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There's nothing good about reading someone's true feelings.

I've just become more perceptive than others.


Ch.1 - The Secret Of The New Semester's Popular Kid (1)
It was quite a while ago.
...No, it happened when I was in second year of middle school, so maybe it wasn't that long ago.

"You say you see strange things?"

The doctor in a white coat asked me while neatly typing on his keyboard.

"...Yes."
"Hmm... What exactly do you see?"
"Well..."
"It's okay, feel free to tell me."

My concern was how to explain this.
After a brief moment of thought, I carefully began to speak.

"Like dolls that resemble people? I see something like miniature characters."
"Hmm... I see..."

The doctor's reaction was indifferent. Like a professional, he didn't show any emotion.

"Do you see something like that around me right now?"

I looked around the doctor.
They're always near their original bodies.

— "This is quite an unusual symptom..."

I found it right away.
On the desk was an SD character that looked exactly like him, as if it had popped out of an animation.
The little figure was muttering to itself while looking at a chart.

"Yes, there is one."
"Hmm..."
"......"

I waited calmly for the doctor's assessment.
Actually, I wasn't curious about whether I was sick. I was certain this wasn't an illness.
Coming to the hospital was just for final confirmation.

"Are there any other unusual symptoms?"
"It talks."
"Talks? Does it speak to you?"
"No, it mutters to itself."

Just like earlier and now.

— "There's nothing wrong with the brain... It's most likely stress-related."

This mini doctor is muttering while holding a small chart.
Right after he finished speaking.

"Hmm... According to the test results, there doesn't seem to be anything wrong with your brain."

The doctor in front of me said the exact same thing simultaneously.
My suspicion was gradually turning into certainty.

"It's most likely a temporary issue, so let's monitor it a bit longer."
"...Yes, I understand."

The consultation was over.
I got up from my seat.
Let me check one more time.
To see if what I thought was correct.

"Doctor."

He quickly turned his gaze toward me when he heard my voice.

"Ah, yes. Do you have more questions?"
"No, that's not it... I was just wondering if you've eaten today."
"Eaten?"

His expression turned to bewilderment and confusion.
The mini doctor sitting on the desk looked the same.
The mini doctor adjusted his glasses and spoke.

— "Huh? Why is he asking about that? I just had cup noodles though."

"I did have cup noodles... Can you smell it?"
"No, it's nothing."

I bowed slightly and left the examination room.

"Nurse Kim, could you call in the next patient?"
— "Ah~ I want to go home~"

Now I was certain.
Hearing the voice leaking through the door, I once again realized my situation.
This wasn't a dream or mental illness.

"......"

Summer of my second year in middle school.
It seems I've gained the ability to read people's thoughts.

***

I'm now in my second year of high school.
I haven't lived that long, but if there's one thing I've learned, it's that being able to read others' minds doesn't dramatically change your life.
Especially if you keep it a secret.

"What good is this ability~ I still have to go to school~"

As long as I'm living as a student in South Korea, skipping school is out of the question.

"Sigh."

I packed my schoolbag diligently despite sighing.
I couldn't skip school from the beginning of the new semester.

"I'm leaving."
"Okay, have a good day, son~"

Mom said that while busily preparing for work.

— "It's so hectic this morning. I wonder if there'll be traffic if I leave now?"

Mom's "Minime" — those little figures that reveal true thoughts, as I named them — was also bustling around.
I quickly left through the front door without disturbing her further.

It didn't take long to get to school.
About 15 minutes on foot?
Since it was the first day of the new semester, there weren't any teachers standing at the main gate.

— Which class are you in?
— Got stuck in class 3.

When I arrived at the shoe lockers on the first floor, I saw students gathered by the window.
Not just a few, but dozens were crowded together looking at something.

"Ah, right."

Wondering what was going on, I remembered that class assignments were posted today.

"Where is it......"

I pushed my face through the crowd.
I searched for my name among the assignment lists posted like bulletins.
Lee Seung-ho... Lee Seung-ho... Lee Seung-ho...

"Found it."

Class 2-1. I'm in class 1 this year.

"Let's see who else is..."

I didn't stop there and continued scanning.
I wanted to see if there was anyone I knew.
My expression gradually hardened as I went through each name.

"...No way, seriously?"

Somehow, there wasn't a single close friend in my class.

"Oh, Seung-ho, you're here?"

Just then, I saw two familiar faces approaching from behind.
Friends from last year's class.
Their faces had slight smirks.

"Seung-ho, which class are you in? Not class 1, right?"
"......"

...These guys already know and they're still asking.

"...Which class are you guys in?"

I asked, barely maintaining a smile.

"We're."
"In class 4~"

They started teasing me with all their might. They're always in sync at times like this.
Their Minimies were also rolling on the floor laughing.

— "Sweet~"
— "Seung-ho's face is priceless ㅋㅋㅋ"

"......"

Seeing that makes me twice as annoyed.

"...I'm going in first."
"Hey, are you upset?"
"I need to make other friends besides you guys."

I can't spend my second year without any friends.
I quickly headed to my classroom.
After wandering around the second floor, I finally found my class at the end of the corridor.

"...Phew."

I took a short deep breath standing in front of the back door.
I'm a bit nervous about the new semester, to be honest.

"......"

I steeled myself and carefully opened the back door.
Trying not to draw attention, quietly.

"Kyaa—!"
"?!"

As soon as I opened the door, I heard a loud cheer. The distinctive cheer of female students.

"A-young~!"
"Oh! A-young is in our class too?"

Looking back, I saw a female student entering the classroom behind me.

"...That startled me."

I thought they were cheering for me.
Even though that's impossible, I was momentarily fooled.
I sat down in an available seat. The back rows were already crowded, but fortunately, I could at least sit by the window.

"...She's in our class too."

Shin A-young. She's quite famous. The daughter of the renowned actor Shin Jin-seob.
Those genes didn't go to waste; she had looks no less impressive than a celebrity.
Features that instantly draw people's attention.
Flowing hair and long eyelashes.
She has the look of someone who would be popular.

"A-young, you're in our class too? That's great~!"
"I was worried I wouldn't know anyone, this is such a relief~"

She was already mingling with other students.
Groups of three or four had formed and were chatting. The popular crowd formed instantly.

"...Hmm."

I looked around.
Searching for someone I could talk to.

— "Is this going to be a good year? I'm in the same class as A-young again."

Someone's Minime was hovering on my desk.

"......"

...Who is this?

Looking closer, I could tell it belonged to a male student who was lingering around Shin A-young.
According to his name tag, his name is Park Jin-soo.
He soon approached the group where Shin A-young was.

"Hey, A-young."
"Oh, Jin-soo. We're in the same class again this year?"
"Hmm, yeah."

They started conversing quite naturally.

— "This might be my only chance, right? Since it's the beginning of the semester..."

His Minime muttered.
Wait, could this be.
Is he going to...

"A-young. Do you have a moment later?"
"Hmm?"
"It'll be really quick."

Oh...
I covered my mouth with my hand.
I'm witnessing an interesting event on the first day of the new semester.

— "Shit."

At the same time, a familiar-looking Minime cursed.

— "Damn... He's definitely going to confess... Did I smile too much?"
"...?"

This is clearly Shin A-young's Minime.
I was momentarily confused by the crude cursing, so different from her image.

— "Haah... I messed up... No, why is this bastard bothering me from the start of the semester?"

Unlike her inner thoughts, the real her showed a gentle smile.
She spoke in a soft tone as if slightly troubled.

"Umm... Not now, but can we talk during lunch?"
"Oh, uh... Yeah, see you then."

Park Jin-soo nodded with a dazed face and left.
He seems to think his invitation was successful, but...
Shin A-young's Minime on the desk frowned deeply.

— "Ugh... If it weren't for Dad. I'd just..."

She's clearly in a terrible mood.
Is she suppressing her true nature to avoid tarnishing her famous actor father's name?
Unaware of this, the surrounding students made a fuss.

"Ooh~ Shin A-young~"
"This is definitely that thing, you know."

Shin A-young showed an awkward smile.

"Ahaha. No way~"
— "I know that too, dumbass."

...She's fiery.

— "Anyway, this guy and that guy... Ugh~ this sucks. I just want to go home!"

Another crude curse reaches my ears.

"......"

First day of the new semester.
I've unintentionally discovered our class's popular girl's secret.

Ch.2 - The Secret Of The New Semester's Popular Kid (2)
"......"

I turned my head away, pretending not to hear her crude cursing.

Since gaining the ability to hear other people's thoughts, I'd established one rule.

Rule number one.

