who tormented Lee Seo-yeon—no, me—the most.”

“I have never done such a……”

“If Your Highness has never done such a thing, then whose followers are those people who just slapped me at least five times?”

“…”

Christina moved her lips as if wanting to say something, but in the end, those lips stayed shut.

“They are Your Highness’s followers, aren’t they? Whether Your Highness accepted them willingly or had no intention of accepting them.”

Honestly, I wasn’t even curious.

Even if she spoke, it would probably end with excuses like ‘That wasn’t my intention,’ or ‘I didn’t do that.’

“Don’t apologize to me.”

“…”

“Just like now, just like you’ve always done. Just torment me instead.”

“……But.”

“Even if Your Highness apologizes earnestly, I won’t accept it.”

Christina’s expression, after hearing all my words, was one I had never seen before.

Should I say she looked like she was about to burst into tears any moment?

It was ridiculous.

I don’t even know if she wanted to cry right now.

I had forgotten how to cry, hiding behind my emotionless face all the time.

Who are you to shed tears?

Who are you?

Truly.

It was funny.

“Thank you for taking me to the infirmary. Honestly, I was surprised too. It was my first time fainting.”

“…”

“I’ll follow whatever Your Highness says for this group assignment, too. Whatever the intensity of the training, however the assignment proceeds.”

“……. Seo-yeon.”

“But I hope you know, our relationship ends there.”

“…”

“Don’t you prefer that more, Your Highness? You never liked me much anyway.”

So, let’s end our relationship once the group assignment is over.

I didn’t continue speaking.

It might have been a baseless assumption, but I felt that if I uttered even one more word, tears might fall from Christina’s eyes.

‘And besides, I won’t live long anyway. So best not to worry about it.’

I felt like, if I uttered the last words lingering in my mouth, that I might come to regret it later on, which never really happened to me before.

“……Right. Thank you for lending me the clothes, too.”

“…”

“They got a little dirty, but I tried my best to make sure my own clothes got dirty instead of yours, so please forgive me for that much at least.”

Although I felt a little uneasy, Christina would surely understand.

Since the ones who caused the clothes to get dirty were her followers, not me, in the first place.

“I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“…”

“You should go in and rest too, Your Highness.”

And so, I turned and walked away.

This time, too, I didn’t hear the sound of any footsteps following me

It was a good thing.

It must’ve been.





  
    Chapter 20: Disgusting
Thud-

After turning away from Christina, I returned to the dorm.

As soon as I arrived, I immediately shoved my head into the toilet.

“……Blegh.”

The vomit surging up from my stomach contained quite a variety of things.

A suspicious liquid, which I didn’t particularly want to find out about.

And blood flowing from within, staining those liquids crimson red.

If there was any silver lining, it was that there wasn’t much food debris visible.

Probably because I hadn’t eaten anything.

“……I’m hungry.”

Come to think of it, I hadn’t eaten at all today.

I rarely ate breakfast anyway.

As for lunch, I would have normally eaten with Christina, but unexpected events occurred.

It would be more accurate to say there was simply no time to eat.

So many things happened, yet I didn’t even eat.

My own life truly amazed me.

Or should I say, Lee Seo-yeon’s life?

Honestly, I wasn’t sure anymore.

Whether distinguishing between Lee Seo-yeon and me even had any meaning.

After my hair turns completely white, the one greeting death will be me.

Just before death approaches, the one seeing the clear sky for the last time will be me.

Can I truly guarantee that I, dying in Lee Seo-yeon’s body, am not her?

“…”

Even this was a sentimental thought I didn’t usually entertain.

My usual self wouldn’t think like this.

‘What’s the point if I won’t live long anyway?’ I would have pushed the thought back into a corner even if it surfaced.

Though I didn’t show it.

It seemed the earlier incident was quite a shock even for me.

Unlike my heart, already broken beyond repair with no part left to break, my body probably still had corners left to be damaged.

Well, I did receive five consecutive slaps that would make even the legendary kimchi slap master weep.
(TL note: Kimchi slap master” refers to the viral scene from the South Korean drama “Everybody Say Kimchi”, where an actress, Lee Hyo-choon, slaps another actor, Won Ki-joon, with a whole kimchi cabbage, becoming a meme for expressing frustration.)

Even a normal person, not someone frail like me, would have found it hard to endure.

Or perhaps, there was still a part of my heart left to be broken.

Maybe, despite my grumbling, I had thought I’d become somewhat friendly with Heroine 2.

Maybe I thought, ‘I don’t know if this person is my friend, but at least she won’t bully me anymore.’

Maybe I clung to a belief I hadn’t even realized had formed, only to have my heart wounded.

“……You still haven’t learned your lesson, Lee Seo-yeon.”

If this were true, then it was entirely my fault.

After being deceived so much.

After trusting and being betrayed so much.

To still trust another person.

Especially the person who had tormented me more diligently than anyone else.

It was equivalent to me saying I still believed she was a friend.

“……Ha.”

A hollow laugh escaped me.

Because I found myself to be so ridiculous.

Because I felt so pathetic for still harboring such naive thoughts.

I couldn’t help but scoff.

I kept laughing at myself.

This was a strange experience I was having.

I had been ridiculed by others many times.

Being bullied at the academy meant being made fun of was practically a daily occurrence for me.

Being told the wrong time for the next class.

Waiting for over an hour in a dark classroom because I was the only one who didn’t know the class time had been changed.

Just thinking about it brought back these memories.

‘What, you really fell for it?’

‘You fell for it again after being tricked so many times.’

‘At this point, isn’t the one being tricked the problem?’

Every time, the ridicule and insulting words directed at me.

There was so much I wanted to say.

I wanted to yell right then and there at the students chattering away right in front of me.

That I’m human too.

That I’m a human being who gets hurt too.

Why are you only doing this to me?

But, as always.

I did nothing.

I remained silent.

I simply apologized to the teacher in front and quietly sat in my seat.

Because I thought salvation would come if I just endured a little longer.

Because I thought a light would appear at the end of the tunnel if I just waited a little longer. Just a little bit more.

Because I firmly believed that a moment would surely come when I could escape all this horror.

That’s why I could endure.

And ultimately, my prediction was accurate.

Like Kim Soo-ho’s mention in the novel about his childhood friend’s hair color changing at some point.

Not long ago, my hair turned ash-gray.

As if promising that death would soon welcome me, my once black hair turned gray.

…There really shouldn’t be much time left now.

“…”

Thinking this, I washed my face clean with cold water.

Maybe it was just my imagination, but the hair color reflected in the mirror seemed a bit whiter.

I wish this wasn’t my imagination.

It’s proof that the time I have left to endure is definitely decreasing.

Probably.



(TL: Perspective shift to Christina)

Christina sat blankly in her seat.

Doing nothing, simply passing time, was the most un-princess-like behavior imaginable.

Yet, she couldn’t move.

“Don’t apologize to me.”

“Even if you apologize earnestly, Princess, I won’t accept it.”

The cold words Lee Seo-yeon had spat at her kept running through her head.

It was an absurd notion.

Something that couldn’t happen in reality.

Refusing the apology of her, the Third Imperial Princess?

Words an ordinary person wouldn’t even dare utter, Lee Seo-yeon delivered those words calmly.

…While staring at her with dead, gray eyes that seemed unforgettable even in her dreams.

It was the first time.

Such hollow eyes.

She had actually witnessed the eyes of dead people before.

She had clearly seen the dead eyes of someone she cherished, someone precious, with her own two eyes.

However, Lee Seo-yeon’s gaze was on a different level than what she’d seen before.

It was natural, if you thought about it.

Seeing dead eyes in a dead person is natural, but seeing dead eyes in a living person is not.

Seeing the eyes of a corpse in a perfectly living human.

It sounded like an unbelievable illusion.

She wouldn’t have believed it herself if she hadn’t seen it directly.

But Lee Seo-yeon’s eyes clearly emphasized that she was wrong.

That a living person could indeed wear the expression of the dead.

And that was practically her fault.

Because the ones assaulting Lee Seo-yeon in that spot were her followers.

Because the ones mercilessly beating Lee Seo-yeon, who had come looking for her, despite the discomfort, simply to return borrowed clothes, were those who followed her.

The excuse that she didn’t know about it wouldn’t hold.

If she, as an Imperial Princess, couldn’t even manage her own people properly, who on earth could defend her?

“Honestly, I was surprised too. It was my first time fainting.”

Furthermore, Lee Seo-yeon had told her that ‘fainting’ was a first for her.

As if other symptoms besides fainting had already occurred before.

As if the blood slowly trickling down her mouth was something she had experienced many times already.

“……No way.”

Along with that thought, the image of Lee Seo-yeon training overlapped.

The sight of her panting, saying she was tired after just 20 laps around the training ground.

A sight that seemed severely lacking for a student admitted to the Empire’s top academy.

What if that wasn’t simply due to a lack of stamina, but because her body was genuinely weak?

What if the death she spoke of so calmly wasn’t referring to suicide, but truly meant she didn’t have much time left?

“……That’s too much speculation.”

She quickly shook her head.

At the thought that it couldn’t be true.

At the thought that Lee Seo-yeon couldn’t possibly be dying.

It really couldn’t be true.

If she were really terminally ill, she would surely have told her childhood friend, Kim Soo-ho, immediately.

After all, Lee Seo-yeon and Kim Soo-ho were the closest childhood friends…

‘…Well. I don’t think anything happened that could have caused trauma for Seo-yeon.’

A thought that flashed momentarily made her face harden.

Lee Seo-yeon and Kim Soo-ho weren’t close friends.

Kim Soo-ho seemed to think they were the closest friends, but at least Lee Seo-yeon didn’t.

The image of Lee Seo-yeon returning to the classroom alone, colder than anyone, proved it.

“……Haha.”

A hollow laugh escaped.

“……Is it really true?”

It was a question with no one to answer or confirm.

“Is she really… really dying?”

The same applied here.

No one could answer the question she kept muttering to herself.

“But I hope our relationship ends there.”

“Isn’t that what you want too, Princess? You never liked me much anyway.”

Because the only person who could answer had already distanced herself from her long ago.

Because the confession of truth, which might have been a final plea for help.

Had been severed long ago, not by anyone else’s hand, but by her own.

“……Ugh.”

Nausea arose.

She couldn’t stand how disgusting she felt.

Although nothing had been confirmed as the truth, yet she couldn’t bear it.

Remembering all the actions she had taken against someone who might truly be dying, she couldn’t stay still.

That day, she threw up into a toilet for the first time.

A simple thing that some might do once every two days even.

Perhaps even once every day.

It was just so disgusting.





  
    Chapter 21: Unchanged Daily Life
Although various things happened over the weekend, the daily routine on weekdays didn’t change much.

“Now, this chapter……”

At the front, teachers continued their usual boring lessons.

“I have a question!”

“Good. Go ahead.”

Students diligently listened to the lesson, which was incredibly boring for me, proving their knowledge through questions or notes.

During class, I always felt isolated like a lonely island.

I was staring at the slowly moving clock hands, wondering when today would finally end.

Ding Dong Dang Dong-

“……That’s our time. That’s all for today’s class.”

“…”

And just like that, with the teacher’s final words, the class actually ended.

‘This isn’t bad.’

‘Next time I’m bored, I should just stare at the clock.’

Thinking I had found a rather excellent method, I lightly rose from my seat.

“……It’s Lee Seo-yeon.”

“Hey, hey, don’t look.”

“You want to get scolded by the Princess again?”

“You still haven’t learned your lesson.”

Then came the voices.

For reference, Heroine 2’s followers, who used to bother me every time they saw me, now started avoiding me instead.

Apparently, Christina’s threat to hold them accountable next time was real.

Seeing those guys, who were always itching to tear me down, tuck their tails like that.

‘Just how badly did she scold them?’

‘I need to train hard so I don’t get scolded.’

While wondering how scolding could change people so drastically, I also felt a strange sense of emptiness.

To think this could really be resolved so easily.

I thought I wouldn’t be able to solve it no matter what I did.

It wasn’t just my imagination that Heroine 2’s body overlapped with the blue cat robot from the manga.
(TL note: The blue cat robot mentioned is Doraemon.
Doraemon is a Japanese manga series written and illustrated by Fujiko F. Fujio.)

“Princess?”

“……Huh? Did you call me?”

“…”

Of course, the problem was that Christina had also changed somehow, just like her followers.

Occasionally, if I called her, she would jump startled as if she’d seen a ghost, which felt strangely unpleasant.

How should I put it?

Maybe the time when we had our differences or when she used to make fun of me was actually better?

‘It’s true I’ll become a ghost soon enough.’

‘But at least I’m not a ghost yet.’

It didn’t bother me, yet it strangely did.

…What kind of nonsense is this?

I tapped my forehead with my hand and called out to Christina, who still seemed out of it.

“Aren’t we training today?”

“……No, we have to. We must. We absolutely must.”

Christina repeated the same words several times, perhaps thinking I wouldn’t hear her properly.

‘Seriously, what’s wrong with her all of a sudden?’

‘Why did she suddenly turn into someone imperfect?’

‘The only words I uttered that day were sentences Christina should have liked.’

‘What on earth could make a person change like that all of a sudden…?’

Ah, maybe it’s because the clothes she lent me got dirty?

Is she afraid something similar might happen again, requiring her to lend me clothes?

If that was the reason, I could understand Heroine 2’s behavior.

Even I wouldn’t want to lend clothes again to someone who returned them thoroughly soiled after borrowing them.

I finally felt like the tightness in my chest was loosening.

“Princess, don’t worry.”

“……Pardon?”

“I wore pants instead of a skirt today, so I won’t need to borrow your clothes.”

“What are you suddenly talking about……”

Christina looked confused, but I understood her.

“It’s true. Look here.”

“……Are you perhaps interpreting my expression as reluctance to lend you clothes?”

“It’s okay. I understand everything.”

Heroine 2 still wore a dumbfounded expression.

But I truly, perfectly understood Christina.

Was this how all the saints in history books felt?

‘Yeah, she might not want to lend clothes. I wouldn’t have lent them either.’

I definitely didn’t feel cheated.

Really.



After all the classes ended that day, Heroine 2 and I visited the training ground.

The reason, obviously, was to train in preparation for the group assignment.

However, a completely unexpected problem tripped us up.

“……There are quite a lot of people.”

“…”

The training ground, which had been empty enough over the weekend to not be able to see a single ant, was now packed with students.

Perhaps because it was because of the weekday and it hadn’t been long after classes ended, the training ground was already filled with the enthusiasm of the students there.

“……It’s hot.”

“…”

Calling it hot was an understatement; there was an overwhelming number of people.

To the point where it was indistinguishable whether this was a training ground for students or a gym for fitness fanatics.

‘I should definitely never come to the training ground on a weekday.’

‘Though honestly, I probably wouldn’t come here alone anyway.’

“What should we do?”

I asked Christina.

Should I call it blind faith?

Somehow, I felt like if I asked Christina what to do, everything would be resolved.

Honestly, it was justifiable.

The bullying issue, which had been a headache until now, was nearly half resolved in one go.

Is this when I should shout out ‘that line’?

‘Help me, Tinaemon!’
(TL: Tina + Doraemon)

Tinaemon, who had been watching the students training for a moment, opened her mouth softly.

“It seems training here might be a bit difficult.”

“You think so too, Princess?”

“Yes. It seems burdensome to train when many people are watching nearby.”

I nodded silently at Christina’s words.

Well, if the Imperial Princess is training nearby, attention would naturally gather.

It was as natural as water flowing for ordinary people’s gazes to turn towards famous people.

Humans instinctively like shiny things, and Christina, excluding Kim Soo-ho among the students, had the shiniest demeanor about her.

Unlike me, filled only with hollow darkness instead of glitter.

Followers who trailed after and obeyed just one person didn’t appear for no reason.

As I was thinking that, Christina’s voice reached me.

“……Shall we go to the student council’s exclusive training ground?”

“……Am I allowed to go there?”

“If you’re with me, the Vice President, you can also enter…… Wait a moment, weren’t you also the Vice President initially?”

Ah, right.

I was Vice President too.

Although I held the position briefly, I had never actually used the Vice President’s privileges, so I forgot.

No. What reason would I have to go to the student council’s exclusive training ground?

I hadn’t even been to the regular training ground until recently, and that was the first time ever.

Ignoring Christina’s pointed gaze with effort, I stepped forward first.

“Let’s go quickly.”

“……Follow me.”

I was confident.

Because I was confident, I didn’t look back.

It definitely wasn’t because I was scared of Christina’s glare drilling into my back.



“……Wow.”

That was my reaction upon visiting the student council’s exclusive training ground for the first time.

Christina nodded at me as if my reaction was understandable.

“It’s a bit different from the general training ground, right?”

“……Yeah. Well.”

‘It’s not just ‘a bit’ different, it’s on a whole other dimension.’

First, the ambience of the place was different.

Unlike the general training ground accessible to all students, only designated personnel used this place, so was it natural?

“……What’s that?”

“That’s a virtual combat experience booth… Simply put, it’s a system where you can conduct mock battles.”

And the level of training equipment was worlds apart.

The general training ground, at best, only had mana-operated equipment like mana measurement devices.

Even considering this place was for the student council members, with only two selected from each class, isn’t the difference too extreme?

I felt like I slightly understood why other students obsessed over positions like Class President or Vice President.

Christina, shifting glances between me and the mock battle system, opened her mouth slightly.

“Seo-yeon, shall we try training with that today?”

“Huh? Ah, yes.”

“Yes. It seems training against monsters would be more helpful for you than sparring with me……”

Christina’s expression distorted strangely as she said that.

‘What’s the reason this time?’

Ah, is it because she knocked me out during our previous sparring session?

Is she saying that if we sparred, my weak body might faint again, so I should fight monsters presumably weaker than her?

In a way, it could be a slightly pride-wounding statement.

The essence of that sentence, after all, was the thought that I was weak.

Someone with strong self-esteem who believed in their own skills might even shout at Christina right now.

How dare you disregard me like that?

Do you think I’ll just stand by even if you, a princess, ignore my words?

“Okay.”

“If you really don’t want to, we can spar…… Huh?”

“I also wanted to try fighting monsters at least once.”

“…”

Although I was quite far from being that kind of person.

What foolish person would refuse when offered an easier training partner?

I should accept it, even if it meant bowing down.

I didn’t want to stubbornly assert my pride, only to faint again and be dragged to the infirmary.

As the saying goes, if there’s an easy way out, it’s best to take it.

I read that somewhere in a book.

I just don’t remember which one.





  
    Chapter 22: Equality
Creak—click.

The door shut behind me with a heavy sound.

The kind of sound that made you think it might never open again.

But it turned out to be an unnecessary worry.

“Ah, ah. Seo-yeon, can you hear me?”

“…Yes, I can hear you.”

The moment the door closed, Heroine No. 2’s voice echoed through the room like a broadcast.

Of course I wasn’t actually trapped—she was watching me from just beyond the door.

No matter how unlucky I was, that wasn’t going to happen.

Only after some of my anxiety faded did I finally take in the room around me.

It was clean.

Immaculately white.

Completely empty.

So empty that I felt like it would drive someone insane if they stayed here for too long.

You know that saying—

That a blank white room is more terrifying than a cold, hungry prison cell?

I think there was even a study about that.

Not that I remembered it clearly.

While I was caught up wondering about these stupid things, Christina’s voice rang out again.

“If you’re ready, I’ll begin.”

“Already?”

I wasn’t ready.

I hadn’t even summoned my weapon yet.

“Are you going to say that on the day of the assignment, too?”

“…”

So this is what it feels like to be completely speechless.

All the excuses I’d been lining up in my head vanished under the weight of a single, solid fact.

“Then I’ll start now.”

“…Haah. Okay.”

As Christina said it’s something that had to happen in the end.

It’s not like I could fake being sick and run away on the actual day of the assignment.

To be honest, if I’d been doing this alone, I probably would have run away.

But since I was in a party with Heroine No. 2, I couldn’t half-ass it.

It wasn’t about pride or dignity.

As was someone who thought I was the most useless person in the world. What pride or dignity would I even have?

No, it was about a promise.

A promise to completely cut ties with Christina once this assignment was over.

A promise that she wouldn’t worry about me—or rather, about Lee Seo-yeon—anymore.

Christina wasn’t stupid.

If I totally messed up this group project, she’d definitely have something to say about it.

That this wasn’t the time to worry about stupid promises when her grades were on the line.

That it was my fault her grades went down the drain.

And if that happened, I’d be dealing with even worse bullying and ridicule than before.

…How horrifying.

To avoid that kind of nightmare, I pulled out my dagger and faced the training monster that had appeared before me.

Grrr—

“…”

Strangely enough, I didn’t feel afraid at all.



There wasn’t a special reason why the original Seo-yeon used a dagger.

She simply didn’t have the physical strength to wield anything else.

Swords were too heavy for her to swing.

She couldn’t draw a bowstring.

And so on.

Other students at the academy might use mana to supplement their lack of strength and wield their weapons—but not Seo-yeon.

She was born, cursed by mana.

If she tried to use even a little, her body would immediately reject it.

So, out of all the weapons, Seo-yeon had chosen the dagger.

Even if people called her cowardly for attacking from behind, at least she wouldn’t drop her weapon mid-swing.

Shhk—

With a light slash, the monster before me vanished like a mirage.

I looked down at my hand for a moment.

What the hell. Was I always this strong?

Am I secretly the strongest in this world?

Of course, that little fantasy didn’t last long.

“Seo-yeon, that monster just now was a level one monster.”

Right, of course.

There’s no way I’d be the strongest or anything like that.

Just another empty daydream.

I was the only one who ever took those seriously.

No time to complain, though.

“Next is level two.”

As she spoke, the second monster materialized before me.

Grrrrng—

Even the growl sounded a bit different from the last one.

It definitely looked stronger than the previous monster.

…Though honestly, it wasn’t that big of a difference.

Whether it growled “grrrr” or “grrrrng,”

It was all the same to me.

Sorry to the instructors who probably worked hard on designing those sound effects.

Whoosh—

Just like before, I swung my dagger.

“…My hand.”

It was blocked as easily as I swung it.

Its hide was so tough that my right hand— which I used to swing the dagger—was left ringing from the impact.

GRRRRNG—!

The monster let out an angry-sounding roar, I looked at it and I muttered under my breath.

“Your Highness.”

“Yes?”

“Based on actual rankings… how strong are these things?”

In the novel, monsters were usually ranked by letter—

From F to S.

(TL note: S being the strongest and F being the weakest)

Like the rarity system in a simple mobile game.

The stronger the monster, the higher the letter.

“If it’s level two… I’d say F-rank, maybe?”

“…”

So I had just failed to kill one of the weakest monsters in existence.

Considering this was the empire’s most elite academy… this was kind of unbelievable.

Sure, I couldn’t use mana, but still—

This was just sad.

Just in case, I asked Christina another question.

“Then what about the one I beat earlier?”

“Level one monsters… usually aren’t even considered monsters.”

“…”

So basically, I’d just beaten up some random wild animal and felt good about it.

Bragging to myself like I was the strongest in the world… because I beat up a glorified squirrel or something.

“Seo-yeon? Your face just turned really red all of a sudden.”

“…”

“Are you feeling okay? If you’re sick, you need to tell me now.”

Her urgent concern only made me more embarrassed.

Stop.

I feel like I’m going to die of shame.

You never cared about my face before—so why are you suddenly acting like this now?

Trying to hide my bright red face, I forced myself to speak.

“…I’m fine.”

“Really? You’re not going to pass out again, are you?”

“I won’t, so don’t worry.”

Again, she says.

She was the one who knocked me out, and now she’s acting like I fainted on my own.

I felt a flicker of unfairness—but decided to let it go.

What could I even do about it?

If Her Highness said I fainted, then I fainted.

Of course. Obviously.

Nodding to myself, I picked up the dagger I’d almost dropped.

This time would be different from last time.

Honestly, I had no idea what would actually be different.

But still—this time would be different.

They say failure is the mother of success, right?

No way the second attempt would go the exact same way as the first.

…Hopefully.



(TL: Perspective shifts to Christina)

“…”

Christina sat quietly in her chair, watching Lee Seo-yeon train.

Seo-yeon fought much better than expected.

Though her first and second swings had done nothing to the monster, she didn’t back down.

And she wasn’t causing any more concern than earlier, when her face had suddenly turned red.

Compared to when they sparred, where she couldn’t even land a single proper strike, she was handling the monsters surprisingly well.

The only strange part was that she wasn’t using any mana at all.

“But I guess that’s not too weird.”

To Christina, these monsters weren’t just low-level—they were weak enough that she could beat them without mana, even with one hand tied behind her back.

So the fact that Seo-yeon was managing okay didn’t bother her too much.

“…But still. Why?”

That was the real question.

She was fighting monsters.

Unpredictable beings that could attack at any moment.

Creatures you had to be prepared to face at all times.

Even if they were low-ranked, a normal person would still feel at least a little fear.

Even Christina, second in the entire school, had been afraid the first time she saw a monster.

But there was none of that in Seo-yeon who was just wielding a dagger.

No fear of death. No fear at all, even though it should naturally exist within a human.

…As if she was declaring that “death” was no big deal to her.

“…Ha.”

A small, bitter laugh slipped from Christina’s lips.

She’d already had her suspicions.

But now, she was certain.

It was true.

Seo-yeon really was dying.

That time she said it—it wasn’t been a lie.

That’s why she could face these monsters without flinching.

Because she wasn’t afraid of death.

Because there was no reason to be.

How could someone who already knew they were going to die be afraid of it?

Just like how a shadow loses all power when you see what’s really casting it—

Seo-yeon had already seen death. And it didn’t scare her.

“…What am I supposed to do?”

Christina muttered.

There was nothing she could do for someone who already knew they were dying.

All she could do was keep her distance—and she hated how well she knew that.

True despair hits when you come face to face with your own limits.

Even for an imperial princess.

Despair is equal for everyone.

 

 





  
    Chapter 23: Self Realization
Believe it or not, but the mock battle training ended pretty successfully.

And of course, it was hard to believe.

Honestly, I couldn’t believe it either.

Who would’ve thought I could take down a stage 4 monster?

Christina said stage 4 monsters were basically the highest tier among E-rank ones.

So this should be enough for the group project, right?

Obviously, anything beyond that was too much for me.

After barely managing to defeat the stage 4 monster, a stage 5 monster showed up and knocked me out in one hit.

“Seo-yeon!”

Even now, I could still hear Christina’s urgent voice from when she was watching the situation from outside.

How badly must I have been flung for her to scream like that—especially when she normally couldn’t stand me?

Thankfully, since it was all virtual, I didn’t actually get hurt.

But still, the fact that Christina’s voice was laced with worry meant the situation looked seriously bad.

As I was thinking through all that, Christina spoke up beside me.

“Seo-yeon.”

“Yes? Did you call me?”

“Weren’t you scared of the monster?”

Heroine No. 2 asking out of nowhere whether I was scared of the monster.

Hmm. Was I scared?

I don’t think I was, really.

“No, I don’t think I was particularly scared.”

“…”

Christina’s face immediately stiffened at my answer.

What the—

Did I say something wrong?

Was I supposed to lie and say I was scared even if I wasn’t?

Seeing my expression start to freeze in real time, Christina finally relaxed her face a bit.

“…Ah, it’s nothing special. I was just curious.”

“Curious?”

“Most people, even if the monster is fake, feel fear when they see one for the first time.”

So she was just surprised I didn’t react like a typical first-timer to that terrifying monster.

Yeah, that made sense.

The monster earlier did look pretty threatening, just like Heroine No. 2 said.

Anyone seeing that thing for the first time would probably feel some fear.

‘…Why didn’t I feel scared?’

Not that I found the answer to my missing sense of fear.

It was strange.

I literally said it looked terrifying, and yet I wasn’t scared at all?

I couldn’t even use the excuse that it wasn’t real.

Like Christina said, even fake monsters can make a normal person scared.

“That is kind of strange.”

“Pardon?”

“If what Your Highness said is true, then I should’ve felt scared too, right?”

“…That’s right.”

“Hmm. It’s not like I’m abnormal or anything… What could be the problem?”

“…”

Christina gave me a look like she wanted to say, You? Of all people?

Suddenly, I felt unfairly judged.

Hey. Come on.

I’m pretty normal, aren’t I?

I mean, other than my hair changing color every day, and the fact that I die a little bit more every time it changes it’s color.

Oh, and I don’t have friends.

So now I’m off to have lunch with someone who probably hates me the most in the world.

…Okay. Yeah, maybe I’m not that normal.

No way.

I’m not abnormal, right?

I clutched my head in despair, and before I knew it, Christina—back to her usual calm expression—spoke to me again.

“Still, you fought better than I expected.”

“Me?”

“Yes. You surprised me a bit.”

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one shocked by my hidden strength.

Even Heroine No. 2 was genuinely surprised, judging by the look on her face.

“When we sparred, you could barely fight back… but taking down a stage 4 monster puts you among the better-performing first-year students.”

“…”

“I’m not lying. I was truly surprised.”

She was clearly complimenting me with those pretty lips of hers.

So why did it feel like a punch to the gut?

Honestly, I had plenty of excuses.

For one, my opponent during that spar was Heroine No. 2.

What was someone in the bottom ranks like me supposed to do against the academy’s second-best?

Also, I’ve developed this fear of passing out.

If I collapse like I did last time, I’m definitely getting locked up in the infirmary again.

I really don’t want that.

If they find out I was lying before, who knows what they’ll do to me?

So yeah, I had a lot of excuses.

“…You think so?”

“Yes, really. If you keep working hard, Seo-yeon, I’m sure your grades will improve steadily.”

I just couldn’t bring myself to say anything in front of Christina’s hopeful, childlike gaze.

How could I?

With her looking at me like that with her bright eyes?

‘I mean… I was kind of surprised myself.’

To be honest, Seo-yeon’s body handled monsters better than I expected, so I kind of agreed with what Christina said.

With this level of ability, it was hard to believe she was in the bottom ranks at the academy.

If only I could actually use magic properly, I might not be on Kim Soo-ho or his heroines’ level, but I could’ve done pretty well.

‘…If only I could use magic properly.’

But that was a pointless “what if.”

Because there’s no way I—Seo-yeon—can use magic properly.

The moment I use even a little, the side effects kick in.

Coughing up blood, dizziness, fainting… possibly even death.

How could anyone use magic with a body like this?

I should just be thankful I’m still alive.

“…”

For a second, I wondered if I was really meant to live out a full life like this—but I brushed it off.

Sure, let’s go with that.

As if someone like me would live to old age just by not using magic.

No way, that couldn’t be the case.

Might as well believe I’m stronger than Kim Soo-ho. That sounds more helpful to my life.

Self-justification—always a lifesaver.

It lets you believe you’re always right.

And isn’t that way better than constantly thinking you’re wrong?

Well, at least that’s how I see it.



(TL: Perspective shifts to Christina)

Christina wore a smile, but couldn’t smile.

Outside, she smiled brightly at the girl beside her, but inside, her expression was more shattered than anyone could imagine.

‘…She said she wasn’t scared.’

She had expected it.

She could tell when she watched Seo-yeon fight the virtual monster.

But hearing it come from Seo-yeon’s mouth hit different.

As if part of her heart broke right then.

And her instinct had been right.

Seo-yeon wasn’t afraid of the monster.

Because she already knew she was going to die.

Because she knew exactly when that day would come.

That was what terrified Christina the most.

It felt like Seo-yeon had no attachment to life.

Like she wouldn’t regret dying at any moment.

As if the life Christina had fought so hard to protect in the imperial palace meant nothing to this girl.

— “It’s not like I’m abnormal or anything… What could be the problem?”

What made it worse was that Seo-yeon didn’t even realize she wasn’t normal.

At the time, Christina made a weird face because the words were so ridiculous.

But now she understood.

Maybe Seo-yeon really didn’t know.

She’d lived this way for so long that everything she said or did felt normal to her.

And it wasn’t such a stretch to believe.

Christina had been the same.

Back in the palace her life was constantly threatened, she grew to distrust everyone around her at the academy because of that.

Even as the empire’s third princess.

If Christina had gone through that, how much worse would it have been for Seo-yeon, who grew up as an orphan?

Not to belittle her, but the level of education and experience between a princess and an orphan was worlds apart.

Seo-yeon was probably in a worse state than she had ever been.

So Christina made up her mind.

She would help Seo-yeon.

This unnamed illness could probably be healed with just one person’s help.

For her, that person that helped her trust others again had been Kim Soo-ho.

For Seo-yeon, she would become that person.

And once Seo-yeon realized something was wrong with her—just like Christina had—then her will to live would come back too.

When that happened, she’d help her once more.

Whatever illness Seo-yeon was suffering from, surely today’s advanced medical techniques could cure it.

Well—maybe not every illness.

But if Seo-yeon had something that serious, she wouldn’t even be standing here.

If it were truly that bad, she wouldn’t have been able to enroll in Starfrost Academy at all.

So she made up her mind.

“Seo-yeon.”

“Yes? Did you call me?”

To this girl who responded right away.

Who looked like she didn’t know a thing, but still held the emptiest eyes in the world—

Just like Kim Soo-ho had once become her light, she would become Seo-yeon’s.

Just like he had reached out to her when she was surrounded by people but still felt completely alone—

She would reach out to the girl in front of her, who thought it was only natural to be alone.

“…Never mind.”

“Sorry?”

“I called you by mistake. Go on ahead.”

“…Okay.”

And with that, she gave Seo-yeon a small smile.

A smile that, depending on the viewer, might look more frightening than reassuring.





  
    Chapter 24: Problem
Time passed quickly.

In the mornings, I pretended to pay attention in class from the back row.

After school, I trained with Heroine No. 2 at the student council’s exclusive training field.

A repetition of this routine occurred every single day.

I can’t say it wasn’t boring, but there were things I gained through that repetition.

For starters, I managed to defeat a level-5 magical beast without using mana.

It worked out eventually, somehow.

I spent all my free time after class doing just that—so maybe it was only natural.

Still, taking down a level-5 beast basically meant I defeated a lower-tier D-rank monster on my own.

That alone was something to be proud of.

From what I know, first-year academy students using mana can typically handle around D-rank magical beasts.

The fact that I brought down a lower D-rank beast with this trash body was a more impressive feat than I expected.

“Seo-yeon, you did it!”

“Me? I can probably take down something around lower C-rank though?”

······Of course, hearing Heroine No. 2 say that what I struggled to defeat was nothing to her did put a slight damper on things.

Still, it was an accomplishment worth celebrating.

Naturally, not everything was smooth sailing.

“…Soo-ho?”

“···.”

“······Tina? Seo-yeon?”

Every now and then, running into the protagonist at the training hall made me extremely uncomfortable.

It wasn’t Christina, who would smile brightly beside me, but Kim Soo-ho himself who still made me feel uneasy.

And understandably so—since the day I had an emotional outburst in front of him, we hadn’t exchanged a proper word.

To be more accurate, I had been avoiding him.

Kim Soo-ho, thinking I had misunderstood something, tried to talk to me.

“Sorry, but I don’t really have anything to say to you.”

Every time, I would leave Heroine No. 2 behind and hurry off.

There wasn’t a particular reason.

It was just hard to face the protagonist—no, Kim Soo-ho.

Maybe it was guilt from dumping all my emotions on him.

Or maybe it was resentment toward the Kim Soo-ho who let the original Seo-yeon die.

But one thing was clear:

I still wasn’t ready to face the protagonist properly.

And I wouldn’t be for a long time.

Maybe the day would come only after my hair turned completely white.

I wasn’t certain, but somehow, it felt like that would be the case.

“Seo-yeon, are you ready?”

“······Yes.”

Thinking that,

I once again swung my dagger—devoid of even a drop of mana—toward the magical beast before me.

Only one day remained before our group project was due.

There wasn’t a single problem in sight.



(TL: Perspective shifts to Kim Soo-ho)

Kim Soo-ho was walking slowly down a familiar path.

It felt like it had been ages since he last visited.

The orphanage where he and his closest friends had spent their childhood.

Usually, he’d visit with someone.

But today, he had felt the urge to come alone.

Creak—

As he opened the door and stepped inside, a familiar voice greeted him.

“…Soo-ho, is that you?”

“It’s been a while, Teacher.”

To someone like him, who had no parents, she was like a mother.

Back when the director and other teachers at the orphanage abused the children, she had been the only one who embraced them.

Now, she was the sole director and teacher remaining—Teacher Matilda welcomed him warmly.

“…Are the kids all asleep?”

“Yes. It’s nap time right now, so they’re all off in dreamland.”

He had worried when the children—who usually rushed to greet him—didn’t appear, but it turned out they were just napping.

He set aside the unnecessary worry he had briefly entertained.

“By the way, did you come alone today?”

“Yeah. Just me today.”

“You usually come with Sia. Something happen?”

“······Good question.”

That was a question he had already asked himself.

He usually visited with one of his childhood friends, so why had he come alone today?

It wasn’t because she was busy.

He and Han-Sia were in the same project team, and although they usually trained today, he had chosen not to set a schedule.

Whatever the reason, it was clear he had decided from the start to come alone today.

Teacher Matilda smiled gently, as if she understood everything.

“I’m sure you have your own reasons. I won’t pry.”

“···.”

“But making Sia upset doesn’t sound like a wise choice. Friends should always get along.”

She seemed worried that Sia might feel hurt.

But there was no way Sia even knew he was visiting today.

He came earlier than their usual schedule, and he’d be visiting again with her soon anyway.

Today would remain a secret between him and the teacher.

“Alright. Since you’re here, I’ll bring you something to eat.”

“I’m okay, really—”

“Just sit tight. Or I’ll let Sia know that our adorable Soo-ho was here.”

“···.”

That veiled threat pinned him to the chair.

He never imagined someone as angelic as Teacher Matilda would use such underhanded tactics.

“Haah.”

He sighed involuntarily at the unexpected situation.

He hadn’t planned to just peek in and leave, but receiving such warm hospitality now that he was older made him feel a little guilty.

“…Guess I’ll enjoy the view while I’m here.”

Now that it had come to this, he decided to soak in the orphanage atmosphere he hadn’t felt in a while.

A familiar feeling he once took for granted.

The orphanage that held many painful memories—and just as many fond ones.

And woven throughout that atmosphere were his childhood friends.

Han-Sia, who grew closer to him after that day.

Lee Seo-yeon, who had always been closest to him before that day.

Their precious memories were scattered throughout this place, still visible to this day.

…Even if things had fallen apart with one of them.

He hadn’t realized it then, but he could now.

That after that day—the day that defined his fate—his relationship with Seo-yeon had begun to change.

It was only natural.

As his magical talents emerged, he had less and less time.

Time spent with the friend he had known the longest naturally dwindled.

That’s when things started to shift.

He had pushed her away, using the fact that he was busy as an excuse.

Claimed he had too much to do.

And yet, Seo-yeon always smiled.

Though she had no special talent like him or Han-Sia, she made it into the academy purely through hard work.

And she always wanted to stay by his side.

Even though he had changed, she tried to remain close, like she still wanted to be with the ‘old’ him.

As if she had a reason—something special—that compelled her to stay near him.

“I… let her down.”

But he crushed that sincerity.

Using the excuse of being busy with projects.

Training.

New friends.

He’d decided she was a burden.

And that must’ve been when it started.

The day she stopped following him around.

The day she dyed her hair gray without a word.

The day she spewed cold, spiky words to him.

Could someone like him even claim to be her friend?

“Soo-ho, do you think I look okay?”

Could he even ask if she was alright, when she looked at him with those empty, lifeless eyes?

He wouldn’t have asked.

It was obvious without even needing to think.

He was a coward.

Too afraid to speak, in case things were broken beyond repair.

His thoughts grew heavier, sinking deeper—

“…Soo-ho? Kim Soo-ho?”

The warm voice that brought him back came with a cup of hot chocolate.

“…Yes?”

“What were you thinking so hard about? Here’s your favorite hot chocolate.”

“…Thank you, Teacher.”

He hadn’t even noticed her calling him.

He must’ve really been lost in thought.

His cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

“I heard Sia’s doing well. What about Seo-yeon? Is she doing alright?”

“…Seo-yeon?”

“Seo-yeon used to send me a letter once a month, but she hasn’t been sending me any for a while now.”

He hesitated for a moment.

Should he really tell her what he’d seen?

Seo-yeon’s changed state wasn’t something easily put into words.

After a long internal debate, he decided to be honest.

Even if they’d grown apart, Teacher Matilda was still close to Seo-yeon.

He figured it would be okay.

Clang—

“…What… did you just say?”

“Teacher?”

“Soo-ho. What did you just say? I think I misheard. Can you repeat that?”

She trembled so violently she dropped the glass she was holding.

“You said… Seo-yeon dyed her hair… what color?”

“She dyed it gray recently—”

“…Haha. So it’s finally happened… finally…”

Thud—

“…Teacher Matilda?”

“…”

“Teacher!”

Leaving behind the weighty word “finally,” the teacher collapsed.

Even when the paramedics arrived.

Even when Soo-ho had to return to the academy for his group project—

She didn’t wake up.

Problems always came in bunches.

With no regard for the one forced to face them.





  
    Chapter 25: Mock Dungeon
What is a dungeon?

A strange place from which monsters began to emerge at some point in time.

Its size and rank are generally determined by the grade of monsters that appear within.

And depending on where it manifests, its level of importance is decided.

If a dungeon appears in a place with a lot of people, it’s classified as highly important.

If it appears somewhere with few people, it’s less important.

After evaluating all these various conditions, a dungeon’s importance and rank are set.

And most students who enroll in the academy after graduation are deployed as personnel to deal with these dungeons.

‘Probably.’

······That’s roughly what Kim Soo-ho had once muttered to himself.

I was recalling it from memory.

Now, if I were to explain it in my own words—

In simple terms, it was all up to the writer’s whims.

If the writer wanted to throw the protagonist and heroines into chaos, a high-ranked dungeon would show up.

If they just wanted a slice-of-life event to pass by, then a low-ranked dungeon would appear.

Dungeons in fantasy novels were just convenient tools that could be used however the writer pleased when they run out of material.

A handy substitute for when the author ran out of ideas.

And the reason I was grumbling about the author like this was simple.

“Next up. Party leader Christina Valentine, party member Lee Seo-yeon.”

“Seo-yeon, it’s our turn.”

“······Yes.”

Even though this was a mock dungeon created by the academy, I was about to step into it.

‘Ah.’

‘Is this for real?’

‘Seriously, is this for real?’

To be honest, I really didn’t want to go in.

No—I absolutely did not want to.

If Christina hadn’t asked me to team up with her, I probably would’ve just given up.

It’s not like I could do this group assignment alone.

And it’s not like there’s some angelic classmate willing to partner with me.

I would’ve just told the supervising teacher I couldn’t find a party member and taken the lowest score.

As long as I avoided getting expelled, it was fine.

So long as I didn’t get kicked out of the academy, my grades didn’t matter.

That was the mindset I had.

I’d already accepted giving up.

“Seo-yeon, are you ready?”

“···.”

The reason I couldn’t give up was purely because of Christina.

For one thing, we had agreed she wouldn’t concern herself with me after this assignment.

I couldn’t be the reason someone like her—such an important character in the story—got a bad grade.

I couldn’t ruin a major heroine’s future just because of some extra like me, someone who’d die before long anyway.

Of course, if someone said, “Didn’t Christina volunteer to be your partner?”—I’d have no counter to that.

But the decision had already been made.

And once something happened, someone had to take responsibility for it.

Even if I wasn’t the cause.

“······Let’s go.”

Because responsibility is, without a doubt, the most important word in this world.

And so, I had to take responsibility.

Even if I didn’t want to.



“······It’s dark.”

That was my first impression after stepping into the mock dungeon.

It was literally just dark.

If it weren’t for the flashlight the instructor had given us beforehand, we wouldn’t have been able to take a single proper step.

“Hmm. I heard the dungeon changes shape depending on the party entering… Looks like we got the cave type.”

“···.”

“Well, still better than the underwater type, right?”

Heroine No. 2 smiled faintly as she tried to stay positive.

But was that really what she believed?

Or was she just pretending to be upbeat to shake off the heavy mood?

Probably the latter.

There might not be a mirror, but I knew full well I didn’t look the least bit cheerful right now.

Still, there was nothing I could do.

I didn’t want this.

It’s not like I came here because I wanted to.

I was just a student forced into it because of an assignment.

And I didn’t know how to hide my expression.

Probably.

Ssss—

“······Seo-yeon.”

While I was silently grumbling to myself, I heard something crawling along the ground, followed by Christina’s voice.

“Is it a monster?”

“Seems like it.”

“What kind?”

Just like dungeons are divided into various types and ranks, monsters also come in different classes and forms.

First, there are beast-type monsters.

They’re the most basic kind and also the most frequently encountered.

To put it simply, they’re just regular wild animals that have mutated due to dungeon mana or external magic.

They’re the most common because the conditions for their appearance are easy to meet.

In fact, all the virtual monsters I’ve trained against in the training grounds so far were beast-types.

That’s why the academy focuses on teaching us about those first.

If the monster about to appear in front of us was a simple beast-type, that’d be ideal.

“From the sound alone, it doesn’t seem like a normal animal.”

“······That’s… unfortunate.”

Unfortunately, Christina informed me that it didn’t sound like a beast-type.

What a crappy life.

Why can’t things just go right for once?

I mean, couldn’t the world cut me some slack just this once?

Aside from beast-types, there were two more general categories of monsters.

Of course, technically there were more, but on a broader scale, you could classify them into two.

Insect-types and humanoid-types.

And I knew for a fact that humanoid monsters started at a minimum of B-rank.

Which left us with one option—

Insect-types.

No matter how fake this mock dungeon was, the academy wouldn’t throw B-rank monsters at first-year students.

Even if I wasn’t too fond of it, Starfrost Academy wouldn’t do anything that endangered its students.

So to summarize—

Whatever was making those crawling sounds in the dark was likely an insect-type monster.

“Insect-type, right?”

“That’s what it sounds like.”

Christina nodded, as if she agreed.

Her body was trembling ever so slightly, revealing her own nervousness.

‘······Even if it’s just D-rank, she’s that nervous?’

For a moment, I wondered if that trembling was really just from nerves.

But I stopped thinking about it.

I mean, come on.

Even second-ranked students are still human. Of course she’d be nervous.

In truth, the weird one here wasn’t Christina, it was me.

I could hear the monster crawling right up to us, and yet I wasn’t shaking—I was completely calm.

Like I wasn’t scared of what was about to happen.

Like I knew nothing would change even after this was over.

Like I fully believed that nothing would happen to us.

Even knowing this was a mock dungeon, this level of calmness was… unnatural.

“Seo-yeon, aren’t you scared?”

“···.”

Christina, ranked second in the entire school, actually asked me that.

Since I couldn’t say I wasn’t scared at all, I faked a little tremble and answered.

“······Yeah, I’m scared.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Honestly, I was hoping it’d be a beast-type… Now I’m seriously thinking about going to see our instructor.”

“···.”

At that, Heroine No. 2 gave me a rather unreadable expression.

What?

Be honest—you’ve thought the same thing.

Every time a test feels unfair, don’t you want to go find the person who made it?

It’s not just me.

“······Sigh. Seo-yeon, you really need to be more careful with your words.”

“Huh? Me?”

“Yes. What if the evaluators are listening to us right now—”

Christina’s words trailed off.

Ssss—

The monster that had only been making noise in the darkness until now had finally crawled close enough to see.

Shing—

Both Christina and I instinctively drew our weapons.

No one had to say a word—it just happened naturally.

A dagger and a longsword glinted faintly in the dark, pointed toward the enemy.

“Aaah!”

But what we heard wasn’t a monster’s cry.

‘······Huh? Wait.’

‘A human scream?’

Well, it wasn’t me who screamed. That only left one suspect.

“······Your Highness?”

“Aaaaah!”

The same person who’d been calmly briefing me just moments ago—second-ranked student Christina—was now the one screaming.

‘Wait, what…?’

Just as I was wondering what had gotten into her, a piece of memory flashed through my mind alongside her strange behavior.

“Tina’s terrified of centipedes. I need to protect her here.”

That was a line from Kim Soo-ho, the protagonist, where he mentioned Heroine No. 2 had a trauma about centipedes.

And—how unfortunate.

The monsters before us now were insect-types.

Ones that looked exactly like centipedes.

The same kind that the protagonist specifically said Christina was afraid of.

······Haha

I swear, once this is over, I’m tracking down the instructor who put our party in this dungeon.

I’m seriously not letting this go.

I might even use magic.

Gripping my cold dagger once more, I vowed revenge.





  
    Chapter 26: Mock Dungeon (2)
Sss—

Centipede-like monsters began to creep toward me.

As if calculating.

As if they were assessing whether they could take me down.

Step by step, precisely.

Slowly, but surely.

They were gradually closing the circle around me.

Shhk—

I slashed one of their heads clean off.

Swinging the dagger didn’t even require a wide motion.

Just a moment.

With just a single moment of focus, I could slice a monster’s head right off.

The training I went through for this assignment was finally paying off.

Even if their forms were different,

Both were fake monsters—

Not real.

Shhk—

Once decapitated, their forms immediately dissolved.

This must be what they meant by ‘realistic simulation.’

Because in reality, a monster would also die if it lost its head like that.

Monsters weren’t so different from humans.

One brief moment, one small mistake—

And their lives could be lost just the same.

The only real difference was probably in their goals.

Humans kill monsters to protect themselves or someone else.

Monsters kill humans for the sole purpose of killing humans.

I didn’t know why.

Even as someone who reincarnated into this novel, I had no way of knowing.

Because the author decided it that way.

Because the creator of this world had set the rules like that.

Monsters existed simply as a device to make the main characters suffer.

And those who died to monsters were simply a device to awaken those same protagonists.

That was how it was meant to be from the start.

Monsters exist to kill humans.

Humans exist to kill monsters in order to protect themselves.

Extras exist to die for the sake of the protagonists and heroines.

“···.”

My eyes grew cold.

Even though one of their own had vanished right before them.

The centipede-like monsters continued crawling toward me.

Should I praise the academy for making this part disturbingly realistic?

According to the original Kim Soo-ho,monsters don’t care about their own lives.

As long as they can kill the human in front of them.

As long as they can kill the moving human right before their eyes.

Whether their own head is gone, or their comrades disappear beside them, they don’t care.

They hunt humans with a single-minded purpose.

Shhk—

That pissed me off.

The way they treated their own lives like they meant nothing felt strangely familiar.

Yeah.

In a way, I—no, Lee Seo-yeon—was more like a monster than a human.

Just to be beside Kim Soo-ho, she enrolled in an academy she shouldn’t have been able to enter.

Just to be beside Kim Soo-ho, she forged documents she couldn’t have passed otherwise.

To avoid expulsion, she pushed her body beyond limits, recklessly using magic without caring about the toll.

All of it, just to be beside Kim Soo-ho.

Shhk—

Of course, I wasn’t that different either.

It’s not like I particularly valued my own life.

Even if I died right now—

Even if I died this very instant, I probably wouldn’t care much.

The only real difference was that I had no goal.

Monsters had the goal of killing humans.

The original Lee Seo-yeon had the goal of staying beside Kim Soo-ho.

But I … I had nothing.

I kept repeating how I wanted to get expelled, but honestly, I was just trying to avoid the hassle that would come if I actually did get expelled.

I was just living.

With no goals,with no effort.

Because I couldn’t find a reason to die.

Because I couldn’t find a reason that specifically said I had to die.

So I couldn’t die.

I was alive simply because I couldn’t die.

Shhk—

Even I found it unnatural.

Normally, the protagonist of a reincarnation story would have a goal.

They’d use their knowledge of the original to dominate this world, or save characters who were originally fated to die.

Even if they didn’t go against the plot, they’d at least try to survive in the changed world.

But I didn’t.

No—I refused to.

The reason was simple.

I couldn’t find a reason to do it.

Because I knew nothing would change.

Because I already knew that no matter how hard I tried, nothing would change.

Now that I think about it,

I did try, in my own way.

Maybe someone brought me here to resolve the regrets of the original Lee Seo-yeon.

So I tried approaching Kim Soo-ho and the others.

In the same way as the original Lee Seo-yeon—or maybe just a little differently.

But the result was obvious.

They already had their preconceptions, and they didn’t see me any differently.

They treated me no differently than the original Lee Seo-yeon.

Shhk—

Of course they didn’t.

I looked exactly the same. Nothing about me had changed.

But knowing something is expected and accepting it are two different things.

I couldn’t accept it.

I wasn’t Lee Seo-yeon.

I wasn’t the Lee Seo-yeon you all knew.

I wasn’t obsessive.

I just wanted to be friends.

So why won’t you see me for who I really am?

Why won’t you understand how I truly feel?

Unable to accept reality, I pathetically questioned it.

Shhk—

And then I gave up.

And then I realized.

No matter what I did,

they wouldn’t change.

Kim Soo-ho’s childhood friend—nothing more than an extra—

was fated to die, and that would never change.

I started dozing off in lectures I once paid attention to.

The bullying from the heroine’s followers, which I used to resist, I began to let slide.

I stopped writing letters to the orphanage where Kim Soo-ho and Lee Seo-yeon grew up.

At first, I wrote them because it felt like something the original Lee Seo-yeon would do.

But I eventually realized there was no real reason to continue.

The kind handwriting from the teacher named Matilda—

those letters weren’t meant for me.

They were for the past Lee Seo-yeon, who always smiled brightly.

Not for someone like me, who didn’t even know how to smile naturally.

Shhk—

The protagonist is loved by everyone.

Shhk—

I’m not the protagonist.

Shhk—

So I’m not loved.

No one would argue with that.

Not even me.

Just like water flows from higher to lower areas.

Just like the sun rises in the east and sets in the west.

Shhk—

It was only natural.



Shhk—

Even the last remaining centipede monster collapsed before my dagger.

“······Is it over?”

I muttered the one line I absolutely shouldn’t have said,

but nothing else happened.

Good.

Honestly, the moment I said it, I regretted it.

“Princess?”

“···.”

Heroine No. 2, who had been screaming nonstop, didn’t respond.

She must’ve fainted.

Well, she had been screaming her lungs out.

I’d probably have passed out too if I were her.

It wasn’t part of the original plan—I was supposed to ride on Heroine No. 2’s elite carry.

But in the end, I handled everything myself.

I didn’t really mind.

Christina probably had no idea centipede-like monsters would show up in the mock dungeon.

I understood.

Trauma isn’t something you can overcome with logic alone.

Even so, I wasn’t particularly curious about Christina’s centipede trauma.

She probably went through something.

Not really my business.

Whatever the process was, things ended fine in the end.

Well, maybe there was one thing I was curious about.

“······Who was it?”

The one behind all this.

The face of the person who made me suffer this much.

Like I said before, Starfrost Academy requires you to list all your weaknesses upon admission.

Even traumas. Even food you hate.

That included Christina.

She definitely would’ve noted her phobia of centipedes.

And yet, the monsters in this dungeon were centipede-like.

This couldn’t have happened unless someone intentionally forced them in here, supposedly to help cure her trauma.

And the academy, which manages its elite students meticulously,

would never allow something like that to happen by accident.

“······It was deliberate.”

This was someone’s calculated attempt to harm Christina.

I didn’t fail to understand the motive.

Being an imperial princess meant she was a target of admiration—but also jealousy and envy.

I could understand someone trying to harm her.

“······But why is it so sloppy?”

For a plan designed to hurt a princess, it had way too many holes.

There’s no way the person who set this up didn’t know this assignment was a group project.

No way they assumed Christina would team up with weaklings—

······Wait.

Did I just imply I’m not weak?

Fwoosh—

My face flushed red.

Embarrassing.

I only said it to myself, but it was still embarrassing.

Even if the only one around was the unconscious Heroine No. 2, it was still embarrassing.

What am I, someone with cringe-worthy chuunibyou?

(TL note: Chuunibyou ( middle-school-second-year syndrome) is a Japanese slang term, often used in anime and manga culture, that describes the often edgy or pretentious behavior of early adolescents who want to stand out and have convinced themselves they have hidden knowledge or secret powers.)

I really just said, “You thought my level was only this low?” Just now?

I shook my head as hard as I could, trying to cool my face.

Back to the point.

Anyway, back to the point.

The person who planned this must’ve expected Christina’s party to take care of the monsters even if she was out of commission.

As embarrassing as it is to say out loud—

Did they really think this little mess was enough to stop us—

Thud—

“···.”

Hm?

What was that sound just now?

Since this was a cave-type dungeon, maybe a stalactite fell?

I tried to think positively, but—

unfortunately, my denial didn’t last very long.

From within the darkness, something began to take shape, growing larger by the second.

And soon, it revealed itself.

“······A golem?”

A golem.

A real one.

Not an illusion, not a fake—

a genuine golem made of stone or metal, like the ones in fantasy novels or games.

The kind that protects villages when stationed.

Thud—

Crack—

Definitely not a fake.

Judging by how the ground shattered with each step, it was very real.

Ah.

Shouldn’t have said that line earlier.

Why did I trigger a death flag for no reason?

Sighing lightly, I gripped my dagger once again.

Unlike the past when the dagger was always gray,

a faint blue glow now circled around the blade.





  
    Chapter 27: Mock Dungeon (3)
Christina Valentine is afraid of centipedes.

It wasn’t particularly special or surprising.

It’s common for girls around this age to be scared of creepy creatures like centipedes.

I’m scared of them too.

If one suddenly pops out while I’m in the shower, I might end up running out of the room naked without even realizing it.

If a centipede showed up out of nowhere like that, anyone would be startled and run.

“······Trauma.”

It’s just that, for Christina, it was far worse.

It wasn’t a simple matter of fear.

Mere fear alone can’t paralyze someone’s reason.

This was trauma.

A horrifying affliction built upon the worst memories a human could have.

Trauma is a serious illness.

When triggered, it awakens past memories and renders rational thought impossible.

Just look at heroine number two lying unconscious over there—

She had completely forgotten all dignity and screaming like a crazy person.

Humans are animals accustomed to thinking.

Which also means, without thought, humans are no different from animals.

Trauma forcibly takes away that ability to think.

······Of course, since the aftereffects are so severe, it’s not easy to develop one in the first place.

Trauma doesn’t form easily.

Most people go their entire lives without even brushing against the concept of it.

I mean, look at me—I have a terminal illness, but no trauma.

That’s how unlikely it is for the average person to develop one.

“······So she’s not an average person.”

And that meant Christina Valentine hadn’t lived an average life.

Even Kim Soo-ho, who grew up abused in an orphanage, didn’t have inner lying trauma.

But Christina Valentine, a princess of the empire raised in luxury, had one.

There was definitely something I didn’t know.

At least, nothing about Christina’s past had been revealed in the parts I read.

I’m not sure, but it was probably something like that.

Power struggles—a common theme in medieval fantasy novels.

The emperor’s children fighting over succession, that sort of thing.

In one of those power struggles, she must’ve ended up with a trauma involving centipedes.

You don’t choose to get trauma—it just happens.

“···.”

Honestly, I felt a little sorry for her.

It meant the empire’s princess, who should’ve grown up loved, had been dragged into a brutal life of political strife since she was young.

“······Not that it matters.”

But that was as far as my sympathy went.

I wasn’t particularly curious about why Christina had trauma.

“What’s she to me anyway.”

Christina and I had no relationship.

We weren’t close friends, or people who could trust and rely on each other.

We were nothing.

Well, if anything, she was the bully and I was the victim.

······Of course, that’s not exactly what you’d call a good relationship.

Christina and I were just a passing connection.

Once this group assignment was over, we’d never have to see each other again.

Because we made a promise.

A promise to stop caring about me. No—about Seo-yeon.

I made that clear.

I told her directly, in no uncertain terms.

Kaang—

“······Kugh.”

And that’s why I was coughing up blood while fighting this damn golem.

To protect heroine number two, still passed out cold.

To protect the ringleader of the bullying and the ostracization I suffered.

If Christina died to the golem here,

She wouldn’t be able to keep her promise to stop caring about me.

Christina couldn’t die here.

A corpse can’t keep a promise.

A promise must be kept.

No matter what.

Even if I die because of it.

The promise had to be kept, no matter what.

Ting—

“···.”

Seriously, this thing is disgustingly tough.

Even using magic barely left a scratch—what the hell am I supposed to do?

At this rate, I’ll die from blood loss first.



(TL: The scene changes to a flashback)

Christina Valentine was a princess.

– “Should we get rid of her?”

– “Do we really need to? She’s just a dumb **** with no backing.”

– “······No need, I suppose.”

She was a problem child who lived under constant death threats from her older siblings.

She was full of problems.

At least, from the imperial court’s perspective.

A stupid girl born of imperial blood who had no ambition for the throne.

A foolish girl whose only dream was to live happily with her mother, not to conquer the empire.

In the imperial palace, she was a truly alien presence.

And alien things always stood out.

– “Kyaaa!”

–” Why is the Empire’s third princess scared of something as small as a centipede?”

When her half-sisters confirmed that she had no desire for the throne,

They started treating her like a toy.

They beat her under the pretense of “training.”

They slipped bugs into her bed while she slept.

Things no ordinary person would consider a prank.

Her sisters carried out those acts without the slightest guilt.

–” Tsk. You’re not a child.”

The only mercy was that the crown prince—her half-brother—never laid a hand on her.

He wasn’t particularly kind or warm,

But at least he didn’t torment her like the others did.

And that was fortunate for her.

Because her sisters’ “pranks” grew worse over time.

If the crown prince had joined in, she wouldn’t have survived.

In truth, it was already unbearable.

If not for her frail but ever-loving mother, she wouldn’t have endured it.

– “Tina, are you here?”

The mother who always welcomed her with that soft nickname.

Without her, Christina might have given up on life long ago.

So she dreamed.

She didn’t care about the throne—she just wanted to live happily with her mother.

In a small, warm home.

Cooking meals together and enjoying peace.

That was her dream.

–” Oh, is your little sister here?”

– “······Mother?”

– “Who knew centipede venom was that strong? Sorry. It was supposed to be a prank.”

And the day that dream shattered completely—

She developed a centipede trauma.

A trauma so deep, even seeing one caused her to lose consciousness.

She fled the imperial palace.

In that place where the strong torment the weak, and no one even notices the weak.

She couldn’t survive anymore.

Even after fleeing to Starfrost Academy, she tried her best to act like she was okay.

The perfect princess.

A flawless princess with not a single blemish.

She couldn’t show any weakness.

The moment she did, someone would pounce on her —just like her sisters did.

– “Is something wrong?”

– “Hey, I’m Kim Soo-ho. You’re Christina, right? Mind if I call you Tina?”

Then she met Kim Soo-ho.

The first person since her mother to call her by that nickname.

She couldn’t let him go.

He was the first to look at her with warmth since her mother.

She didn’t care about his background.

She was already sick of being a princess.

All she wanted was for someone to look at her.

To call her “Tina” with warmth.

That’s what she thought was right.

She thought it was finally okay to be happy after all the suffering.

She thought it was okay to push away anything that stood between her and happiness with Kim Soo-ho.

She believed she had earned the right to be happy now.

She accepted it like that.

Never imagining that quick acceptance would lead to regret just as quickly.



(TL: Perspective shifts to Christina)

Bloodstains.

The first thing she saw when she regained consciousness was bright red blood.

“······Seo-yeon?”

“Ah, you’re awake now?”

Seo-yeon was bleeding.

From her arms, her legs, her mouth.

A wreck.

There was no better word to describe the condition Seo-yeon’s body was in.

“Why······. But I thought…”

She was confused.

This group assignment was just a mock dungeon—there shouldn’t be any reason to bleed.

Even if she fought imaginary monsters while unconscious, there should’ve been no injuries.

“······Kugh.”

What Seo-yeon was coughing up was blood.

Blood that looked like it could end her life any moment.

“What is this······. Is that a golem?”

Only then did she notice the collapsed golem beside Seo-yeon.

Still bleeding, Seo-yeon spoke.

“Looks like the princess has more enemies than I thought. I mean, someone threw that thing into our group project.”

“You fought that thing?”

“Yeah, well. I did beat it. ······Oh.”

Sway—

Seo-yeon’s body swayed, like she didn’t even have the strength to speak.

“······I’ll call a teacher. Just hold on.”

Startled, she rushed to support Seo-yeon and pulled out the communication orb they’d received before entering.

“It’s no use.”

“What?”

“Whoever it was, they blocked all magic from leaving this place.”

“······No way.”

“The only way is to clear the dungeon.”

“Then let’s hurry and clear—”

“Wait. Just a second.”

Seo-yeon stopped her as she tried to run toward the clear gate.

“I… I really did my best.”

“······What?”

“So, please. Keep your promise.”

“···.”

“You promised.”

With blood still dripping from her mouth.

Dragging a broken body that looked like it might collapse any second.

With those terrifyingly hollow gray eyes, showing nothing inside.

As if nothing else in the world mattered.

As if she’d fought all this time just for this.

She whispered in a slow, firm voice.

And then she understood.

······Ah.

You didn’t fight to protect me.

You fought for that promise—to cut ties with me after this project.

You fought so hard just to end things between us.

And realizing that hurt far more than expected.

“Ah. I guess I overdid it.”

“······Seo-yeon.”

“I feel dizzy.”

“Seo-yeon!”

Thud—

With that final complaint about dizziness, Seo-yeon collapsed into her arms.

Wearing an expression of strange relief.

A look of complete ease that weighed heavily on the one who saw it.

And just like that, Christina Valentine’s mock dungeon group project came to an end.





  
    Chapter 28: Side Story Peaceful Orphanage
“This way, over here!”

“I’m coming!”

The playground of the orphanage was filled with the cheerful voices of children running around excitedly.

Matilda sat quietly on a chair, watching the bright, smiling faces of the children.

Each and every one of those children had a story.

From the child she found after hearing a knock and discovering them abandoned at the front door—

To the ones whose parents personally handed them over, saying they couldn’t raise them, and irresponsibly left.

She was the only one taking care of the children who had been abandoned by their parents’ neglect and indifference.

There were no other teachers.

Strictly speaking, there had been, but it was more accurate to say they didn’t exist anymore.

After Soo-ho and Sia awakened and began attending the academy in earnest,

The corrupt orphanage director and the other teachers—who committed misdeeds like it was second nature—had all been fired.

Now, she alone cared for the abandoned children with love as the orphanage’s only remaining head.

“······I hope he’s not worrying.”

While lost in memories of the past, a more recent incident came to mind.

Not long ago, when Soo-ho had visited the orphanage alone after a long while, she had suddenly collapsed in front of him.

– “Miss Matilda!”

She could still hear the boy’s voice, calling out to her right before she fainted.

He was such a kind and considerate child to begin with.

She couldn’t help but wonder if that incident might be affecting his life at the academy.

Even Sia, who had earned the nickname ‘saint’ after enrolling, was like that.

But Soo-ho was no less kindhearted than Sia.

Before the orphanage’s restructuring, when the other teachers were being violent toward the children, he stood in their way.

When the corruption led to budget shortages and all the children were going hungry, he shared his own meals with the others.

A child who always put others before himself.

Of all the people she had ever met, he was the one most fitting of the name ‘Soo-ho.’

And yet, Matilda did not blame her past self for collapsing in front of such a child.

“······Seo-yeon.”

That was how shocking the story Soo-ho had told her was.

Seo-yeon’s hair color had changed.

It was a simple sentence—neither lengthy nor exaggerated—stating only the clear fact.

A sentence that meant one child was about to be erased from this world.

She didn’t think it was just a simple dye job.

The Seo-yeon she knew had never once even tried to decorate herself—she was too kind and foolish for that.

– “She must never use magic.”

–” If she ever does…”

– “Her body will begin to malfunction, and eventually, she’ll die.”

She still remembered the words of the doctor who had examined Seo-yeon, urgently pleading with her.

At the same time, she also remembered the hopeful words: as long as Seo-yeon didn’t use magic, she could live a normal life.

······As long as she didn’t use magic.

But there was no way Seo-yeon could keep that promise after forcing her way to the academy.

She had already known this future would come.

When Seo-yeon had tearfully begged her to let her go to the academy, she had already anticipated hearing news like this one day.

Even so, she had dared to hope.

That Seo-yeon would give up on Soo-ho and Sia.

It was a cruel thought, but Seo-yeon could never catch up to them.

That’s just how innate talent worked.

An ordinary person who relied solely on effort could never match a genius who combined talent with effort.

Seo-yeon was the former.

Soo-ho and Sia were the latter.

Cold as it was, it would have been the right decision for Seo-yeon to give up on chasing after them.

It would have been the wise and rational choice.

But Seo-yeon didn’t give up.

She pushed her fragile body—one that would react violently even to slight use of magic—and forced herself to pass the academy’s entrance exam.

And when she returned, covered in blood from vomiting, clutching her admission letter…

Seeing her in that state, Matilda wept more bitterly than anyone in the world.

She was so proud.

So heartbroken.

She had worked so hard.

That small girl had worked so tirelessly with her tiny hands.

All for one goal—to keep up with her friends.

Why was the world giving such a child nothing but trials?

It felt like the entire world was trying to block her path.

–” Seo-yeon, are you sure about this?”

– “Don’t worry, Miss Matilda.”

– “······Alright. Then I’ll believe in you, Seo-yeon.”

So, Matilda became the child’s only supporter—not an obstacle.

Even if this choice would ultimately lead to the child’s death.

Even if, to truly wish for the child’s happiness, she should have tried to stop her.

Someone had to be on the child’s side.

If even she blocked Seo-yeon’s path, there would be no one left beside the girl.

As her guardian.

As her teacher.

As someone who loved Seo-yeon more than anyone.

She signed the forged academy admission form that would eventually kill Seo-yeon.

It was a contradiction.

A cruel, horrifying contradiction.

And she knew that better than anyone.



At first, everything was fine.

– “Miss Matilda! It’s me, Seo-yeon!”

– “Today, we learned how to control mana!”

– “It’s not very useful for me, of course······.”

– “But it’s okay! I just have to try harder, right?”

The letters from her small child always captured the image of the lively girl she knew so well.

She even seemed more cheerful than when she was at the orphanage.

Though Matilda had raised them with love, the academy was undeniably a better place for children to grow up.

The letters were filled with Seo-yeon’s excitement over new surroundings and meeting new people.

As more of those letters arrived, Matilda slowly began to feel at ease.

‘See? Nothing’s wrong.’

It was all just needless anxiety.

Her choice to sign that letter of admission hadn’t been a mistake.

She kept reassuring herself, as if casting a spell to calm her own fears.

Seo-yeon’s letters continued after that.

Some days, they were about regular academy classes.

Other days, about how much fun she had spending time with Soo-ho.

Other days, cute, innocent confessions about how jealous she felt over the new girls hanging around Soo-ho.

The little postscript that said “Don’t show this part to Soo-ho!” never failed to make Matilda smile.

She had known for a long time that Seo-yeon liked Soo-ho.

It would’ve been strange if she didn’t.

Matilda, who had loved all the children in the orphanage, could hardly be unaware of the bond between those childhood friends.

Even though their relationship had changed somewhat after Soo-ho and Sia awakened their powers…

She still understood Seo-yeon’s feelings better than anyone.

Of course, Matilda’s educational philosophy meant she never directly interfered in their personal relationships.

But secretly rooting for Seo-yeon had never been a lie.

And so, the exchange of letters went on.

But then, at some point, the intervals between Seo-yeon’s letters began to grow longer.

At first, she didn’t think much of it.

Letters from Soo-ho and Sia had mentioned that midterms were coming up.

And knowing Seo-yeon had to work harder than anyone else due to her inability to use magic…

She figured Seo-yeon was just busy.

Busy studying hard.

That’s what she thought, and so she didn’t worry too much.

–” Hello, Miss Matilda.”

It wasn’t long before she realized that had been a terrible mistake.

It was a letter that arrived just like any other.

The same mailman, the same delivery, the same process.

But its contents were completely different.

It didn’t have any of Seo-yeon’s usual traits.

The handwriting was too neat. The sentences felt strangely distant.

It felt like someone else had written it in her place—

Using cursive, and only signing it with the name “Lee Seo-yeon.”

And that was when Matilda should’ve realized something was wrong.

Instead of dismissing it with thoughts like,

‘She’s just growing up now.’

‘Maybe she wanted to sound more mature.’

She should’ve tried to find out what was really going on.

She should’ve figured it out and offered help as Seo-yeon’s supporter.

But she didn’t.

Not until an entire month passed without a single letter—

And Soo-ho arrived at the orphanage alone, wearing a calm expression, to deliver the shocking news.

“······No.”

That was when she realized what she had done.

She had pushed a child who could have lived a long life straight into death.

Instead of telling her not to climb a tree she could never reach, she had encouraged her, cheering from the side.

The contradiction she had once thought horrifying…

Had finally come back to her.

In the form of the death of the child she cherished most.

In the form of a cold letter from the child who used to smile more brightly than anyone.

“······Seo-yeon.”

But regret, when it comes too late, means nothing.

All she could do now was remain, as always—

The orphanage’s sole, peaceful teacher.

The orphanage she sat in was just as peaceful as ever today.

Disgustingly so.

Peaceful.

 





  
    Chapter 29: Ominous Premonition
There was once a girl.

A pure-hearted girl who always greeted people with a bright smile.

The girl didn’t have any remarkable talent like her friends.

The girl didn’t have a healthy body like her friends.

Even so, she always smiled brightly.

Because even without talent, happiness was by her side.

Because even without health, her friends were by her side.

Besides, even if she wasn’t healthy, she could still live a normal life as long as she lived quietly.

So she never voiced any complaints about the illness she had.

There were surely others who had it harder than she did.

Unlike her, who had happiness and friends, there must be many who didn’t even have those.

So she smiled.

A girl like her was probably someone happy.

Compared to others, she was likely happier.

For the sake of those who brought happiness into her life, she always welcomed them with a bright smile.

Even as the world slowly changed and left only her behind.

Even when the friend who had always been by her side gradually drifted away.

She tried her best to smile as brightly as she could.

Because that was her role.

Because it was the only thing she could do for those who had loved her until now.

That’s why she smiled.

Completely unaware that her smile was losing its light.

And then, that day came.

The girl, who showed the world’s brightest smile to her dearest friend one last time…

Lost her smile after that.

No—she forgot how to smile.

At least, that’s what the girl was convinced of.

It was a tragic thing.

A truly tragic thing.



“···.”

I opened my eyes on a soft bed.

I didn’t bother saying something cliché like, ‘This ceiling looks unfamiliar.’

“······I ended up back here again.”

And rightfully so, because the place I was lying in was all too familiar.