'Even if I read someone's inner thoughts, I won't act like I know.'

Even if I know, I pretend I don't from the start.

Even if I've heard something before, I act like it's the first time.

That makes life flow more smoothly.

People tend to not leave protruding nails alone.

"......"

Anyway.

That Shin A-young is really something else.

She's never once broken character.

Actually, I didn't know she had this kind of personality until I started reading her inner thoughts.

Look at her now.

"A-young, I'm really sorry, but could I possibly borrow your class notes?"

A female student clung to Shin A-young.

"Hmm? Notes?"

"Yeah. The pace was so fast from day one that I missed some parts... Would that be okay? Please?"

The girl blinked desperately as she pleaded.

Watching this, Shin A-young's "Minime" pounded her chest in frustration.

— "Ugh...! Do you not have hands or feet? You could do it yourself instead of borrowing from others."

That's what she's grumbling inside, but...

"Sure. It's not a big deal anyway."

On the outside, she smiles sweetly as if it's no problem at all.

She handed over her notebook without hesitation.

Watching her is almost frightening.

"I'm really sorry! I'll copy it quickly and give it back!"

"No rush, take your time."
— "Yeah, bring it back quickly if you don't want to die."

Big Shin A-young and little Shin A-young are saying completely different things.

What looks like a normal scene to others becomes a bizarre spectacle to me.

Usually, there's some overlap between what people think and what they say.

'I've never seen someone whose inside and outside are so completely different.'

This continued throughout PE class.

Since it was the first day, we played a simple game of dodgeball.

Shin A-young was active there too.

"Hup!"

Bang—!

The ball Shin A-young threw bounced off her opponent's body.

"Nice one, A-young!"

"My ball!"

She's running around enthusiastically, but if you look at her Minime nearby, it's a different story.

— "Ah~ I want to rest~"

Her Minime is lying on the ground, scratching her belly.

I wonder if they're really the same person.

— "Maybe I should just get hit on purpose and go out...?"
"Pass, pass!"

Shin A-young raised her hand as she moved across the field.

Watching her, I can't help but be impressed.

'...She is pretty amazing.'

To think it's all an act. And that she maintains it constantly.

Perhaps it's something to admire.

Maybe it's because she's the daughter of an actor. She inherited that talent deeply.

But still.

"......"

Observing her from the side, I became strongly convinced.

Shin A-young is not someone you want to get deeply involved with.

A person who bottles up emotions like that is no different from a ticking time bomb.

It will eventually explode, and getting caught up in it won't end well.

I'd be lucky if I don't get hit by the fallout.

'I should keep a safe distance.'

...At that time, I didn't know.

That human relationships don't work the way you want them to.

***

Noon. 12 PM.

Lunchtime approached.

First day of the new semester. The final line of defense had fallen.

"...I really screwed up."

I failed to make friends.

Everyone else seemed to know each other already, making it awkward to try to join in.

Plus, I'm the type who takes time to make friends.

I needed more time.

'Still, I need to eat.'

I thought about eating with two guys who ended up in different classes, but they were nowhere to be seen.

They probably already went to the cafeteria with their classmates.

"...Even so, eating alone feels a bit... maybe I'll go to the School Store."

I'd have to make do with something simple.

"...It's not crowded."

I could walk through the convenience store comfortably.

It wasn't completely empty, but there were fewer people than usual.

Maybe because it's a new semester. Everyone must have gone to the cafeteria with their friends.

"Oh, they have new food items too."

That's a pleasant surprise. Even items that would normally be sold out were still available.

I picked up a triangle kimbap, a frozen hamburger, and milk, then headed to the counter.

"That'll be 2,500 won total."

"Thank you."

The next question was where to eat.

'The bathroom is definitely out of the question.'

I climbed the stairs with familiar steps.

Around this time last year, I was in the same situation, so I knew good places for eating alone.

"It's been a while since I've been here."

An open view and green floor. The School Rooftop.

I discovered this place when I first entered high school, looking for a spot to eat alone.

There are benches, a nice breeze, and no one around to make me feel self-conscious.

"Ah, ah-ah..."

There was dust. My nose itched.

"Achoo—!"

Pollen maybe?

The dust floating in the air was no joke, even outdoors.

"Ugh... has dust accumulated here already? I should clean this place later..."

But first, let's eat.

"Hup."

I dusted off the old bench and sat down.

When I tore open the bag, steam rose from the freshly heated hamburger.

I took a big bite.

"Mm."

The taste of instant burger after a long time.

"This isn't bad once in a while."

Only once in a while.

I didn't want to do this every day.

I need to make friends soon.

While I was lost in these thoughts...

—Thump, thump.
The sound of someone climbing the stairs echoed.

"!"

I quickly moved behind the rooftop door. It was an instinctive movement.

Nothing is more embarrassing than being caught eating alone.

Fortunately, there was enough space to hide.

I could barely fit between the railing and the wall.

"Hup."

I stuffed the hamburger I was eating into my mouth and held my breath.

"You said you had something to tell me?"

A gentle, soft voice.

This voice.

It's Shin A-young's.

I've heard it so much since morning that I recognize it now.

"......"

It really is her.

Peeking outside, I saw Shin A-young and Park Jin-soo, whom I'd seen this morning.

"Inhale, exhale..."

Park Jin-soo exhaled deeply with a serious expression.

...Is he planning to confess here?

"I won't drag this out and I'll just get straight to the point. Would you like to go out with me?"

Wow.

He really did confess.

"......"

After a brief silence, Shin A-young's lips parted.

"I—"

"Of course, I'm not asking you to date me right away. If that's too much pressure, we can start as close friends."

Park Jin-soo cut off her words.

It was as if he had anticipated her answer.

He wants to establish at least some connection.

"If we get to know each other little by little—"

"I'm sorry, but I want to focus on my studies right now."

But Shin A-young's response was just as firm.

"Ah..."

"Of course I'd like to be friends as classmates, but I don't want to go beyond that."

A firm and clean rejection.

"So I'm sorry. I don't think I can accept your feelings."

"...I understand."

Park Jin-soo didn't push any further.

He probably knew that saying anything more would only make her like him less.

"Um... I'll go first then. Sorry for taking up your time."

"No, it's fine."

Park Jin-soo went downstairs first with an awkward smile.

"Haah..."

Shin A-young scratched her head.

For the first time, fatigue showed on her face.

— "Is there one more left...? What am I doing here without even eating lunch?"

This wasn't the first confession she'd received today, apparently.

'Our school does have a lot of confessions...'

Myeonghwa Arts High School has many good-looking students because it's an arts school.

There are plenty of confident kids who've been receiving confessions since they were young.

Confessing from the start of the new semester is a sign of confidence.

Shin A-young just happens to be the target.

"Shit... I really want to drop out..."

That wasn't her inner thought. It was her true feelings spoken aloud.

Shin A-young half-collapsed, openly showing her exhaustion.

She probably thought she was alone, but...

"......"

She's really having a hard time.

Of course, I had no intention of getting involved.

'I'll just hide here and leave when I hear her go.'

Misfortune struck at that moment.

Flutter flutter—

Dust settled on the tip of my nose.

"Ah, ah..."

My nostrils began to flare as I couldn't bear the itching.

"Haa-choo—!"

I desperately covered my mouth with my hand, but I couldn't completely muffle the sound.

The violent sneeze echoed across the rooftop.

"...Oh."

Oh, crap.

"...Y-you..."

As I turned my head, I saw Shin A-young's surprised expression.

Her act had broken.

She was facing me with her true self exposed.

"Uh, um."

Nothing ever goes as planned, does it?

Ch.3 - The Secret Of The New Semester's Popular Kid (3)
They say a person's true face is revealed in moments of crisis.

If that's the case, then the face Shin A-young is showing right now must be her real one.

"......"

Her eyes sharpen, and an emotion called bewilderment overlays her usually fresh expression.

Various emotions mix across Shin A-young's face.

Is this her real face?

Of course, it only lasted for a moment.

*She's back to her usual face.*

Shin A-young's expression returned to its composed state as if nothing had happened. It's fascinating to watch every time.

Of course, being human, she couldn't hide the cold sweat beading on her skin.

She fidgeted with her lips before carefully broaching the subject.

"......How much did you hear?"

So that's what she's concerned about.

I should apologize first.

After all, I did witness her confession scene secretly.

"I didn't listen on purpose... but I'm sorry for accidentally spying on you."

"Ah, no, it's fine. It was a mistake."

— "Aah...! No, damn it... he heard everything...!"

Shin A-young's minime cried out, clutching her head.