The infirmary.

No matter how many times I rubbed my eyes, this was clearly the academy infirmary.

At this point, I might just grow attached to the place.

Why is it that every time I wake up, it’s always here?

“Haa.”

Letting out a light but endlessly deep sigh, I glanced around the room.

Everything I saw—

The medicines, the medical tools—were all the same as last time.

Even the bed I was lying on was the exact same one as before.

“Nobody here?”

Not hearing a single sound was a feature in and of itself.

Under normal circumstances, the school nurse would’ve rushed over the moment she noticed I’d regained consciousness.

But instead of checking on me, it seemed I was the only one in this place.

“······Well, that’s actually better.”

Honestly, that was preferable.

Getting bombarded with questions the moment I wake up wasn’t something I wanted.

I was someone who had a fairly accurate idea of where I stood.

A strange student who couldn’t demonstrate any aptitude in any area.

A delinquent student who always sat in the back and half-heartedly listened to class.

That was surely the image of me that had been circulating among the academy staff.

“They’re not going to let this slide easily.”

That kind of student ended up saving a princess of the empire.

I don’t know the details, but the academy must’ve been thrown into chaos.

Whether in a good or bad way.

It wasn’t a case of overthinking.

What I and Heroine No. 2 experienced during the group project was a far bigger deal than it seemed.

Even if it didn’t succeed, it was an assassination attempt on an imperial princess.

Of course the academy would be doing everything it could to track down the perpetrator to avoid being reprimanded by the imperial family.

It was only natural that attention would fall on me—the one who stopped the assassination.

“······Haa.”

Even if I, the subject of that attention, didn’t particularly want it.

To be honest, I had already anticipated it.

Ever since I drew my dagger toward the golem filled with malicious intent, leaving behind the unconscious Christina.

Despite that, it was something I had to do.

To keep the promise I made to Christina that I would become her party member.

To keep the promise I made to myself to cut ties with her once this project was over.

It was something I had to do to keep that promise.

Because promises are meant to be kept.

“······Ugh.”

As I laid back down with those thoughts, sudden pain surged through my body.

Apparently, my physical condition was worse than I had realized.

I really wanted to go back and slap the me from earlier who decided to get up and look around.

Just one good slap.

It’d probably hurt less than this.

Clink—

That was when I heard the door to the infirmary open—

A place where, up until now, I had been alone.

Who is it?

The school nurse?

That was my first thought, but I quickly shook my head.

That wasn’t the sound of the nurse’s footsteps I’d heard last time.

If it were the school nurse, the sound would’ve come from slippers, not regular shoes.

I still remembered her stern warning about always wearing indoor shoes in the infirmary.

Then who could it really be?

It definitely wasn’t Heroine No. 2.

Christina and I no longer had any reason to meet.

No—we must not meet.

That’s what we agreed on.

And just in case, I’d kept reminding her even up until the moment I lost consciousness.

I went through a lot, so I asked her to please keep her promise.

That promises must be kept.

Christina had tears in her eyes for some reason, and I made sure she heard me clearly.

Come to think of it, why was she crying?

Was she moved because I protected her or something?

“···.”

I started feeling unnecessarily guilty.

I hadn’t fought the golem because I wanted to protect Christina—

I just didn’t want to break my promise.

I probably shouldn’t tell her that.

At the very least, I shouldn’t shatter whatever emotional moment she had.

If someone who saved me said, “Actually, I didn’t do it for you,” I’d feel hurt too.

Anyway, the one behind those footsteps definitely wasn’t Christina.

“······Kim Soo-ho?”

Then the next most likely person was Kim Soo-ho.

Even if we hadn’t been on the best terms lately—

He was the kind of protagonist who would come running the moment he heard his childhood friend was injured.

“······Yeah, something was weird back then.”

Besides, his expression the last time I saw him, he looked… uneasy.

Right before the group project began—the very thing that landed me here—

I’d made eye contact with Kim Soo-ho while he was waiting for his turn.

And the emotion I read in those blue eyes was, surprisingly, anxiety and worry.

Worry directed at me.

Not Heroine No. 2 standing beside him—only me.

His expression practically screamed that he wanted to stop the project and tell me something immediately.

“What was that all about?”

Back then, I just found it uncomfortable and turned my head.

But thinking about it now, it was strange—and curious.

What had he wanted to tell me so badly?

What did the protagonist who had always treated Lee Seo-yeon with complete indifference want to say so desperately?

I wasn’t curious.

And yet… I was curious.

So, I made a bold move to satisfy my curiosity.

“Cough.”

A single cough—to let whoever was out there know I was awake.

If it really was Kim Soo-ho and he had something to say, he’d definitely speak the moment he realized I was up.

I still wasn’t thrilled about facing the protagonist, but—

When something needs to be done, it needs to be done.

“···.”

And yet, the person I assumed to be Kim Soo-ho didn’t react at all.

Truly, not a single response.

That silence perfectly described the person standing just outside.

No way. I made it very clear I was awake.

Don’t tell me he thinks I coughed in my sleep or something.

If he really thought that, then this was serious.

As someone who had read the novel, I knew just how utterly clueless Kim Soo-ho could be.

If I didn’t outright say something, he’d never figure it out.

“······I’m awake, so stop standing there and come in.”

In the end, I had to speak first.

For some reason, this made me feel like one of those cliché ‘easy girls,’ and I didn’t like that.

But there was no helping it.

That damn protagonist was hopelessly dense.

At this point, I was completely convinced that it was Kim Soo-ho.

Because really, who else would miss all those signs I was awake?

‘······Wait a second.’

Suddenly, a dreadful thought crossed my mind.

The idea that Kim Soo-ho might not be the only clueless person Lee Seo-yeon knew.

“Really? Is it okay if I come in?”

“···.”

And then came the realization that the person out there was way more uncomfortable to deal with than Kim Soo-ho.

Two dreadful possibilities combined into one horrific answer that smacked me right in the face.

Slide—

And when the curtain seperating me from the outside was finally drawn—

“Are you feeling alright?”

“···.”

I realized my terrible hunch had been spot on.

Because the person standing before me was, without a doubt, the one I felt most uncomfortable facing.

The Saint of Starfrost Academy.

Kim Soo-ho’s childhood friend. The first heroine.

And in the past—

Lee Seo-yeon’s closest female friend.

“······Han-Sia.”

“It’s been a while, Seo-yeon.”

Han-Sia looked at me and smiled brightly.





  
    Chapter 30: First Heroine
Saint.

A term referring to a religiously sacred woman.

In most fantasy novels, it refers to a woman chosen by God.

But in Han-Sia’s case, neither applied.

The reason was simple—there was no such thing as “religion” in the setting of this novel.

There was no existence of a “god” in this story.

To be exact, the author simply didn’t include a god in the worldbuilding.

As for the reason—obviously, I had no clue.

How would I know that?

Maybe the author was an atheist who didn’t want to include a god in their novel.

Anyway, Han-Sia wasn’t called a saint because she was chosen by God, like the usual fantasy setting.

“Are you hurt? Want me to heal you?”

Shaaa—

That light.

That pure white glow emanating from Han-Sia’s fingertips is what made her a saint.

The day Kim Soo-ho discovered his talent.

Han-Sia, who had also been attacked by the monster, awakened her own ability.

Holy power, or divine force.

People referred to Han-Sia’s magical power that way.

It was unprecedented.

For a human’s magic to have healing properties?

Until now, no one had ever manifested magic like that.

So it was only natural that Han-Sia would be given the title of “saint.”

“······I’m fine.”

And I felt extremely uncomfortable around Han-Sia.

There was no reason not to be.

For starters, Han-Sia was, according to the setting, Kim Soo-ho’s first heroine.

They’d grown up together since they were young.

The classic healer heroine who always provided support from the rear lines.

She was much more fitting of the “protagonist’s childhood friend” role than I was.

“Really? You’re not in pain anymore?”

“······Yeah.”

How could I not feel uncomfortable?

It was a naturally awkward relationship from the start.

“Really? You’re not lying, right?”

“······Why would I lie to you?”

“Okay. I believe you, Seo-yeon. After all, I’m your best friend.”

“···.”

“So… this is your fault.”

Smack—

Han-Sia had always been a two-faced crazy b****.



Smack—!

My head turned in the opposite direction each time her palm landed.

It stung.

I already had a frail body—of course it hurt.

I felt so nauseated, I thought one more hit and I’d vomit blood.

“Oh no. Did I hit too hard?”

“···”

“Don’t worry, Seo-yeon. I could never bear to see a friend bleed.”

Shaaa—

Han-Sia immediately healed me after sensing my condition.

It was so unfair.

What kind of nonsense is this—giving me the disease and the curing me at once?

What kind of country lets someone slap you and then heal you right after?

“Your expression doesn’t look good, Seo-yeon.”

“···.”

Of course, I tried to change my expression right away after she muttered that.

I didn’t want to get hit.

Even if I got healed right away, it still hurt when she hit me.

Staying still was the best option.

Because I knew silence was the fastest way to end this situation.

Like I said before, all of Kim Soo-ho’s heroines were hostile toward Seo-yeon—

Or rather, toward me.

They just had different ways of showing it.

Christina bullied me socially.

Han-Sia bullied me directly like this.

Different methods, same result.

There was no difference in the fact that they tormented Seo-yeon—me.

If there was one distinction, it would be the frequency.

I was more often bullied by Christina’s lackeys, since we were in the same class.

Of course, all of that tended to fade when I was being hit and healed in the same breath like this.

Smack—!

“So why did you do something so stupid?”

“···.”

“It would’ve been better if you and that damn princess had both just died to the golem.”

The question I had during the group project was now clearly answered.

Crazy b****.

I had a feeling, and of course—it was you.

I mean, it’s not like making a golem run on magic is easy.

There weren’t many who used magic like Han-Sia.

She even had the perfect motive.

“Why does Soo-ho care about some idiot princess who got kicked out of the palace anyway?”

“···.”

“Don’t you think so, Seo-yeon?”

This crazy yandere heroine was more obsessed with the protagonist than anyone else.

(TL note: In the context of anime and manga, “yandere” refers to a character archetype characterized by an intense, sometimes violent, obsessive love for their romantic interest, often initially appearing sweet and caring before revealing a darker, possessive side.)

After Kim Soo-ho saved her from the monster,

Han-Sia’s “prince in shining armor” became Kim Soo-ho.

Heroine #2’s affection for Kim Soo-ho was child’s play compared to this.

At least Christina never slapped anyone or attempted an assassination just because another girl got close to Kim Soo-ho.

I nearly passed out when I first realized this.

In the novel, Han-Sia was the textbook “angelic heroine.”

Even when the protagonist brought in new girls, she’d pout a bit and then throw herself into his arms like nothing happened.

That was the in-novel version of Han-Sia.

Smack—!

“You should’ve died with that f***ing princess right there.”

“···.”

“Do you know how much trouble I went through changing the mock dungeon your party would enter?”

She wasn’t some sweet girl who cried when things didn’t go her way.

She was a psycho who slapped her so-called friend when things didn’t go as planned.

What the hell was the author thinking, making such a two-faced character?

She didn’t just plant a golem in the dungeon—she changed the entire party allocation just so we’d enter the one she tampered with.

This was actually terrifying.

How did she even know about Christina’s fear of centipedes—something not even I, the reader of the original novel, knew?

“You look like you’re wondering how I knew about the princess’s centipede phobia.”

“···.”

“Our sweet Soo-ho usually answers when I ask him things.

Not that he expected me to use it like this, of course.”

Han-Sia grinned, as if she could read my expression. It sent chills down my spine.

Give me back the feelings I expressed for this character.

I even donated to the author asking for Han-Sia to become the main wife.

How is it possible that the author never gives me anything helpful?

While I silently cursed the author—knowing it would never reach them—Han-Sia spoke again.

“Still, thanks to you, I get to do this group project with Soo-ho alone.”

“···.”

“If you and that damn princess weren’t in the same party, Soo-ho might’ve ended up with her again. So thanks for that.”

So it was just as I suspected.

Kim Soo-ho had formed a party with Han-Sia.

I didn’t think it was the wrong choice.

Han-Sia lacked combat power, but her support ability was unrivaled.

And Kim Soo-ho didn’t need anyone else’s combat strength anyway.

In this kind of assignment, choosing Han-Sia was probably the best option—

My thoughts didn’t get to finish.

“By the way, Seo-yeon. Did you dye your hair?”

“···.”

Han-Sia, who was just expressing gratitude, suddenly changed her tone to cold.

“Gray, huh… I think the old black suited you better.”

“······Yeah?”

“Yeah. It makes you stand out more for no reason.”

On the surface, it sounded like concern for a bullied friend.

But if you knew the truth, it was anything but that.

“I mean, I’m your friend, so I’ll keep quiet… but you do know dyeing your hair is against school rules, right?”

“······Yeah. Thanks for worrying about me.”

That was a warning.

A warning not to stand out.

More precisely—not to stand out in front of her prince, Kim Soo-ho.

If Han-Sia truly cared that I was being bullied, she would’ve helped me out a long time ago.

Even if we were in different classes, as the “saint,” she had the influence to rival Christina.

If she wanted to help, she would’ve.

But she had no reason to.

There was no reason for this crazy b**** to help Seo-yeon, who might become her rival.

“I believe our Seo-yeon is a good girl.”

“···.”

“Am I wrong? Was I just mistaken?”

Han-Sia raised her hand again.

As if declaring that if I didn’t answer properly, my cheek would be next.

“······You weren’t mistaken.”

And so, I willingly joined the act.

An act with no clear purpose or believer—an act no one was even fooled by.

“Right? It wasn’t just my mistake then. Seo-yeon is a good girl, right?”

“Yeah.”

“I knew it. Seo-yeon is one of my dearest friends.”

Because the audience demanded it.

Han-Sia, the one watching me play the role of actor—or clown—wanted it that way.

That was all.

Who the crazy one was didn’t matter much.

Han-Sia, who wanted to see me like this—

Or me, who let it happen.

Neither of us could be called normal.

“There. Now it won’t hurt anymore.”

“···.”

“Seo-yeon, I healed you. Aren’t you going to thank me?”

She hit me, healed me, and then wanted a thank-you.

An utterly deranged b**** beyond imagination.

“······Thanks.”

Of course, that didn’t mean I could refuse to answer.

Like I said before—

I wasn’t someone who liked getting hit.

Let alone someone who enjoyed being hit and then healed.

I’m no masochist.

Who the hell enjoys that?

Han-Sia smiled brightly at my forced gratitude.

“Hehe. I’m glad I got to heal you, Seo-yeon. So this one’s a freebie.”

Shaaa—

After healing me one last time, Han-Sia left the infirmary.

“······Ugh.”

The moment she was gone, I felt nauseous.

Han-Sia’s so-called divine magic should’ve restored my insides to normal.

But for some reason, my body kept retching.

I didn’t know if it was because I was disgusted by Han-Sia.

Or because I was disgusted by myself.

I couldn’t tell which one it was.





  
    Chapter 31: After Effects
After Han-sia left.

“You’re awake?”

The next person who came to me was the school nurse.

The warmth and kindness of that fact nearly brought me to tears.

‘Seriously, where have you been?’

I just got beaten up by someone who claims to be a saint.

A flood of petty complaints about the nurse being absent and wanting to tattle on Han-sia’s identity lingered on my tongue.

“······Yes.”

But in the end, I couldn’t bring myself to say them out loud.

I already knew that upsetting Han-sia wouldn’t bring me a single benefit.

I don’t want to get hit again.

Like I said before, it still hurts even if you heal me afterward.

“······I’m glad.”

Hearing that I was okay, the nurse smiled gently in relief.

That smile made my conscience ache a little.

Actually, I’m not okay.

I was just being tortured—beaten up and healed over and over again.

But of course, I couldn’t say that either.

Not knowing any of this, the school nurse slowly opened her mouth again.

“You were unconscious for three whole days. Everyone was really worried.”

“······Huh? I was unconscious for three days?”

“Yes. Especially Her Highness the Princess and Kim Soo-ho······.”

The nurse continued talking, but I couldn’t focus on anything else.

‘······Three days?’

Because I had never blacked out for that long before.

Since living in Lee Seo-yeon’s body, I’ve already used magic several times.

I’ve experienced all the aftereffects—coughing up blood, body aches, fainting.

It couldn’t be helped.

Even if the body rejected magic, in a place where power meant survival, there were times I had no choice but to use it.

Back in the early days of reincarnation, I hadn’t hesitated to use magic to get close to characters who had been hostile to the original Seo-yeon.

······Though, in the end, that hadn’t changed anything.

Still, even after all the times I’d used magic, this was the first time something like this had happened.

The longest I’d ever been unconscious was a day.

Even when I’d used more magic than I did in the golem fight, I had only passed out for a single day.

Now that I think about it.

Back then, when Soo-ho said he’d choose the strongest person as a party member, I’d poured out all the magic I could, even though it wasn’t my fate to become that person.

And the strongest turned out to be Heroine No. 2.

······No, that’s not the point.

I got sidetracked, but the point is—this was the first time something like this had ever happened to me.

Something had clearly changed.

Something I wasn’t aware of had shifted, causing my body to suffer from more severe aftereffects than before.

There’s no way this could be happening otherwise.

There’s no way things could suddenly get worse like this unless something had definitely changed.

Something was different for sure······.

Unfortunately, my thoughts were cut off before they could go any further.

“Seo-yeon?”

“······Yes?”

The nurse’s voice calling my name brought my mind back to reality.

“What were you thinking about so hard that you didn’t hear a word I said?”

“······Sorry.”

I must’ve been too caught up in thinking about the worsening aftereffects.

Seeing the nurse’s mildly stern expression made me feel embarrassed.

Just how deep had I been in thought?

Like some kind of little kid.

I didn’t even hear the teacher standing right in front of me.

I decided I should save my thoughts for when I’m back in the dorm. Right now, I needed to focus properly.

“Did you hear what I said earlier?”

“······Sorry. I didn’t catch it.”

“No need to apologize. You’ve been through a lot—if anything, I should be the one apologizing.”

The nurse stopped me from apologizing and instead said she was the one who felt sorry.

······My eyes grew cold.

Sorry for what, exactly?

For not preventing the hardship I went through as a teacher?

Now?

You, who could have helped me more than anyone else?

‘······Ha.’

Ridiculous.

It was laughable how the bystander now wanted to feel guilty.

Who do you think you are?

What makes you any different from the ones who hurt me directly?

You watched.

You could have stopped it, but you didn’t.

You knowingly did nothing—for your own peace and comfort······.

“Seo-yeon?”

“······Huh?”

“Are you okay? Your eyes looked strange for a moment.”

Out of nowhere, the nurse commented that my eyes looked strange.

Me?

My eyes?

Wait a second.

What was I just thinking about?

“······Ugh.”

A sharp headache suddenly struck me.

It felt like I had stepped into a forbidden zone.

As if it were telling me not to think any further, that there was no need for me to remember.

Just trying to recall what had happened a moment ago made my head throb.

“Are you alright? Do you want to lie back down?”

Amid the confusion, I heard the nurse’s concerned, flustered voice.

Honestly, judging by how bad the headache was, I probably should’ve listened and laid back down.

But I’d already resolved to listen carefully to what the nurse had to say.

“······No, I’m okay.”

I forced a calm expression and responded.

“Really? Are you sure you don’t need more rest?”

“I said I’m fine.”

Seriously.

Why does this school nurse refuse to believe her own student?

I did my best to put on a convincing face, and although the nurse still looked skeptical, she continued.

“Alright. I’ll trust you, Seo-yeon.”

“So, what were you saying earlier······?”

“It’s nothing major. I just said that there were a lot of people worried about you while you were unconscious.”

“······People were worried about me?”

What surprised me wasn’t the number of people.

It was the fact that anyone had worried about me at all.

Someone worried about me?

Me?

The most bullied student in Starfrost Academy?

That couldn’t be right.

There wasn’t even anyone who would.

I—no, Lee Seo-yeon—had no friends.

Unless you counted the lunatic who called herself a saint and claimed to be my friend.

“Yeah. Her Highness Princess Christina and Kim Soo-ho stopped by the infirmary to check on you a few times.”

“···.”

Ah.

So they came to visit.

“Seo-yeon?”

The nurse asked, seeing the empty laughter spill from my lips, but I didn’t pay much attention to it.

Or rather, I couldn’t care.

The whole situation just seemed laughable.

I saved the person who bullied me the most from dying.

I lost consciousness while doing it.

And now that person came to visit me in the infirmary?

Even though she was the one who promised not to care about me anymore?

“Ha.”

I couldn’t stop laughing.

Why didn’t Christina keep her promise?

I kept mine. I endured the aftereffects and passed out for three whole days.

I was tortured by a lunatic who thinks she’s the protagonist of a tragic romance.

Was what I asked for really so difficult?

Maybe it was.

She’s a princess of the empire. She’s probably lived her whole life doing whatever she wanted.

All I asked was for her to stay away from me.

But maybe even that was too much for the Third Princess of the Empire.

Yeah.

Maybe so.

It’s my fault then.

I didn’t consider Her Highness’s feelings enough.

So then,

What am I supposed to do?

I couldn’t find an answer.

Should I ask again?

Should I go to Christina, get on my knees, and beg her to keep the promise?

Would she honor it then?

If I bowed low enough, would she finally listen?

Would it even matter?

Would any of this matter?

Christina already broke her promise.

And I, trying to keep it, ended up attracting Kim Soo-ho’s attention.

That was proven by what the nurse said—Soo-ho came to visit me.

This is bad.

I’m not supposed to draw the protagonist’s attention.

I’ll get hit again.

Han-sia will beat me again.

It hurts.

It hurts so much when she hits me.

I don’t want that.

I don’t want to get hit by Han-sia again.

I don’t want to be beaten like ‘that time’ again.

I don’t want to hurt anymore.

I’d rather just die.

I’d rather disappear from this world completely······.

“······Seo-yeon!”

“······Huff.”

The school nurse’s desperate shout pulled me back from the abyss.

“Ugh.”

My head throbbed.

It was that same sharp headache from before.

What was I just doing?

I was definitely doing something.

······Ah, right.

I was trying to listen carefully to what the nurse was saying.

The nameless school nurse, who now had such a desperate look on her face.

“Seo-yeon. Can you promise me just one thing?”

“···.”

Promise?

What kind of promise?

I couldn’t remember clearly.

“There are people who care about you, like I just said.”

“······So?”

“If you’re ever struggling, promise me you’ll tell either me or someone who cares about you.”

“···.”

To tell someone when I’m struggling?

That’s it?

This······

This was way too easy of a promise.

Why was she being so serious about this?

I didn’t quite understand, but I nodded lightly.

“I’ll remember.”

“······Thank you, Seo-yeon.”

Hearing my answer, the school nurse smiled.

That same crooked smile, like in a child’s crayon drawing—I’d seen it before.





  
    Chapter 32: The Villianiness
How did things end up like this?

She found the whole situation absurdly funny.

“···.”

“······Tina.”

Christina quietly looked at the man in front of her, who called her by that nickname.

He was still a handsome man.

Soft black hair with a hint of blue, and shining blue eyes that seemed clearer than anyone else’s in the world.

The man in front of her, named Kim Soo-ho, had more than enough qualities about him for why she had fallen for him.

This moment, too, was originally one that should have made her heart race.

Being alone with the man she liked—enough to satisfy any girl’s romantic fantasies.

“······Ha.”

“Tina?”

“Soo-ho, isn’t this funny?”

Yet, she could only let out a hollow laugh at this ridiculous farce.

“This is a moment I’ve always wished for… So why can’t I feel happy?”

“···.”

“Why is it that I only get to be alone with you when something bad happens to Seo-yeon?”

The situation itself was laughable.

Seo-yeon, the girl she used to bully relentlessly, had saved her life.

And because Seo-yeon hadn’t regained consciousness yet, she was now alone with the man she liked.

Was there a more laughable situation in the world than this?

“It was the same last time, too. When Seo-yeon collapsed during training and was sent to the infirmary, I met you alone back then as well.”

“······Seo-yeon collapsed back then, too?”

“Ah, right. I suppose you didn’t know, Soo-ho.”

The man in front of her didn’t even know that his childhood friend had lost consciousness back then.

“During training, Seo-yeon suddenly had a seizure and fainted.”

“···.”

“I thought at least that much she would’ve told you… But judging by your expression, I guess I was wrong.”

Yes.

The man in front of her truly knew nothing.

He didn’t know how Seo-yeon was doing.

More precisely, how she had been doing all this time.

And maybe that was only natural.

Seo-yeon probably hadn’t said a word to this foolishly kind but equally oblivious man.

– [Promise. Please keep it.]

– [Because we made a promise.]

Just like back then, when she’d spoken so calmly.

Just like back then, when she didn’t care at all that her body was falling apart.

She hadn’t shared her pain or thoughts with anyone.

As if to say: You don’t need to know this.

As if she already knew that telling you wouldn’t change anything anyway.

Christina spoke in a calm voice.

“Soo-ho, did you know? I think Seo-yeon originally wanted to be friends with me.”

“···.”

“Back then, I was taken aback… But thinking about it now, I really think she did.”

In truth, even her past self had known.

That the smiling girl who first approached her—Lee Seo-yeon—wasn’t a bad person.

She had just realized that fact far too late.

Her past self hadn’t been someone who trusted people.

After being betrayed by someone she trusted and losing the person dearest to her on that day, the idea of trusting people had become absurd to her.

She assumed that girl would be just like everyone else.

That girl wouldn’t see her as Christina the person, but only as a powerful imperial princess.

She had treated Seo-yeon like everyone else.

“But… without even realizing that, I bullied her.”

“Tina? What did you just say…?”

“You probably didn’t know this either, Soo-ho. But I’m not as kind as you think I am.”

And so, she had bullied and ostracized Lee Seo-yeon.

Using the title of ‘princess.’

Using the imperial family’s name—the very one she so desperately wanted to escape from.

She used the people who falsely claimed to follow her just because she was a princess to cleverly torment Seo-yeon from behind the scenes.

“······What do you mean…”

The man in front of her looked utterly shocked.

Of course he was.

Until now, Kim Soo-ho probably thought of her as some angel without wings.

It wasn’t an exaggeration.

It wasn’t some petty lie.

She really had acted that way.

At least, in front of this foolishly kind man.

In front of him, she was always the kind girl who helped others.

In front of him, she was always the diligent student who put the academy first.

Not some villainess who used her followers to drive away anyone she saw as a rival for his affection.

“I’m not sure if you know, Soo-ho… But I think I like you quite a bit. No, maybe I even love you.”

“······Tina.”

The only other person who used to call me that, passed away.

So now, you’re the only one I have left.

She didn’t bother to say the last part aloud.

The man in front of her already looked like he was struggling with the current situation.

Adding more painful truths wouldn’t help anything.

As she expected, Kim Soo-ho stuttered, clearly in shock.

“······You bullied Seo-yeon?”

“Yes. Because I selfishly wanted to have you all to myself, I bullied Seo-yeon—the girl who looked like she might have feelings for you.”

“But, Tina is…”

Tina isn’t that kind of person.

The Christina I know would never do that.

Even now, this kind-hearted man moved his lips as if to defend her.

“I already told you. I’m not the good girl you think I am.”

“···.”

“I’m just a stupid crook who hurt an innocent person because I was blinded by love.”

But she stopped him before he could say anything else.

She wasn’t someone who deserved a defense.

If anything, she deserved to be interrogated by a prosecutor.

Kim Soo-ho’s face hardened.

“······Why are you telling me all this?”

“I figured this might happen… But it really does hurt to see the face of someone you love turn cold.”

“Don’t joke around, Christina.”

He had stopped calling her ‘Tina’—now, it was Christina.

Of course.

Her sins were far heavier than he could ever imagine.

“I just wanted to tell you how I feel.”

“······I can’t accept that.”

“I know. That’s why I said it.”

“Then why, dammit…”

Why.

Why.

The same question she had thrown at herself over and over was now being asked by the man in front of her.

Why was she saying this to him?

Why was she confessing this to someone she claimed to love?

It was hard to understand.

After all, no one in their right mind would reveal their ugliest secrets to someone they love.

But she knew that better than anyone.

“Soo-ho, would you believe me if I said I was feeling guilty now?”

“···.”

“You probably wouldn’t. Not after I just confessed that I bullied Seo-yeon—your closest childhood friend.”

“······Closest?”

Ah, that’s what he’s questioning? That word?

Well, it made sense.

The man in front of her truly didn’t know anything.

No wonder he was confused.

“Seo-yeon doesn’t consider you a friend.”

“······What?”

“To be exact, the ‘Seo-yeon of now’ doesn’t consider you a friend.”

“···.”

“Maybe you two were best friends in the past. But if she really still thought of you that way, she would’ve told you all this.”

It seemed what shocked him more than her confession of bullying Seo-yeon was the fact that Seo-yeon didn’t see him as a friend.

He was showing her an expression she had never seen on him before.

“Seo-yeon thinks she’s alone.”

“···.”

“She believes no one is by her side, and she never shares her pain with anyone.”

Even the fact that she’s dying.

She left that part unsaid once more.

There was a reason she couldn’t voice it.

And it had nothing to do with her past obsession over Kim Soo-ho’s attention.

She had already decided to let go of that.

Now, she simply wanted to respect Seo-yeon’s choice.

There must be a reason Seo-yeon chose not to tell Kim Soo-ho that she was dying, even though he would’ve rushed to help her without hesitation.

“So, I’m going to try standing by her side.”

“······But…”

“You’re right. It’s shameless. I don’t even deserve to be alive. But still, I want to try.”

So she had decided to change.

Shameless as it was, she would stay by Seo-yeon’s side.

Blatantly shameless as it was, she would try becoming her friend.

“Of course, it won’t be easy. Seo-yeon made it clear she wanted nothing to do with me.”

“······Christina.”

“That’s natural. After all I put her through, it’d be weirder if she didn’t hate me.”

“···.”

“But it’s okay. Like I told you earlier… I’m good at acting.”

She would give her all in this performance.

Of the villainess who didn’t even keep her promise after her life was saved.

Of the villainess who stuck close and annoyed the girl who begged her to go away.

Of the villainess who clung so hard she made the girl want to live again.

For the girl who, for the second—no, third time, might have finally seen her not as Christina Valentine of the Empire…

But as just ‘Tina.’

“This is my role.”

“···.”

“So you, Soo-ho—the one I liked—do the one thing only you can do for Seo-yeon.”

Christina made up her mind to play the most wicked villainess of all.

Had the person involved—Lee Seo-yeon—heard this, she probably would’ve clutched her neck and spat out blood.





  
    Chapter 33: Abbreviation
Humans are incredibly sensitive to gazes.

They can tell immediately when the way people look at them changes, even slightly.

That’s just the kind of creatures we are.

And I had personal proof of this.

The day I passed out during training and was carried to the infirmary.

The day I got caught by the second heroine’s fan club while returning some borrowed clothes, and got thoroughly beaten up.

The very next day, I instantly noticed that the way people looked at me had changed.

It was a different gaze.

One that had shifted from baseless hatred to justified fear.

Back then, I thought:

‘Just how badly did Christina scold them for them to change like this?’

‘How hard did she mess with their heads that the students who used to growl at me now couldn’t even meet my eyes?’

Anyway, humans are extremely sensitive to how others look at them.

And the reason I’m going on and on like this is—

“Seo-yeon, would you like to have lunch with me today?”

“···.”

—because our dear Heroine Number Two, who had promised to pretend I didn’t exist after our group project ended, clung to me the moment I returned from the infirmary to the classroom.

That’s why I had been rambling about people’s gazes just now.

“Your Highness.”

“Yes? Did you call me, Seo-yeon?”

“Other students are staring.”

Students who had just witnessed Christina and me standing together were whispering as they glanced over.

Of course, I couldn’t say I didn’t understand their reaction.

After all, the academy’s infamous outcast, ‘Lee Seo-yeon,’ and the idol of the entire student body, ‘Christina Valentine,’ standing so close together—who wouldn’t be curious?

I’d be curious too.

If a celebrity I liked were standing with my school’s biggest outcast, how could I not be curious?

Christina responded casually.

“It’s fine. They’re just staring because they’re jealous of you, Seo-yeon. Don’t pay them any mind.”

“······Jealous of me?”

“Yes, of course. I’m kind of famous, you know?”

“···.”

Then why is that ‘famous person’ sticking to me?

You made a promise, didn’t you?

That we’d go our separate ways once the group project was over.

Those bitter thoughts churned inside my mouth, but—

“Haha, how flattering.”

“Right? I’m happy you think so too, Seo-yeon.”

—what actually came out was a lonely laugh of agreement.

What else could I do?

If the Empire’s princess wants to act this way—

What could an orphaned outcast like me possibly do?

I saw it coming, didn’t I?

I figured something like this might happen.

The moment I heard Christina visited me while I was unconscious, I had a feeling this was where things would go.

Ever since the school nurse mentioned both the princess and Kim Soo-ho had visited me, I had been expecting—

“···.”

Suddenly, a thought struck me like a bolt of lightning.

Wait a minute.

She said Kim Soo-ho came to see me too.

Why did Kim Soo-ho come?

After our last confrontation, he—no, he and Seo-yeon—should’ve felt nothing but discomfort.

Hadn’t he already cut ties with me?

Ever since Seo-yeon started getting obsessive, he’d been doing his best to stay away, hadn’t he?

And I helped with that.

I helped the kind-hearted protagonist distance himself.

Helped him cut ties cleanly, quickly.

So he wouldn’t care about me—about Seo-yeon—anymore.

But why?

Why is he paying attention to me again?

Why?

There’s no reason.

He already has other people around him.

That pushy princess who suddenly started clinging to him.

That saint, more devoted and beautiful than anyone.

There are already two people who like him.

Two people who hate me more than anyone else, yet adore him so deeply.

Not a half-baked childhood friend like me, but real heroines love him now.

So why?

Why is he looking at me again?

I don’t understand it.

I really don’t understand anything…

“Seo-yeon?”

“······Yes?”

“What were you thinking about just now?”

“······Me?”

Christina suddenly asked what I’d been thinking about.

I couldn’t help but feel confused.

What?

I wasn’t thinking about anything in particular.

But Christina, instead of understanding, looked at me like I was the strange one.

“Yes. Your eyes just now… Wait, are they always that lifeless?”

“···.”

“I mean, you normally have dead-fish eyes, but just now it was even worse.”

Should I even believe what she’s saying?

Or is this just another one of her usual attempts to mess with me?

I went with the latter.

“Your Highness. If you want to tease me, you can just do it openly like usual.”

“No, I’m not teasing you— Wait a second. When have I ever openly teased you?”

“······Oh, you’re right. You’ve never openly bullied me.”

My tone was playful, but there was meaning hidden beneath the words.

You never harassed me openly.

But indirectly? From behind the scenes? That happened more times than I could count.

I knew it.

And she knew I knew.

“···.”

As if to prove it, Christina’s lips, which had been moving so freely, fell silent.

“Honestly, I don’t understand why you’re acting this way toward me all of a sudden, Your Highness.”

“···.”

“Didn’t we make a promise? That you wouldn’t bother me anymore after the group project was over?”

“······Seo-yeon.”

“But looking at you now… it doesn’t seem like you had any intention of keeping that promise.”

I pretended I had expected this all along—feigned resignation, pretended to understand.

But the truth was, I understood this situation less than anyone.

Less than the students whispering while watching us.

“Didn’t you hate me?”

“···.”

“I thought you said you liked Soo-ho. Then why are you paying attention to someone who might be your rival?”

Why?

Is there even a reason?

My mind swirled with endless thoughts and questions.

“I mean, sure, I protected you during the group project, but… that was part of our agreement.”

“···.”

“I, Seo-yeon will be a member of Christina’s party for the duration of the project. That’s all I was doing—keeping my end of the deal.”

“···.”

“So why aren’t you keeping your promise?”

Even an outcast orphan like me kept her word.

But you—an imperial princess and the academy’s shining star—can’t?

That genuinely confused me.

So I asked Christina directly.

Finally, her tightly sealed lips opened.

“······Seo-yeon. I think you’re misunderstanding something.”

“Sorry?”

“The obligation to keep promises lies with the stronger party.”

“···.”

What… did I just hear?

Did the Empire’s princess just say that the weak don’t have the right to expect anything?

“That’s right. I used to hate you.”

“······Thanks for being honest.”

“As you already know, I liked Soo-ho.”

“······Liked?”

What’s this strange feeling of dissonance?

It was like she was saying her past self felt that way, but not her present self.

And that assumption turned out to be exactly right.

“Yes. Things are different now.”

“Don’t tell me…”

“I still like Soo-ho, but not as much as before.”

“···.”

Wow.

I really lived long enough to hear Christina Valentine say she doesn’t like Kim Soo-ho as much anymore.

Stunned, I pinched my cheek.

“Ouch.”

“······What are you doing?”

“Just checking if this is a dream.”

The pain told me it wasn’t.

Good thing, I guess.

If this were a dream, I’d still be passed out in the infirmary.

“···.”

Christina’s previously serious face now looked utterly dumbfounded.

“Please try to understand. Honestly, it’s hard to believe.”

“······Was it that shocking?”

“Yeah. After all the crap you put me through because of Kim Soo-ho, and now you say you don’t even like him that much? Why wouldn’t I be surprised?”

Christina had tormented me endlessly just because she saw me as an obstacle to her love for Kim Soo-ho.

And now she says that love has cooled off?

How could I not be shocked?

Not being shocked would be the weirder reaction.

“······Anyway. The situation’s changed.”

“···.”

“And like I said earlier, the responsibility of keeping promises lies with me, not you.”

“······That’s… honestly too much.”

“Of course it is. But you already knew I wasn’t a good person, didn’t you?”

Of course I did.

That was the problem—I knew too well.

No truly good person would torment someone over uncertain feelings.

Whatever she thought of herself, Christina Valentine was a villain in my book.

I may be dumb, but I’m not stupid enough to call someone who bullied me ‘kind.’

“So just accept it.”

“···.”

“Accept your weakness, and even if you don’t like me, deal with it.”

“······Haha.”

“You’re the weak one. I’m the strong one.”

If you don’t like it, tough.

Her confident, villainous smile practically screamed those words.

“Well then, shall we go eat lunch?”

“······Haa. Do whatever you want.”

“Great! Just stick with me, Seo-yeon.”

All I could do was nod in resignation.

She was right.

I was the weak one.

And the weak have no right to oppose the strong.

Not when it comes to promises—whether they’re official or childish ones from long ago.

I just had to accept it.

My opinion didn’t matter in the slightest.





  
    Chapter 34: A Bottomless Pit
Lunch break ended.

The place Christina dragged me to was the library.

“···.”

“We’re students, after all. Gaining knowledge through reading is a student’s duty.”

Christina spoke confidently, as if her statement were the most obvious thing in the world, in response to my dumbfounded look.

Well, I couldn’t deny that she wasn’t wrong.

It was only natural that students attending the academy should prioritize studying.

“······I don’t really feel like studying, though.”

It’s just that… I was a misfit in this academy.

I didn’t really need to study.

To be more precise, there was no need for me to study at all.

I was going to die anyway.

Before I could even reap the results of any hard work, I’d disappear from this world.

It was like pouring water into a bottomless pit.

Why bother doing something so meaningless?

Christina maintained her confident expression and said,

“Seo-yeon, everyone hates studying.”

“Then why do—”

“You can’t only do what you want in life, can you? Just like how you’re being dragged around by me right now.”

“···.”

There were plenty of things I wanted to say.

But since she presented her actions as evidence, I couldn’t argue back.

I knew perfectly well that what she was saying was nonsense, but she said it so confidently that I couldn’t even refute it.

Maybe I was already caught in Heroine No. 2’s rhythm.

The moment she dragged me out of the dorm, where I usually holed up after class, it was basically game over.

And I wasn’t the only one who realized it.

“Seo-yeon, you realize it now, don’t you?”

“······You’re so confident I don’t even have anything to say.”

“Oh dear. That’s too bad. Well then, please go pick out a book to read.”

Christina gave a mischievous smile, as if everything was going just according to her plan.

“······Haa. Fine, I’ll go.”

In the end, I was the first to raise the white flag.

“Wise choice, Seo-yeon!”

“Aren’t you going to read a book, Your Highness?”

“No need to worry. I’ve already borrowed one.”

As she replied, Christina lifted the bag she had been carrying this whole time.

What the…

Wasn’t that the same bag she had during lunch?

Don’t tell me… she planned to drag me to the library from the start?

“That look on your face—is it because you’re wondering whether I planned to bring you here from the beginning?”

“······And if I am?”

“You really are smart, Seo-yeon. You got it exactly right.”

“···.”

As expected.

That slim chance I hoped for didn’t exist.

“······I’ll be back.”

“Take your time~”

And so, lamenting how my situation ended up like this, I headed toward the rows of bookshelves packed with books.



“······There’s a lot.”

That was my first impression of the library.

There were so many.

There was no need for any flowery language.

Just sheer, mind-numbing quantity.

As if to prove why this place was known as the empire’s most prestigious academy.

If someone were hungry for knowledge, this place would be nothing short of paradise.

“······What am I supposed to pick?”

Of course, to me, it was nothing more than a meaningless overload of information.

If there had been just a reasonable amount, it wouldn’t have been so bad. But with this many, it just made it even harder to choose.

“Majors?”

The first books that caught my eye were related to student majors.

Swordsmanship, spearmanship, archery, and so on.

Books describing how to handle various weapons.

“······No daggers?”

Unfortunately, there were no books related to the weapon I used—daggers.

What a shame.

If there had been a book about dagger techniques, I might have actually considered reading it.

Perhaps it was because daggers didn’t exactly have a good image.

When I thought of daggers, the words that came to mind were all things like backstabbing, weak points, cowardice—nothing honorable.

Since Starfrost Academy prided itself on teaching justice, maybe they deemed daggers unsuitable for students.

“······Well, I am the only one using one.”

In fact, throughout my time at the academy, I hadn’t seen anyone else use a dagger as their main weapon.

The closest I’d seen was students who used long-range weapons and carried a dagger as a backup.

Otherwise, I’d never seen daggers at all.

“Guess I’ll skip the majors section.”

Either way, I had no book to read in the major-related shelves.

It’s not like I was going to suddenly start training in swordsmanship or spearmanship.

Like I’ve said many times, I’m not some fantasy novel protagonist who shouts ‘Status Window!’ and has a mysterious screen pop up.

I’m just a terminally ill background extra—completely ordinary—who could never swing a sword or spear well.

······Which was true.

“···.”

I couldn’t help feeling a bit bitter.

I—no, Lee Seo-yeon—had once tried to wield a regular sword instead of a dagger.

The reason was simple.

Because Kim Soo-ho used a sword.

Because the person she loved most used one.

She wanted to create even the smallest connection.

She wanted to have something in common to talk about.

So Lee Seo-yeon desperately tried to learn swordsmanship.

And the result?

Well, you know how it ended.

That’s why I now use a dagger.

Seo-yeon had always been weak. There was no way she could lift and swing a heavy sword.

Despite that, she changed her weapon to a dagger and stayed at the academy.

Should I praise her for her determination?

Or pity her for pathetically clinging to Kim Soo-ho, even after everything?

“······I don’t know.”

I couldn’t find an answer.

At least, not one that came easily.

Because I knew better than anyone what it felt like in that situation.

Because I knew how it felt when everything you gave your best to just… failed.

So I didn’t answer.

No—I couldn’t.

Because the feeling of broken trust and shattered hope was anything but pleasant.

No one could understand.

No one should understand.

Not unless they’d experienced it themselves.

Just like how I couldn’t understand Kim Soo-ho, who couldn’t understand the new me.

Even if we were both human, we were different people.

Not understanding was normal.

No—it had to be that way.

Because if humans could truly understand one another…

I’d probably feel too miserable.

Pouring water into a bottomless jar.

Pouring water into a jar with no bottom.

If both failed to fill the jar in the end, I’d choose the former.

Failing at something impossible was better than failing at something doable.

Because that way, it hurt less.

I could say, ‘It was never going to work anyway,’ or, ‘It was always impossible.’

I could at least rationalize it that way.

It’s a meaningless thought, sure—but at least my heart would be at peace.

“···.”

Or maybe not.

Maybe I was just pretending to be at peace.

Honestly, even I didn’t know.

They say you can understand the depths of water but not the depths of a person’s heart.

So how could I know?

I didn’t even know what I was feeling.

I just assumed it was like that.

I just decided that it was.

This must be how I feel.

No—it had to be how I feel.

Telling myself that. Forcing myself to believe it.

Because I had to.

Because I—no, Lee Seo-yeon—had to.

That was my role.

That was the role of the terminally ill extra named Lee Seo-yeon.

There was no doubt about it.

Everyone believed it.

No reason to question it.

I could see it in the way everyone looked at me.

Everyone looked at Lee Seo-yeon with disdain.

No one liked her.

Everyone hated me.

It was just the way it was.

Like how water flows downward. Like how people grow older.

Like how I’m slowly dying even now.

It was natural.

And so, I had no hope.

And so, I didn’t waste effort pouring water into a bottomless jar.

There was no need.

I already knew it wouldn’t work out anyway.

That was all.

Just that.

“······Guess I’ll pick this one.”

After some thought, I picked a book completely unrelated to my major.

[Fixing the barn without cows]

A novel that gave no indication of what the author was thinking.

Why repair a barn when there weren’t even any cows?

It made me incredibly curious.

Seriously though.

If there are no cows, why fix the barn?

Was it about preparing for the future?

“···.”

Now that I think about it, maybe it wasn’t a good fit for me.

After all, I wasn’t preparing for anything.

Not even for the death that was slowly approaching me.

“······Let’s go.”

Still, I didn’t put the book back.

Like I said—I don’t like doing meaningless things.

That was all.

Nothing more.





  
    Chapter 35: Book
“······Seo-yeon? What kind of book is that?”

Christina looked utterly dumbfounded as she checked the book I’d brought.

“[Fixing the Barn without cows].”

“No, I mean—what genre is that supposed to be?”

“It says it’s a fantasy novel.”

“······That’s a fantasy novel?”

Christina blinked rapidly, as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

Hmm. Was it really that bad?

I had actually put some thought into choosing it.

It wasn’t a big deal, but I still felt oddly hurt.

“Should I bring another book instead?”

“No, no. There’s no need to go that far, Seo-yeon······. Haa. Let’s just read it.”

“Okay.”

“A fantasy novel called Fixing the Barn without cows, seriously.”

I could still hear Christina muttering with clear dissatisfaction.

Sha-rak—

I simply opened the book.

Well, this wasn’t the first time Heroine #2 acted strange.

And she did say it was okay to read it, so it should be fine.

To be honest, I was curious.

What could be in a book with a title so ridiculous it scared a princess of the empire?

With a touch of anticipation, I gently turned to the first page.

“······To those who read this book.”

The first page of the novel was filled with a message from the author to the reader.

“If you’re reading this, I believe you already know why the title of this book is Fixing the Barn without cows.”

“Seo-yeon?”

“Yes? Did you call me?”

“Is that written in the novel?”

“Yes, it’s right here. The author’s note on the first page.”

“······Didn’t you say it was a fantasy novel?”

Christina spoke as if she’d never seen a fantasy novel that started with a note from the author.

“Yeah. It’s kind of fascinating.”

“···.”

“I’ve read quite a few fantasy novels, but… this is definitely a first.”

Same for me.

A fantasy novel that started not with a prologue but with an author’s note?

Typically, fantasy novels opened with an explosive prologue to hook the reader.

And that made sense—after all, in the oversaturated fantasy market, you had to grab the reader’s attention to survive.

Writers needed to make a living too.

And to do that, the book had to sell first.

It was endlessly frustrating from a reader’s point of view, but thinking from a writer’s perspective, it was nothing but pitiful.

······Not that I’m saying I’m a writer or anything.

Anyway, the point was this book I had in my hands didn’t fit the usual mold of a fantasy novel.

Christina eyed the book suspiciously.

“Seo-yeon, no matter how I think about it, I really don’t think that book is any good.”

“But you said earlier that it was okay to just read it······.”

“I thought so too, but now that I think about it more, it’s giving me a weird feeling.”

“······A weird feeling?”

What was she even talking about now?

She was getting a bad feeling just thinking about the book?

“Yes. I didn’t like it when you said the title, and hearing that part about the author’s note made it worse.”

“···.”

“Seo-yeon, would you maybe consider reading a different book? I could lend you one of mine, if you’d like?”

Christina pulled out a few books from her bag, offering them like she could hand one over at any moment.

[The History of Starfrost Academy]

[Swordsmanship Mastery – Intermediate]

[What It Means to Be Ahead of the Pack]

“Your Highness.”

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry to say this, but······.”

“Go ahead.”

“All of those books sound absolutely boring.”

“···.”

Christina looked visibly stunned at my brutally honest words.

I did feel a little guilty—but it couldn’t be helped.

I was sorry, but come on. They just looked so boring.

“I mean, swordsmanship doesn’t really mean much to me······. And I’ve never liked history.”

“······What about What It Means to Be Ahead of the Pack?”

“What would I do being ahead of anyone?”

“···.”

After hearing everything I had to say, Christina looked even more shocked than before.

Now I really felt bad. Maybe I hurt her feelings.

But seriously, they looked boring. I’m not even exaggerating.

You can’t pretend something’s interesting when it’s clearly not.

“You know, Your Highness. You already know I’m not someone who leads the pack.”

“······Seo-yeon.”

“My grades are near the bottom. I don’t have a single friend. I grew up in an orphanage, with no background or connections.”

“···.”

“Even if I stood out, I’d just crash and burn like a bird with clipped wings.”

It was obvious.

Just like you can only love if you’ve been loved,

you can only lead if you’ve known how to.

Someone like me—a problem child who’d never stood out even once—couldn’t.

“···.”

Christina’s face twisted into an unreadable expression.

It was a mix of shock, something indescribable, and maybe even more.

It was too deep to be simple pity.

Too emotional to be mere guilt—and there was no reason for her to even feel guilty.

Really.

There was nothing Christina should feel guilty for.

My poor grades? That wasn’t her fault.

The fact that I grew up without a family? Not her responsibility either.

If anything, it might be the fact that I didn’t have friends.

I wouldn’t say Christina had no blame there, but she definitely wasn’t solely at fault.

Sure, maybe if Christina hadn’t helped isolate Seo-yeon, I might’ve had at least one friend.

Maybe two, if we’re being generous.

But it wouldn’t have lasted.

Of course it wouldn’t have.

No one wants to be friends with a dead girl.

No one carries around a corpse and calls it a companion.

My hair, getting whiter by the day, wouldn’t allow that lie to pass.

So no, I didn’t think it was Christina’s fault.

It was mine—no, it was Seo-yeon’s.

If she hadn’t pushed herself to get into the academy, maybe she could’ve made some friends.

Even if they weren’t exceptional, she could’ve lived like an ordinary person, with ordinary friends.

It was completely her fault.

I had no reason to blame Heroine #2 for anything.

‘······Still, she hasn’t stopped making that face.’

Honestly, I was getting a bit flustered.

I only said those things to lighten the heavy mood.

It wasn’t a joke.

But when Heroine #2 heard me say her books were boring, she looked devastated.

So I tried to shift the atmosphere with a bit of self-deprecating humor.

“···.”

But when I saw Christina’s expression freeze up completely, it wasn’t hard to realize my plan had failed.

Ugh. Now what.

That’s not how this was supposed to go.

“Your Highness.”

“······Yes? Did you call me, Seo-yeon?”

“Do you happen to have any other books with you? Like, say, a fantasy novel?”

“······All of a sudden?”

“Yes. A different book.”

So I just decided to erase everything.

Make it like none of this ever happened.

Alright, Heroine #2.

That whole conversation we just had? Never happened.

“But just now, you were saying······.”

Naturally, Christina was confused by my sudden change in attitude.

“······Yes?”

“A fantasy novel. I’d really like to read one right now.”

“···.”

I ignored her resistance completely.

Please.

I really don’t want to sit here reading books with the imperial princess while we’re trapped in this painfully awkward atmosphere.

That would be torture.

I’d honestly rather be tortured by some delusional girl who thinks she’s a hopeless romantic—

No, actually, maybe not that either.

Whatever. You get the point.

Thankfully, it seemed like my desperate wish got through to Christina.

“······Haa. Do I look like the kind of person who reads books like that?”

Though she sighed, her expression and tone returned to her usual self—Heroine #2.

Good.

Though it was a shame she didn’t actually have a fantasy novel with her.

Still, I’d succeeded in defusing the icy mood, so it was a win overall.

“That’s unfortunate.”

“You don’t have to be disappointed. I usually only read more serious books, anyway.”

“You’re amazing, Your Highness. Reading nothing but boring books like those.”

“Books that aren’t entertaining are often more helpful for gaining knowledge—”

“So you admit they’re boring.”

“···.”

Christina clammed up immediately, realizing her verbal slip-up.

And seeing her flustered like that… put me in a surprisingly good mood.

Exactly.

There’s no way those could be fun.

Just look at the titles—no way the contents are any better.

Even if she’s the #2 student in the whole academy, that’s still a stretch.

Yup. Definitely.

Her face tinged pink, Christina quickly got to her feet.

“That’s enough. Let’s go.”

“But I haven’t picked out a book yet—”

“Just read that weird, unsettling one.”

Weren’t you the one who told me not to read it earlier?

Why the sudden change?

Christina tried her best to avoid my gaze as she spoke.

“You picked it, so you must have your reasons.”

“I didn’t, really······.”

“Finish reading it by the end of the week and write a report for me and—kyaa?!”

Thud thud—

There was a crash followed by a scream from Heroine #2.

She must’ve fumbled while trying to hurriedly put the books away.

“I’ll help.”

Thanks to her earlier, my mood had improved a bit.

So I generously offered to help pick up the books scattered under the desk.

The moment I grabbed the one lying on top—

“Don’t! Don’t pick that up!”

“Why not—”

And then I saw it.

“······The Noble Lady Loses Again Today?”

“···.”

The title of the book I picked up was… not exactly what I’d expected.

And it had come out of Christina’s bag.

“···.”

I didn’t even try to hide my silence.

······I mean, hey.

People can read stuff like that.

A novel with a title like The Noble Lady Loses Again Today?

It’s fine to like those.

It’s not a crime.

I could accept Her Highness’s tastes with a generous heart.

“But you said earlier you don’t read that kind of book······.”

“······Seo-yeon, shut your mouth.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“······Ugh.”

I probably could understand.

Maybe.





  
    Chapter 36: Nothingness
Having a nightmare was never a pleasant experience.

Of course, that much was obvious.

How could it feel good when your precious sleep time—the one time you’re supposed to be at peace—gets disrupted?

Besides, humans were, by nature, creatures with a strong need for sleep.

Appetite, lust, all kinds of desires.

Out of all of them, wasn’t the hardest to resist the desire to sleep?

Just look at me—I can’t even stay awake during class.

It’s not that I’m weird. It’s just that human beings have powerful sleep drives.

In any case, what I meant was that humans have a pretty intense craving for sleep.

Which also meant that the discomfort caused by nightmares interrupting that sleep could be overwhelming.

“······Ah.”

Roughly translated, that meant I was in a really bad mood right now.

Swish—

I groped around the bed with my hand.

I was trying to find my device, which I must have tossed aside somewhere after glancing at it briefly.

“······Why is this what I grabbed?”

What I ended up grabbing wasn’t the device, but the book I borrowed from the library—Fixing the Barn without cows.

Maybe this was the reason I had a nightmare.

I read it too intently, focused too hard, and my brain overloaded.

That’d actually be a relief.

If I only skimmed it and still overloaded, it’d mean I was just dumb.

Not that I’m saying I’m smart, either.

But admitting I’m dumb bruises my pride.

I have pride, too.

It hurts to be called stupid.

I’m human too, you know. A person.

Click—

Having failed to find my device, I had no choice but to turn on the lights in my room.

“······There it is.”

And there it was, finally catching my eye.

Seriously, how did I sleep for the device to end up halfway stuck under the pillow?

I guess I’ve picked up some odd sleeping habits without even realizing it.

That’s strange.

I didn’t have any weird habits back when I was taking sleeping pills.

Maybe I should start taking them again.

Then I wouldn’t be flipping the whole bed just because I couldn’t find my device.

With that thought in mind, I checked the time displayed on the device screen.

5:30 a.m.

Still plenty of time before I had to head to class.

“······Seriously, what is this?”

Usually, my body is desperate to stay asleep—so what the hell made it start functioning so early today?

It wasn’t because of the nightmare.

Even on nights when I had nightmares, I still managed to get up at 8 just fine.

Ever since I stopped taking sleeping pills, the nightmares had returned—like regular, unwelcome guests.

But a guest showing up doesn’t mean the host leaves the house.

Sure, you might greet them, but that doesn’t mean you abandon your own place just because someone dropped by.

That’s common sense, right?

Well, anyway—

The point is, the nightmares weren’t a big deal anymore.

“······What do I even do now?”

More than the nightmare, what was bothering me now was the simple fact that I had nothing to do.

Think about it.

What would a fresh-faced academy girl have to do at 5:30 in the morning?

I’m not about to go out and start running laps around the training ground.

Even Kim Soo-ho wouldn’t be that into working out.

······Or would he? Maybe he would.

Honestly, I wasn’t sure.

I didn’t even know how my own thoughts were flowing right now.

I was just voicing whatever popped into my head.

There wasn’t any deep meaning to it.

That’s just how my life was these days.

Like a stream flowing downstream—I was just a small twig drifting with the current.

Me changing wouldn’t change the direction of the flow.

Me changing wouldn’t make the river flow any faster or slower.

That’s why I hadn’t dropped out of the academy, either.

Maybe it’d be easier if I did.

If I dropped out, I wouldn’t have to deal with clingy imperial princesses or being bullied on campus.

But that was all.

I couldn’t find any real reason to drop out.

Why bother?

Drop out or not, I’m going to die soon anyway.

Quit the academy—still die.

Stay in the academy—still die.

The process might differ slightly, but the result is the same: I die.

So why go through the hassle of dropping out?

Especially when I already know that nothing will change either way.

Ultimate nihilism.

Is there any better phrase to describe what I’ve become?

I knew this wasn’t the healthiest mindset.

For the average person, life was far too beautiful to live with an outlook like this.

But for me—no, for Seo-yeon—this mindset made perfect sense.

Only Seo-yeon, with so little time left to live… no, only I could think this way.

Everyone else was normal.

Only I was the outlier.

And it’s hard to be the outlier among normals.

But even harder to break away from them completely.

So I didn’t do anything.

I wasn’t the kind of fool who volunteered for hardship.

“···.”

I stood still, staring at the spotless mirror in front of me.

Maybe it was just my imagination,

but my hair looked even whiter than before.

That’s a good thing.

It means time is moving forward.

It means I can feel that passage of time with my whole body.

At least, I’d like to think so.



In the end, I left the dorm earlier than usual.

Sigh.

Do I really need to start taking sleeping pills again?

But if I do, I might end up oversleeping and getting marked tardy.

Still, the appeal of sleeping pills was undeniable.

They knocked me out right away.

I didn’t even have to distract myself with devices or books—it just put me to sleep. That was a huge benefit.

The only problem was what came after.

I wasn’t the type to enjoy writing apology letters for being late.

And I especially wasn’t someone who enjoyed kneeling with my hands up as punishment.

At least other students had magic to help them endure it.

Me? I couldn’t even use magic.

So the best course of action was to not end up in that situation at all.

It’s bad enough getting punished for being late—

I really didn’t want to be hauled off to the infirmary coughing up blood on top of it.

That’s just pathetic.

And if I got caught by that crazy b*tch, she might torture me again.

And of course, there were the side effects of the sleeping pills to consider.

“······Like it matters.”

Honestly, I didn’t care much.

The only real side effect would be building up a bit of tolerance, right?

Wasn’t even worth worrying about.

Just meant I’d need to take a higher dose.

If I upped the dose to match the tolerance, I could fall asleep just like I did when I first started taking them.

Though, I vaguely remembered hearing somewhere that overdosing on sleeping pills could be dangerous.

“This too… whatever.”

Even that didn’t really matter to me.

It’s not like I planned on living a long life anyway.

What’s the big deal if my already short lifespan gets cut even shorter?

“······I’ll need to buy more.”

From what I remembered, I was nearly out of sleeping pills in the dorm.

Even if I had any left, I couldn’t be sure they were still usable.

Medication had expiration dates, you know.

I wasn’t dumb enough to forget something like that.

As I thought about where I could get more, I strolled leisurely down the academy halls.

Current time: 7:30 a.m.

Still quite a bit of time left before homeroom.

“Should I go to the library or something?”

Maybe I really should kill time at the library.

The Starfrost Academy library had the perk of being open 24 hours.

I vaguely remembered hearing something about it.

Like, the books had some kind of magical protection so no one could steal them.

That’s why they could keep the place open all day, right?

“······Who told me that?”

The person who told me that… I couldn’t remember their name at all.

Was it my homeroom teacher?

No, she’d never shared info like that.

Wasn’t the school nurse either.

She was always holed up in the infirmary taking care of sick students.

It wasn’t Heroine #2, either.

She only started clinging to me after the group project—Christina and I didn’t speak a word before that.

And it wasn’t Han-Sia.

That lunatic kept up her saintly image by doing volunteer work in public—she wouldn’t waste time hiding out in the library.

“······Seriously, who was it?”

No matter how hard I thought, no clear answer came to mind.

And as if drawn by some invisible force, my feet carried me toward the library.

There was no real reason.

Maybe I hoped going there would jog my memory.

Or maybe I just didn’t have anywhere else to go right now.

It didn’t really matter.

For an academy student to visit the library, that was perfectly normal.

Even if I wasn’t going there to study, it was still natural for a student to walk into the library.

“···.”

“······Seo-yeon?”

And meeting someone inconvenient there, like it was fate?

That, too, was all too natural.

Felt a little hollow, though.

So it’s you again, huh?

– Seo-yeon, did you know?

– Hm? Know what?

– This library’s open 24 hours a day.

– Really? Then let’s come here together all the time!

A memory I really didn’t want to recall drifted past my mind.

“Good morning. Nice day, isn’t it?”

“···.”

I forced a light greeting, trying to hold down the churn in my gut as I faced the protagonist standing before me.

Hello, protagonist.

I’m the extra—Lee Seo-yeon.

Did you eat?

I didn’t. Just saying.

How hollow of me.

Asking a question and answering myself like this.





  
    Chapter 37: Friend
“···.”

“···.”

Our eyes met.

The protagonist’s eyes—clearer and more radiant than anyone’s—shimmered in blue.

No matter how many times I saw them, they were truly beautiful.

Just the eyes alone were more attractive than those of most heroines, no doubt.

“Hey.”

“···.”

Even after my repeated greetings, Kim Soo-ho remained silent.

What the heck.

I went out of my way to greet you first.

Getting ignored like this? It kind of hurts, you know.

“It’s been a while.”

“······Seo-yeon.”

To be honest, that was a lie.

I didn’t feel hurt. Not even a little.

The word hurt had long ceased to apply to someone like me.

Just like how it takes two hands to make a clap.

Wounds could only form where there was something left to be wounded.

And, unfortunately…

I had long since lost the capacity to be wounded in that way.

“You don’t look so good. Did something happen?”

“···.”

Of course, that didn’t mean I was blaming the protagonist, standing there with a visibly hurt expression.

It was entirely one person’s fault.

Mine. No—Lee Seo-yeon’s.

Because of her. Because of me, everything became twisted.

For the sin of not knowing when to push forward and when to give up.

For the sin of not distinguishing what should be hoped for and what shouldn’t.

I pushed forward. I hoped.

I failed. I got hurt.

There was a clear chain of cause and effect, so I had no reason to blame anyone else.

At last, Kim Soo-ho opened his tightly sealed lips.

“······Ms. Matilda collapsed.”

“What?”

Matilda. That was a name I recognized.

It was written in the letters I had sent after being reincarnated.

The name of the only teacher in the orphanage full of trash who truly cared for the children.

And now you’re telling me she suddenly collapsed?

“I visited the orphanage… and when she heard your hair color had changed, she fainted on the spot and was taken to the hospital.”

“···.”

“It all happened so fast, I didn’t even get to ask why. Why she was so shocked.”

“······Ah.”

“Seo-yeon. You and Ms. Matilda know something, don’t you? The reason why your hair suddenly—”

It looked like Soo-ho was still talking, but—

“······Hah.”

“······Seo-yeon?”

I couldn’t focus on any of that.

No, I refused to focus.

“······Urk.”

“Seo-yeon!”

I felt sick.

Because I was momentarily glad that Matilda hadn’t told Soo-ho anything about my hair.

Disgusting.

Truly disgusting.

A person had collapsed.

And from what I could tell, she collapsed from worrying about me—no, about Lee Seo-yeon.

And instead of worrying about her, I felt relieved that she kept my secret?

“······Heh.”

Laughter just spilled out.

Am I even human?

Can someone like me truly be called a person?

There’s a saying that beasts who forget grace shouldn’t be raised.

And Ms. Matilda, who once embraced me—Lee Seo-yeon—felt so pitiful.

“Seo-yeon.”

“···.”

“I know this is hard for you, but I really want you to tell me.”

“······Tell you what?”

“The reason why your hair suddenly changed. The reason only you and Ms. Matilda might know.”

“It’s just… regular dye…”

“No, don’t lie to me. Seo-yeon.”

Kim Soo-ho’s eyes pierced into mine.

As if he already knew that couldn’t possibly be true.

“I know better than anyone that you’re not the type to break academy rules just to dye your hair.”

“···.”

“So tell me. We’re friends, aren’t we?”

We’re friends.

Such a simple sentence.

You and I were childhood friends who grew up together.

You and I are friends who can share our feelings.

That’s what that sentence should’ve meant.

“······Hah.”

“Seo-yeon?”

So why did it feel so unbearably repulsive to me?

Kim Soo-ho and I—no, Lee Seo-yeon—were childhood friends from the orphanage.

“Soo-ho.”

“···.”

“Are we really still ‘friends’?”

Why was it that all I could think was, it’s already too late?

No—far too late?

“I’m not so sure. Whether you and I are still friends.”

“······But.”

“Yes, we were childhood friends who grew up together. But can you really call someone a ‘friend’ when you can’t even tell something’s wrong with them?”

It was a simple question.

Lee Seo-yeon—no, I—became like this, and you didn’t notice a thing.

Can you still call yourself my friend if you didn’t even realize that?

“···.”

“Why can’t you answer me, Soo-ho?”

It was such a simple question—yet one Kim Soo-ho, the protagonist, could never answer.

Because he was kind to everyone, because he was fair to everyone—

He was someone who couldn’t be honest with himself.

He was probably thinking something like this:

‘Do I even deserve to call myself her friend?’

‘Maybe Seo-yeon’s right.’

‘Am I claiming that title without any right to it?’

And the fact that he was even thinking that…

It meant Kim Soo-ho didn’t truly care about Lee Seo-yeon—about me.

If he had cared—

If he really thought of me as a friend—

He would’ve answered without hesitation.

He would’ve firmly denied my words without the slightest bit of doubt.

Because the kind-hearted protagonist—

Was also the one person who couldn’t bring himself to lie.

“Congrats. You were right. My hair didn’t change just from regular dye.”

“······Then—”

“But does that mean I should tell you the reason?”

“···.”

“Honestly, you already know, don’t you? That we’re not the same as we used to be.”

Kim Soo-ho and Lee Seo-yeon were once incredibly close.

In other words, the past versions of them were the closest of childhood friends.

“But now? I don’t even know if we’re still friends.”

“···.”

“I don’t know what you think… but as for me, I don’t think we are.”

“······Seo-yeon.”

Kim Soo-ho’s face twisted with pain when he heard my words.

As if wondering how I could say such a thing.

As if asking how I could say something so cruel to him.

······How laughable.

“If we were really friends, would you have left me alone like that?”

“······But that’s—”

“Yeah, maybe you didn’t know. That I wasn’t adjusting to life at the academy.”

“···.”

“Judging by your face, you do now.”

Did Christina tell him?

Well, she did say her feelings had cooled off last time.

It seemed she also confessed to Soo-ho that she used to bully me.

“Of course, it’s also true I never told you.”

“···.”

“And if I didn’t, and no one else did either, then I get it—you wouldn’t have known.”

“······Seo-yeon.”

“But, Soo-ho. If I were really your friend, would you have needed me to say it out loud?”

I was the one asking, but I already knew the answer.

Of course not.

If we were really friends—true friends—then no.

A friend is someone who notices your pain even if you don’t say a word,

and reaches out to help—because that’s what being a friend means.

“We’re not friends.”

“···.”

So no. Kim Soo-ho and I were not friends.

This relationship, where we couldn’t even sense each other’s pain, couldn’t be called friendship.

“Maybe we were friends before… but right now? I don’t think so.”

“······I—”

“So you don’t have to care about me anymore.”

“···.”

“You have plenty of other friends.”

Like the second heroine, whose affection might’ve cooled off a bit but is still probably friendly towards the protagonist.

Or that absolute lunatic who’s devoted to him more than anyone else.

There was no need for the protagonist to keep someone like Lee Seo-yeon—me—around.

That’s the kind of person he is.

Someone who deserves to be loved by everyone.

“You don’t have to worry about me.”

“···.”

“I’m not a good enough person to deserve your concern.”

Unlike me.

Unlike someone who can’t be loved by anyone and is hated by all.

The more I thought about it, the more it felt like a horrific combination.

Someone loved by everyone.

And someone who could never be loved.

How could those two ever have been the closest childhood friends?

Well, I already knew the answer.

I just wouldn’t say it to Soo-ho’s face.

“Got it? So from now on—”

“I’m sorry.”

“···.”

“I’m sorry, Seo-yeon.”

The protagonist apologized to me.

That Kim Soo-ho—apologized to Lee Seo-yeon. No, to me.

······Why?

“I’m sorry for not being there for you.”

“···.”

“I was just… I’m such a mess. I couldn’t adjust quickly enough to the new environment, and because of that, I—”

“Stop.”

“Seo-yeon?”

“Don’t… apologize to me.”

“······Huh?”

“I’m the only one who needs to be the bad person. Why are you apologizing?”

Why.

Why was Kim Soo-ho apologizing to me?

I was the one pushing him away.

I’m the one being the bad person.

So why are you the one saying sorry?

Why do you look like you regret it?

Why are you beating yourself up, saying you should’ve done better?

“Why are you apologizing?”

“Because I made a mistake—”

“What mistake? What did you do wrong?”

I was the one who got greedy.

I was the one who looked up at a tree I could never climb.

So then—

Why?

Why was Kim Soo-ho the one filled with regret?

That’s not how it’s supposed to be.

I’m the one who should be in pain for being greedy.

Why should Soo-ho, who’s done nothing wrong, suffer?

Why should someone as worthless as me cause him pain?

“Why, why. Why are you…”

“Seo-yeon?”

My head spun.

I hadn’t used any magic, but it felt like I had.

“I’m not… that kind of person…”

“Seo-yeon? Seo-yeon!”

As my name—Lee Seo-yeon, no, my name—kept ringing in my ears,

My vision went dark.

So dark. Pitch black.





  
    Chapter 38: Hope
“Soo-ho. Soo-ho?”

“…Huh? Did you call me?”

“What were you thinking about so hard that you didn’t even hear me?”

“Sorry, I was just thinking about the academy for a second.”

The startled boy wore an expression of genuine apology.

As if to say he really didn’t mean it.

As if to say he hadn’t been ignoring her—just lost in thought for a moment.

But even so, that wasn’t enough to ease the heart of a girl who was already sulking.

“…Soo-ho, is the academy more important than me now?”

“No! It’s just that I’m still not used to it.”

“Not used to it? You mean your talent?”

The word ‘used to it’ sparked the girl’s curiosity, pushing her upset heart aside for a moment.

“Yeah. Ever since that day, I’ve been sensing a strange power around me.”

“Whoa. Then do I feel different too?”

“No. Unless someone uses mana, they feel the same as before.”

“Hmm…”

The girl rested her chin in her hand as if something was bothering her and sank into thought.

“Why? Is there something you’re curious about?”

“No, just a pointless thought.”

“Pointless?”

“Yeah. A thought without much meaning.”

“There’s no such thing as meaningless thoughts.”

“…Huh?”

“That’s what I think. That nothing in this world is useless or meaningless.”

“Really?”

“Of course. Have you ever seen me lie?”

The boy’s eyes, as he said those words, sparkled more brightly than the stars visible in the night sky.

Brighter than anyone, clearer than anyone.

As if they could light up the whole world and chase away all the darkness.

The girl thought.



“…”

Where I opened my eyes—

…Right. You probably get it by now, even without me saying.

At this point, I might actually start getting attached.

Feels like I wake up here more often than in my own dorm these days.

Students have the right to use the infirmary, sure.

But I doubt that right was intended to be exercised this much.

I felt a pang of guilt toward the student or teacher who first established that right at the academy.

I’m sorry.

I’ve been abusing the right you created way too freely.

But what can I do?

I didn’t know I’d collapse just from talking to Kim Soo-ho for a bit.

If you’re gonna blame someone, don’t blame me—blame this trash body.

Muttering a silent, pointless excuse in my head—one that wouldn’t be heard anyway—I instinctively looked down beside the bed.

“…Your Highness?”

And there she was—Christina, slumped forward with her head resting against the edge of the bed.

What the hell is she doing here again?

When did the imperial princess’s dorm get relocated to the infirmary?

“Your Highness?”

Even after being called again, Christina showed no sign of waking up.

As if she’d been in that position for a long time.

As if she had been watching over me for a long time.

…As if she had actually been nursing me.

“Hah.”

A scoff escaped me at the absurdity of my own imagination.

Christina… nursing me?

That Christina Valentine, who hated me—no, hated Seo-yeon—more than anyone?

No way.

No, that’s something that must never happen.

Christina hated Seo-yeon. No—hated me.

I didn’t think much of her first visit to the infirmary.

She had a reason back then.

She was the one who knocked me out, after all. There was a clear reason.

I thought she came to protect the image she’d carefully built up until now.

Christina cared more than anyone about how others perceived her.

So I believed it made sense.

Then came the second visit, after our group project ended.

Honestly, I thought that might still be plausible.

Or rather, I tried to convince myself it was.

I collapsed while protecting her.

We’d agreed not to worry about each other once the assignment was done, but I’d still fainted because of her.

I believed it was just guilt—something any human would naturally feel.

But this—this wasn’t the same.

Nursing someone was a completely different thing.

There’s a reason that trope is so common in fantasy stories.

No one nurses someone they have no connection to.