So that's what it looks like when someone turns pale.

— "If it gets out that I cursed after my confession was rejected......"

This feels like seeing yet another side of her.

*She's surprisingly sensitive.*

While she curses roughly on the inside, she also worries about trivial things.

It's not like cursing once is such a terrible thing.

"But... what were you doing here?"

"Huh?"

I couldn't help but hesitate at that question.

"......Um, well."

Honestly, saying I was eating alone would be embarrassing.

— "Did he watch on purpose?"

Her minime narrowed her eyes sharply.

No, that's not it.

It would be awkward to be misunderstood because of eating alone. I reluctantly revealed the truth.

"......I was eating when..."

This is seriously embarrassing.

Shin A-young expressed her doubt. Her gaze scanned the surroundings.

"Eating? Here?"

"Yeah, with something I bought from the School Store."

I showed her the hamburger in my hand.

The once-steaming burger had already cooled and gone limp.

"......"

Only then did the suspicion in her eyes fade away.

"...Seung-ho. Lee Seung-ho, right?"

"That's right."

It's impressive that she remembers my name even though this is our first conversation.

I wasn't wearing a name tag on my chest right now. It means she's already memorized the names of our classmates.

"......Hey."

Shin A-young fidgeted with her fingertips. She seemed hesitant to say something.

Then she bowed her head deeply.

"......Could you please pretend you didn't see anything? If you do that, I'll—"

"Sure, whatever."

What's the big deal?

I can do that much. It's not difficult.

Actually, it wasn't even something worth asking for. I wasn't planning to tell anyone anyway.

......Besides, I'd rather not get involved with her if possible.

"......Huh?"

Shin A-young opened her eyes wide. She seemed surprised that it was this easy.

"Really?"

"Yeah."

Is there a fake option?

Ding dong— dang dong—

Just then, the school bell rang. Lunch break was over in an instant.

"Ah."

Right.
I didn't finish my hamburger.

"Class is starting. Let's hurry."

I quickly stuffed the hamburger into my mouth and headed to the classroom.

*I was worried at first, but...*

I think I handled that well enough?

......No, I didn't.

*Is it just my imagination?*

It started during fifth period music class.

I began to feel someone watching me.

*Somehow......*

During the break after fifth period, Shin A-young kept catching my eye suspiciously often.

*It feels like she's following me.*

Sixth period.

This is no longer something I can dismiss as imagination.

*I've been feeling those stares for a while now.*

When I glanced back, I could see Shin A-young staring intently at me.

This is exactly why I didn't want to get involved.

People like her are completely unpredictable.

Regardless, class began.

"I'm sorry to assign a project in our first class, but now that you're second-years, I'm planning to push you harder. For the time being, classes will involve group projects."

The students sighed at the news of an assignment in the first class.

I was no different.

"However, you can form teams with whoever you want, so create your groups freely."

"Ah..."

It got even worse.

Group projects are bad enough, but now we have to find team members on our own.

Looking around, I saw others already gathering with people they got along with.

There's only one thing I can do in this situation.

*I'll just have to join whoever's left.*

I gave up on finding a group and leaned back in my chair.

Swoosh—
While I was waiting for everyone else to form their groups, a shadow fell over my head.

"?"

When I looked up, Shin A-young was standing there.

Why her?

"Would you like to work together?"

"Huh?"

I blankly echoed her sudden proposal.

"Oh, are you already working with someone else?"

"...No. Not exactly."

"Then let's work together. I've already found other team members, so we just need you."

I thought about refusing, but I had a feeling that rejecting her offer might lead to bigger problems.

Is she planning to keep watching me?

That's just the vibe I got from her eyes.

"...Okay."

Let's see how this goes.

I stood up and followed her.

Meanwhile, Park Jin-soo's indignant look brushed past me.

"......"
— "Why him of all people?"

His face showed complete incomprehension at Shin A-young approaching me first.

...Come to think of it, this is all your fault, you jerk.

"......"

The group I arrived at with her consisted of members Shin A-young was generally friendly with.

"I was wondering who the last person would be."

Ji Nu-ri, who had been the Vice Class President of Class 2 with Shin A-young last year.

"Oh, hi~"

And Lee Sol, who was already famous for her modeling activities.

The good thing was that their reactions were mostly welcoming.

The atmosphere wasn't bad so far.

Once all the groups were formed, the teacher spoke.

"Since it's the first day, some teams might still feel awkward with each other. Let's start by having light conversations and dividing up the roles."

That team would be us, teacher.

"......"

Ji Nu-ri looked back and forth between me and Shin A-young before asking.

"...Were you two already acquainted?"

"It just happened that way?"

The answer came from Shin A-young, not me.

When were we ever friends?

I had a lot to say, but decided to let it go for now.

No need to complicate things unnecessarily.

"Let's start by dividing up the roles. Does anyone have a preference?"

Ji Nu-ri naturally took charge of the proceedings.

She seemed quite natural at this role, probably from experience.

"I'm fine with anything, so you guys go first."
— "I'm okay with anything except making the PowerPoint."

Lee Sol rested her chin on her hand with a languid expression.

"I don't mind doing whatever."
— "Honestly, research is the easiest... let me see how things go first."

"I'm fine with anything too."

After Shin A-young also deferred, Ji Nu-ri tapped her pen on the desk in frustration.

"...Come on, tell me what you want. This just makes it harder to decide."

She sighed briefly and turned her gaze to me.

"Lee Seung-ho, what about you?"

At that moment.

— "Maybe----because-----inside----"

A crackling noise hit my ears.

*Ugh.*

What's this all of a sudden?

It's noise coming from Shin A-young's minime. Static is mixing into her words.

This usually happens when "intense emotions" flow out, and that phenomenon is happening to her right now.

This harsh kind of noise usually indicates negative emotions.

*...Is she anxious? But about what?*

Honestly, it's a bit disconcerting.

Do people normally react this strongly just because someone overheard them cursing once?

It almost feels like some kind of compulsion.

"......"

......Anyway, let's deal with the group project first.

"I'll make the PowerPoint. Does anyone want to do the research? If not, we can decide with rock-paper-scissors."

"Me! Me!"

Lee Sol immediately raised her hand. A full-force appeal.

Checking the others' opinions, the remaining two seemed fine with whatever.

"Alright. Lee Sol, you'll do the research... Anyone want to present?"

Ji Nu-ri rolled her eyes, glanced at Shin A-young, then lightly raised her hand.

"I'll do it."

"Then only the report is left. Shin A-young, are you okay with that?"

"Yes, that's fine."
— "How---will---------"

The noise continued.

Shin A-young's gaze also remained fixed on me.

"That's all for today's class. The group project is due next week, so come prepared."

As soon as class ended, I stood up.

"......"

This is really overwhelming.

I keep hearing voices in the background.

— "It's the first time I've seen Shin A-young hanging around a boy."

— "What was his name again? Lee... Lee... Lee Seung-hoon?"

"......"

It's Lee Seung-ho.

On the surface, the kids don't seem interested in me at all.

Only I know the truth.

They're not showing it, but I can't help hearing those voices.

To be honest, the attention I'm getting because of Shin A-young is incredibly burdensome.

— "----------------"

Plus, the constant noise is giving me a headache.

If I leave this alone, I'll be the one to break down first.

"Haah......"

I turned around to face her, who was following me while pretending not to.

Shin A-young stood there blankly as I approached her.

"Hm? What is it? Do you have something to say to me?"

You're the one who has something to say.

"Can we talk for a moment?"

Ch.4 - The Secret Of The New Semester's Popular Kid (4)
When I was in my first year of middle school.

That's around when Shin A-young began to "act."

There wasn't any dramatic catalyst.

It was more of a drawn-out, messy affair.

It all started with a certain video.

— [Even between close friends, that's definitely rude behavior.]

A video of her father, Shin Jin-seob, cursing while talking to his junior had spread across the internet.

Since her father had always maintained a kind image, the fallout was even more severe.

— [Sigh... people kept trying to convince me he was a good actor because of his good personality, or if not that, then because of his good proportions. I thought all of Korea was secretly filming me, but finally it's over...]

— [Shin Jin-seob is a case of successful image-making. Without that, he wouldn't have gotten this far. He just found a good agency.]

— [Making a big show of volunteer work and publicity stunts while disciplining juniors behind the scenes lol]

"......"

Seeing these nasty comments about her father for the first time.

A-young's stomach churned.

People tear you apart for just one mistake.

Even minor slip-ups matter.

Most people are just waiting to pull you down at the first sign of weakness.

"What are you doing, sweetheart?"