And yet Christina nursed me.

The same person she once actively took part in tormenting.

It wasn’t confirmed, but the situation made it pretty clear.

“…It was strange.”

Yeah. It was strange.

Christina’s behavior had been bizarre, plain and simple.

She clung to me even after we’d made a deal.

She said she didn’t like Kim Soo-ho anymore.

Christina.

The same girl who once buried people just because they showed affection toward Soo-ho.

She had acted friendly toward me—someone she should have despised more than anyone.

“…Hah.”

A dry, unsettling laugh crawled its way out of my mouth.

If it had come from anyone else, it would’ve given me chills.

Not that I cared.

“…Why?”

“…”

“Why are you doing this to me?”

Because what was in front of me now was far more disturbing.

I couldn’t understand it.

I couldn’t think of a single reason.

Why Christina would be interested in me.

Why she would show concern for someone she once bullied.

Why an imperial princess—someone admired by all—would care about someone as useless as me.

“I’m a worthless person.”

“…”

“I’m not even really Soo-ho’s friend anymore.”

I wasn’t anything to Soo-ho now.

I’d already told him so.

Told him we weren’t really friends.

That it didn’t feel right to call our relationship that.

And after that, I’d collapsed like a fool, babbling something about regrets.

Our relationship was over. No question.

I mean, if someone said weird crap and then fainted in front of me, I’d distance myself too.

But.

Even so.

Even then—

“…Why are you suddenly showing interest in me?”

“…”

“I just don’t get it.”

The question floated through the air, unanswered—only the one asking it remained.

“If you were going to be like this… If this is how it was going to be, why didn’t you act this way from the start?”

“…”

“Both you and Soo-ho… Why now?”

This was something that wasn’t supposed to happen.

No matter how hard I tried, no matter how much effort I exerted, it was never supposed to happen.

It wasn’t supposed to work out.

It was something that could never come true.

“Now that I’ve finally given up… Now you act like this?”

“…”

It was something that needed to stay broken.

Something that couldn’t change now, not anymore.

Because if it changed now, then—

“What about me?”

“…”

“What happens to the past me?”

The me who worked so hard to get closer to you both—what does she become?

The me who used mana, something never meant for me, just to be part of your world—what does she become?

What about this dying body of mine?

“It wasn’t supposed to change.”

It wasn’t supposed to.

Not this easily.

At the very least, you should’ve changed after I died.

That way, the old me wouldn’t feel so bitter.

That way, the current me wouldn’t resent death.

That way, the future me—

“…Ah.”

Suddenly, the thought hit me like a slap to the back of the head.

What the hell am I saying?

There is no future me.

There’s no me to even think of something like “the future.”

Before I even get a chance to imagine it, I’ll be buried.

A cold corpse can’t speak words like “future.”

A cold corpse can’t think of a future that everyone else takes for granted.

Right?

That’s certain, right?

That’s the one thing that’ll never change.

Unlike people who play with others’ hearts through lies—

Death never lies.

“I see.”

I already knew.

Even if things changed now, it wouldn’t mean anything.

Even if all that effort bore fruit, it would still be meaningless.

I knew that better than anyone.

“It doesn’t matter.”

No matter how you change.

No matter if you start caring about me now.

None of it matters.

“…Kuh.”

The red blood I coughed up yet again—

My hair, paler today than it was yesterday, and paler yesterday than the day before—

They were proof.

Proof that it was already too late.

That everything had been decided.

That the future me—no, I—had long since disappeared.

“…I want to die.”

That was all there was to it.

I hadn’t really thought about it until now.

But maybe that is the most fitting end for a useless extra like me.

“…Heh.”

With that, I collapsed back onto the bed, blood filling my mouth once again.

Mm.

Feels like it’s leaking a bit.

But whatever.

It’s not like they’re going to scold someone for bleeding on the sheets.

Come to think of it—was it Soo-ho who brought me here?

He must’ve been shocked.

One second we’re talking, the next I’m unconscious.

Hopefully he doesn’t know the truth.

He probably just thinks it’s lingering damage from the group project.

Christina wouldn’t have told him… right?

Yeah, of course not.

Clinging to what little hope I had left, I let the growing drowsiness take me.

…By the way, Christina’s hand looks like it moved a bit?

Probably just my imagination.

My head’s all messed up—I must be seeing things.

No way she woke up just because I muttered something.

Even for a princess, she can’t be that sensitive.

Ugh, whatever.

Coughing up blood makes you sleepy.

Doesn’t matter.

Whether Heroine Number 2 can hear my muttering or not.

It’s not like I was lying.

It’s not like I don’t want to die right now.

It didn’t matter.

Just like always.

Just like how nothing ever changed.

I only hoped that nothing had.





  
    Chapter 39: Egoistic Mind
When she first heard the news,

Christina couldn’t believe her ears.

“What did you say?”

“······Christina.”

“No. Say it again. Soo-ho.”

It was understandable.

The news she had heard that morning was completely unexpected.

“Seo-yeon collapsed again?”

“······Yeah. She’s in the infirmary right now.”

Again.

Lee Seo-yeon had collapsed again.

As mentioned before, when she first heard it, she thought she had misheard.

“Why.”

“···.”

“Why did Seo-yeon collapse again?”

How long had it even been.

How long since she collapsed because of those who tried to harm her.

It hadn’t even been a week.

Today made it less than a week since Seo-yeon had regained consciousness in the infirmary.

“Tell me, Soo-ho. You know, don’t you?”

“······Christina.”

“You came straight to me because you know, right?”

And yet, she had collapsed again and was now in the infirmary.

It felt like the world truly hated the person named Lee Seo-yeon.

“······I’m not really sure.”

“What? What do you mean you’re not sure?”

“I ran into her at the library this morning······.”

“You saw Seo-yeon at the library?”

“Yeah. But when I apologized, she suddenly told me not to apologize and then······.”

She suddenly collapsed.

Even though he didn’t say the rest, she could already feel what he was going to say.

“···.”

“Christina? Christina!”

Ignoring Kim Soo-ho’s voice behind her,

Christina rushed out of the classroom.

Naturally, her destination was the infirmary where Seo-yeon would be lying.

And just as naturally, she was running to check on the collapsed Seo-yeon.

That was how she arrived at the infirmary.

“Princess Christina?”

“Do you know where Seo-yeon is right now?”

“If you mean Lee Seo-yeon, she’s lying on that bed over there······.”

Before the school nurse could even finish her sentence, Christina pulled back the curtain around the bed Seo-yeon was lying on.

“···.”

Lee Seo-yeon was lying there quietly, just as she had imagined.

Like the last time she collapsed, she looked more peaceful than anyone in the world.

“Princess Christina?”

“······I’m sorry. I was a bit too abrupt.”

Only after seeing Seo-yeon’s face was she able to process the school nurse’s confused words.

“Are you here to visit Seo-yeon again, like last time?”

“······Yes.”

“Then could you help with her care?”

“Her care······?”

“It’s nothing too difficult. Just wipe her sweat if she starts sweating a lot.”

Care.

Something she had only ever done for one person in her life.

The one person more special to her than anyone else.

The one person more precious to her than anyone else.

Her mother.

The former empress.

The school nurse was asking her to care for someone like she had once cared for the empress.

And to the nurse, Christina gave a small nod.

“······Alright.”

“Then I’ll leave it to you, Princess Christina.”

Normally, Christina would have never accepted.

After all, she was a princess.

By image alone, she was a royal who had never so much as let a drop of water touch her hands.

Not just because of her image—she simply wasn’t someone who would lower herself to do such a thing.

“······This should be enough, right?”

And yet, she gently wiped Seo-yeon’s forehead with her own hands.

Ignoring the vile emotions welling up inside.

Forcing herself to ignore the disgust that was rising from deep within, she wiped Seo-yeon’s forehead.

‘Do I even deserve to do this?’

‘After everything I did to Seo-yeon, do I even have the right to care for her?’

Her conscience kept interfering with her every move as she tended to Seo-yeon.

And it wasn’t wrong.

No, it was painfully right.

The thought that she didn’t deserve this.

That she didn’t even deserve to be near Lee Seo-yeon.

It was so right, in fact, that her own actions—wrapped in the excuse of guilt—began to feel like they were being exposed and judged.

A battle with herself.

A battle between her conscience and her guilt.

In that desperate battle, guilt had won—but even that victory didn’t last long.

“···.”

“······Seo-yeon?”

The girl she was tending to suddenly twitched, as if about to wake up.

Christina panicked.

She had thought Seo-yeon would remain unconscious for at least a day.

It wasn’t a curse.

The last time Seo-yeon passed out, she had been unconscious for three whole days, so at the very least, she expected her to be out for one day.

Panicking, Christina lowered her head onto the bed, just far enough not to touch Seo-yeon.

It was a rather simple reason.

She was scared.

Scared that the moment Seo-yeon woke up, she’d ask, “Why is Her Highness here?”

Truthfully, she already knew.

No—she knew better than anyone.

Just like Seo-yeon didn’t consider Kim Soo-ho a friend,

Seo-yeon wished more than anything that Christina would stay far away from her.

She knew—and still she tried to close the distance.

She knew Seo-yeon didn’t want her near, and still she approached as closely as she could.

Because she was afraid.

Afraid that the one person who might have seen her as ‘Christina Valentine’ and not the imperial princess would disappear.

Christina was selfish.

More selfish than anyone.

So selfish, painfully so.

That she didn’t want to lose the person she had personally rejected and tormented.

Contradiction.

It was, without a doubt, a contradiction.

She had ruined Seo-yeon’s academic life, yet was now afraid she might vanish.

There was no greater absurdity than this.

But even more than she felt it was absurd, her fear was far greater.

And in the end, that fear led her to pretend to sleep before the newly awakened Seo-yeon.

“······Your Highness?”

That was Seo-yeon’s first word.

A voice mixed with confusion and hesitation.

“Your Highness?”

Even with the second call, Christina didn’t move.

As if she had fallen asleep long before Seo-yeon had awakened.

“Ha.”

Then came a bitter laugh.

“······I knew it.”

A voice as if she had expected this all along.

A voice so fractured and twisted that just hearing it gave goosebumps.

“······Hah.”

A laugh she had never heard before.

An eerie, grotesque laugh unlike anything she had ever known.

“······Why?”

“···.”

“Why are you suddenly treating me like this?”

The voice was oddly calm. Unnaturally quiet.

“I’m a useless person.”

“···.”

“I’m not even really Kim Soo-ho’s friend anymore.”

Seo-yeon degraded herself without a hint of hesitation.

Saying she was nothing.

That she was a worthless, insect-like human being.

Words that would be unthinkable for someone as prideful as Christina—Seo-yeon said them as if they meant nothing.

“Why are you suddenly interested in me?”

Seo-yeon’s question followed.

A sorrowful question—why would anyone care about someone as useless as her?

“I don’t understand.”

“···.”

As she listened to those words,

Christina remained silent.

“If this is how it’s going to be. Then you should have treated me this way from the start.”

“You and Kim Soo-ho both—why now?”

“Why wait until I gave up—until I gave up on everything—to treat me like this?”

Seo-yeon’s heartfelt lament poured out.

But Christina was too selfish.

She couldn’t bring herself to sever even the faintest thread of a bond.

She just listened.

“What about me?”

“What happens to the person I was?”

“You people—you’re not supposed to change.”

All the sins she had committed.

The terrible things she had done thoughtlessly.

She was now hearing them clearly, through the mouth of the one most hurt by them.

You reap what you sow.

She didn’t know who coined that phrase, but it had never felt more true.

The clear liquid that began to drip from her face buried in the bed was undeniable proof of that.

She couldn’t even cry aloud.

If she made a sound, Seo-yeon would know she was awake.

So she held back her tears as much as she could.

It was cowardly—but she felt like if she didn’t understand how Seo-yeon truly saw her, she couldn’t think about the future.

She desperately clung to a sliver of hope.

“Ah.”

“I see.”

“It doesn’t matter at all, does it.”

······Until that empty, hollow voice echoed as if all hope had been abandoned.

It was the second time.

The second time she heard such an empty voice.

A voice so void of life it felt like it could disappear at any moment.

And cruelly, the owner of that voice had been the same both times.

Both times, it was Lee Seo-yeon.

Both times, her voice had changed because of Christina.

Once because of Christina’s followers, and once because of Christina herself.

Because Christina selfishly approached, knowing full well that Seo-yeon didn’t want her near.

“······Kuhk.”

“···.”

The coughing that followed made Christina react instantly.

Because that cough was not ordinary.

The scent of blood.

The metallic tang of blood began to fill the room after that single cough.

Even someone as selfish as Christina had to get up.

She couldn’t ignore someone coughing up blood just because of her selfishness and fear.

She should have immediately gotten up to check on Seo-yeon.

And if nothing had happened afterward, she would have done exactly that.

“······I want to die.”

If nothing had happened—those words would never have been spoken.

It was a fresh shock.

To hear someone say they wanted to die.

That shock turned the thoughts that told her to get up into cold stone.

“······Ha-ha.”

And then, that grotesque laugh echoed once more.

Lee Seo-yeon collapsed back onto the bed.

And though the person she was supposed to be careful with had just lost consciousness again—

“···.”

Christina couldn’t move from that spot.

From the moment she heard those words—‘I want to die’—the tears flowing endlessly from her eyes held her frozen in place.

She just stayed there.

Until the never-ending tears stopped flowing.

Until the guilt could be washed away by those tears.

Even though, more than anyone, she knew that would never happen.

Even if the sky fell and the earth crumbled, she knew that would never happen.

Still, Christina silently cried.





  
    Chapter 40: Ordinary
“···.”

I was in a dark dormitory room.

To be honest, I couldn’t even remember how I got back here.

I had definitely collapsed after pouring out some complaints in the infirmary, where no one could hear me.

After waking up, I didn’t remember much.

As if my brain had decided it didn’t need to hold on to any of it.

Of course, that didn’t mean I remembered nothing.

There were a few things that lingered in my memory.

For example, Heroine #2, whom I saw the moment I woke up.

Christina’s eyes were visibly stained with tears, as if she had been crying her heart out somewhere.

Christina, crying?

Did she mess up an assignment she had to do alone or something?

I couldn’t think of a single reason why an imperial princess would have reason to cry.

“Should I have asked her?”

I felt a slight pang of regret.

At the time, her eyes looked too sorrowful—I just couldn’t bring myself to ask.

But now, seeing how curious I felt, maybe I should have asked, no matter how hard it might’ve been.

I can’t stand being curious.

They say curiosity is the strongest human desire, right?

“Kim Soo-ho was there too.”

And among the memories that did remain was the appearance of our protagonist.

After I left the infirmary, leaving behind a strangely sad-looking Christina, I ran into Kim Soo-ho just outside the door.

Unlike with Christina, I didn’t think much of it.

From his perspective, I was just someone who’d suddenly started talking nonsense and passed out.

Kim Soo-ho is the kind of protagonist who’s always considerate of everyone.

Even if we hadn’t been on good terms lately, it was only natural he’d come looking.

What bothered me wasn’t the expression on Kim Soo-ho’s face.

What really stuck with me was something else entirely.

“······What were we talking about before I fainted?”

I couldn’t remember a single word of the conversation I’d had with Kim Soo-ho in the library.

And that fact was gnawing at me—no, sitting heavy on my chest like the gas that bubbles up after indigestion.

“Is it a symptom of the illness?”

That was the first thing that came to mind—symptoms of a worsening disease.

Lately, the symptoms had definitely been getting worse.

Even earlier, just lying down briefly in the infirmary had ended with me coughing up blood.

So I couldn’t say for sure that something like memory loss wouldn’t happen.

“······Amnesia, huh.”

If my theory was right…

If my worsening condition was now presenting itself in the form of memory loss…

And if, given more time, I lost all of my memories…

How would I react?

Humans generally want to hold on to their memories.

Moments and experiences built up over a lifetime—things that can never be relived.

All that remains are photographs.

Emotional memories come before material things.

Those sayings didn’t exist for no reason.

That’s how much humans want to preserve their precious memories.

For an ordinary, average person, contracting something like amnesia would be terrifying.

Sure, people say that forgetfulness is the only blessing given to mankind by the gods.

But that’s only true in most ordinary cases.

“······Not bad, actually.”

If we’re talking about ordinary cases.

Like I’ve said many times—I’m not an ordinary person.

The title of “ordinary” belongs to someone more capable, more average than me.

We don’t call someone who’s terminally ill ordinary.

We don’t call someone with no goals in life ordinary.

Ding—

[Han-Sia]

‘Seo-yeon, I heard you collapsed today? I want to treat you myself. Can we meet, just for a bit?’

“···.”

We don’t call someone who’s regularly dragged out by a self-proclaimed friend just to get beaten up ordinary.

Even just thinking about that much made it clear—I was far from ordinary.

No need to think more about it.

It’d only give me a headache.



(TL note: Perspective shifts to Kim Soo-ho)

This was how Kim Soo-ho remembered Lee Seo-yeon.

Always smiling brightly.

Cheerful and just, yet gentle enough to turn a blind eye to a small rule-breaking if a friend was involved.

If Teacher Matilda had been the parent figure for the kids at that awful orphanage—

Then Seo-yeon was like a kind older sister.

Taking care of the kids left behind while the “mom” was too busy to manage them all.

Even someone like Soo-ho, who liked helping others, couldn’t compare to Seo-yeon at the orphanage.

And that was because Seo-yeon genuinely thought of Matilda, Soo-ho, and the other kids as her true “family.”

Being close and being family were very different things.

Soo-ho considered Matilda, Seo-yeon, and maybe Han-Sia from the academy as family—but not the other kids.

They were just friends who’d grown up in the same place.

He’d never felt close enough to call them family.

It was only natural.

The only thing they really had in common was ending up in the same orphanage by coincidence.

Seo-yeon was the outlier.

No matter how socially skilled you are, not just anyone can treat strangers with no real connection as family.

Soo-ho had always found her incredible.

Like sharing her warm smile with everyone was her life’s mission.

Because she was so amazing, he always stayed by her side.

And because he was always by her side, his eyes naturally followed her.

And because he kept looking… at some point, he fell for her.

She was just… a normally pretty girl.

She didn’t have any special talent aside from being sociable.

And yet, at some point, Lee Seo-yeon was always beside him.

Because her smiling face was beautiful.

Because her tiny hands working hard to help others were adorable.

Because he just liked her.

Most likely, Soo-ho had fallen for Lee Seo-yeon in a romantic way.

Naturally, over time, they became the orphanage’s signature childhood friend duo.

It wasn’t strange at all.

Like mentioned before, they were always glued together wherever they went.

Some of the more mischievous kids even teased them, saying they were a couple, not just friends.

Even Matilda, who usually scolded such teasing, smiled slightly and didn’t stop them.

Seo-yeon’s reaction—her face turning bright red—

It was the cutest thing Soo-ho had ever seen her do.

She was shy when others said it out loud.

But she didn’t deny it, either.

That reaction made it clear to Soo-ho, the person at the center of it, how Seo-yeon felt about him.

A feeling similar to his own.

Or maybe a bit stronger.

Most likely—

Seo-yeon liked him too.

When he first realized it, he was happy.

How could he not be happy?

The person you like, likes you back. How could you not love that?

But the problem was… both he and Seo-yeon were clumsy.

They’d been together too long.

Neither of them had ever dated before.

So despite their feelings, neither of them could bring themselves to say anything.

And then, his talent was discovered.

Or rather, awakened might be the better word.

He awakened his magical powers while saving Han-Sia from a wolf beast’s attack—powers he never knew he had.

After that, his life changed.

Naturally, the distance between him and Seo-yeon grew too.

Because Seo-yeon was just a normal person.

Unlike him and Han-Sia, who had awakened extraordinary talents—she was just an ordinary civilian.

He had no excuses.

Growing distant from his closest friend over something like that?

It was absurd.

But still, he didn’t change his mind.

Because he had a dream—to protect people.

Just like he’d protected Han-Sia from that beast, he wanted to use his power to keep people safe.

Maybe that was an excuse.

Choosing that dream, that goal, over the friend closest to him?

The most cowardly excuse in the world.

A pathetic justification: that to stop being ordinary, he had to leave ordinary people behind.

······It must’ve been an excuse.

It should’ve just been an excuse.

“Haha.”

“······Christina?”

“Ah, Soo-ho. You’re here? Oh no, Seo-yeon just stepped out.”

“I know. I just saw her at the door······. Tina, are you okay? Were you crying?”

“Me? Haha. Of course I’m fine. Especially compared to Seo-yeon.”

“You don’t look fine······. Wait, compared to Seo-yeon? What do you mean by that?”

“What should I do, Soo-ho? What can I even do to fix this?”

It was supposed to be just an excuse.

An excuse to distance himself from a “normal person.”

“······She said she wants to die.”

“······What?”

“Seo-yeon… Seo-yeon said that. That she wants to die.”

“···.”

“It’s my fault. If only I hadn’t treated her that way······.”

Why had his childhood friend slipped out of the “normal person” category?

The infirmary that Seo-yeon had left behind was filled with silence.

Only Christina’s occasional sobs broke through that hollow stillness.

It had been an ordinary day, no different from any other.





  
    Chapter 41: Loss
“Seo-yeon! Over here, here!”

A lovely voice called out from the distance.

As soon as I slightly lifted my head from the ground, I saw Han-sia.

I always think about this.

Is there really anyone who wouldn’t fall for Han-sia?

First, her looks.

Even from another girl’s perspective, Han-sia was stunning.

Flawless, pale skin like she’d only ever lived off morning dew.

Golden eyes that sparkled so much they made you feel like she was something sacred.

“You’re early today.”

“…Yeah.”

“I was going to scold you if you were late like the old days, but looks like I won’t have to.”

If I hadn’t already known what lay beneath her surface, I definitely would’ve fallen helplessly for her too.

That’s just how charming Han-sia was.

So much so that even the original protagonist—who’d already lost interest in me—had fallen for her.

Han-sia, who was staring at me, reached up and gently touched her head like she was thinking hard.

“Hmm… It’s been so long since it was just the two of us—I don’t even know what to do together.”

“You said in your message that we’d just meet briefly because of your treatment…”

“Right! But let’s go to a café, just the two of us!”

“…”

Just as I expected, Han-sia had zero intention of actually listening to anything I said.

Still, this felt kind of rude.

I was standing right here and she was treating me like I was invisible.

If this is how she was going to be, why bother calling me out at all?

She was the one who asked me to come—why ignore me now?

“…Fine.”

And yet, the words that came out of my mouth were words of agreement.

Because I already knew none of this meant anything anyway.

“I knew you’d say yes! Seo-yeon always liked hanging out with me!”

“…Yeah.”

Because I knew no matter what I said, Han-sia would ignore it.

Because I knew no matter what I did, the outcome would never change.

Without saying anything more, I let myself be led by Han-sia.

Hand-in-hand, like we were truly best friends.



The place she took me to was a quiet café.

It had a cute, youthful interior—like something younger girls would like.

…Even though it was prime time for customers, we were the only ones there.

“Sia.”

“Hm? You called me?”

“Is this place…”

“Ah, you figured it out! I booked the whole café so we could have it all to ourselves!”

F*cking crazy b*tch.

If making me curse every time I talk to her is a talent, then she’s incredibly gifted.

How much money does she even have to throw around for this kind of insane stunt?

“…”

Was it just my imagination?

I wasn’t even cold, but I felt my body trembling slightly.

No—it wasn’t just my imagination.

‘I’ was clearly afraid of what was about to happen.

The memory was still fresh.

After the group project with Christina ended, I was tortured by Han-sia in the infirmary.

She beat me.

Then healed me.

Then beat me again.

And healed me again.

Should we call this pure, unfiltered human malice?

One thing was clear—no normal person would ever do something like that.

Unaware of the thoughts in my head, Han-sia beamed and asked brightly:

“What do you want to drink, Seo-yeon?”

“What about you?”

“Hm? I’ll just get what I always drink. Don’t worry about me—pick whatever you like.”

“…Then I’ll just have a coffee.”

Han-sia gave me a knowing smile and stood up, heading toward the counter.

She was probably going to order the drinks we just talked about.

It was such an obvious move that there was no need to say it out loud.

“…Haa.”

More than anything, I was worried about my own safety.

Yeah, this place felt dangerous.

A café with no one in it except for the staff? Way too risky.

No way this wasn’t a setup.

After all, I knew the real Han-sia better than anyone.

I knew things about her that even Kim Soo-ho, Christina, and everyone else didn’t.

And Han-sia knew that I knew.

There had to be a reason.

There had to be a reason she wanted to see me less than two hours after I got back from the infirmary.

“…It must be because of Kim Soo-ho.”

And I had a pretty good guess what that reason was.

With Han-sia’s connections and info network, she would’ve heard everything.

Why I collapsed again.

Who the last person I saw was before I collapsed.

Han-sia was obsessed with Kim Soo-ho.

She was more than just obsessed—she was deranged and possessive when it came to him.

Just because I was closer to him than she had been in the past.

Just because, in the past, I’d been a little closer to him than she was, she still kept me under surveillance.

So would someone like her…

Would someone like her really hear about all this and do nothing?

Not a chance.

I’d sooner believe that Christina and Kim Soo-ho genuinely wanted to be my friends.

I just didn’t show it outwardly.

I controlled myself, hiding the fact that I was trembling with fear.

Poker face.

I learned how to act unfazed to survive in this place.

Even when what happened to me was unfair.

Even when what I went through made me want to cry.

I pretended like it didn’t bother me.

More accurately—I brainwashed myself into believing I was fine.

It worked surprisingly well.

I even heard someone once say that bullying me wasn’t any fun because my face didn’t change.

To avoid being exposed.

To hide my fear, to hide my feelings.

I slowly learned how to act like I didn’t care.

I slowly erased from my mind the method of showing emotions.

There weren’t many side effects.

I just… forgot how to feel.

I couldn’t remember what happiness felt like.

Even if I racked my brain for hours, I couldn’t recall what joy used to be.

Still, I thought that was a good thing.

Because not knowing how to feel meant I wouldn’t get hurt.

Some people say emotions are the most important part of being human.

And they’re not wrong.

It’s through emotions that we connect with others, that we understand them.

But flip that around, and it means someone who doesn’t want to connect or understand others doesn’t need emotions.

Someone who isn’t hungry doesn’t need food.

Someone who isn’t thirsty doesn’t need water.

Same idea.

Someone who has no intention of living with others doesn’t need emotions.

For me.

I don’t need emotions.

Because I know full well there’s no one who’ll live alongside me.

There’s no one in this world who’ll laugh with me when I’m happy, or cry for me when I’m sad.

That’s why.

That’s why I let my emotions fade.

It didn’t feel tragic.

I didn’t cry.

Because I’d already lost them.

I didn’t even have the emotions left to feel sad about losing them.

I didn’t think it was a bad thing.

Sometimes I even thought it was a relief.

There’s nothing harder than crying alone.

And I knew better than anyone how hard it was to cry alone in the dark.

Humans hate getting hurt.

And I was no different.

“Seo-yeon! I brought your coffee!”

“…Thanks.”

“You’re welcome! But hey, this place has some pretty weird stuff too, huh?”

“…Yeah?”

Whether the pain was emotional or physical,

Of course no one liked being hurt.

But seriously…

Why would something like that be in a café?

Then again, I wasn’t surprised anymore.

She was the kind of lunatic who’d rent out a whole café just to be alone with me.

So really, was it that strange for her to come back from picking up our drinks holding ropes and a whip?

“Should we try this one today?”

“…”

“Last time you said it hurt, so I only used my hands… but today should be fine, right?”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

Han-sia walked over like a waiter, carrying both our drinks and torture devices on a tray.

I couldn’t stop laughing.

And I had to fight hard to keep my expression from crumbling.

Stay calm.

This isn’t anything new.

This happens all the time.

Han-sia hurting Seo-yeon—no, me—is nothing new.

So please.

Don’t lose your composure.

Smile just a little.

Don’t tremble.

You’re Lee Seo-yeon, Han-sia’s best friend.

I’m Lee Seo-yeon, Han-sia’s best friend.

Sia is just doing this because she cares.

It’s not because she hates me or because she’s angry I was near Soo-ho for even a moment.

Sia is a good person.

She’s kind to everyone—a true saint.

I’m the one who’s messed up.

I’m the strange one.

I’m the broken one, and that’s why someone angelic like Sia wants to fix me.

You know that saying.

Spare the rod, spoil the child.

I’m just the disobedient child.

And Sia, who cares about me, is just worried.

That’s all this is.

That’s all it ever is—so don’t do anything.

Nothing will change anyway.

No matter what I do, nothing changes—so stay still.

No matter what I do, nothing will change—so stay still.

You can do it, right?

You can handle it.

Right?

Lee Seo-yeon. No… me.

I believe in you.

I believe in me.

More than anyone in the world.

Because if I don’t believe in me, who will?

…Not like anyone else does anyway.

Still.

At least I believe in me.





  
    Chapter 42: Mask
‘Believing in myself is harder than I thought.’

There’s really no need to explain why.

You only have to look around a little to see just how many people don’t believe in themselves.

“Seo-yeon! Isn’t this really pretty?”

Maybe even that crazy b*tch holding a rope up to my face and asking if it’s pretty doesn’t believe in herself.

People like her are often the ones who don’t.

The kind who only care about how others see them and wear masks thicker than their skin.

…Still, this is kind of shocking.

Who the hell asks if ropes and whips are pretty?

Especially someone who gets called a saint or an angel out in public.

“…Seo-yeon? Are you ignoring me right now?”

“…No. It’s pretty.”

“Right? I knew you’d like it!”

Honestly, the only thing I could call her was an absolutely unhinged lunatic.

Kim Soo-ho really needs to see her like this.

Not her usual fake face, but this side of Han-sia that she only shows to me.

To be fair, I’ve thought about it plenty of times.

‘Let’s show the real her to the protagonist somehow.’

Whether by recording a video or secretly hiding Kim Soo-ho nearby during one of our meetings.

I even came up with a few plans to make it happen.

– Oh my, what’s this? Seo-yeon~

Of course, that was all before Han-sia found and destroyed the camera without a second thought.

That might’ve been the most terrified I’d felt since becoming Lee Seo-yeon.

Both physically and mentally.

After that, I couldn’t even dream of trying anything like that again.

“Okay, Seo-yeon? Where should we start today?”

“…”

Just as I was lost in those thoughts, Han-sia slowly approached me like it was time.

…Well, whatever.

At least getting beat up by that crazy b*tch doesn’t leave visible wounds.

I guess that’s something to be thankful for.

No, wait—technically, the wounds appear and then disappear.

That psycho tortures me in ways even the cruelest rulers in history never dared try.

Still.

Better her than getting hit by someone else.



How much time passed?

The first thing I heard when I came back to my senses was Han-sia’s satisfied voice.

“Let’s stop here for today! Since our Seo-yeon isn’t feeling well.”

“…”

You crazy b*tch.

Dragging out a sick person to torture them—yeah, we usually call people like that monsters.

“…Thanks for worrying, Sia.”

Of course, I didn’t have the guts to actually say that out loud.

If I had even that much confidence, none of this would’ve happened to me in the first place.

I wouldn’t have been ostracized at an academy known as a dream school, or regularly beaten to a pulp by a psychopath.

Han-sia smiled sweetly, clearly pleased by my response.

“Because I’m Seo-yeon’s best friend!”

“…Are you leaving first?”

“Hmm, I probably should. If people see us together, it might cause trouble for you.”

Translation: She doesn’t want to be seen hanging out with a loser like me.

After how many times I’ve been beaten by her, do you really think I’m dumb enough to be fooled by that line?

“Okay then, I’ll go first!”

“…See you later.”

“Yep! Let’s definitely hang out again soon!”

Translation: There’s going to be another day like today, so come when I call.

The words were completely different, but the intent was crystal clear.

Ding–

The little bell on the door jingled as Han-sia walked out.

“…Haa.”

I slumped onto the table.

As if I’d been waiting for this exact moment.

“Agh.”

My whole body ached.

It felt like I’d just gotten into a car accident or something.

How badly did she beat me this time?

Whatever marks might’ve been left were already thoroughly erased.

I barely had any memory of the actual beating.

Which, honestly, made sense.

From the moment she started, I was too out of it to stay conscious.

If you get hit when you’re not in your right mind, there’s no way you’d remember it clearly.

Just like how you don’t remember kicking off your blanket in your sleep.

It’s kind of like that.

Maybe worse.

I kept wasting time, lost in meaningless thoughts—

Ding–

“Welcome!”

“Hello… Huh?”

A very unexpected—yet oddly welcome—guest walked into the café.

“Seo-yeon? What are you doing here all of a sudden…?”

“…Your Highness?”

The one who’d exhausted herself taking care of me—someone I didn’t even know how to define anymore.

Christina Valentine stood right there at the entrance.



After she came in, Christina naturally joined me at the table I was slumped over.

“…”

“…”

We were greeted by a silence that felt like it could stretch on forever.

Yeah.

I really had nothing to say.

Honestly, I felt super awkward around Christina right now.

Even if she’d been asleep earlier,

I’d blabbed so much it would be weird if she felt comfortable seeing me.

Thank god she didn’t hear any of that.

If she had, I wouldn’t have died from the illness—I’d have died of shame.

As I was stuck in those thoughts, Christina broke the silence.

“…Are you feeling better, Seo-yeon?”

“…Yeah, well. Thanks to Your Highness taking care of me.”

“No! I mean, it’s partially my fault your condition got worse.”

As soon as I thanked her, Christina jumped and waved her hands in a panic.

Still, I felt like I needed to say thank you.

Was it really something to be that shocked over?

“Even so, you still helped take care of me.”

I was a little confused by her reaction, but I kept my thoughts to myself.

“You really don’t have to thank me…”

“Don’t worry. This is more for my sake than yours.”

“For your sake?”

“Yeah. If I didn’t thank Your Highness, I’d feel unsettled.”

That was a lie.

I wasn’t the kind of good person who got bothered by forgetting to say thanks.

It just felt like I had to say something.

Especially with heroine #2 looking like she was on the verge of breaking down.

From the moment she walked in, I could tell something was off about Christina.

It was like…

She’d been crying somewhere just before this.

The kind of mood I usually carry around was now clinging to her instead.

“…Thank you, Seo-yeon.”

“…”

“I always seem to be taking from you. I’ve never given anything back.”

And then, out of nowhere, a wave of guilt.

That really puzzled me.

Why would an imperial princess feel guilty toward someone like me?

It didn’t seem like a misunderstanding, either.

I was someone who’d grown used to being watched at the academy.

That wasn’t a normal look she gave me.

Her eyes were full of heavy guilt, a kind of sorrow I’d never seen directed at me before.

The kind of look I’d only ever seen aimed at others.

Feeling awkward and uncomfortable, I quickly changed the subject.

“By the way, what brings Your Highness to this café?”

“Huh?”

“This place, I mean. It has a very cutesy vibe—like something kids would like.”

“…”

She immediately clammed up like I’d hit a nerve.

…Wait.

Could it be?

Does the imperial princess still have some kind of childish taste?

Come to think of it, wasn’t she reading some weird novel last time—something like The Princess Loses Again Today?

Yeah.

Heroine #2 definitely had some unusual preferences.

“Me?”

“Yes. Like I said, this place feels like it caters to children.”

It was like she’d read the confusion on my face, because Christina quickly shifted the topic back to me.

“…I just followed someone I knew.”

“Someone you knew? Do I know them too?”

“Yeah. Han-sia.”

“…Ah, the saint. Right, I think she mentioned growing up with you and Soo-ho?”

“Same orphanage.”

Most people knew about my connection with Kim Soo-ho.

Very few knew about my connection with Han-sia.

I guess this is what it means to be a princess.

She clearly had access to far more info than the average student.

Christina finally seemed to shake off her earlier gloom, her voice brightening.

“So, did you two have fun?”

“…Yeah, sure.”

No matter how I looked at it, I couldn’t describe that torture session as “fun.”

But I couldn’t tell the truth.

If I did, who knows what Han-sia might do to me?

“Still, I’m surprised Miss Sia knew about this place. I thought I was the only one who did.”

“…Really?”

“Yeah. You’ve had the drinks here, so you must know, this café…”

As Christina started chatting away again, I quietly closed my mouth and just listened.

Humans all wear masks.

Han-sia’s is just thicker than most.

But I’m human too.

I wear a mask as well.

And who knows?

Maybe the Christina I’m seeing now is wearing one too.

With how she acted earlier…

She could be pretending to be cheerful just to hide her true emotions.

It’s just a guess.

But somehow, it felt like a pretty solid one.





  
    Chapter 43: Witness
‘When do people experience the greatest shock?’

Is it when something you’ve prepared for so long fails?

When something you took for granted suddenly starts falling apart?

Or is it when you realize someone—or something—you firmly believed in was wrong?

There are plenty of cases that bring shock.

But deciding which is the most shocking isn’t easy.

Because people have different values and backgrounds.

There are no two identical people in this world, and if we’re not identical, our thoughts will always diverge.

At least, that’s what Christina believed.

But human thoughts are always subject to change.

And when faced with a major shock, they tend to change much faster.

As always, it started with something trivial.

She’d only gone out to visit a café she occasionally stopped by.

After hearing the words buried in Lee Seo-yeon’s heart, she’d felt too suffocated to stay still.

And that’s when she saw them.

Lee Seo-yeon sitting at a table—with Han-sia.

At first, she was slightly surprised.

Because the last time she saw Lee Seo-yeon, she hadn’t looked anywhere near okay.

Seo-yeon had fainted multiple times in the infirmary.

So Christina had assumed she’d be resting in the dorm by now.

She wanted to worry about her.

But she couldn’t.

Because she knew she had no right.

She knew all too well that she had no right to be someone who worried about Lee Seo-yeon.

And then she realized it.

That the person sitting across from Seo-yeon was Han-sia.

The so-called “Saint,” known in the academy for her kind heart and divine power.

…Unlike herself, who had been nothing but a burden to Seo-yeon, Han-sia was clearly a good friend to her.

When Christina’s thoughts reached that point, she turned away.

It made sense.

She had no place at that table.

Christina was not a friend like Han-sia. She was just another cowardly bully.

That’s what she thought.

That’s why she’d tried to walk away.

– ‘It’s your fault, Seo-yeon.’

– ‘If you hadn’t gotten so close to Soo-ho, would I have done this?’

Then she heard it.

Cold, brutal words.

And then Han-sia’s hand reached toward Seo-yeon’s cheek.

At first, she doubted it.

She saw it with her own eyes, yet she doubted them.

Then she denied it.

She remembered the image of Han-sia she was familiar with and told herself she must be wrong.

Then she looked again.

Even though she’d already seen it, she had to confirm it one more time.

And finally, Christina accepted it.

What she saw was real.

Those people really were Lee Seo-yeon and Han-sia.

Who would believe it if they heard those vicious words came from the mouth of the “Saint” Han-sia?

Who would believe that someone called the saint of the academy was using whips and ropes to abuse a girl who’d been diagnosed with a terminal condition?

No one would.

Even Christina herself wouldn’t have believed it if she hadn’t witnessed it.

How could she believe something so absurd?

She would’ve dismissed anyone who told her and distanced herself from them.

That’s how unbelievable it was.

Because the image Han-sia had built was so strong.

A slightly naive but kind-hearted saint.

That was who Christina thought Han-sia was.

– ‘Our Seo-yeon’s quiet again, huh?’

– ‘It’s fine. I don’t mind if you don’t react.’

Not a psychopath who smiles sweetly while inflicting violence.

That was a demon.

A cruel demon hiding behind the mask of a saint.

Christina had to stop that demon.

She had to save Lee Seo-yeon, who couldn’t say a word and was left to suffer in silence.

She was the only one here.

She was the only one who now knew what kind of person Han-sia really was.

So she walked forward, step by step.

Forcing her frozen legs to move, she approached the scene of violence.

She was almost at the café door.

And then a thought slammed into her head like a hammer.

‘Christina, do you really deserve to do this?’

It wasn’t an unfamiliar question.

In fact, it was too familiar.

She’d just thought it earlier.

She thought it every time something happened involving Lee Seo-yeon.

It was her.

She was the one who ruined Seo-yeon’s time at the academy.

It was her.

She was the one who planted thoughts of wanting to die into Seo-yeon.

Someone might try to argue otherwise.

‘How can this be all your fault?’

‘Sure, you’re partially to blame, but you weren’t the only one.’

And they’d be right.

Absolutely right.

She wasn’t alone.

It had always been one versus many.

She was always with others when they bullied Seo-yeon.

That made it even more horrifying.

Even if some tried to defend her, claiming she didn’t want things to go this far—

The truth was, she had become the very person she hated most.

She had become one of those monsters who gang up on the weak.

And that truth was unbearable.

Realizing it only now made her feel sick to her stomach.

So she stopped walking.

The thought that she didn’t deserve to step forward made it impossible to take another step.

All she could do was watch.

Just like always.

Just like she’d always used others to torment Seo-yeon behind the scenes.

A cowardly bystander.

A manipulator working from the shadows.

Those titles fit Christina Valentine perfectly.

As time passed, the light in Seo-yeon’s eyes slowly faded.

Her already dull gaze was now practically lifeless, like her pupils had disappeared altogether.

It made sense.

If Christina had been in her place, she wouldn’t have fared much better.

And Seo-yeon’s body didn’t even show wounds.

– ‘Oops, did I hit too hard?’

– ‘Sorry, Seo-yeon. I’ll heal you right away.’

Han-sia had been careful not to leave marks.

And if she ever did, she immediately healed them using her divine power.

A brutal scene of torture.

One where no evidence would remain.

That was the only way to describe what Christina was witnessing.

And still, Christina continued to watch.

Using the cowardly excuse that she had no right.

That Seo-yeon wouldn’t want her to interfere.

She just watched, trembling, praying this eternal hell would end quickly.

– ‘Let’s stop here for today! Seo-yeon isn’t feeling well, after all.’

Finally, Han-sia said she was done for the day.

Christina quickly hid nearby.

She couldn’t risk being seen by Han-sia as she left the café.

“…Huh? Why do I feel so uneasy all of a sudden?”

Luckily, Han-sia didn’t notice her.

Muttering something about a bad feeling, she slowly walked toward the academy dorms.

And once Han-sia disappeared from sight—

Ding–

“Welcome!”

“Hello… Huh?”

Christina responded like a complete idiot.

“Seo-yeon? What are you doing here all of a sudden…?”

“…Your Highness?”

As if she’d just happened to stop by.

As if she’d just arrived from the academy.

As if she had no idea what had just taken place here.

Yes, a mask.

You could call it a mask.

A mask she had no right to wear.

A coward’s mask—thick and unremovable.

And with that mask still on, she spoke to Lee Seo-yeon.

“…By the way, what brings Your Highness here?”

“Huh?”

“This café. It feels like the kind of place children would enjoy.”

She played the fool.

Trying to be as unthreatening and harmless as possible for Seo-yeon.

“…More importantly, what brings you here, Seo-yeon?”

“Me?”

“Yeah. Like you said, this place feels like a kids’ café.”

Still acting clueless, she hit Seo-yeon with a direct question.

Even though she already knew everything.

Even though she’d seen it all with her own eyes.

She kept pretending.

Just to see how Seo-yeon would respond.

“…I just followed someone I know.”

As expected, Seo-yeon made no mention of what happened earlier.

She spoke in a flat tone, eyes completely dead.

Like she was saying nothing had happened here at all.

If Christina hadn’t seen it for herself, she might’ve believed her.

That’s how much guilt she carried when it came to Seo-yeon.

She never wanted to burden her again.

She would’ve believed anything Seo-yeon said without question.

But Christina had seen it.

And to hide that fact, she kept playing the fool.

No matter what it took.

No matter what method she had to use—she had to help Seo-yeon.

Even if she didn’t deserve it.

Even if Seo-yeon might not want it.

If she just stood by and let Seo-yeon suffer again, she’d never be able to forgive herself.

‘…I need to make a plan.’

And so, she began to move.

As the Third Princess of the Empire, Christina Valentine.

As someone who now genuinely wished for Lee Seo-yeon’s happiness.

Even if she was never acknowledged by others.

Even if Seo-yeon herself never acknowledged her.





  
    Chapter 44: Illusion
My condition worsened with each passing day.

“…Cough.”

Now, whenever I coughed, it was almost expected that blood would follow.

And the color of my hair reflected in the mirror was far paler than it had been when it first started changing.

“…It’s pretty.”

But as always,

It didn’t really stir anything inside me.

Honestly, I didn’t care why my hair was changing color.

There had to be a reason.

It’s not just anything—it had to be a reason why it was my hair, of all things, changing color.

“Does it matter?”

There was no point in finding out.

The only thought that crossed my mind was that the white strands looked kind of nice.

White looks better than dull gray.

It gives you a brighter appearance.

Looking bright means looking lively.

And people usually say being lively is what makes someone pretty.

Isn’t that how most people think?

If not, whatever.

“My head hurts.”

The pain throbbed constantly.

What used to be occasional headaches had now become an uninvited companion that appeared at all times.

Some might ask, why not just take painkillers?

Well.

It’s not like I’m too dumb to know what those are.

I’d already tried everything.

From basic painkillers to prescription meds tailored to specific symptoms.

I’d taken so many pills over time, I could’ve been called a walking pharmacy.

And out of all those, only one ever actually helped.

“…I’m sleepy.”

Sleeping pills.

Only the strong ones that kicked in instantly could release me from the pain for a little while.

Didn’t they say sleep was the greatest blessing granted to humans by the gods?

…Or wait, was that forgetting?

Well, whatever.

Either way, both are clearly important.

With that half-hearted logic, I laid back down on the bed I’d just gotten out of.

Might as well sleep again.

They say sleep is the best investment anyway.

…Wait, why did I even wake up?

I feel like it was something important that woke me up.

Hmm. What was it?

“…No idea.”

Ugh, whatever.

If it was really important, I would’ve remembered it.

There’s even a saying about that.

If you can’t remember something, it probably wasn’t that important to begin with.

So I guess what I forgot wasn’t all that serious either.

Mhm.

Definitely not.



(TL note: Perspective shifts to Christina)

Since that shocking day—

“…I need to gather evidence.”

Christina had been doing everything she could to expose the real Han-sia hiding behind the “saint” image.

From tailing her without getting caught to even tagging along for charity work she normally wouldn’t be caught dead doing, all just to follow Han-sia’s schedule.

“Why didn’t I bring a recorder that day…?”

Not having any record of what she saw was her greatest regret.

It was right after hearing Seo-yeon’s ramblings, so her own mental state hadn’t been great either—she’d just rushed out thoughtlessly.

If only she’d brought something to record that scene, she wouldn’t be struggling like this now.

Regret washed over her again and again like waves crashing ashore.

“…Still, I have to do it.”

Even so, Christina didn’t give up.

Because she’d made a decision.

She had decided to help Seo-yeon.

She was determined to do whatever she could to save the person she had destroyed.

As a princess of the empire, as one of Seo-yeon’s tormentors, and as a friend who would never be acknowledged by the person herself.

It’s one thing to never try.

But Christina wasn’t someone who gave up once she set her mind on something.

“Seo-yeon? Is Seo-yeon still not here?”

“….”

“Hmm. She usually shows up—even if she’s late. I’ll mark her absent for now.”

Anyway, Seo-yeon was nowhere to be seen in class today.

As the teacher at the front said, Seo-yeon might’ve been tardy before, but she’d never actually skipped class.

And yet, for some reason, even with class almost over, not a single strand of her white hair was in sight.

“….”

A sense of unease began to rise in her chest.

She’d been so focused on shadowing Han-sia lately that she hadn’t paid attention to Seo-yeon.

Normally, she would’ve stuck to Seo-yeon regardless of how annoyed she looked—eating lunch together, going to the library, whatever.

But thanks to Han-sia’s packed schedule, she hadn’t even had time for that.

“Soo-ho?”

“…What is it, Tina?”

“Have you seen Seo-yeon…?”

“…So you don’t know either. I was going to ask you the same thing.”

She tried asking Kim Soo-ho, just in case—but he didn’t know either.

Not that she expected much.

Given the way things were between them lately, there was no way they were keeping tabs on each other.

It was the complete opposite of how things used to be when they first entered the academy.

Back then, Seo-yeon had clung to Soo-ho, and Soo-ho had found her annoying.

Now it was Soo-ho who wanted to reconnect, and Seo-yeon who had no feelings for him at all.

It was kind of funny, honestly.

Maybe this is what people meant by “you reap what you sow.”

And Christina was no exception.

She had once seen Seo-yeon as nothing but an enemy.

And now, even though Seo-yeon didn’t want her help, she was trying to offer it anyway.

Also kind of funny, in a messed-up way.

If people found out about this, they’d probably mock her.

‘You’re a princess, and Seo-yeon’s nothing.’

‘You’re supposed to be a role model for the empire, but Seo-yeon is literally nothing.’

That’s probably what they’d say.

And they wouldn’t be wrong.

She already knew that.

She knew it would be better—for everyone—if she just gave up.

If she gave up for Seo-yeon, who just wanted to die in peace, and for the people who expected her to act like a model member of the royal family.

But she couldn’t accept it.

She just couldn’t accept that someone like Seo-yeon—who’d always been on the losing end—had to live and die like this.

She couldn’t accept that a single person’s life was being utterly destroyed by a few powerful people.

‘…Even if I’m one of those powerful people.’

She knew.

Christina knew all too well.

If she hadn’t messed with Seo-yeon from the start, things would’ve turned out very differently.

Maybe Seo-yeon would’ve lived as just another normal student.

She might’ve drifted apart from her childhood friend, but she’d have had a regular academy life.

A life Christina herself couldn’t even imagine—peaceful, ordinary, uneventful.

But she ruined it.

Because she bullied Seo-yeon, that future never came.

Of course, that might not be entirely accurate.

Even if she hadn’t done anything, Han-sia might’ve ruined her life anyway.

But in the end, the facts remained.

Christina was the one responsible for the Seo-yeon of today.

What-ifs didn’t matter.

Only the truth—that she had ruined someone’s life—crushed her with guilt.

Not maybe.

Definitely.

That guilt alone weighed heavy on her shoulders.

Ding–

“That’s it for today’s class. Good work, everyone.”

The final class ended just like any other.

And as soon as it did, Christina stood up.

Then, the student sitting next to her spoke up.

“Huh? Does Your Highness have something urgent?”

“…Ah, yes. I have an appointment today.”

“That’s a shame. I thought you’d be joining us for volunteer work again.”

Now that she looked closely, the girl seemed familiar—probably someone she’d met while following the “saint” around.

“Sorry. I’ll definitely come next time.”

“No worries! Honestly, I was just surprised that Your Highness joined in at all!”

“…Really?”

“Yeah. I mean, volunteering doesn’t really fit the image of a princess, right?”

“….”

Another weight of guilt pressed down on her shoulders.

She was only doing this to investigate Han-sia.

And yet, to regular people, it made her look like a kind and noble royal.

She wasn’t a good person.

She was someone who ruined another person’s life.

It was all a lie.

She was not a good person.

That’s what Christina had to tell herself.

“I hope we can work together next time too!”

“…Yes. See you next time.”

But the girl’s smile was so bright,

Christina couldn’t bring herself to say any of that.

All she could do was smile awkwardly and make vague promises.



And so, leaving her completely false self behind—

“…This was Seo-yeon’s room, right?”

Christina arrived at the door to Seo-yeon’s dorm.

Of course, she came to check on Seo-yeon.

Seo-yeon never missed class, so there had to be a reason for today’s absence.

Knock knock

She tapped on the door, but no voice answered.

“Is she asleep?”

There were two possibilities.

She was either lost in dreamland… or she’d gone out.

But the second option seemed unlikely.

From what Christina knew, Seo-yeon wasn’t someone who liked going out.

Well, unless Han-sia had dragged her out again like last time.

“…But Han-sia was in class.”

She’d seen Han-sia chatting with others in the adjacent classroom, so that possibility was ruled out easily.

Thinking that, still unsure what to do, she absentmindedly turned the doorknob.

Click

“…It’s not locked?”

For a school known for its top security, Starfrost Academy, the door opened surprisingly easily.

As if Seo-yeon hadn’t even bothered to close it properly.

“…No way.”

Fear creeping in, Christina immediately opened the door and stepped inside.

And there, she found Seo-yeon lying in bed, as if peacefully asleep.

“…Seo-yeon?”

“…”

“Seo-yeon!”

In a room scattered with pill bottles and loose caps—

Seo-yeon was collapsed on the bed.

TL Note: Christina finding Seo-yeon in this state is a major turning point in the emotional narrative. The visual of the scattered medication suggests potential overdose or despair, which the story builds up to slowly.





  
    Chapter 45: One Step
When I opened my eyes, all I could see was an empty plane.

So endlessly blue and wide that it made me question whether I was even allowed to step foot on it.

“…It’s a dream.”

It was the kind of place that made it instantly obvious this was a dream.

It was just too artificial.

All I did was quietly fall asleep.

All I did was lie down in the dorm and drift off with the help of sleeping pills.

That was it, and yet here I was in this peaceful, beautiful place.

It didn’t make sense.

“…Feels nice.”

The breeze blowing through was cool.

Even though I knew it was a dream, the wind still felt refreshing.

Tiny flowers were scattered among the grass beneath my feet.

Almost like they were trying to show me that no place in the world could be more peaceful than this.

“Is this… like a life-flash?”

That’s what it felt like.

Of course, I knew this wasn’t one of those “life-flashing-before-your-eyes” kind of dreams—it didn’t show my past or anything like that.

What I did know was this: either my body in the real world, or my mind in this world—one of them wasn’t normal.

“…Maybe both.”

Maybe both were abnormal.

At the very least, neither was functioning properly.

“Am I just supposed to stay here?”

I started wondering what I was meant to do.

There had to be some reason this was happening. There had to be some purpose behind this dream.

“…I have no idea.”

The fact that I didn’t know what that reason was made me want to scream.

If I could just figure it out, then maybe I could get out of here…

If I could figure out the reason, maybe I could wake up from—

“…”

Suddenly, a thought struck me.

Was waking up from this peaceful place even the right thing to do?

Was leaving this serene, lush field the right choice?

And probably, the fact that I was even thinking about that was part of the trap set by whoever brought me here.

You see this kind of stuff in novels or comics.

The villain traps the protagonist in a dream so peaceful they never want to wake up.

That was probably the most convenient way to understand what was happening now.

“…But I’m not the protagonist.”

Of course, I’m not the main character of some story.

I’m just an extra.

Just a former childhood friend of the real protagonist.

Still, whoever threw me into this dream must’ve had a plan like that in mind.

“Let’s test it out.”

To confirm whether this really was a dream, I tugged at my cheek.

Streeetch—

“….”

Not even a twinge of pain.

I hated my past self for ever wondering if this place could be real.

Okay, so it is a dream.

But if pinching doesn’t wake me up, then what the hell am I supposed to do?

This was the only method I knew.

“…Wait. There’s one more.”

After thinking a bit more, I remembered something else.

‘Why didn’t I think of this right away?’

“I could just die.”

I’d seen it somewhere before.

A protagonist trapped in a dream by a villain—slitting their own throat to wake up.

It had really shocked me the first time I saw it.

‘How can someone do that without flinching?’ I’d thought.

“I think I could do it.”

But now that I’m in that position, I felt like I could too.

Didn’t even seem that hard.

If I had a blade or scissors or something sharp, I could probably do it right now.

“…I’m not normal, huh.”

And I knew—more than anyone—that this kind of thinking wasn’t normal.

This wasn’t something a sane person could do.

Who, in their right mind, would even consider slitting their own throat?

Unless they were unbelievably brave.

Or…

“…Unless they had nothing to lose.”

Unless they weren’t brave at all—just someone like me.

Someone with zero attachment to life.

Someone who didn’t care whether cutting their own throat happened in a dream or real life.

Only someone like that could do it.

Only someone with nothing left to lose—someone like me.

People with something to lose always hesitate.

People with attachments always feel fear.

But me? I had nothing left.

Even if my life ended right here in this peaceful meadow, I wouldn’t feel anything.

Though it’d be kind of ironic, right?

A lone corpse in a peaceful field like this?

I wonder what someone would think if they came across a scene like that.

Of course, I knew no one would—it was all in my dream.

Still, I was curious.

What would a stranger think? What would people who knew me think after I died?

Han-sia would probably laugh.

The pest that always got in the way between her and Soo-ho would finally be gone.

Maybe she’d feel a little sad.

Like she lost her favorite toy.

But that’s it.

Toys get replaced when they break or go missing.

Maybe another Seo-yeon. No, another “me” would pop up somewhere.

But whatever.

Not my concern anymore.

The next person I thought of was Christina.

She was the hardest to read lately.

I couldn’t figure out how she viewed me or what she wanted from me.

Too far past the line for it to be kindness.

Too warm for it to be cruelty.

Kinda messed up, huh?

That I felt warmth from the person who bullied me more than anyone else?

Maybe it was extreme gaslighting.

After being kicked around for so long, I forgot the pain just because she gave me a few crumbs.

Still, I couldn’t deny that I felt a bit of sympathy for heroine #2.

‘People can change,’ I thought.

She used to hate me, but maybe now she really wants to be friends.

But my answer was always the same:

“…So what?”

Even if that were true—

Even if Christina really wanted to be friends—

Nothing would change.

Absolutely nothing.

I didn’t have much time left.

My days were numbered.

Too late.

If she was going to change, she should’ve done it earlier.

Last person I thought of was Kim Soo-ho.

We were the closest in the past—well, Seo-yeon and him were.

Now he was the most uncomfortable presence in my life.

Honestly, I might even overexaggerate and say it was more awkward than with Han-sia.

That psycho hurt my body, sure, but Soo-ho made my heart feel heavy.

And I didn’t know why.

I didn’t feel anything for him.

Not as a friend.

Not as someone I liked.

No emotions. Nothing pointed toward him.

“…Is that why it’s uncomfortable?”

Because there’s nothing.

Because when you face someone, you expect to feel something, and I feel absolutely nothing.

But what can I do?

I can’t force myself to feel things just for someone I rarely even see.

Investing in things that have no value is a fool’s game.

Spending energy on things that mean nothing is the dumbest thing you can do.

And if there’s one thing I know better than anyone—

It’s that when something doesn’t work, no amount of wanting will make it work.

That’s what my relationship with Kim Soo-ho felt like.

I knew nothing I did would change him, so I gave up.

To be exact, I didn’t believe there was any point.

‘Just one more step and you’ll succeed.’

But that means… if you can’t take that step, you fail.

Wouldn’t that make it even more painful?

Knowing you just needed one more step.

Knowing that just one more step would end it all.

But you can’t take it.

You don’t have the strength.

That kind of despair would destroy you.

Why don’t I even have the strength to take that one step?

Why does success never take even one step toward me?

Self-blame always turns into blame toward others.

The more you hate yourself, the more you end up resenting the people around you.

‘How do I know that?’

Because I’ve done it.

Because I used to be like that.

I reached out to people again and again, but they never reached back.

They watched me struggle—and not one of them took a single step toward me.

So I stopped walking.

Even if there was still some strength left in me…

I thought, ‘What’s the point?’

No matter how far I walk, this suffering won’t end.

So that’s what it was.

Nothing more.

No deep reason behind it.

“….”

At some point, a sharp sword appeared in front of me.

It looked similar to Kim Soo-ho’s.

The one Teacher Matilda had given him as a gift.

“…Haha.”

‘What kind of cruel f*cking joke is this,’ I thought as I—

Shhhk—

Cut my own throat with the blade.

TL Note: The narrator’s decision to end their life in a dream represents not just despair, but a total loss of connection, purpose, and emotional resonance. The appearance of the sword mirroring Kim Soo-ho’s weapon adds symbolic weight—indicating both his absence and the lingering effects of his presence.





  
    Chapter 46: Responsibility
After committing suicide in what I was sure was a dream,

I woke up in what looked like a hospital room.

“….”

So now it’s not even the infirmary—I’m waking up in a hospital.

I didn’t expect to wake up in my dorm or anything, but this?

This was excessive.

I looked around, but there was no one in sight.

If this were a shared room, I’d at least see other beds.

But since there weren’t, it must’ve been a private room.

And there were only two people around me who could get a private hospital room like this.

“Han-sia or Christina, then.”

Han-sia, the saint, someone any hospital would gladly welcome.

Christina, the imperial princess, someone who could command any hospital with her authority.

Kim Soo-ho wasn’t even in the running.

Sure, it was around the time he was starting to make a name for himself,

but he definitely wasn’t at the level to pull strings like this.

So that meant one of those two had broken into my room and brought me here.

“…I never told anyone the passcode, though.”

The real mystery was, I never told either of them the passcode to my room.

Han-sia never asked—she always summoned me to wherever she wanted me.

And Christina, the one who used to torment me, had even less reason to know it.

Who tells their bully their room passcode?

Class is already hell—why would I want after-school hell too?

“Seriously, who the hell was it?”

Now I was just scared.

That meant someone did know my passcode. Someone I never told.

Knowing something I never shared?

This really was like something straight out of a horror movie.

“…Well, the room is nice, at least.”

Anyway.

As expected of a private room, the place was far too nice for me to even be reminded of my regular dorm.

Not that the Starfrost Academy dorms were bad or anything.

I probably just felt that way because I never cleaned.

I really should clean more often—

“….”

Suddenly, it occurred to me.

My dorm was probably a mess right now.

Whoever moved me here must’ve seen it.

They probably saw all the pills scattered across the floor, too, since I’d collapsed after rifling through them.

And maybe—

Maybe to whoever found me, the whole thing must’ve looked like one perfectly tragic scene.

It wouldn’t take much imagination to piece it together:

The bed.

A person passed out.

Bottles of pills scattered around.

“…Yeah.”

Anyone would think I’d hit my limit and tried to end it.

Only then did I realize why I wasn’t in the infirmary, but a full-blown hospital.

“…Seo-yeon?”

“…”

“Seo-yeon!”

Even so, I still couldn’t figure out why Christina came rushing in with tears in her eyes.

…What now.

You weren’t like this before, were you?



Just as I suspected, Christina was crying and clearly misunderstood something big.

“I’m so sorry. You made such a drastic choice because of me…!”

“Wait, Your Highness?”

“Because of me—”

“….”

Yup. I get it now.

She’s not gonna listen to a word I say.

How the hell do I get through this in a way that people won’t talk about forever?

An imperial princess—probably the highest-ranked girl in the entire empire—crying in my arms like this?

Why is she doing this to me?

Didn’t she use to like Kim Soo-ho?

‘…Though she did say she wasn’t into him anymore.’

That unfair sense of guilt brought old memories bubbling up.

Christina had said her feelings for Kim Soo-ho had changed.

Back then, I couldn’t hide my confusion.

It had been hard to believe someone like her would say something like that.

‘…Was it because of me?’

Maybe it was because of me.

Because I interfered.

Because “Lee Seo-yeon,” this random contamination, had wormed her way into a relationship that might’ve worked out otherwise.

Maybe that’s why everything ended up like this.

“…Your Highness.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make a scene…”

“Was it my fault?”

“…Huh?”

“Is it my fault that you changed? That you drifted away from Soo-ho?”

Maybe if I didn’t exist, things would’ve gone normally.

Honestly, I wasn’t always this negative.

The old Lee Seo-yeon—no, the old me—used to be a cheerful person.

It sounds silly introducing myself like that, but…

Anyway.

People always said I used to smile all the time as a kid.

Kim Soo-ho would say it in his monologues after original Seo-yeon died.

Han-sia would babble about it often too, like some weird hallucination.

Even in that letter I recently read from Teacher Matilda,

she asked if I was still smiling the way I used to.

Maybe that’s why I never replied.

I can’t say for sure, but it feels like that might’ve been part of it.

If I were to write back, I’d have to fill the whole thing with fake smiles to stop her from worrying.

But I couldn’t bring myself to lie.

Something inside me resisted writing that kind of lie.

So maybe that’s why I never answered.

Because I wanted to remain a good memory.

At least to the one person who genuinely loved me, I wanted to remain the version of myself from the past.

Because this Seo-yeon—

No, I—am nothing like I used to be.

It’s not just that I don’t have any friends.

It’s that I lost the ones I did have.

Maybe I just didn’t want Teacher Matilda to see me like this.

Though even that—I’m not sure about.

It’s my own heart, but I don’t really get what it’s feeling anymore.

I don’t know what I like, what I hate.

I don’t know anything anymore.

I don’t even know if I’m playing the role of a proper extra anymore.

After thinking in silence for a long time, Christina finally spoke.

“…I can’t say you had nothing to do with the way I changed.”

“Yeah, I figured. So it was because of me—”

“But the decision to change was mine.”

“…What?”

“You might’ve given me the push, but I’m the one who chose to change.”

Her eyes sparkled more brightly than ever as she said that.

And that expression—

That glowing expression just threw me into chaos.

What the hell are you saying?

You changed because of me.

You were supposed to be giggling with Soo-ho right now.

But you didn’t get that future. You changed because I messed it up.

That’s what it is.

You’re just another character. How could you change on your own?

I must’ve misheard her.

There’s no way something like that came out of Christina’s mouth.

There had to be some mistake—

“Seo-yeon, you’ve got a bad habit.”

“….”

“You think everything is your fault. But me changing? That was my decision, not yours.”

“…But.”

“That’s the problem I see in you. You take responsibility for everything.”

No.

What do you even know?

It is my fault.

It wasn’t your fault.

Why are you saying it isn’t mine?

You’re not supposed to be this warm.

You were always the cold, distant princess.

Even when “Lee Seo-yeon” died because of your bullying, you didn’t bat an eye.

So why?

Why now?

What did I do?

What part of this “story” did I ruin that made you change so much?

All I did was give up.

I just gave up on getting close to you.

So why did you all change?

I—

I—

…I don’t know anymore.

Why any of you changed.

Why you changed.

…And why the words you’re saying sound so warm.

Words I never should’ve heard, not from you.

Why…

Why do they sound so kind?

I really don’t understand anything anymore.

“…Cough.”

“…Seo-yeon?”

With a soft cough, blood trickled from my lips.

Wow, great timing.

Even my hemoptysis is reading the room now?

Well, at least that’s something.

It means God hasn’t fully abandoned me yet.

If He’s helping me right as I feel like I’m losing my mind—

Right?

That means I’m not wrong… right?

Please don’t tell me even this is wrong.

Please.

Clinging to the last shreds of consciousness—

“…You’re wrong, Your Highness.”

“…”

“It is my fault. You, Soo-ho, even Han-sia.”

All of you changed because of me.

It has to be my fault—because only then can everyone else be happy.

Maybe it’s because I slit my own throat in that dream.

But this time, the act of fainting didn’t scare me at all.

Maybe it’s just my imagination, but the strands of hair I could see out of the corner of my eye looked even whiter now.

Maybe—

Maybe the end is really close now.

TL Note: The white hair, originally symbolic of illness or supernatural change, becomes a motif for the narrator’s slow but inevitable decline. This scene’s emotional weight rests not only on physical deterioration, but on the crumbling of her internal logic: that she alone must bear the blame for everyone else’s actions—a twisted form of martyrdom wrapped in survivor’s guilt.

 





  
    Chapter 47: Obtaining Evidence
Watching someone lose consciousness is never a pleasant experience.

Of course it’s not.

If someone did feel good watching someone faint, they’d clearly be mentally unstable.

“…Seo-yeon.”

And Christina was a relatively normal human being.

Not someone you could call a saint, but at the very least, not the kind of psycho who’d giggle while someone collapsed right in front of her.

She hadn’t wanted to know.

Even if she was a sinner, there were still things no one wanted to see.

Who the hell wants to realize something like that?

Who wants to discover firsthand just how horrible it feels to see someone pass out?

Sure, this world is big enough that there’s probably some weirdo like that out there.

“…Urk.”

But like I said—Christina wasn’t one of them.

So what did this wave of nausea mean?

Was it from the shock of watching someone faint right in front of her?

Or was it from the disgust of realizing she was the reason Seo-yeon had fallen apart like this?

She didn’t know which one was making her stomach churn.

“…I hope it’s the second one.”

Whatever it was, she hoped it was the second.

Because that would mean she hadn’t lost her conscience as a human being.

Even if it didn’t mean anything now—

At least it would be proof she was still human.

“…It’s almost time.”

And Christina wasn’t the kind of person to waste proof like that.

She’d cling to it however she could.

She’d make sure there was evidence that she lived and died as a human being.

Because that was the only way she could atone.

This wasn’t just about her guilt anymore.

It wasn’t just about her guilt—it was about atoning to Seo-yeon.

It wasn’t just about her guilt—it was about atoning to Kim Soo-ho, Seo-yeon’s childhood friend whom she used to like.

And finally, it was to prevent a second Seo-yeon from ever being born.

“…It’ll probably all be over before she wakes up.”

Ding—

[Saintess]

‘Hello, Your Highness! Just wondering—how close are you right now?’

“….”

Christina quietly stood up.

Careful not to make any noise, just in case Seo-yeon woke up.

Click—

She even put on the earrings she normally found too bothersome to wear.

Somehow, it made her feel better to be fully prepared like this.



The title of “Princess” had always been a shackle for Christina.

It was a title that dragged out her worst nightmares.

A title that made everyone see her not as “Christina Valentine,” but only as “The Imperial Princess.”

She used to hate it.

It used to be absolutely unbearable.

“Hello, Your Highness!”

“…Good to see you, Saintess.”

But today, for once, she felt a strange gratitude toward that terrible title.

Without it, none of this would’ve been possible.

Without the title that had always smothered her, she wouldn’t have been able to sit across from the saintess like this.

With that in mind, the saintess smiled brightly and began speaking, full of gratitude.

“Thank you so much for helping with the volunteer work—and now you’re even offering financial support! I don’t know how to thank you enough!”

“…No need. It’s only natural as an imperial princess.”

It was awful.

Every word out of her mouth felt like it was crushing her own heart.

Imperial princess.

She’d merely done what was expected of her as an imperial princess.

Did she even deserve to be near those titles?

She had shown no example worth following.

In fact, she’d done so many shameful things she’d die if people found out.

She hadn’t acted like a princess, either.

If anything, her behavior had been worse than a poorly educated commoner.

Unaware of Christina’s inner turmoil, the saintess quickly waved her hands and shook her head.

“No, no! Even among the royal family, no one takes action like you do, Your Highness!”

“…Is that so?”

“Of course! I think the history books will remember you as one of the most caring royals in the empire!”

“…Haha.”

Would they, now?

She shouldn’t be in the history books.

No—she should be.

Everyone needed to know what kind of person she really was.

That Christina Valentine used her status as a princess to ruin an ordinary person’s life.

That she clung to that same person, desperate to hear a single word of forgiveness.

That was the truth all imperial citizens deserved to know.

“I think you are more likely to be remembered in the empire’s history books, Saintess.”

“Really? Then I’ll have to keep volunteering even more!”

“Maybe it’ll say something like: ‘She looked the kindest on the outside, but behind the scenes, she was the most vile person of all.’”

“…Excuse me?”

This was the truth that needed to be revealed alongside hers—

The truth of the saintess, Han-sia.

“What… What are you saying all of a sudden, Your Highness?”

Han-sia kept smiling, her expression as sweet as always.

But to Christina, who knew the real “saint,” that mask made her sick.

“Shall I tell you everything I know?”

“You must be mistaken. I’m really not—”

“If I say ‘Lee Seo-yeon,’ will that make you drop the act?”

“…Ha.”

Han-sia, who had worn more masks than anyone else, wasn’t about to let this one slide.

She dropped her pretense in an instant and responded with a voice cold as ice.

“Seo-yeon told you?”

“So you’re finally showing your true face. People deserve to know what you—”

“Cut the crap. Just answer me. Did our Seo-yeon tell you about me?”

“…No. I saw you attacking her at the café by chance.”

“Ah. That time. When Seo-yeon collapsed after meeting Soo-ho.”

“….”

Without a second of hesitation, Han-sia remembered the exact incident.

Christina felt chills.

Seeing Han-sia recall that moment with such clarity was terrifying.

Emotionless.

The same emotionlessness she’d once seen in Seo-yeon was now plastered all over Han-sia.

And then Han-sia began to speak freely, as if she didn’t care anymore.

“You caught me off guard. I didn’t think there’d be a rat hiding back then.”

“…”

“So what do you want, Your Highness? Money? Fame? You wouldn’t have set this up unless you were after something.”

“…I don’t want anything from you.”

“Nothing?”

Han-sia looked genuinely surprised.

She had clearly assumed Christina set this up with some demand in mind.

“I just want everyone to know the truth about your sins.”

“…”

“Revealing the truth about what you and I have done in front of everyone—that’s my only goal.”

“Ah, is that all?”

Was it just her imagination?

Even though her voice hadn’t changed, Han-sia’s entire aura had shifted.

Smiling as if it were all a joke, Han-sia replied:

“You just want me ruined, huh?”

“Not just you—me too—”

“No, no. You don’t matter. What matters is whether I get ruined.”

“…”

“So? Got any proof?”

“…Proof?”

“Yeah. Proof. You don’t actually think you can bring down everyone’s beloved saint without any proof, do you?”

It stung, but she was right.

Without evidence, there was no way to bring Han-sia down.

“…Just wait. I’ll find proof, and I’ll expose all of your sins.”

“Is that so? Well then, good luck.”

“….”

“Heheh. Ahahahaha!”

Leaving the laughing Han-sia behind, Christina turned to walk away.

And that’s when it happened.

“Hahaha. But you should probably leave that behind, don’t you think?”

“…”

“Did you really think hiding a recorder in your coat would fool me?”

“…My legs… won’t move.”

Something invisible began to grip her legs.

Still cackling, Han-sia spoke.

“People always say the saintess has no combat ability… but really, I just never showed it.”

“You monster.”

“You’re right, Christina Valentine. I’m not a saint—I’m a monster.”

“…”

“But the only ones who know that are you… and our sweet Seo-yeon.”

Crack—

With a shattering noise, the recorder hidden in Christina’s coat was crushed.

“Now that the recorder’s gone… only you two know.”

“If I can just convince Seo-yeon—”

“Seo-yeon? Hahahaha! Sorry, but our sweet little Seo-yeon would never betray me. You know why? Because I made her that way.”

“…”

“Ever seen Seo-yeon have a panic attack?”

“No way… the whip trauma…”

“That’s right! I caused that! After I beat her and healed her so many times with magic, she developed trauma that wasn’t even there before.”

“…You f*cking b*tch.”

A curse slipped from Christina’s lips—a girl who had never once uttered a harsh word in her life.

That’s how much Han-sia looked like a devil in her eyes.