Her father's outwardly nonchalant attitude.

She could see the exhaustion hidden beneath, visible in the shadows under his eyes.

"...Nothing, it's nothing."

Shin A-young hid her phone behind her back.

At the very least, she wouldn't become a burden.

So.

'Don't show any weakness.'

There were too many people ready to latch onto the smallest thing and drag you down.

She had been careful all this time.

But.

That moment of carelessness.

"...Ah."

Just as she cursed, she heard the sound of a sneeze.

Following the sound, she found a male student hiding, holding his breath.

'I've been caught. I've been caught. I've been caught.'

What should she do?

In that moment, Shin A-young's mind went completely blank.

She couldn't think clearly.

This problem wouldn't end with just her.

Children are reflections of their parents. Her disgrace would tarnish her actor father's reputation.

'If I could somehow silence him.'

The fortunate thing was that there were no other witnesses.

If she could contain it here, it wouldn't become a bigger issue.

Having made her decision, Shin A-young took immediate action.

"...Please, could you pretend you didn't see anything? If you do, I'll reward you with—"

What should she offer?

Money or anything else, whatever she could do...

"Sure, whatever."

The unexpectedly easy response.

"...Huh?"

Shin A-young's composure was broken again.

That was twice already today.

'That easily...?'

Things were going much better than she had anticipated.

"Class is starting. Let's hurry back."

Lee Seung-ho returned to the classroom as if nothing had happened, just as the bell rang.

"......"

...Was that really it?

Paradoxically, the ease with which everything was resolved only increased her anxiety.

Maybe he had some hidden agenda.

Nothing in this world comes free.

Her continued thoughts brought new anxieties and raised different hypotheses.

Lee Seung-ho said he did it for food, but she couldn't be certain that was true.

...Being cautious never hurt.

'I should keep an eye on him.'

After that, Shin A-young kept watching Lee Seung-ho's every move.

During class time and even during breaks, she observed him as much as possible.

She could feel the stares of people around her, but she didn't have time to worry about that right now.

'He doesn't seem to be spreading rumors yet.'

Lee Seung-ho's behavior was extremely ordinary.

Except for bathroom breaks, he didn't go anywhere. He just sat at his desk, nodding off.

What could he possibly want?

Maybe if she got a little closer, she might find out.

"For the time being, we'll be doing group projects in class."

Group projects.

Useless group time where kids gather to waste time chatting.

'This is it.'

For once, the timing was perfect.

Shin A-young's eyes lit up at the opportunity to closely monitor Lee Seung-ho.

"A-young, let's do the project together."

Ji Nu-ri approached immediately at the mention of group projects.

Shin A-young didn't mind. If there was anyone she was relatively close with, it was her.

They had become friends last year while working together as Class President and Vice Class President.

"Sol, you too."

"Ehhh? I don't want to work with you, it's too intense..."

Lee Sol muttered, slightly averting her gaze.

Ji Nu-ri narrowed her eyes at that.

"Don't be a burden to others. Come here while I'm still asking nicely, okay?"

"Ehhhhh..."

Watching the two of them, Shin A-young made up her mind.

She should say something.

No matter how close they were, if she wanted to invite someone to the group, she'd need the team's permission.

"Nu-ri. There's someone I want to bring in, is that okay?"

"Huh? You?"

Ji Nu-ri tilted her head at the request. Was it because this was unusual behavior for her?

"Is that not okay?"

"No, it's fine... Sure, go ahead."

"I'll be right back."

Inviting Lee Seung-ho wasn't difficult.

He didn't seem interested in forming a group, just sitting blankly at his desk.

"Would you like to join us?"

"Huh?"

Lee Seung-ho showed a slightly surprised expression.

Fortunately, he didn't refuse.

'I'll keep watching him. I don't know what he wants... but he'll say something eventually.'

And that prediction became reality not long after.

Lee Seung-ho approached her.

"Can we talk for a moment?"

So it comes to this after all.

Of course he wouldn't just let it go.

This must be where the real "negotiation" begins.

"......"

The two returned to the rooftop. The place where they first encountered each other.

This time, Shin A-young checked more carefully. Making sure no one else was around.

Good, no one's here.

She was the first to speak.

"...You do want something from me, don't you?"

Lee Seung-ho's expression was different from what she expected.

A look of bewilderment or disbelief.

"What the... Ahem, what are you talking about?"

Is he pretending not to know?

She wasn't going to back down. Shin A-young wanted to settle this definitively.

"I've been thinking the same thing. It didn't seem like you just wanted to keep a secret."

"So that's why you've been following me around?"

Shin A-young's shoulders flinched.

Had he noticed her watching him?

However, she quickly regained her composure and maintained a calm demeanor.

"...I wasn't following you."

"At least make your lies less obvious."

That was immediately exposed too.

Shin A-young pressed her lips together slightly.

Excluding her parents, had anyone else ever seen through her acting like this?

Probably not.

It was as if he could read her inner thoughts.

Lee Seung-ho asked with a slowly sinking expression.

"And if I did want something... were you planning to give me money?"

"If that would make you keep your promise."

"...Really?"

Lee Seung-ho momentarily looked tempted.

Of course, it didn't last long.

He soon collected himself and cleared his throat with a "ahem."

"...Forget it. What money? It's not even your money anyway."

He seemed a bit disappointed but didn't really seem to want it.

Shin A-young's concerns grew more puzzling.

What does he want then?

"Is there something else you want besides money?"

"No, I'm telling you I won't tell anyone about earlier, okay?"

"Then what do you want? You're not just letting it go."

"Haah......"

He raised his head slightly and spoke with narrowed eyes.

"...Hey, you fucking bastard. I said I won't tell."

"??"

Shin A-young couldn't believe her ears.

Did he just... curse at her?

"...Hiccup."

A hiccup escaped her involuntarily.

This was the first time someone had cursed at her so directly.

It was a little... no, very shocking.

"Sigh......"

A deep sigh escaped his lips.

Soon, Lee Seung-ho's face returned to its composed state. As if nothing had happened.

"There. Now we're even, right?"

"Huh?"

"If rumors about you spread, you can spread rumors that I cursed at you."

"...What do you mean?"

Shin A-young couldn't understand what he was saying.

Weren't their positions different?

There's a big difference between falling from a high social reputation and not having one to begin with...

"Acting all high and mighty. Are you some kind of celebrity or something?"

Lee Seung-ho spoke as if he had read her thoughts.

Shin A-young's face flushed.

"......"

His words weren't wrong. In fact, they were spot on.

She had been acting as if she were a celebrity, trying not to show even a single flaw.

Such efforts might be necessary for celebrities, but she certainly wasn't one.

She was just the daughter of an actor.

"...In the end, you just can't trust my promise, can you?"

Lee Seung-ho retorted with a voice tinged with a sigh.

"That's, well..."

To be honest, yes.

There are no cheap secrets in this world.

She would feel more at ease if he wanted something in return.

"Yeah, I get it. In today's world, it's dangerous to trust others too much."

Lee Seung-ho nodded in understanding.

"But think about it. Let's say I spread rumors. Honestly, would the kids believe your word or mine?"

"...Well."

A blind spot she hadn't considered.

Perhaps she had been too flustered.

Maybe she was anxious about the years of acting being exposed.

"......"

She quietly considered Lee Seung-ho's words.

Shin A-young was someone who fully understood her own standing.

Most likely, more people would listen to her.

That was her conclusion.

"So, are we good now?"

"Uh, yeah...?"

"I asked if we're good. Answer me."

"Y-yes...!"

Shin A-young's head bobbed up and down awkwardly.

Lee Seung-ho lightly patted her shoulder.

"I might seem cheap, but... everyone curses sometimes in life. Why worry about something like that?"

Lee Seung-ho's gaze was ordinary.

He didn't look disappointed or surprised at seeing her true self.

As if to say, it happens.

He gave her the same look he would give anyone else.

The usual expectation or implicit goodwill was nowhere to be seen.

In front of him, Shin A-young wasn't the daughter of an actor, she was just herself.

"......"

If that was really all there was to it.

That was the third time today.

"Ha, haha......"

Her act slipped a little.

Ch.5 - Club (1)
When I arrived home, my head, which had been hot with stress, finally started to cool down.

Only then did I feel like I could properly sort through what had happened earlier.

— *...Hey, you fucking bastard. You're not going to say anything?*

Among those memories was me cursing.

Drip— A bit of sweat trickled down.

Maybe I went a bit overboard.

"Did you cause trouble?"

It was my younger sister lying on the sofa.

She glanced at me and asked that question.

"No, I didn't."

It would hurt my pride to admit it, so I calmly denied it.

"Yeah right, your face clearly says you did."

While tapping her foot and looking at her phone, she hit the nail on the head with a calm expression.

*...How does she always figure things out without even being able to read minds?*

She's my sister, but the more I look at her, the more of a mystery she is.

"I keep telling you to control that temper of yours."

Since I couldn't deny that...

"...Right."

I answered briefly and went to my room.

I don't know.

I'll think about tomorrow when tomorrow comes.

***

"...What's going on so early in the morning?"

As soon as I arrived in class, I saw my classmates bustling about.

Everyone was moving their desks in an orderly fashion, changing positions.

"We're rearranging seats by student number. The teacher posted it on the board."

"Really?"

After hearing this from someone who looked like they were born to be class president, I headed to the front of the classroom.

Indeed, there was a paper posted with the new seating arrangement.

"Let's see... back row by the window..."

As I turned toward that spot, I saw some familiar silhouettes.

*...You guys again?*

Shin A-young, Ji Nu-ri, Lee Sol.

The trio from my group project.

Even though the seats were arranged by student number, coincidentally numbers 16, 17, 18, and 19 were them and me.

Maybe it's because our surnames are in alphabetical order?

"..."

Nothing I can do about it.

I dragged my desk over there.

"Hi, Seung-ho."

Seeing me approach, Shin A-young waved with her usual expression.

Meaning she was pretending to look cheerful.

— *"The seating arrangement isn't bad."*

Her inner thoughts... at least she wasn't badmouthing me.

That's a relief.

"Oh. Hey."

I casually returned her greeting and sat down.

*It's better than yesterday, at least.*

Since Shin A-young sat diagonally behind me, I occasionally felt her gaze, but it didn't feel like she was staring too intensely.

Just brief glances as she turned her head elsewhere.

"..."

On the other hand.

Ji Nu-ri, sitting next to me, was acting strange from the morning.

She would roll her eyes and suddenly turn her head. Sometimes she'd randomly look out the window.

— *"Ugh... it's so awkward this morning."*

What's going on?

She's definitely being overly cautious.

It's interesting to see this side of her despite her usual tough appearance.

*...I wonder if something happened to her too.*

While I was lost in thought.

Ji Nu-ri covered her mouth with her hand and called out to me in a whisper.

"...Hey."

"...What?"

Why is she calling me like that?

Is something really going on?

"Um... are you okay? Should I ask the teacher to change your seat?"

I scratched the back of my neck, confused by her words.

"? What do you mean?"

"Well, why did you confess to A-young and..."

"?"

Who? Me?

Since when did I become someone who confessed at the start of the semester?

...Oh, wait.

Is this because I called Shin A-young aside yesterday?

If that's what she's misunderstanding, it's a huge misconception.

"I don't know what you're talking about, but it's nothing like that."

"Oh."

Ji Nu-ri let out a short sigh.

The Minime on her desk started chattering.

— *"Come to think of it, A-young always keeps it quiet when other kids confess to her. So that's how they're handling it."*

Does she mean pretending the confession never happened?

*So that's why rumors don't spread.*

Everyone just assumes Shin A-young gets confessions. There are hardly ever rumors about someone getting rejected.

"Alright, alright. Noona will treat you to a Chocomong later."

This girl clearly thinks I got rejected.

"..."

Well, but.

*I can't say no to a free Chocomong.*

Might as well let her misunderstand and get a snack out of it.

***

"Club activities resume today, so keep that in mind."

Since Myeonghwa Arts High School is an arts school, club activities are more active than at other schools.

It's also mandatory to participate in club activities.

If I had to compare, it's probably similar to Japanese schools.

Of course, I belonged to a club too.

[Counseling Club]

You might think it suits my aptitude, but I joined for different reasons.

The sign above the club room door was hanging crookedly.

"I'm here."

As I entered the club room, I saw the other members.

Two seniors who are now in their third year.

The two of them had been cuddling until I arrived, then jumped apart when they heard the door open.

Seeing them being lovey-dovey first thing in the morning puts me in a... peculiar mood.

"A-ahem! Oh, you're here? Good timing, I had something to tell you."

"What juice do you want?"

"...Orange, please."

This is why I joined this club.

There's always plenty to eat when you come to the club room.

"Here you go."

"Thank you."

I took the cup she handed me and sat on the sofa. Soon after, the club president brought up a topic.

"I have one piece of good news and one piece of bad news. Which do you want to hear first?"

What could this be about right as I walk in?

"...Usually when people say that, it's mostly bad news."

"Anyway, which first?"

"If I had to choose, the bad news first."

Rather than hearing good news and then having my mood ruined by bad news.

It's better to get comfort from good news when I'm already in a bad mood.

"The bad news is..."

— *"Our club might get shut down."*

"What? Really?"

"...I haven't said anything yet. Don't react first."

"Oh."

I was so surprised that my reaction came out before she spoke.

"Yes, please continue."

"Ahem."

The president cleared her throat and resumed her serious demeanor.

"Our club might get shut down."

"...Wow, really?"

I tried my best to squeeze out a reaction but.

That was all I could manage.

Since I was already surprised, I couldn't act more surprised than I already was.

When I awkwardly opened my mouth, the two of them gave me a blank stare.

"I told you it wouldn't be fun to do that with him."

"Yeah, you're right."

"..."

I feel bad about it, even though it wasn't intentional.

I don't want to be like this either.

But what can I do? I hear inner thoughts in advance.

"Anyway, we're in crisis from the start of this year. With the seniors graduating, there's only the three of us left."

"Now that I think about it, you're right."

The minimum number of members required to maintain a club is four.

We're exactly one person short.

Then it's not a big problem.

"So the good news is that we still have a chance to recruit first-year students, right?"

"That's right. You're quick on the uptake."

"Well, you know."

I just read the president's thoughts, that's all.

"What are we planning to do?"

The president handed me a stack of papers.

Flip— As I turned the pages with my fingertips, I saw a well-made poster.

They made this already?

"Min-ji made it."

She's the one standing next to the president.

They're also dating.

"Art students are different, huh."

It's convenient having talented people on the team.

"We'll be promoting at the main entrance, so you just need to put these flyers on the bulletin boards on each floor."

"Got it."

"Make sure to put them where they're visible!"

"Yes~"

......

A week passed after that.

"We're doomed."

"..."

The atmosphere in the club room was filled with gloom.

To put it simply, not a single first-year student had joined the Counseling Club.

I knew it wasn't a popular club, but I didn't realize it was this bad.

The only attractions here are snacks and board games.

And those two things are essentially contraband, bought with money pooled from the supervising teacher and club members.

We couldn't exactly advertise that during the public recruitment.

*I joined because I already knew about those perks.*

Other first-years would have no way of knowing.

"If the club gets shut down, what happens to us?"

"We'll have to join other clubs."

That's a bit troublesome.

There's no other club as good for hanging out as this one.

Isn't there another way?

Like poaching members from other clubs...

"There is one student left. Want to meet them?"

Our Counseling Club advisor, Teacher Min Ha-ram, who had been listening to our conversation, spoke up.

There's someone left?

But.

"Haven't all the first-years already submitted their applications?"

The club recruitment period is one week from the first day of the new semester.

Today marks exactly one week. There shouldn't be any first-years left.

To my question.

"That's because they're not a first-year."

The teacher answered.

"There's a second-year student who was exempted because of modeling work, but needs to join a club from this year. I actually called them here for counseling about that issue. Want to meet them?"

"...Hmm?"

My brow furrowed slightly.

Since there aren't many students who model at our school.

It sounds familiar somehow...

Knock knock—

A soft knocking sound came from the inner door of the counseling room.

"Speak of the devil, they're here now. Come in~"

The teacher invited whoever was outside to come in.

Creak.

As the door opened, a head with hair that was both white and ashy peeked through the gap.

"Oh."

A gasp escaped me involuntarily.

It was a familiar face.

Somehow, I had a feeling it would be.

"...Hello."

As she bowed her head slightly in greeting.

I carefully uttered her name.

"Lee Sol."

"Hm?"

Her head lifted at the sound of someone calling her name.

Lee Sol's eyes met mine.

"..."

Her eyes gradually narrowed.

She tilted her head in confusion.

After about 3... 4... seconds.

"...Huh?"

Her eyes widened in surprise.

Her lips parted slightly as if shocked.

A face that said she never expected to see me here.

"..."

...This girl. She's slow to recognize people.

Ch.6 - Club (2)
Lee Sol entered the counseling room with the teacher.