“That’s right. A f*cking b*tch. No sane person would call this, ‘normal.’”

“…”

“But so what? Everyone still thinks I’m the saintess. The only ones who know this side of me are you and sweet little Seo-yeon.”

“Someday, you’ll get what you deserve—”

“Oh come on, don’t start spouting third-rate villain lines. If you’re done, kindly get out.”

“…Urgh.”

At Han-sia’s final word, a powerful magic force pushed Christina out the door.

“Bye, Your Highness. Tell sweet Seo-yeon I said hi. I guess I won’t be seeing you around the academy since we’re in different classes.”

“I will make sure—”

“The Empire’s beloved Third Princess, sounding like some B-list movie villain.

Ahahahaha!”

SLAM—!

And with that, Han-sia’s voice vanished.

As if destroying the recorder meant she no longer had any interest in her.

And then—

“…Perfect.”

This was exactly the moment Christina had been waiting for.

– You caught me off guard. I didn’t think there’d be a rat hiding back then.

– What do you want, Your Highness? Money? Fame? You must want something to be setting this up.

The voice that played back—an exact replica of Han-sia’s—

“Sound quality’s flawless.”

— it was coming from the earring Christina was wearing on her right ear.



TL Note: Christina’s earring being a second recording device is a clever subversion meant to bait Han-sia into revealing everything. The dialogue and tonal shifts reinforce Han-sia’s dual personality—“the saint” in public and “the sadist” in private—while drawing the first tangible line of resistance against her by someone who once stood among the enablers.

 





  
    Chapter 48: Enlightenment
Spreading malicious rumors.

The fastest and most reliable way to destroy someone’s public image.

It wasn’t even hard to execute.

In fact, it was the method she was most skilled at.

After all, it was this very tactic she had used to destroy every one of Seo-yeon’s relationships, except with Kim Soo-ho and Han-sia.

And if someone were to ask Christina whether she regretted such a past—

“Of course I do.”

That’s probably how she would answer.

That she regretted it.

That she regretted it so much, she wished she could go back in time and change everything.

That’s how desperately she would reply.

“…Even though it’s meaningless now.”

But the damage had already been done.

She was nothing more than trash who had ruined someone’s life.

And now, she was simply trying to atone in whatever way she could to that person she’d destroyed.

“…I hope it ends well.”

She silently hoped this time, at least, things would go smoothly.

So she could atone even a little.

So she could reflect on the person she’d become—someone who’d gone from victim to a cruel aggressor.

“…You called for me, Tina?”

That’s why she had contacted Kim Soo-ho directly.

To reveal the sins of those who used their power to crush the weak.



To Kim Soo-ho, Han-sia was a good friend.

Sometimes a bit overbearing in how much she liked him, but still someone who always cared for him and put him first—a friend he was grateful for.

To say he’d never felt anything for Han-sia would’ve been a lie.

Even by objective standards, it was true.

What man could easily reject someone like Han-sia when she showed interest?

Among all the academy students, no one but Christina—an imperial princess—could even come close to comparing.

Besides, Han-sia was a childhood friend.

They’d grown up together in the same orphanage.

They’d spent their youth side by side, discovering their magical talents and studying together.

Excluding his first childhood friend, Lee Seo-yeon, Han-sia was the one he had spent the most time with in his life.

So naturally, they were always together.

And naturally, Han-sia began to fill the void left by the distant Seo-yeon.

Then one day—it all just stopped.

He didn’t know why.

Was it Han-sia’s suffocating closeness that drove him away?

Or was it because of his memories of Seo-yeon, the childhood friend he’d once cherished more than anyone?

He didn’t know the exact reason.

But the distance between them, once shrinking, suddenly stopped getting smaller.

And then came today.

A day like any other, with clear skies above.

“…What did you say?”

“This is the truth, Soo-ho.”

“…”

Only now did Kim Soo-ho finally understand the vague discomfort he’d always felt around Han-sia.



(TL note: Perspective shifts to Seo-yeon)

While some were uncovering the truth,

others were learning it from someone else.

“…”

Seo-yeon slowly rose from her bed.

It was an unfamiliar place.

Not the drab orphanage she always woke up in, and not the messy dorm she called home. This room was far more luxurious than either.

…Though for some reason, it felt familiar.

Strangely so.

Even though it was her first time here.

Why did it feel oddly familiar?

“…A hospital room?”

After glancing around, it didn’t take long to realize she was in a hospital.

Just her clothes made it obvious—hospital gown.

And the clean white room clearly looked like something out of a private hospital.

“…No one’s here?”

Not a soul in sight.

Now that she thought about it, this place looked expensive. It must’ve been a private room.

“Hmm.”

Her confusion deepened.

It was weird enough just to be hospitalized.

But this? A private room that looked like it cost a fortune?

She didn’t even have the kind of money it would take to stay here—

Throb—

“…Agh.”

A sudden headache cut her thoughts off.

And at the same time, she noticed something she hadn’t before: a mirror.

“…”

Drawn in by something she couldn’t explain, she began slowly walking toward it.

Creak—

Just then, the door opened—and in walked some unexpected visitors.

“…Seo-yeon?”

“Seo-yeon, you’re awake?”

One was Kim Soo-ho, her closest friend.

The other was Christina Valentine, someone she had tried to befriend but failed to connect with.

Surprised to see them here, she immediately spoke.

“Soo-ho? Your Highness? What are you two doing here…?”

“I’m sorry, Seo-yeon. I didn’t know… and I—”

Soo-ho immediately bowed his head, apologizing with guilt heavy in his voice.

“Huh? Why all of a sudden?”

“Because of me… Seo-yeon, you had to suffer because of Han-sia…”

Her confusion only grew.

Han-sia? Han-sia?

Why was her name coming up now?

For the record, Han-sia was her second childhood friend.

One of the few dear friends she’d grown up with, just like Soo-ho.

But what did she have to do with any of this?

“Han-sia? Why bring her up now?”

“…Wait, what did you just say?”

“I just thought it was kind of sudden for you to mention Han-sia out of nowhere. Why her?”

“….”

“…Wait a moment, Soo-ho.”

The reactions from the two were starkly different.

Soo-ho looked utterly dumbfounded, like something inside him had snapped.

Christina, on the other hand, had gone completely stiff—her pity from earlier gone in an instant.

Still frowning, Christina asked:

“Seo-yeon. Do you remember how you ended up here?”

“No… I was actually wondering about that. Why was I sleeping here of all places?”

“…Oh no.”

“What? What’s wrong, Tina?”

Christina covered her mouth in shock, while Soo-ho gave her a confused look.

Seo-yeon didn’t understand either of them.

One of them was bringing up Han-sia out of nowhere.

The other was suddenly asking questions and reacting like she’d just dropped a bomb.

Even though she and Christina had no real connection—in fact, she had been bullied by her—their past didn’t stop her curiosity.

“Um, Your Highness?”

“…Yes, Seo-yeon. Go ahead.”

“I don’t really understand what’s happening… Could you explain?”

Christina’s face hardened the moment she heard the question.

“…Tell me too, Tina. I want to know what’s really going on.”

Looking straight at Christina, Soo-ho demanded an explanation.

And finally, Christina began.

“This is just my theory. So don’t take it as fact just yet.”

“…A theory?”

“Yes. It’s something I’ve come to believe over the past few weeks while spending time with you.”

“…Wait. You’ve been spending time with me?”

She hadn’t intended to interrupt—but she couldn’t help herself.

Christina had spent time with her?

Christina, who had pushed her away every time she’d tried to get close?

It didn’t make sense.

For some reason, Christina looked truly heartbroken.

“…You see it too, don’t you, Soo-ho? Seo-yeon doesn’t remember anything from the past few weeks.”

“…Then, are you saying—”

“You mean I’ve lost my memory?”

Soo-ho’s face went blank, and Seo-yeon could only blink in confusion.

Which was only natural.

Who would believe someone they barely knew suddenly claiming they had memory loss?

It was only reasonable that she’d—

“…Seo-yeon.”

“Yes?”

“Could you take a look in that mirror over there?”

“The mirror?”

Why now?

There was no way a mirror was going to explain any of this.

“Yes. The mirror.”

“…Alright.”

But Christina’s face was so filled with emotion that she couldn’t say no.

So she decided to humor her and walked toward the mirror she hadn’t gotten a good look at earlier.

Step… step…

“…Urgh.”

The closer she got, the worse the headache became.

As if something—or someone—was trying to stop her from looking.

As if something was screaming that she must not look into that mirror.

And then, finally—

When her reflection came into view.

“…Huh?”

“….”

The mirror reflected the usual her.

Not ugly, but not beautiful like Christina or Han-sia—just… her.

“My hair… Why is it like this?”

“…Seo-yeon.”

She stared at the girl in the mirror—

The one with hair as white as snow, not a single trace of any other color.





  
    Chapter 49: Truth
My mind went completely blank.

Was there any better way to describe my current state?

Probably not.

My head really had gone white, just like my hair looked now.

It felt like I wasn’t me.

It might sound like nonsense, but it was true.

The me from just a moment ago didn’t feel like the me I’d been until now.

Here, “just a moment ago” referred to the time after I woke up in bed and met Kim Soo-ho and Christina.

And “until now” referred to the period starting from when I realized I had been reincarnated up until the aforementioned “moment ago.”

“…”

Of course, it was still nonsense.

If I said this to a normal person, they’d instantly call it bullsh*t.

Yeah, to a normal person.

It was probably best to abandon the assumption that I was one of those.

“…Seo-yeon.”

“Yes, Your Highness? You called me?”

“…Have you come back?”

“Yes. Though I’m not sure if ‘come back’ is the right way to put it.”

A normal person probably wouldn’t even be able to answer a question like that.

“Come back? What are you talking about, Tina?”

Unlike Christina, who seemed to fully understand what was going on, Kim Soo-ho still had a completely confused expression.

Right, that’s how a normal person reacts.

Someone who can’t keep up with how fast things are moving, who asks about the parts they haven’t grasped.

A completely normal reaction.

And the fact that I found it a bit irritating probably meant I wasn’t a normal person anymore.

As I kept silent, Christina began explaining the situation to Kim Soo-ho.

“…At first, I only had a hunch. The person I saw when I first met Seo-yeon, and the person I’ve been talking to since, felt completely different.”

“So you mean…”

“Yes. I’m convinced that Seo-yeon’s personality has split into two.”

It wasn’t hard to understand.

Basically, a person had developed a second personality due to a traumatic event.

A very common trope.

Not that I hadn’t suspected it before.

No, I’d had plenty of moments that felt suspicious.

Memories from before the reincarnation that I couldn’t recall at all.

Too little knowledge about the “original story” for someone who’d supposedly been reincarnated.

And the fragmented moments where my memory just cut out, despite knowing I was the one making decisions.

This wasn’t just amnesia.

The memory gaps only ever happened in certain situations—mostly when I was tied up with Han-sia, or when I lost consciousness.

A classic cliché.

When someone suffers severe trauma, their mind splits to cope with the pain.

I just never thought I’d actually go through it.

“Cough.”

“Seo-yeon!”

The now-familiar cough burst out, and Kim Soo-ho quickly tried to rush toward me.

“…Don’t come any closer.”

“…Seo-yeon?”

“Just… cough… just stay there. It’s not a big deal.”

Because that was the last thing I wanted, I quickly reached out my hand to stop him.

If it had been “Lee Seo-yeon” instead of me, she might not have stopped him.

Because “Lee Seo-yeon” still saw Kim Soo-ho as her closest friend, more than anyone.

As I was thinking that, Christina—who had been watching us silently—spoke.

“Please, tell us now, Seo-yeon.”

“Tell you what, exactly?”

“The illness you’re suffering from. We need to know so we can prepare the proper treatment—”

“Heh.”

“…Seo-yeon?”

“…Seo-yeon-ah?”

My sudden laughter made both of them look at me.

I laughed, looking between the two of them.

“Like I said before, I don’t get why you’re suddenly caring about ‘me.’ ‘I’ was never anything to you, Your Highness.”

“…”

“If you had just shown me this kind of concern from the beginning, maybe I never would’ve ended up like this.”

All I could do was laugh bitterly.

To realize I wasn’t even the real me, and that it was other people who made me aware of it.

I didn’t even know how I ended up in this situation, or if I could even believe I was me anymore.

Hearing my words, Christina continued with a regretful expression.

“…I know. I know it’s my fault more than anyone else that you ended up this way.”

“Tina.”

“But still, for the future… I have to know your illness so we can—”

“I’ll tell you. It’s not like it’s something I’m unwilling to say.”

“Really? Then I’ll start preparing treatment right away, just as you say.”

“…Thank you, Seo-yeon-ah.”

At my willingness to share my condition, both Christina and Kim Soo-ho visibly brightened.

“My illness is mana rejection.”

“…What?”

“Should I say it again? The illness I’ve had since before enrolling in this academy is called mana rejection.”

“…”

Though of course, that brightness lasted only a moment—easily shattered by my words.



“…Mana rejection?”

“Seo-yeon-ah, what did you just say…?”

Christina and Kim Soo-ho both looked stunned, like they couldn’t believe what they were hearing.

What? You asked, and I told you.

Though, I couldn’t really blame them.

Given their nature as mana users, they would obviously know what mana rejection was.

Mana rejection.

A condition where one’s body is incompatible with mana, making it impossible to use it.

More precisely—it’s possible to use mana, but doing so causes severe side effects.

Of course, to them, it probably sounded completely unbelievable.

Because everyone knew that someone with mana rejection would never be accepted into the academy.

“Surprising, isn’t it? That someone like ‘me’ got into the academy with this illness.”

“…”

“I think it’s surprising too. So much so that even ‘I’ can’t understand ‘me.’”

But I guess “I” was someone who didn’t abide by normal logic.

Looking at the two of them react like this, it was clear they couldn’t wrap their heads around it.

Well then, guess I’ll just have to show them.

“Sigh.”

“…Seo-yeon?”

“…Seo-yeon-ah?”

I ignored their questioning voices.

After all, channeling mana into the dagger I always carried around was just about the hardest thing I could do—except for picking a fight with Han-sia.

Yeah, no way.

I have zero confidence in beating that crazy b*tch.

So this was probably the most I could handle.

“Cough—!”

“Seo-yeon!”

The dagger I was holding barely turned blue before blood surged up my throat.

Even during the mock dungeon trial, it wasn’t this bad.

Guess my body really has gotten worse.

“…Ugh.”

“Okay! We get it! Just stop now, Seo-yeon!”

“I believe you, just stop it already!”

Only after hearing the two of them shout at me, begging me to stop—

“Cough.”

—I finally stopped channeling mana into the dagger, ending the not-so-gentle episode of internal bleeding.

See? Should’ve believed me earlier.

You doubted me, so I had to show you myself.

As I looked at the two of them, someone spoke in a trembling voice.

“…Since when?”

“Huh?”

“When did this illness start? The one you just showed us.”

The one asking, voice shaking so much I could feel it, was none other than Kim Soo-ho.

“…”

“Seo-yeon-ah, I asked you—since when?”

Even I was slightly surprised, though I didn’t show it.

Because I had never seen Kim Soo-ho look like this before.

He looked scared.

As if what I just showed him was the most horrifying thing in the world.

…When he was the one who kept his distance from the “me” of the past.

“Heh.”

“…Seo-yeon-ah?”

A dry laugh escaped me.

I couldn’t help it, not with the thought that had just crossed my mind.

No, now wasn’t the time for this.

Someone asked a question. I should answer.

“…You really want to know?”

“Huh?”

“You really want to know when I got mana rejection?”

“…”

Kim Soo-ho fell silent, as if my follow-up had stolen all the words from his mouth.

What’s wrong?

I’m going to answer.

I’m answering the question you asked.

“It’s kind of amazing, Soo-ho. We haven’t exactly been close since we entered the academy, have we?”

“…”

“Or more accurately, you refused to be close with ‘me.’ So ‘I’ eventually gave up.”

“…Seo-yeon.”

“Yeah. My name is Seo-yeon. Though I’m not sure if I’m the ‘Lee Seo-yeon’ you remember.”

Even I didn’t know for sure.

Whether this “me” was truly me.

Whether the “me” right now was really myself.

After all, I’m me, and “I” am me too.

What’s the point of distinguishing between “me” and “I”?

Even I, the person involved, didn’t fully understand that truth.

And the only truth I could say for certain to the two people standing in front of me was this:

“But, you already abandoned me. So why does it matter when I got sick?”

“…”

“Isn’t that right?”

Because Lee Seo-yeon—no, “I”—had been abandoned by them.

That was the only truth I could say with confidence to their faces.





  
    Chapter 50: The Last Flame
Being abandoned.

Some might call it paranoia.

Maybe they were right.

Maybe I was just throwing a tantrum over nothing, deluded into thinking I’d been abandoned.

But even so—

“Why? Why now? Why are you suddenly so curious about when I got sick?”

“…”

“Am I wrong?”

The very fact that I, the person involved, had these thoughts in my head…

didn’t that mean something was already broken?

Even if this was just my paranoia.

Even if the truth behind the two people standing in front of me was completely different from what I believed—

The damage was already done.

And now, I don’t even know if I’m really me anymore.

This is where I am.

This is what I’m feeling in this moment.

“This is all I wanted to say.”

“…Seo-yeon.”

Why are you acting like this now?

Why are you suddenly clinging to me like you’ve got regrets?

‘I’ used to love that kind of attention.

Even if it was clingy and dirty and desperate, ‘I’ wanted to be wanted.

So why is it me, and not ‘me,’ that you’re doing this to?

If you’d just paid attention to ‘me’ from the beginning, I wouldn’t even exist now.

“…Cough.”

“Seo-yeon!”

Was it because I’d shown too much emotion?

I could feel blood surging up from inside me.

This is why people who know how to handle emotion should be the ones using it.

I’ve barely expressed a single feeling since I came into being, and now look at me.

‘I’ was probably someone full of emotion once.

As that thought crossed my mind, Christina, still wearing a worried expression, slowly opened her mouth.

“…I understand why you’d resent us, Seo-yeon.”

“Ha. Really?”

“I understand why you can’t trust us. I’m well aware of the wrongs I committed against you.”

“…Ha ha.”

“But right now, even if you don’t trust me, this is a time when I have to push through with what I believe in.”

“You call that… ‘pushing through.’”

That word—push through.

Come to think of it, what a selfish word.

Regardless of facts, regardless of reality.

Regardless of how the person involved feels, you force your own will on them.

…And yet, ‘I’ ended up like this because I couldn’t push through.

For her to proudly declare she’s going to force her will onto someone like me—

I guess that’s very like the third imperial princess, Christina Valentine.

“Fine. Let’s hear this thing you’re so insistent about. Since it’s a royal order, how can I not listen?”

“Seo-yeon. There’s no reason for us to get emotional—”

“Soo-ho, be quiet for a moment. This conversation is between me and Seo-yeon right now.”

“…Oh.”

A sound of admiration escaped my lips.

To be honest, if Kim Soo-ho had opened his mouth just a bit more, I was going to cut him off.

With every sarcastic, bitter tone I could muster—

‘What, that’s your complaint? That’s what’s bothering you?’

I was ready to throw every cold remark at him.

But Christina moved quickly, as if she’d already read my thoughts.

“My insistence is this: From now on, I want you to help with what Soo-ho and I are about to begin.”

“You want my help, huh… Honestly, I’m more curious if I’d even be of help to you or—”

“I plan to reveal the truth about the saint. That is—Han-sia’s real face—to everyone.”

“…What?”

Did I hear that right?

The whole situation was already chaotic and overwhelming, so maybe I misheard.

That thought popped into my head instantly.

Because what Christina had just said was utterly shocking.

Reveal the truth about the saint?

She was going to make Han-sia’s true self known to everyone?

It was confusing.

Just hearing her say that was confusing enough.

“…How do you know?”

“Pardon?”

“Your Highness… how do you know Han-sia’s true face?”

Even setting aside personal emotions, Han-sia had crafted a flawless public image.

Everyone adored her as a saint, and the only person she ever revealed her real self to was me.

So how could Christina possibly know the truth?

Christina nodded slowly, as if she fully understood my reaction.

“That day. The day I happened to see you at the café.”

“…”

“That day, I witnessed exactly what Han-sia did to you with my own eyes.”

“…Ah.”

A single syllable left my lips.

It was the kind of exclamation that perfectly expressed the sudden realization that hit me.

That day.

The day I was beaten by Han-sia like always and happened to run into Christina at the same place.

…The day she acted unusually.

Now I understood.

I had been the same as ever, but Christina had seemed off that day—and now I knew why.

“…You met her?”

“If by ‘her’ you mean the saint—then yes. I met the real Han-sia.”

“…Ha ha.”

So she had seen it.

What Han-sia did to me that day. Her horrifying true self.

“…What did you talk about?”

“I declared it to her. That I would expose her true identity, even if it meant using my name as a royal princess.”

“…And what did she say?”

“She said to do whatever I wanted. That no matter what I did, I couldn’t harm her.”

“…”

That sounded exactly like Han-sia.

Her confidence in the image she’d built.

Words born of her belief in all the things she’d done to get where she was.

“…She’s not wrong.”

“Sorry?”

“Even if you and Soo-ho have now realized who she really is, we don’t have any proof.”

And so—what I felt most of all was powerlessness.

Without proof, people wouldn’t believe us.

Even with proof, it wouldn’t be easy to convince them.

And now we didn’t even have that.

So how were we supposed to reveal Han-sia’s true self to the world—?

—‘That hit hard. Didn’t expect a little rat to be hiding back then.’

—‘What do you want, Princess? Money? Fame? You must want something if you set this up with me.’

“…What is this?”

“It’s a recording. Of the conversation I had with the saint that day.”

“…No way.”

It really was unbelievable.

Not just a figure of speech—it was actually hard to believe.

How many times had I failed?

How many attempts had I made to escape this pain?

I wasn’t stupid.

Which is to say, I wasn’t so dumb that I’d never thought of exposing her.

Of course I had tried.

But every time I tried to record her, she somehow caught on. And every attempt failed.

And every time I failed, the abuse got worse.

So you’re rebelling now?

What, a toy thinks it can disobey its owner?

She treated me like I was less than human, and beat me worse than usual.

So I had practically given up on that method.

I couldn’t take the pain anymore, and I had completely abandoned the idea.

So how did Christina even have this?

…No. That wasn’t what mattered right now.

“Is that all of it?”

“Excuse me?”

“The recording you have. Was what you just played the full thing?”

“No, I recorded everything from that day. What I played for you and Soo-ho just now was only part of it.”

“…I accept.”

“…What?”

The person who’d given me nothing but pain.

The one who used me like a toy to get what she wanted.

…The crazy b*tch who traumatized the old ‘me’ so badly that she erased herself from existence—

“I’ll accept your offer.”

“…Seo-yeon.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“…”

The only thing that mattered now—

was that I could finally begin my revenge.

Nothing else.

Nothing else mattered anymore.

Not Kim Soo-ho’s shocked face.

Not the pity in Christina’s eyes.

The only reason I even exist now is because of all the pain that ‘I’ endured.

The past, when I didn’t know my personality had split.

The present, where I’m fully aware of it.

The past, when my hair was still its original color.

The present, where it’s been bleached completely white.

In that empty void where nothing remained but the wish to die as soon as possible—

A single, final spark had begun to blaze.





  
    Chapter 51: Plan
Is there a word more perfect than “plan”?

Beginning, middle, and end.

A plan was what had a profound impact across all of that rise and fall.

Whether you’re doing something small.

Or something massive.

Whether an incident breaks out.

Or an accident occurs.

If you have a counterplan for it, or a pre-written script prepared in advance, then theoretically, you could deal with anything that comes your way.

It’s just that ordinary people can’t see the future.

And because they can’t see the future, they can’t create a precise plan.

They fail not because they didn’t make an effort, not because they didn’t try, but because they couldn’t make an accurate and perfect plan.

But really, that’s to be expected.

Humans aren’t perfect.

And it’s because they’re not perfect that they’re called human.

If someone were perfect—could you even still call them human?

No, I personally don’t think so.

Isn’t that why people say that humanity is beautiful because it’s imperfect?

That phrase “human touch,” used when someone makes a mistake—it exists for a reason.

So.

The reason I’ve just wrapped up this boring and philosophical word—plan—with such grand packaging is because…

“Now, let’s make a plan.”

“···.”

Because our oh-so-proud princess forced me into a chair, saying we were going to make a plan.

Ugh, my legs hurt.

Probably because I was lying down for so long and suddenly sat up.

Ignoring the pain that was slowly creeping up from my legs, I looked at Christina, who was deep in thought, and asked,

“······You don’t already have a plan prepared?”

“It’s not that I don’t have one… I just don’t think it’ll work on that saint.”

As hopeless as that sounded, Christina was right.

Even with clear, high-quality evidence, there was no realistic way to beat Han-sia in a battle of public opinion.

The image she’d built. The good deeds that had spread far and wide.

The persona Han-sia had carefully crafted wasn’t something to take lightly.

There’s a reason people say it’s like trying to break a rock with an egg.

Sure, water puts out fire—but one bucket of water can’t put out a raging wildfire.

Christina hesitated, then opened her mouth slightly, looking troubled.

“The title of ‘saint’… it was way bigger than I thought.”

“Not even your royal connections can do something about it?”

“No. As frustrating as it is.”

“···.”

If she outranks a princess… just how much influence does she actually hold?

It made me feel a little resentful, honestly.

Why would someone like that bully someone kind?

Why would someone so respected by others torment me?

‘······Why else would she? Because of Kim Soo-ho.’

“···.”

“······?”

That thought made me glance over at the person who, in a way, was the root cause of everything.

Now that I think about it—yeah, it really is all because of him.

Han-sia’s descent into darkness was because of Kim Soo-ho.

Christina bullied me because of Kim Soo-ho.

Even the reason I came into existence… was because Kim Soo-ho abandoned ‘me.’

This guy’s totally a villain.

What kind of protagonist acts like this? He’s clearly the bad guy.

‘······Wait. He’s not the protagonist, is he?’

Yeah, come to think of it, that was true.

The novel I thought I’d read—the one where Kim Soo-ho was the protagonist—was all just a delusion I’d made up.

A mental barrier that had formed alongside me when I came into being.

A kind of self-hypnosis designed to make me believe I wasn’t one of Seo-yeon’s personalities, but someone completely separate.

I understood that on a rational level when I realized I was just one of Seo-yeon’s split personalities, but now that I was actually accepting it… it gave me chills.

So it was all a delusion.

I’d believed it so strongly because it felt so real.

······No, that’s not right.

It was real. The experiences of my past self were real.

Anyway.

Back to the point—what I’m trying to say is this.

Kim Soo-ho isn’t the protagonist.

Sure, he shines like one, and sure, he has the personality you’d expect from a typical novel lead…

But it was all just a coincidence.

His innate personality and talents just happened to align with my delusion, so I viewed him as the protagonist.

All those layers of inferiority from childhood.

The obsession that began when I entered the academy.

All the clingy, suffocating emotions that Seo-yeon had accumulated over time had simply latched onto Kim Soo-ho, turning him into the centerpiece of a fantasy novel.

‘······Wow.’

When I think about it like that, I’m honestly kind of amazing.

How do you even come up with something like this? If I had become a writer instead of enrolling in the academy, I probably could’ve made some serious money.

And I wouldn’t have ended up so frail, either.

If that had happened, maybe I wouldn’t be here now, waiting to die.

The illness I’d already confessed to both of them—my condition, mana intolerance—was a relatively “kind” disease, as long as I didn’t use mana.

Seo-yeon was the one who pushed that kind disease to its limits.

And it was all because of Kim Soo-ho, who was still standing there like he’d been hit by lightning.

“···.”

Even though I was staring at him so hard I could burn a hole in his face, Kim Soo-ho didn’t respond.

Just a little while ago, he was ready to beat the truth out of me if I didn’t tell him what my illness was.

But now that I’d said it myself, even coughing up blood to prove it… he’d been frozen in that same position for nearly thirty minutes.

So why the hell did he act like that earlier?

If he’d just stayed quiet, I wouldn’t have had to do something so stupid.

It’s not like I enjoy pain.

I didn’t do it because I’m some kind of masochist.

Call it karma.

Karma for pushing me like that out of his own damn curiosity.

Karma for completely rejecting the existence of the old Seo-yeon.

Some people might say I’m being too cruel to him.

That he’s someone who cares about me, someone who’s worried about me.

That even if I have bad memories from the past, he’s still someone who’s trying to protect me now.

People might say things like that.

Might criticize me for being heartless.

But I could only accept the truth.

Yeah. I am cruel.

Right now, I’m tormenting Kim Soo-ho with malice I don’t even need to feel.

But so what?

So what if I am?

Who made me like this?

Who turned Seo-yeon into this monster?

Of course, I don’t think it’s all his fault.

The biggest culprit—no question—is Han-sia.

Then Christina, who ruined Seo-yeon’s time at the academy.

The academy teachers who ignored Seo-yeon.

The students who went beyond ignoring her and actively bullied her.

Compared to them, Kim Soo-ho was honestly tame.

All he really did was push away a girl who clung to him.

Still, the reason I’m doing this is simple.

Because I was in more pain.

Because my suffering was far worse.

It’s a filthy, ugly emotion.

A sharp blade of resentment that says, I suffered, so you can suffer this much too.

Like I said before, I’m not a good person.

If anything, I fall into the category of “bad.”

No one calls someone like me—a person doing things like this—a good person.

I know I’m not normal.

I know full well that the things I’m doing are messed up.

But again, like I said before…

It was they who turned the kind, gentle Seo-yeon into this.

Just because she became a little clingy after growing distant.

Just because she was a childhood friend of the person someone else liked.

Just because she used to be the closest person to someone another person obsessed over.

Are those reasons more valid than my reason—because I was in pain too?

No. No way.

Maybe some people think so, but I definitely don’t.

Seo-yeon was hurt for no good reason.

She suffered and broke for reasons that didn’t make sense.

Even me.

Even I, the second personality born from Seo-yeon, was left damaged by the wreckage.

I remember.

I remember the violence I suffered from Christina’s followers.

I remember the lashings from Han-sia, who couldn’t tell me apart from Seo-yeon.

I remember Kim Soo-ho noticing that something had changed in me… and still doing nothing.

I remembered everything.

And because I remembered everything… I made a plan.

A simple plan.

Simple—but perfect.

“I have a plan.”

“Huh? Really?”

“···.”

“······Yes. Would you like to hear it? I think you’ll love it, Your Highness.”

A plan that would satisfy everyone.

Everyone who treated me like that in the past.

A plan that would satisfy even the present me—and Seo-yeon.

Haha.

A plan that satisfies everyone, huh?

Could anything be more delightful?

Well, I don’t even know what “delight” feels like anymore.

But maybe this feeling right now is what people call delight.

Even if it’s not, I want to believe it is.

And maybe I’m right.

Because, like I said before—there’s no word in the world more perfect than plan.





  
    Chapter 52: Late Answer





  
    Chapter 53: Forced
A sentence I’d heard often since childhood.

The moment you think it’s too late is the latest moment of all.

It was something the bastard director at the orphanage used to spout, calling it a “wise saying” while beating us every chance he got.

I still hated the moment I first heard that sentence.

Even so, I always carried those words in the back of my mind.

Because the young Lee Seo-yeon was a child who hated the word “regret” more than anything.

Because she hated regret, she looked after the other kids.

Because she hated regret, she would stop at nothing to achieve her goals.

If you asked whether that personality made her a “good” person in the end…

Well.

Considering I came into existence, maybe it doesn’t quite fit into the category of “good.”

Anyway.

What I’m trying to say is that no matter how pitiful or heartbroken Kim Soo-ho looks now—it’s just too damn late.

“······Cough.”

“Seo-yeon!”

“······Seo-yeon-ah.”

See?

It was just a little cough, and already it tastes like iron.

If someone still says it’s not too late after this, then there’s seriously something wrong with them.

It’s gotta be one of two things.

Either they can’t see what’s happening in front of them… or they’re Han-sia, who always puts Kim Soo-ho on a pedestal.

Unfortunately (or maybe fortunately),

There was no one like that here right now.

So I could ignore all those worried stares pointed at me without a shred of guilt.

“I’m fine. I’m used to it by now.”

“······Getting used to pain isn’t a good thing, Seo-yeon.”

This time, it was Christina’s firm gaze that locked onto me.

“I know. I know that being used to pain isn’t exactly a good situation.”

“······Once this is over.”

“Huh?”

“Once this is over, I’ll do whatever it takes to heal you, Seo-yeon.”

“···.”

“Whatever it takes—even if I have to recklessly abuse my title as princess. I will heal you, Seo-yeon.”

Her resolute expression shifted instantly into one filled with determination.

So this is what a royal promise feels like.

All she did was say a few words, and yet she felt like a reliable ally.

······Of course, I already knew it would all be meaningless in the end.

Even with that hollow thought in mind,

I still forced a smile at Christina, who looked at me with such unwavering resolve.

Someone said it earlier, didn’t they?

That now isn’t the time to be pouring cold water on things.

So I just smiled.

Wearing an expression that said I have no idea how any of this will end.



After Christina’s heartfelt promise reached me—

“Seo-yeon. Have you thought about how you’ll handle things when you meet the saint alone?”

“Yes, more or less.”

We officially launched into a detailed strategy meeting.

The target: the saint—Han-sia.

Using the evidence Christina had obtained, we would reveal Han-sia’s true nature to everyone who believed in her.

“Would you mind sharing that plan with Soo-ho and me as well?”

“It’s not a complicated or difficult plan. Everything will go on as usual until the meeting.”

“As usual?”

“Tomorrow, or the day after at the latest—Han-sia will probably summon me like she always does.”

“······Okay.”

“When that happens, I’ll meet her with the evidence Your Highness gathered. That’s the plan.”

I would meet Han-sia as if I were still her obedient little pet.

Then, just before the violence began like always, I’d play Christina’s recording right in front of her eyes.

That was the plan I had in mind.

After hearing me out, Christina still looked uncertain.

“······But if things go that way, won’t the saint try to hurt you?”

“Sorry?”

“I mean… she’s already done things to you that go far beyond what’s acceptable. If you provoke her directly like that, wouldn’t it put you in danger?”

In other words:

Even if she is the saint, she’s basically a ticking time bomb. Isn’t it dangerous to provoke someone like that face-to-face?

Not wrong.

I also thought of Han-sia as basically a time bomb.

“······I’ll use Kim Soo-ho as a hostage.”

“Sorry?”

“I’m going to use Kim Soo-ho as leverage to stop Han-sia from hurting me.”

It just so happened that the detonation switch for that bomb was firmly in Kim Soo-ho’s hands.

“I told you earlier, didn’t I? That the only reason Han-sia has done all of this to me… is because of Kim Soo-ho.”

“···.”

“Sure, maybe there’s some personal dislike in the mix, but even that was rooted in the fact that I was your childhood friend.”

“······I’m sorry.”

Maybe he was thinking this whole situation was his fault, because Kim Soo-ho apologized again.

“You don’t have to be sorry. I’m not blaming you right now.”

“······But still.”

“Not that I think you’re totally blameless, either. Like I said—Han-sia did all of this to me because of you.”

“···.”

“If you feel even a little guilty, then just follow my plan and do what I tell you. I don’t need another apology.”

“······Okay.”

He looked like he wanted to say more, but in the end, he just lowered his head and nodded.

Yeah, if nothing else, you better do as you’re told.

You’re the reason I went through all that sh*t, thinking I’d been reincarnated or something.

Sure, thinking like that probably made me no better than a psychopath.

But so what?

The sight of Kim Soo-ho bowing his head right in front of me made it feel like Lee Seo-yeon’s revenge had finally come true. It felt… satisfying.

Humans were simple creatures.

Even if they knew what really mattered, they couldn’t turn away from the gratification right in front of them.

I was just following the natural instincts of a human being.

“Anyway, back to the point. The plan is to use Kim Soo-ho as a hostage during the meeting.”

“What exactly do you mean by ‘hostage’…?”

“For example, I’ll threaten her—say that if she tries anything, I’ll send the evidence straight to Kim Soo-ho. Han-sia probably thinks he doesn’t have the slightest clue about her true nature.”

This wasn’t a guess. It was certainty.

There was no way Han-sia could even imagine that Kim Soo-ho knew who she really was.

My body remembered clearly how hard she’d worked to impress him—because I was the one who received every blow whenever she got frustrated.

God, just remembering it makes my skin crawl.

My whole body was in pain, and I had to listen to her seething monologues while it happened.

Now that I think about it, it’s ridiculous.

Why the hell did that lunatic even bother telling me about all the effort she was making?

Did she want validation from me or something?

Like, “I’m trying this hard, and yet Soo-ho still doesn’t see me”?

Was I just the easiest target for her to vent to since she couldn’t say it directly to him?

“······Ahh.”

After listening to everything, Christina let out a small, impressed sound, as if she finally understood.

“That makes sense. She probably never imagined that I’d show Soo-ho what she’s really like.”

“Not just imagined—she couldn’t even fathom it. Han-sia made sure to hide her true self from Kim Soo-ho more than anyone else.”

“······Yeah. I really didn’t know anything.”

Kim Soo-ho lowered his head again, sighing like he still couldn’t process the truth.

Not that I couldn’t understand where he was coming from.

Strictly speaking, all Kim Soo-ho was guilty of… was being too kind.

He just believed in his childhood friend.