The rest of us waited outside, chatting quietly among ourselves.

Senior Min-ji was still amazed after seeing Lee Sol.

"This is my first time seeing her up close... She really looks like a doll. Pretty, right?"

"W-well..."

The President awkwardly laughed and brushed off the question.

"Ahem. By the way, do you know her?"

He quickly changed the subject to me.

I couldn't help but admire his excellent judgment.

Is this the power of experience?

I grabbed a snack and answered the President's question.

"Yeah, well... we're in the same class at least."

"...!"
*This is it!*

What is?

Before I could even finish my thought, the President grabbed my shoulder.

"The fate of our club depends on you. Try to convince her."

"What? Me?"

"You're closer to her than we are. A friend's persuasion has a better chance of working. Besides, if we seniors say something, it might sound like we're forcing her."

I understand what he's thinking.

"I'm not really that close with her."

Seriously, I've only exchanged a few words with her.
And that's the total for the entire year.

"That's how people become friends."

The President is still trying to assign this task to me.

"If you bring her in as a member? I'll buy you a tub of Häagen-Dazs for the club room."

"......"

Hmm.
Häagen-Dazs, huh?
That's a bit disappointing.

"...Make it two tubs."

"Fine, I'll give it a try."

I shook hands with the President.

For two tubs of Häagen-Dazs, what wouldn't I do?

***

"Oh, you're still here?"

Lee Sol raised her voice when she came out after her counseling and saw me in the club room.

"Well, I am a member of the Counseling Club."

"Ah. So that's what it was? I thought you were waiting to conf—eep!"

I quickly covered her mouth.

I reacted instinctively out of panic.

Her face really is small. Half of it was covered with just one hand.

...Anyway.

She was about to say something like — so you weren't rejected and coming for counseling — or something similar.

I managed to stop the strange misunderstanding from spreading.

"...Where did you hear that from?"

Lee Sol mumbled against my hand.

"Mmph. Mmph. Mmmmph."
*You need to remove your hand for me to speak.*

Ah, right.

I carefully removed my hand.

Finally, her clear voice came through.

"Nu-ri told me. She said I should be tactful around you two."

"......"

I rubbed my eyelids with my fingertips at her words.

That girl, really...

Let me clear up this misunderstanding first.

"She must have misunderstood something. Nothing happened between me and Shin A-young."

"Really? I see."
*I guess not then.*

Lee Sol nodded lightly.

Her outward response and inner thoughts were equally casual.

For a moment, I wondered if she really understood.

"......"

She just looked around the club room with blank eyes, not showing any particular reaction.

It seemed like she didn't care either way.

Is that okay?

Usually, people would show at least a bit of interest in others, but Lee Sol didn't display even the slightest hint of curiosity.

*Why does our school attract only weird people?*

Shin A-young is like that, and so is she.

Everyone here is full of unique personalities.

*...I shouldn't be the one saying that.*

Come to think of it, I was probably the weirdest of all.

But first, let me try to convince her.

"I heard you're looking for a club to join? Do you have any in mind?"

Lee Sol shrugged her shoulders.

"No, not yet. Though Nu-ri did ask me to join her club."

*I'm not really into it. But it would be better to be with someone I know...*

Ji Nu-ri, huh? That's a strong rival.

It seems she's leaning that way but hasn't decided yet.

That's somewhat good news. It means there's still room for persuasion.

"So you don't have a club you want to join yet?"

"Hmm... I guess not?"

I took this opportunity to casually ask:

"Then, how about this one?"

It was a subtle suggestion.

"...This place?"

*Ugh... counseling sounds boring just hearing about it.*

Her expression slowly sank.

She clearly wasn't interested. At the same time, she was inwardly shuddering.

She was completely opposite to Shin A-young, who had different inner and outer expressions.

To put it nicely, she's honest; to put it bluntly, she's direct.

"......"

This was the reaction I expected. Who would find the Counseling Club fun?

But I can't back down now.

"How about trying it out first?"

Lee Sol's chin tilted slightly.

"Well... is there anything to experience in the Counseling Club?"

*This is such a hassle... How do I refuse... Can't I just not join any club...?*

*This girl...*

Reading Lee Sol's inner thoughts, I could somewhat understand her personality.

This wasn't just about finding the Counseling Club or club activities bothersome.

It was more than that.

It was laziness toward school life in general.

Most of her inner thoughts were about wanting to lie down if she could.

*...Her personality is worse than I thought.*

She has absolutely no motivation for anything.

Now I understand why Ji Nu-ri had been so protective during group projects.

She must have known Lee Sol would be a burden to any other group.

But separate from that.

*This might actually be good.*

The situation isn't bad.

It might actually be easier to persuade her now.

I pointed my thumb toward the inside of the club room.

"You might like it more than you think. The name is Counseling Club, but the reality is different."

I took her to the corner of the room and pulled back a curtain.

"...What's this?"

"It's the Counseling Club's snack booth."

From snacks to jellies and canned drinks.

Everything except what was sold at the school store was arranged there.

"Want anything? Pick something."

"Hmm..."

Lee Sol looked around the snack storage and drawled.

"Well..."
*I'm craving something sweet right now, but there's no chocolate.*

I quickly scanned the shelves.

She was right. There wasn't any.

Of all times for chocolate snacks to be out of stock.

*That guy really...! I told him to eat snacks in moderation.*

I cursed the absent President and rummaged through my bag.

I took out a Chocomong that I had received from Ji Nu-ri.

I handed it to her as if I had just taken it from the refrigerator.

"...We also have Chocomong."

"Oh, Chocomong!"

Lee Sol's eyes lit up for the first time since she arrived.

Slurp, slurp.

She immediately started drinking the Chocomong that had been mine.

She's really enjoying it.

It's a bit disappointing, but I can endure it for the club and two tubs of Häagen-Dazs.

"Next is the counseling room."

Lee Sol obediently followed behind me with the Chocomong in her mouth.

Thanks to the bribe, she seemed willing to at least listen.

"We also have board games if you get bored. You can play them in the inner room."

"...Is this really the Counseling Club?"

"These are all necessary for the counseling process."

"Hmm? These things?"

Lee Sol's eyes were filled with doubt. From the outside, they did look like things brought in just for fun.

...Actually, that's how they're being used.

But it's not wrong to say they're used for counseling.

The snacks and board games are actually used by the counseling teacher during personal interviews.

We just use them when we're hanging out.

"......"

However, it seems necessary to embellish a bit now.

To make her like this place.

"What do you think is the most important thing in counseling?"

I asked while looking at the snack shelf.

"Hmm...?"

She pressed the straw with her lips, pondering lightly.

"I don't know? Gaslighting?"

"...Can we call it good persuasion skills?"

"Yeah, that."

Persuasion is important in counseling, so she's not wrong.

Counseling is about helping the client recognize the need for change and encouraging behavioral changes.

It's just not the top priority.

"That's close, so I'll give you cola jelly as a prize."

It was the second food she wanted to eat right now. The first was salty potato chips.

This was intentional.

Through this slight disappointment, I hoped Lee Sol would develop at least a bit of interest in the Counseling Club.

"...Then, what's the correct answer?"

My plan worked to some extent.

She asked the question first while eating the jelly.

The answer is:

"Simply 'quietly' listening to the other person."

"...Quietly?"

Lee Sol reacted to that word.

"Other club activities require you to move or be active, but here, staying still is a virtue."

"Oh......"

Perhaps this is quite suitable for her.

How about that?

This is tailored persuasion for the lazy Lee Sol.

"Are you getting interested in the Counseling Club?"

"Hmm, it does seem nice..."

The atmosphere is good.

Should I seal the deal now?

"Would you like to join the Counseling Club?"

"I wonder..."

Lee Sol crossed her arms and fell into deep thought.

We're almost there.

Just a little more push and...

Knock knock—
That's when the knocking sound came.

"...Excuse me."

Beyond the quietly opening door.
Ji Nu-ri appeared.

Ch.7 - PC Bang
"—So that's how you ended up experiencing club activities?"

"Yeah."

Lee Sol nodded at Ji Nu-ri's summary of the situation.

It was a bit of an awkward situation for me. I just needed her to stamp the form, but with her sudden appearance, all my efforts were at risk of crumbling.

"What do you want to do?" Ji Nu-ri asked.

"Hmm..."

After a brief moment of consideration, Lee Sol answered.

"I'll join this club."

"Really?"

Honestly, I was surprised. I didn't expect her to make a decision so quickly.

"Yep. To be honest, I think I'd be more comfortable here than in other clubs."

In a way, it was a very Lee Sol-like answer.

"Are you okay with this? Weren't you planning to do club activities with her?"

What was unexpected was that Ji Nu-ri didn't seem to have much of a reaction either.

"It doesn't matter. She's the one who wants to join."

Ji Nu-ri shrugged her shoulders.

"I was just worried she might cause trouble for others. As you can see—"

I turned my head following her gaze.

Lee Sol was mumbling while chewing jelly, hugging an armful of snack bags.

When did she get like that?

"...Do I even need to ask? I'm a club member too, so I can eat whatever I want, right?"

She looked like a greedy hamster with her cheeks stuffed full of food.

"...Yeah, she's that kind of kid."

Ji Nu-ri sighed deeply.

Her gaze was closer to that of an older sister than a friend.

"...Are you really going to be okay?"

Ji Nu-ri was genuinely concerned about me, not Lee Sol.

But I didn't have much choice.

If I didn't accept her, the club would be disbanded immediately.

"Can't be helped."

And so, Lee Sol joined the Counseling Club.

***

March. The month when spring begins.

Buds sprout from trees and warm breezes gradually start to blow. Perfect weather for a picnic.

On days like this, where do most Korean male students go to hang out?

None other than the PC bang (internet café).

And I'm no exception.

"Ugh...! Ahh~"

I stretched, loosening my stiff body.

*Those guys left early saying they had to go to academy...*

I clicked my tongue, thinking about the two who had left before me.

They were the ones who suggested going to the PC bang, but they ended up leaving first.

Thanks to them, I had to play games alone.

"It was fun playing after so long, but..."

I'm starting to get bored.

After all, playing with others is more fun than playing alone.

I should head home now.

I turned off the computer and gathered my things. Just as I was about to get up—

"What the X is wrong with this game! Always the same crap! Shi-bal!"

"..."

A very familiar voice cursing reached my ears.

I stopped and looked around.

Not far away sat someone with their hood pulled up.

No matter how I looked at it, that was...

"...Shin A-young?"

"Eek?!"

When I called that name, she jumped up with a start.

"Y-you've got the wrong person..."

Shin A-young pulled her hoodie strings tight. The hood immediately shrank, completely covering her face. Her face was definitely hidden now.

"...What are you doing?"

As I stared at her with incredulous eyes.

"Huh? This voice..."

Shin A-young's head slowly turned toward me.

She peeked her face out slightly from the tightly closed hood. Her eyes visible through the gap reflected my face.

"...Oh, it's you. Phew, you scared me for nothing."

Shin A-young casually threw her hood back.

She had the face of someone who had hidden for no reason.

"..."

Ever since that incident, it seems like her treatment of me has gotten worse than before.

Maybe it's just my imagination.

"What are you doing here?"

"...What, am I not allowed to play games?"

Her voice was a bit sulky.

"No, I mean why are you here? Your house is really far from here, isn't it?"

At those words, Shin A-young's eyes narrowed slightly.

"...How do you know where I live?"

"Well, it's famous, right? Wasn't it even on a TV show once?"

I don't know the exact unit number, of course, but I roughly know which building it is.

It was quite an expensive apartment. I remember it because I've thought I'd like to live in a place like that.

"Oh."

Shin A-young let out a short exclamation and awkwardly averted her gaze. She must have forgotten about that fact.

"You must like games, huh?"

Coming all the way here and covering her face like that, she must really enjoy them.

"I do like them... but my parents don't really like me going to PC bangs."

"Ah..."

I see. That's why she came all the way here to play.

If other kids found out, it might reach her parents' ears.

"Being a celebrity's daughter must be tough."

That sentiment came out naturally.

"..."

Shin A-young didn't respond.

But her expression softened slightly, as if she agreed.

"..."

Anyway.

"...Wow, what was that?"

The words popped out of my mouth. More negative than positive.

I couldn't help but comment on Shin A-young's shockingly terrible gameplay.

I mean, hugging the wall and dying like that is just not acceptable.

"..."

Shin A-young's eyebrows twitched.

The corners of her mouth were turned up, but her eyes weren't smiling at all.

"...I suppose you're good at it then?"

"...I'm not bad."

The game she was playing was RUL. The most popular game in Korea.

I'm neither particularly good nor bad at it.

But if I had to say, I'm probably better than Shin A-young.

"Then, sit down."

Shin A-young pointed to the seat next to her with a sharp voice.

"...I don't have any time left."

"I'll give you mine, so sit."

I sat down, unable to resist her forceful attitude.

If I ran away now, she'd probably chase me down until tomorrow.

"What's your username?"

Shin A-young opened the friend request window and looked at me.

"Jungler Who Doesn't Gank."

"Wow... you really put zero effort into that name."

"...I don't think you're one to talk."

Myeonghwa High's Double-Edged Axe.

It wasn't a name I could easily imagine Shin A-young choosing. Or maybe she did it on purpose.

I was leaning toward thinking that might actually be the case.

"Let's bet on who gets more kills in a winning game?"

Shin A-young made that proposal first.

There seemed no reason to refuse.

"Okay. Loser buys ice cream."

This was fine by me. I had absolutely no expectation of losing.

I was already salivating.

"I'll be having Baskin-Robbins, so get your wallet ready."

"I'll be having Häagen-Dazs, just so you know."

......

It was already our third game.

There was one fact we had overlooked.

"No way, huh... how did it end up like this?"

You have to actually win the game for the bet to be valid.

I couldn't hide my dismay as I stared at the defeat message on the monitor.

And I wasn't the only one feeling this way.

"Team diff, trash game..."
— "Team diff, trash game..."

Shin A-young hung her head low. At least from what I could see, this was the first time her outer expression perfectly matched her inner thoughts.

In some ways, games are truly remarkable.

"...Another round?"

My question implied whether we really needed to continue.

"...What are you waiting for? Hurry up and queue again."

Shin A-young urged me on.

Apparently, she intended to keep going until we won.

"..."

With my mouse cursor hovering over the start button, I fell into a fundamental doubt.

Could we actually win if we kept going like this?

No, we couldn't.

This wasn't working. We needed to change something.

"This isn't working. Let's switch positions. You know how to play ADC, right? I'll support."

"...I'm not bad at it. But do you know how to support?"

"I'm not bad at it either."

I hadn't planned to go this far originally. But we needed to win at least once, right?

The bottom lane is especially dependent on the synergy between two players.

I planned to maximize my abilities here.

"..."

In our newly started game.

Click. Click-click-clack.
Shin A-young was so absorbed in the monitor that she forgot to speak, frantically moving her mouse.

— "Oh, is this a good opportunity?"

I heard Shin A-young's thoughts.

I acted before she could move.

"It's dangerous to go in now. Let's pull the lane back a bit and call for the jungler."

"Okay, okay."

Since our opinions aligned, the chance of making mistakes due to poor coordination was drastically reduced.

The lane phase that followed tilted overwhelmingly in our favor.

Of course it did.

Assuming we had equal skill levels, our coordination was bound to be superior to our opponents'.

To our opponents, it must have looked like we were moving as one body.

"...Let's do well here at least."

After the snowball slowly built up, we found ourselves in a standoff at Baron.

I carefully watched for openings in the enemy team, and then—

Wham—!

The fight broke out with my lightning-fast initiation.

"ADC down? ADC! ADC!"

"Got them!"

Shin A-young didn't miss the opportunity and successfully took down the enemy ADC.

From there, it was an unstoppable momentum.

For our opponents, the fight was already lost when their ADC went down. They were all busy trying to save themselves.

Not long after, respawn timers appeared above all the enemy faces. We had taken them all down.

"Can we get the Nexus now?"

"Even if we can't, go for the Nexus no matter what!"

Shin A-young raised her voice as she charged toward the enemy tower. She seemed slightly excited.

I quickly followed behind her.

"Hit the tower! The tower!"

"Finish it! Nexus! Nexus!"

Boom———!

[Victory!]

Soon the Nexus exploded, filling the screen with blue light.

Shin A-young and I immediately jumped up from our seats.

"Carry!"

"Woohoo!"

Our hands clapped together in a high-five.

As we were enjoying the thrill of victory with our whole bodies...

Suddenly, I came to my senses.

We were a bit close. Distance-wise.

"..."

"...Ahem."

She moved away slightly with an awkward expression.

I also leaned back into my chair with a hesitant posture.

"Shall we go now?"

We won a game, so there's no reason to stay any longer.

"Yeah, let's go."

Shin A-young agreed.

Let's go, home.

"To Baskin-Robbins."

"...?"

"Where did you say?"