He never doubted the girl who showed him nothing but kindness and warmth.

From his perspective, this wasn’t just a slap in the face.

It was like being dragged out of bed and whipped senseless.

But even so, the reason I couldn’t just empathize with him was simple.

The one who suffered for his kindness… was Lee Seo-yeon.

I was the victim.

Even if you say past-Seo-yeon and present-me aren’t the same person exactly.

It was still Seo-yeon.

That’s why I’m thinking this way now.

If Kim Soo-ho hadn’t been so endlessly kind.

If Han-sia hadn’t become obsessed with him.

Then I wouldn’t even exist right now.

I knew it was a stretch.

A completely illogical thought—I knew that better than anyone.

But even if it was the most unreasonable logic in the world…

Even if having thoughts like this made others hate me…

“My plan ends there.”

“···.”

“Then… you’re really going through with it?”

“Yes. Once it’s done, everyone will know the truth about Han-sia.”

“······You’ll be okay, right?”

“Sorry?”

“I mean… nothing bad will happen to you, right? If something goes wrong…”

“······Of course not.”

I wasn’t worried.

Maybe even I wasn’t worried anymore.

“Nothing’s going to happen.”

“···.”

“Because everything is going to go exactly as I planned.”

Most likely, from what I could tell—

That hatred others might feel toward such irrational logic would never reach me.

At least, that’s what I believed.





  
    Chapter 54: Run and the Abyss
Executing a plan is, surprisingly, not that big of a deal.

It’s simply a matter of following the materials and steps you prepared in advance.

But most people fail to follow through, and that’s why people say things never go according to plan.

Why plans fail—

If you think about it calmly, there are a variety of reasons.

The most common reason is that the person carrying out the plan is lazy.

And even if they’re not lazy, plans can still fall apart because of unexpected disasters or things beyond their control.

“······Maybe I’m different.”

But right now, none of those things applied to me.

I didn’t think of myself as a diligent person.

Maybe ‘Lee Seo-yeon’ was, but objectively speaking, the current me was definitely not someone who woke up early and stuck to plans.

Still, achieving a goal wasn’t something only diligent people could do.

There were probably several reasons for that, too.

It’s not that rare for someone who’s lazy to completely change after a certain event.

Humans can change.

Because of an event, because of another person.

The reason for change is different for everyone, but anyone can change at any time.

That’s what it means to be human.

And if someone were to ask me what made me change at this point—

I’d probably answer like this:

“Seo-yeon? What’s with your face today?”

“······My face?”

“Yeah. You look like something really pissed you off. Your expression’s kind of…”

“Of course I’m pissed. Who the hell would be in a good mood meeting that crazy b*tch? You crazy b*tch.”

I’d say it was because I’d sworn revenge for ‘me.’



At the sudden outburst, Han-sia immediately frowned.

If this had been the old ‘me,’ my face would’ve stiffened the moment I saw that expression.

“······What did you just say?”

“Want me to say it again? Who the hell would be in a good mood meeting someone like you, you crazy b*tch?”

But that didn’t apply to the current me.

I simply met Han-sia’s eyes and spoke calmly.

“Seo-yeon, I don’t know why you’re acting like this all of a sudden, but I think you need to calm down for a sec—”

“Hey, Sia. So, when you used to beat me, were you calm then?”

“···.”

“You got all worked up slapping me across the face, but now you want to lecture me? You lunatic.”

Han-sia must’ve been shocked.

The ‘Lee Seo-yeon’ she knew would never talk to her like this.

She was probably genuinely stunned.

Like the moment early humans first discovered fire or something.

Just as I’d predicted, Han-sia’s face hardened, and she muttered:

“······Who are you?”

“What?”

“You’re not the Seo-yeon I know. Who are you?”

“······Now you’re treating me like someone else? Wow, Sia. That’s impressive.”

I didn’t expect her to outright treat me like a different person.

Seems the shock she felt was even bigger than I imagined.

Even after nearly a minute had passed, her eyes still looked at me like I was a stranger.

“Stop with the nonsense. Just tell me—who are you?”

“Sia, I don’t know what kind of nonsense you’re talking about, but… it’s me. Lee Seo-yeon.”

Strictly speaking, it’d be more accurate to say I was the second personality that formed from ‘Lee Seo-yeon.’

But that didn’t mean I wasn’t Lee Seo-yeon.

This body that’s moving right now, this brain I’m using—it’s all hers.

If I’m not Seo-yeon, then who is?

Holding onto that shameless thought, I answered more confidently than before.

“If I’m not Seo-yeon, then who is?”

“······I don’t know. But you’re definitely not the Seo-yeon I know.”

“Is that so? Then what kind of Seo-yeon did you know?”

“The Seo-yeon I knew…”

“Never mind, I think I get it already.”

“······What are you talking about?”

“You mean the ‘Lee Seo-yeon’ who was your personal toy. That’s the Seo-yeon you know. And now that I’m no longer your toy, you don’t recognize me anymore.”

“···.”

Once I finished, Han-sia fell silent like she had nothing to say.

She must’ve been flustered again.

Hearing someone else say out loud the very things she only ever thought to herself.

But this was just the beginning of her real panic.

Click.

— Got me good, huh? I didn’t expect there to be a rat hiding back then.

— What do you want, Princess? Money? Fame? You must want something from me if you set up this meeting.

“······What is this.”

“Not sure if you can hear it well. They say your voice is the most beautiful in the world.”

“···.”

“Can you hear it clearly? Your voice—completely maskless.”

“······Seo-yeon, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Just as I predicted during the planning phase, Han-sia feigned ignorance, acting like she had no clue what I was holding.

“It does sound a bit like me, but… come on, I’d never say something like that. That’s just common sense.”

“Really? To me, it doesn’t sound like you—it sounds exactly like you.”

“······I don’t know what tricks Princess Christina used, but if you keep trying to frame me like this, even I won’t be able to hold back.”

Despite my increasingly sharp jabs, Han-sia kept her poker face, trying to maintain composure.

She didn’t get the title “saint” for nothing, I guess.

She wasn’t easily shaken by provocation like this.

When the first approach didn’t work, I paused to consider what to try next, but before I could decide, Han-sia, who’d been staring at me, opened her mouth.

“I don’t know how you got cozy with the Princess and got your hands on that fake recording… but I think today’s little ‘game’ will last a bit longer than usual.”

“······You call that sh*t a ‘game’? You really are the craziest b*tch in the world.”

“Hanging around Her Highness must’ve rubbed off on you. You’ve gotten a little mouthy, haven’t you?”

Deciding there was no more point in talking, Han-sia began walking slowly toward me.

If someone who knew the full situation saw this, they’d probably be terrified.

Because Han-sia was approaching me like the grim reaper, ready to carry out her idea of “playtime.”

Someone faint of heart might actually pass out from the fear.

To see a saint—who always wore a bright smile—suddenly transform into a demon…

But I wasn’t terribly afraid.

I’d been in situations like this more times than I could count—

Shiver—

Wait, what?

Why are my legs shaking…?

“Like I said, let’s play a little longer today, Seo-yeon.”

“···.”

“And today, I’m even bringing your favorite toy. You’re going to love it.”

Han-sia kept walking toward me, holding a thick whip in her hands that had been empty until moments ago.

······My body trembled.

This wasn’t right.

This wasn’t in the plan.

I wasn’t supposed to have any trauma left.

The trauma from the violence should’ve belonged only to the old Seo-yeon.

So why was my body trembling this badly…?

‘······Scared.’

‘What?’

‘I’m scared, I’m scared, I’m scared, I’m scared, I’m scared.’

‘···.’

‘You can’t fight back against Sia. Never fight back against Sia.’

Ah.

So it hadn’t disappeared completely after all.

A truth I couldn’t easily grasp flashed through my mind—

And with it, memories I’d lost came rushing back.

— Why am I in a hospital…?

— I was just sleeping peacefully in my dorm room.

— ······I met with that crazy b*tch Han-sia?

Memories that vanished at a certain turning point.

I had brushed them off, thinking they were just due to me being the second personality.

But now I finally understood why those memories had disappeared.

‘······It was you.’

‘No, no, no.’

‘You were the one who always met Han-sia in my place.’

‘Sia’s scary, Sia’s scary, Sia’s scary.’

The body’s original owner.

The real Lee Seo-yeon—hadn’t disappeared.

I thought she was gone when I came into being.

But she hadn’t vanished. She was simply curled up somewhere, silently existing.

“······So that’s what it was.”

“What did you say?”

“That’s what it all was.”

“Seo-yeon? We’re about to start playing—why are you acting so…”

“······Ha.”

A horrifying realization dawned on me, and my vision went dark.

“···.”

I sank helplessly into the abyss.

‘······Let’s go.’

‘You can’t go against Sia. Sia is scary.’

With someone—or perhaps me—gripping my hand tightly.





  
    Chapter 55: Me and Me
It was a peaceful space.

A space so peaceful, it reminded me of the place where I’d once taken my own life with Kim Soo-ho’s sword.

Looking back, it was a strange thing.

To think that a place I was sucked into as though falling into the abyss, into darkness, could feel this peaceful.

It was amazing—but at the same time, it felt entirely natural.

Because I knew whose hand I had held to arrive here.

And because I knew exactly where this place was, the mystery unraveled with ease.

This was a space of my own.

A place only I—only I—could enter.

A world of my mind, my inner realm, where no one else could ever intrude.

It wouldn’t feel wrong at all to call it just that.

Knowing that this was the true nature of the space—

How could I possibly question it?

“···.”

“······Hi.”

Even if, right before my eyes, stood someone who looked exactly like me in every way—except with black hair.

“My name is… no, there’s no need to waste breath saying it, is there?”

“······Yeah, probably not.”

It wasn’t unexpected.

I’d already anticipated this from the moment I heard ‘my’ voice just before falling in.

Lee Seo-yeon.

The girl I thought had vanished when I came into being was, in fact, still perfectly intact.

Sure, I was surprised when I first realized it.

I hadn’t even fully processed the shock that I wasn’t just someone who had possessed Lee Seo-yeon’s body but rather her second personality.

And now, on top of that, I’d come to understand that Lee Seo-yeon herself still remained.

Anyone would be shocked under those circumstances.

And for someone like me, who had zero resistance to this kind of thing, it was enough to turn my world upside down.

As those thoughts ran through my mind, the ‘Lee Seo-yeon’ in front of me hesitated before speaking.

“······Honestly, I still don’t know what I’m supposed to say to you.”

“···.”

“I’m guessing you feel the same, but I really don’t know how to process the idea of a second personality.”

“······Not exactly something the average person would experience.”

“Right? You think so too?”

“But… I’m not an average person.”

“···.”

“We’re not exactly the textbook definition of normal people. So maybe we just need to let it go.”

“······Hehe, I agree with that.”

She scratched her black hair with an awkward laugh.

“Still, I really do feel like you’re me. Just hearing you say that makes it click.”

“······Because I am you.”

“Honestly, I don’t even know what to call you. In the end, you’re me, and I’m you, right?”

“······Technically, you’re the original.”

“But does that even matter anymore?”

Her voice was gentle, but the content of what she said felt like a bomb dropping in my chest.

“I’ve just been silently watching you since the moment you came into being.”

“······Watching me?”

“Yeah. Except when you were face-to-face with Sia, I was always watching what you were doing.”

“······So you were stalking me. That’s kind of creepy.”

“Pfft. What are you talking about?”

She laughed like she couldn’t believe what I’d said, staring straight at me.

As I looked back at her, a question suddenly popped into my mind.

“······Why did you meet her instead of me?”

“Huh?”

“Han-sia. You were just as afraid of her as I was. So why did you meet her in my place?”

No one would argue that Lee Seo-yeon feared Han-sia.

Even just before I came here, the voice I heard the most was hers, screaming in terror about Sia.

······Come to think of it, that was strange.

She was practically having a breakdown earlier because of Han-sia, so why was she so calm now?

“You’re wondering why I’m so composed now when I was falling apart earlier, right?”

“How did you—”

“I told you. I’m you, and you’re me. How could I not know what I’m thinking?”

“···.”

What a reason.

It felt like I’d stumbled into a novel where someone else narrated all my internal thoughts without me realizing.

“The reason’s not complicated. This was the best way to meet you.”

“······The best way?”

“Yeah. This was the fastest way for you to recognize I was here.”

“···.”

“And now, to answer your question. You asked why I met Sia in your place, right?”

“······Yeah.”

“The reason’s pretty simple… I wanted to protect you.”

“You wanted to protect me?”

What kind of sudden confession was this?

She met Han-sia in my place because she wanted to protect me?

“Yeah. I was afraid that if you faced Sia’s true nature head-on, you’d end up like me.”

“···.”

“Powerless, voiceless. Turned into nothing more than a toy whenever Sia was near. I didn’t want you to become like that.”

She looked at me with a sad expression and spoke softly.

All I could do was stare back at her in silence.

“You felt it too, right? The moment you saw the whip in her hand—what happened to your body.”

“······It froze. I couldn’t move.”

“Exactly. Trauma has a way of hitting the most vulnerable parts of us.”

Now it made sense.

Why my body, perfectly fine just moments earlier, had frozen up the instant I saw the whip.

Why it had shut down, even though I had been moving fine just before I revealed the truth to Han-sia.

“I was scared.”

“···.”

“Scared you’d become like me. Scared that someone like you would have to exist again.”

“······It’s not an unreasonable fear.”

“You’ve probably figured it out by now. The reason you came into being… was because I wished to escape this hellish life.”

“···.”

“Am I wrong?”

She was right.

I had already started to realize the truth of my own existence.

It wasn’t hard to piece together.

All I had to do was line up the memories I had from the start.

The hazy memory about a “novel.”

The inexplicable conviction that I’d been a man in a past life.

“······You made all of that up.”

“You’re right. I came up with all of it.”

Everything was part of a fabricated setting dreamed up by the Lee Seo-yeon in front of me, like the author of a novel.

“···.”

“······Are you mad? That I lied to you?”

When I didn’t say anything, she looked at me with a nervous expression.

Hmm. Was I angry?

No, I wasn’t.

Even though I’d lost most of my emotions, I could still tell this feeling in my head wasn’t anger.

“No, I’m not mad. Just… kind of dumbfounded.”

“Dumbfounded?”

“Yeah. Making me think I was someone who possessed your body is one thing, but what was the point of the whole ‘I used to be a guy’ setting?”

“······I figured if I didn’t go that far, you’d realize you weren’t actually someone else.”

‘You’re unusually sharp about those things…’ she mumbled under her breath.

Well, it wasn’t like I didn’t understand.

If she hadn’t added those little details, I probably would have figured things out much sooner.

‘······Still, of all things, you went with a gender-bender setup.’

It was just… kind of ridiculous.

Thinking back to how I freaked out when I first saw a woman’s body made me want to curl up in embarrassment.

“Honestly, that was pretty funny.”

“···.”

“You know I’m joking, right?”

“······Obviously.”

Like you said—I’m you, and you’re me.

“······Sigh.”

“What’s that sigh for all of a sudden?”

“I don’t know. Now that I understand everything, it’s like a weight’s been lifted.”

“······You’re really not mad, right?”

She asked again, looking scared.

“······Pfft.”

“What?! Why are you laughing?!”

“It’s just… it’s funny.”

It really was ridiculous.

“You already know, don’t you? That I’m not angry.”

“···.”

“Like you said—you’re me, and I’m you.”

There wasn’t a single person being deceived here.

Only someone trying really hard to deceive themselves.

Or maybe not even that.

If the one doing the deceiving was the same person being deceived… maybe it was nothing at all.

“······I should stop thinking.”

“Huh?”

“If I keep going, my brain’s gonna explode.”

So I decided to stop thinking.

Neither of us was particularly sharp, after all.

Instead, I shifted my thoughts to something else.

“So, what do I do now?”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“I know everything now. Shouldn’t you be the one to use this body from now on?”

What comes next.

What happens after this conversation ends and we face Han-sia again.

“You said you stepped up to protect me. So now it’s your turn to take over, right?”

“······That’s true.”

“Then shouldn’t you be the one handling things from here?”

“······Seo-yeon.”

“···.”

The name Seo-yeon, suddenly spilling from her lips.

Just a simple name.

But hearing it pulled all my attention toward her.

“I told you, didn’t I? You’re me, and I’m you.”

“···.”

“Before you realized the truth, it mattered. But now… there’s no point in separating us.”

“······Really?”

“Yeah. Whether it’s me or you who goes out there—it’s still me going out there.”

It didn’t make sense.

If this had been me before learning the truth, I probably would’ve rejected everything she just said.

But the current me—

No, the current Lee Seo-yeon—was different.

“You sure? I might keep tormenting Kim Soo-ho, you know.”

“It’s true that I liked him. But… those feelings aren’t what they used to be.”

“And Princess Christina might never forgive you.”

“I’m still scared of her. If I saw her again, I might just start crying.”

“And you might burn through the little time you have left the moment you step out.”

She was fearless.

Not like me, who’d been cautious because I thought it wasn’t my body.

She was bolder than anyone.

“Seo-yeon.”

“······What?”

“You’re me, and I’m you. If your heart wants this, then that means mine does too.”

And I felt the same.

“Talking to myself is oddly comforting. Feels nice knowing someone shares my thoughts.”

“Right? That’s how I felt when I first saw you.”

“······Pfft.”

“······Hehe.”

We laughed together.

No—I laughed while looking at me.

“Time to go, huh?”

“Don’t be too sad. There might be another chance like this someday.”

“Should someone who knows my plan better than anyone be saying that?”

“Maybe because I know your plan better than anyone—I can say it.”

She smiled mischievously, like a total prankster.

And as I watched her, I smiled quietly too.

“······You’re not wrong.”

“Right? Even you think so, right?”

“Yeah. It might be sooner than I expect.”

“I’ll have drinks ready next time.”

“You know what I like?”

“Of course. Duh.”

Seeing her bright, cheerful smile, I realized how dumb that question had been.

“······I’ll be off now.”

“Yeah. Take care.”

I’m you.

You’re me.

Lee Seo-yeon is Lee Seo-yeon.

And Lee Seo-yeon is Lee Seo-yeon.

No matter what happens to me—that fact will never change.

And the fact that it will never change—

That, for me… no, for you… no, for us, was the greatest strength of all.





  
    Chapter 56: The Obvious Ending
Smack—!

A sharp, cracking sound hit my ears the moment I opened my eyes.

And along with it, a stinging pain spread from my cheek.

There was no point trying to figure out where that painfully sharp sound had come from. It’d only be a waste of breath.

“Ah, finally came to your senses, did you? Our dear Seo-yeon.”

“···.”

“I was really startled when your eyes suddenly lost focus. Thought you’d fainted.”

From what Han-sia said, it seemed like I’d been frozen stiff while I was talking with ‘me.’

Interesting.

Both that strange space—and this current situation.

‘······So how much time has passed, then?’

As the question crossed my mind and my face twisted slightly, Han-sia—wearing an irritated expression—spoke up.

“I swear I’m not lying. You totally freaked me out. Right in front of me, you said all that weird sh*t and then just froze up.”

“······Really?”

“Yeah. I even tried using magic to wake you, but it didn’t work at all.”

“······Why’d you try to wake me?”

“Huh?”

“Why bother waking me up?”

“······What are you talking about, Seo-yeon?”

Her voice wavered ever so slightly, maybe caught off guard by the unexpected question.

“Because I’m your friend. When your friend suddenly goes blank like that, of course you’d worry, right?”

“······Friend?”

“Yeah. Friend. My best childhood fri—”

“I’m your childhood friend?”

“······Huh?”

It wasn’t something I’d ever directly asked, but it was something I’d always wondered.

“Sia. Wasn’t your childhood friend Kim Soo-ho?”

“···.”

“To you, ‘Lee Seo-yeon’ was nothing more than an annoying obstacle standing in the way of getting to him. Isn’t that right?”

To someone like Han-sia, who loved playing friendship games more than anyone else—what exactly was someone like ‘Lee Seo-yeon’?

Well, it was simple.

I’d just said it aloud a moment ago.

“I—no, Lee Seo-yeon—was just an obstacle.”

“···.”

“Someone who was closer to Kim Soo-ho than you ever were. Just a damn roadblock.”

From Han-sia’s perspective, I was a nuisance.

At best, a romantic rival. At worst, just an annoying extra in the background.

And a miserable soul who ended up as Han-sia’s personal plaything just for having low self-esteem.

Someone might say this:

“Can a person really become someone’s toy just because they have low self-esteem?”

Hmm.

Well, maybe you’d understand if you saw the state ‘I’ was in when I met her earlier.

— Sia’s scary.

— You must never fight back against Sia.

Of course, that was exaggerated to a degree.

‘She’ had admitted herself that she was acting that way to break through the wall inside her.

But even so, the point I wanted to make was this:

‘······So what.’

So what if it was exaggerated?

Even exaggeration needs some basis in experience.

You can’t exaggerate something that never happened.

If it didn’t happen at all, that’s not exaggeration—that’s fabrication.

And no one knew better than me that what came out of ‘my’ mouth wasn’t fabricated.

“Sia, you never treated me like a person.”

“···.”

“No, not even that. I wasn’t a person to you. I was just a teddy bear on your bed. A punching bag you could hit when you were bored.”

‘Lee Seo-yeon’s’ life—bullied, abandoned by the people she thought were her closest friends—proved that fact.

Just seeing a whip would trigger a breakdown.

She willingly subjected herself to pain every time she met Han-sia, afraid that I’d end up like her.

And if, even after knowing this much, someone still tried to dismiss my words as lies—

Well, then.

There’s nothing I can do about that kind of stubbornness.

It’s not like I’m trying to convince anyone anyway.

What I need is proof and an apology.

Proof that this kind of thing happened in a place where no one cared.

A genuine apology for what I and ‘I’ were put through.

That was my goal.

And honestly, even I didn’t think I’d fully achieve it.

I had received sincere apologies from Kim Soo-ho and Christina, at least.

“Don’t you agree?”

“···.”

Not like the psycho standing in front of me, glaring at me like she wanted to kill me, was ever going to apologize sincerely.

She was probably thinking how unfair this was.

No one had ever found out.

No one knew, and nothing had ever been a problem.

So how the hell did that stupid toy girl end up getting close to a princess and pulling this off?

Yeah, that’s probably what she was thinking.

And it didn’t take long to confirm I was right.

“······Ha. Unbelievable.”

“What’s so unbelievable, my dear Sia?”

“My dear Sia? Seriously, Seo-yeon, you’re out of your damn— Wait. You’re not even Seo-yeon, are you?”

“That again? Then if I’m not Lee Seo-yeon, who—”

“I don’t know. I honestly don’t even want to know. But one thing’s clear—you’re not the ‘Lee Seo-yeon’ I knew.”

“······Oh?”

“So who are you? Who’s wearing Seo-yeon’s skin right now?”

Her days of living as the so-called “saint” hadn’t been wasted, I’ll give her that.

She wasn’t falling for my lie.

“But what can I do, Sia? I am the real Lee Seo-yeon.”

“······What?”

“The ‘Lee Seo-yeon’ you knew—that was also me. And I’m still Lee Seo-yeon.”

The things I’d said weren’t lies.

If I’m not Lee Seo-yeon, then who is?

I was even recognized as the real ‘Lee Seo-yeon’ by the Lee Seo-yeon herself.

Of course, I didn’t say all that out loud.

If I did, she’d just look at me like I’d lost my mind and it’d lead nowhere.

As expected, she gave me a look like I was spouting utter nonsense.

“What the hell are you even talking abou—”

“Knew you’d say that. People really do think the same, huh?”

“······What?”

“I’m not lying. I’m really Lee Seo-yeon. The one who truly believed you and Kim Soo-ho were my closest friends.”

“···.”

Han-sia frowned the moment I said “closest friends.”

As if she’d just heard something disgusting.

As if that phrase had no right to come from my mouth.

Yeah, I’d be shocked too.

If the doll you used to play with suddenly started talking and said, “You and I are best friends,” you’d probably freak out too.

‘Yeah, I can get that.’

Thinking that with a straight face, I nodded.

That’s when I heard her voice—slightly frantic.

“······What do you want?”

“Hm?”

“I said what do you want? You and that f*cking princess—why are you threatening me? What are you after?”

“Come on. ‘Threatening’? That’s such a scary word.”

Makes it sound like I’m the bad guy or something.

“······Sia.”

“···.”

“Do you even have the right to use the word ‘threat’?”

Because the real bad guy wasn’t me.

“Who was it that twisted a clueless, innocent country girl to her own whims?”

“···.”

“Who was it that toyed with a girl, just because she was close with the guy you liked?”

“······Lee Seo-yeon.”

“Yep. Good answer. That’s me.”

“Lee Seo-yeon!!!”

“No need to say it twice—”

“AaaAAARGHHH!”

With a crazed scream, Han-sia whipped out her weapon and charged at me.

Smack—!

“······Ugh.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Who cares what your true identity is?”

“···.”

“Whatever you are, you’re still just my toy. My ‘Lee Seo-yeon.’ Your real identity means nothing.”

“······Is that so?”

“Of course. In the end, we’ll just play like always, I’ll heal you like always, and you’ll go back to your dorm like always—”

“······But hey, did you know?”

“······?”

At the sudden question, Han-sia looked me straight in the eye.

“Your so-called healing power—your ‘holy power.’ That’s just magic.”

“······Ha. You think I don’t know that? Of course I do. It’s my magic. I know it better than anyone.”

“Yeah? Then that’s good. I’d been wondering, you know. My body’s always been weak, but it deteriorated really fast lately.”

“···.”

“The first doctor who examined me said I had a rare condition, but that I’d be able to live a normal life as long as I didn’t overuse magic.”

“What are you getting at—”

“So I wondered. Sure, it hurt when I used magic, but it wasn’t like I was constantly draining myself with no control.”

And the answer was obvious.

It was the most cliché truth.

“It was you, Sia. You’re the reason my ‘mana intolerance’ got worse.”

“······Mana intolerance?”

“Yeah. Every time we ‘played,’ you injected magic into me under the name of ‘holy power.’ My body couldn’t handle that.”

In the end, everything was because of Han-sia.

The emotional pain ‘Lee Seo-yeon’ suffered from relationships. The physical pain I endured from illness.

All of it started with one girl whom everyone called a saint.

“Figured it out now? The soon-to-be ‘student killer’ saint?”

“······No. No way.”

She quickly extinguished the magic in her hand—her so-called holy power.

“······Cough.”

“No!”

Too late.

‘······Can’t see.’

My vision went dark—I couldn’t even see my own body beneath me.

What a shame.

I really wanted to see the look on her face as she screamed.

“Maybe I can still run away and fix this—”

“You think that’s possible? In a world where your identity can be verified through magic?”

That magic—your ‘holy power’—that’s practically your fingerprint.

It’s embedded in my body. My corpse.

It’ll be the perfect shackle for the demon they call the saint.

“Don’t take it too hard. Compared to what you did to ‘Lee Seo-yeon,’ this is nothing.”

“···.”

“You’ll probably get thirty years? I’m sure you’ll do your best to plead innocence, but the evidence is just too solid.”

“No… No! Do you know what I went through to get here?!”

“Scream louder if you want. I can barely hear anything now.”

“···.”

“Why not pour some of that healing power into my corpse? Maybe you’ll get away with it. Say you were just trying to help.”

‘······Not that it matters. This entire scene’s being recorded.’

But I didn’t say that out loud.

Judging from how she hadn’t destroyed the recorder, she must’ve been too shaken to think straight.

‘······Or maybe she’s already given up.’

Maybe she was already too hopeless to fight back.

I did want to know for sure, but with my vision now completely dark, all I could do was sigh in regret.

How much time passed like that?

Crash—!

“Seo-yeon!”

“Seo-yeon-ah!”

The door burst open with a dull thud, and I heard two voices I’d grown familiar with.

“What the…?”

“Seo-yeon, can you stand? I’ve already called for help—”

“Shh.”

“······Seo-yeon?”

With my barely functioning left hand, I gestured for silence.

Then, with just enough strength in my right, I handed the recording device to Christina.

“You know what this is, right? I believe I can trust you now, Your Highness.”

“······Seo-yeon.”

“Tina, we need to move her. We need to—”

“Don’t overreact, Soo-ho. It’s already too late.”

“···.”

“······Cough.”

I felt something slowly flow from my mouth.

‘······Even the smell is gone now.’

That metallic scent that always came with the taste of blood—it didn’t come this time.

As if to predict what was coming next.

“······I’m sorry I lied, Your Highness.”

“······Seo-yeon.”

“I really didn’t want to. But I thought you wouldn’t listen to me otherwise.”

“···.”

“Still, don’t feel too bad. All of this may have started with Han-sia, but you and Kim

Soo-ho… you weren’t blameless either.”

“······I’m sorry.”

“Huh?”

“I’m sorry, Seo-yeon. I didn’t realize what I’d done—”

Drip. Drip.

If my hearing were still working, I bet I could hear it.

Not that I needed to.

The liquid falling onto my hand was warm, and I knew it was Christina’s tears.

If it had been the old me, I’d have said:

Who the hell are you to cry?

What gives you the right?

Maybe even now, I still felt that way.

Maybe there was still resentment toward her inside me.

······But I could at least say this much.

“But I don’t really resent you anymore. I mean, I can’t say I don’t at all, but…”

“···.”

“Thanks to you, I did get to enjoy my time at the academy for a little while. And I got my revenge on Han-sia thanks to you, too.”

“······Hngh…”

“So don’t cry. Just make sure you finish the last thing I asked of you.”

Then, I won’t resent you any more.

Then maybe she won’t resent you anymore either.

I could say that confidently.

Because like I’d said over and over—‘I’ was me.

Maybe she forgave faster than I did.

Because ‘she’ was a hundred times kinder than I was.

‘······Ah.’

My eyes slowly closed.

— Seo-yeon, please open your eyes!

— Seo-yeon-ah, please get up like nothing happened!

The voices that must have been echoing right beside me now sounded like they were coming from far away.

This is it.

Honestly, I think I did okay, didn’t I?

— I did alright, didn’t I?

— Yeah. Of course. You were amazing, Seo-yeon.

Not an echo, but a clear voice that rang out in my head.

“···.”

And with that—

I fully closed my eyes.





  
    Chapter 57: Finish (Complete)
······Quite a lot of time has passed.

I’ll tell you what’s happened so far.

First, the saint of the people has completely fallen.

Well, it was only natural.

The evidence I had prepared and the magic detected from Seo-yeon’s body were just too undeniable.

Of course, at first, no one believed it.

“What kind of nonsense is this?”

“There’s no way our saint, our Sia, could ever do something like that.”

Those were the sentiments that kept circulating, even after the evidence and the magical traces were made public.

That’s how good her image control had been.

Not just the students at the academy, but even the citizens of the Empire who knew the saint were all saying the same things—and it gave me chills.

We even received threats, Soo-ho and I.

Threat letters, just for revealing the truth and the facts to the public.

It was only then that I started to understand why my mother had emphasized so much how important public opinion was.

But even the saint’s carefully built image was helpless in front of such perfect evidence.

After we revealed the final recording Seo-yeon left,

and it was confirmed by experts that it hadn’t been tampered with—

The lawyer hired by the saint, and those claiming she was innocent, all started to lose support rapidly.

After all, the saint had nothing but public opinion and her abilities to stand on.

Once public opinion turned, and once it was proven she used her powers to harm people, her downfall came in an instant.

The saint—or rather, I should just call her Han-sia now.

Han-sia will never breathe fresh air again in her lifetime.

Seo-yeon had predicted about thirty years.

But well, isn’t that exactly what the authority of a princess is for? Fufu.

To be honest, it’s still hard for me to believe.

That the ‘holy power’ which was the source of strength for the saint called Han-sia, was what accelerated Seo-yeon’s illness.

Isn’t it ridiculous?

The very power that healed and saved so many people…

ended up being poison only to Seo-yeon, and ruined her completely.

Of course, anyone with the same condition as Seo-yeon would have experienced the same symptoms.

But that won’t happen anymore.

There won’t be any more patients with ‘mana intolerance’ being forcibly pushed toward death like Seo-yeon was.

Ah, right.

Speaking of mana intolerance, it reminded me—

Everything I had prepared to try and heal Seo-yeon is now being used for other mana intolerance patients.

It’s basically the same as me spending all the wealth I hadn’t touched since my mother’s incident…

But does it matter?

The fact that I’m thinking clearly like this at all is all thanks to Seo-yeon.

If it were up to her personality, she probably would’ve said, “Why waste all that on me?”

But just think of it as me using it for Seo-yeon.

That’s enough about Han-sia. Let’s move on to everyone else.

There’s a sad story and a happy one.

Which do you want to hear first?

You’d probably say it doesn’t matter, right?

Even without hearing you, I feel like I can hear your voice clearly.

Then I’ll start with the sad news.

If you hear something happy first and then something sad, it just kills the mood.

Fortunately, it’s not really sad—just a bit regretful.

It’s about Soo-ho.

Kim Soo-ho, Seo-yeon’s first childhood friend.

That day, I heard Seo-yeon say she didn’t resent me.

But Soo-ho, who was right beside me, didn’t hear anything at all from her.

I think that’s what shook him the most.

His childhood friends had all changed in a single moment, and until then, Soo-ho’s number one goal had been to be forgiven by Seo-yeon.

He dropped out of Starfrost Academy that very day.

It’s a bit shocking, right?

Soo-ho, who had been hailed as the academy’s top talent alongside Han-sia.

I even heard that the principal personally tried to stop him.

He told him, “You’re too promising to give up here.”

“That what happened is sad, but you need to endure and rise above it.”

······What a joke.

The man didn’t even understand what Soo-ho had gone through.

Apparently, the moment Soo-ho heard that, he flared his mana at the principal.

That story became one of the legends of Starfrost Academy.

Now, he occasionally sends me letters to let me know how he’s doing.

He’s traveling—helping people in need.

He told me to tell you: it’s his way of atoning for failing to keep his promise to Seo-yeon.

Like I said—just a little sad.

If he hadn’t done anything to need forgiveness in the first place, maybe things would’ve turned out differently.

······Of course, I’m not one to talk.

That’s the end of the sad stories.

Only happy news left now, so even if it’s boring, please bear with me.

First up is Matilda, the director of the orphanage—practically a mother to Seo-yeon.

Hmm. Well, it starts off a little sad too.

But it’s definitely not a sad ending, so let me just tell you.

The moment the news of Seo-yeon reached her, the director collapsed and stayed unconscious for three days.

“I’m sorry, Seo-yeon.”

“I should’ve stopped you.”

She kept murmuring those words like a sleep talker and couldn’t come to her senses.

But now, she’s running the largest orphanage in the Empire.

Okay, yes—I may have had a little hand in that…

But does it matter?

Like I said earlier, that’s exactly what the title of “princess” is for.

I made a formal request to His Majesty.

I said we need to enact policies to support struggling citizens to prevent more tragedies like this one.

Honestly, I thought he’d reject it.

I’d always believed that His Majesty valued the power of the royal family above all.

But apparently, I was wrong.

He accepted my proposal without hesitation and gave me full authority over it.

Naturally, my half-sisters and other nobles threw a fit, calling it outrageous.

But oh well.

His Majesty made the decision, so they’ll have to follow it.

Anyway, Director Matilda is now living for the children, vowing never to let another case like Seo-yeon’s happen again.

That brings us to the last story—my own.

As I just mentioned, I somehow ended up becoming the person with the most power in the Empire, second only to the Emperor himself.

Some nobles say this is the “crown prince trial,” but…

Honestly, I don’t know.

I still wonder if someone like me deserves to hold this much power.

Seo-yeon said she no longer resents me, but I still wonder.

Do I really deserve not to be resented anymore?

I’m no different from Han-sia or Soo-ho, after all. Do I really deserve to be forgiven by Seo-yeon?

Then, one day, the thought occurred to me:

Instead of wasting time wondering, I should find a way to atone—even if it’s just a little.

Like Soo-ho did.

Even if it means becoming the next emperor.

And so, the first thing I did was carve out the rot festering inside.

My mother’s case.

The truth of the murder of His Majesty’s third wife.

Do you think I’m being petty?

Maybe.

Even I think this part is full of personal motive.

But with power on my side, things moved quickly.

When I investigated everyone in the palace connected to my sisters, I found evidence.

A royal chef—the very one who used to prepare food for me—was the one who gave them the poison that killed my mother.

It gave me chills.

I realized I could’ve easily ended up next to my mother too.

Well, anyway.

Everything’s been taken care of now.

The palace chef was fired and locked up in the cell next to Han-sia’s for life.

My sisters, who fed my mother the poisoned food, weren’t imprisoned because they’re royalty—but they were confined to their palaces.

His Majesty didn’t stop me from doing any of it.

I don’t know if he really wants me to become the next emperor, but he simply watched.

At one point, I even wondered if he’d known the whole truth all along.

But I held back. It’s still too early to start a rebellion and end up in prison.

Seo-yeon may have said she forgives me, but I still don’t think I deserve it.

······That’s all for now.

I’m sorry I can’t visit more often.

With power comes responsibility—and a lot of work.

You might think it’s just an excuse. That I’m blaming it on being “busy.”

But what can I do?

This is the path I chose, and I don’t regret walking it.

So, I’ll be back again.

“······Take care, Seo-yeon. See you next time.”

Christina Valentine stood up, turned slowly, and walked away from the place.

A small grave.

And a smaller headstone left behind.



We became childhood friends for a limited time. (End)
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