When I looked at her with a questioning gaze,

Shin A-young displayed the kill score on the monitor and raised the corner of her mouth.

The ADC's KDA (Kill, Death, Assist) was 10/1/3.
Meanwhile, my KDA as support was 2/0/18.

"..."

This girl. She didn't miss that detail.

Ch.8 - Ghosting
"Vanilla mousse, Dad is an Alien is ready."

I took the ice cream from the employee and handed it to her.

I got vanilla mousse. Shin A-young got Dad is an Alien.

"You're actually buying this for me."

Shin A-young looked somewhat dazed by the gesture.

"...But when I asked you to buy it earlier..."

"That was obviously a joke. A joke."

"......"

Well, I'm not so sure.

She seemed pretty serious about it until halfway through.

But whatever.

"Let's call it even since you gave me time at the PC cafe."

"I'll enjoy it."

Shin A-young took a big spoonful of ice cream and popped it into her mouth.

I could see her facial muscles relaxing softly.

"Ice cream really does taste more special when eaten with someone who carried the game."

What?

"What are you talking about? I was the one who carried."

"Didn't you see me taking down opponents earlier?"

"I set up the entire match, didn't I?"

As we walked along bickering like that, we somehow ended up on the main street.

"......"

The air became slightly awkward.

Hmm.

Maybe we should part ways here.

Just as I was thinking that and carefully checking her reaction...

"Shin A-young?"

I heard someone calling her name.

"It really is you? Oh, what a coincidence meeting you here."

A tall guy was standing there. Judging by his uniform, he was from our school.

With a blue badge, he must be a third-year.

"...Senior?"

Shin A-young's eyes widened. They seemed to know each other.

— "...Why do I have to run into him here."

Seeing her Minime rubbing her face, they didn't seem to be close.

The atmosphere suggested she was actually avoiding him.

"Come on, what's with the 'Senior' stuff? I told you to call me comfortably, didn't I? Oppa or whatever."

The one called Senior approached us with a friendly smile.

"Oh, how could I do that~"

Shin A-young covered her mouth and laughed, waving her hand dismissively.

Perhaps it was a way to hide her expression.

— "Oppa my ass."

Her inner expression was already completely twisted.

"Is this your friend?"

His gaze finally shifted toward me after they had been chatting for a while.

"We're in the same class."

"Hello. I'm Lee Seung-ho."

I gave a slight bow in response to Shin A-young's introduction.

"Oh, hey. I'm Jung Jae-hoon, A-young's club Senior."

Jung Jae-hoon extended his hand with a gentle smile. I took it and shook it lightly.

"If you have any questions about school life, feel free to ask anytime. If you're A-young's friend, you're my Junior too."

"Ah, yes, thank you."

I responded appropriately to his words.

He seems like a really nice Senior from this perspective.

— "Who's this guy? Is he dating A-young or something?"

Jung Jae-hoon's Minime looked me up and down with a suspicious gaze.

It had been like this for a while now. The cause was obviously Shin A-young standing next to me.

Then, Jung Jae-hoon's Minime slowly shook his head.

— "...No, maybe not."

Hey, why are you making assumptions?

It could be possible, you know.

"......"

This is why it's so difficult to get along with people.

Since I can see what's inside everyone, I can't really be comfortable with anyone.

"Are you two hanging out together?"

Jung Jae-hoon's attention returned to Shin A-young. I was already long forgotten.

"I mean, what are the odds of running into you here? This is far from your place."

— "Shit."

"Right?"

...Huff.

I almost burst out laughing just now.

Jung Jae-hoon was smiling happily, completely oblivious.

"I was just on my way to get food with some friends. You haven't eaten yet, right? Since we've met, let's go eat together."

Jung Jae-hoon pointed behind him. I could actually see other people waiting there.

"Ah, well..."

"If you're short on money, I'll treat you today."

Jung Jae-hoon didn't seem like he was going to back down easily.

— "Maybe I should step in and mess things up. I don't know if they're friends, but this guy looks like a loser. If I just knock him down a peg, he'll probably scurry away."

"......"

Look at this guy. He's crossing the line.

I don't care if he likes Shin A-young or not, but insulting someone who's just standing here isn't right.

Of course, he probably thinks he's just thinking to himself.

But I can't help hearing it.

— "Sigh... I got caught in a bad situation. How do I get out of this?"

It seems Shin A-young is also feeling uncomfortable.

Since things have come to this, I don't think it would be wrong to help her a little.

"Excuse me."

When I interrupted, both of them turned their attention to me at once.

What excuse should I use to decline?

It feels wrong to curse him to his face, so it would be better to make up a reasonable excuse.

"We still have some assignments to finish. We were planning to work on them together at her place, so I don't think we have time right now."

That's obviously a lie.

We finished all our assignments yesterday. And of course, I have no intention of going to her place.

"...Oh, really?"
— "This bastard is trying to fool me."

Jung Jae-hoon didn't seem to completely believe it either.

"Do you have a lot of assignments?"

He turned his gaze to Shin A-young as he spoke. He was asking her if what I said was true.

The baton had been passed to her.

"Yes, they're giving us tons of work since the new semester started, you know?"

However, Shin A-young wasn't the type to miss this opportunity.

"I'm sorry, Senior. It's kind of an urgent assignment."

She boldly created a non-existent assignment without even blinking.

"No, what's there to be sorry about? We can eat together next time when you're free."

By this point, even Jung Jae-hoon couldn't push any further.

"Well, we'll be going now."

"Sure~ See you tomorrow."

Shin A-young and I turned around and quickly left the scene.

Once we were far enough that Jung Jae-hoon was out of sight...

Shin A-young tugged at my sleeve.

"...How did you know?"

She whispered, looking around. She still seemed concerned about Jung Jae-hoon.

"Know what?"

"I mean, how you knew to reject the Senior's invitation. I don't think I showed that I disliked it, so how did you know?"

Well, that's because.

I can read inner thoughts.

Obviously, I can't answer like that.

So I gave my usual response. I naturally delivered the excuse I always use.

"I'm just good at reading people. It was pretty obvious to me."

***

"I'm home."

Shin A-young muttered to herself as she entered her house.

Yes, to herself. Because there was no one at home.

It was something she was used to. Her parents were always busy.

"......"

As she opened the door and stepped inside, a dark house greeted her.

Perhaps because she had just experienced the noise of gaming, the stark contrast of this silence felt even more pronounced.

Living room, kitchen, bedroom.

She turned on the lights in each room in sequence and also turned on the TV to break the silence.

"Phew."

Now it finally felt like a home where people lived.

"...What should I eat?"

Then Shin A-young ordered food through a delivery app.

Everything flowed naturally, just as she had done countless times before.

It would take some time for the delivery to arrive. She should take a shower in the meantime.

Shin A-young threw off her school uniform and entered the shower stall.

"......"

Her face was reflected in the mirror above the sink.

Slightly sharpened eyes. This was her natural expression when she wasn't acting.

"Was it that obvious...?"

Shin A-young pressed her facial muscles firmly with her fingertips.

She thought she had hidden it properly.

But he saw right through her.

"......"

Let me try again.

Shin A-young began her everyday performance, the one she shows to everyone.

Her expression changed instantly.

A smiling young woman. The performance of a sweet, young girl who is kind to everyone.

And then, she applied the recent situation to the present moment.

...Imagining the face of that clingy club Senior.

"Fuck."

A harsh curse escaped her lips.

But her face remained unchanged.

"...Hmm. It doesn't show."

Not even the slightest movement.

She maintained that fresh smile perfectly. It was literally a flawless performance.

Wouldn't even her actor father be impressed by this?

But still. How?

"...How did he figure it out?"

Lee Seung-ho had seen through her act.

It didn't seem like it was just about being perceptive.

"I don't get it."

There was no point in thinking about it further; nothing would come to mind.

"Haaah..."

After finishing her shower, Shin A-young applied lotion hastily and sat on the sofa, flipping through TV channels.

These days, she enjoys watching NewTube.

The algorithm brought up LOL videos on the main screen. Probably because she's been playing LOL a lot lately, professional gamer highlight videos frequently appear.

Watching that...

"...I feel like playing LOL."

That urge suddenly popped up.

Not playing alone, but playing together with someone.

The duo she just played with Lee Seung-ho had properly awakened the fun of multiplayer gaming.

"Come to think of it, was that the first time I've played games with someone else?"

Shin A-young personally preferred solo play.

Plus, since Ji Nu-ri and Lee Sol didn't like games, she had never played with them.

"......"

The first time experiencing teamwork.

The moment of sharing the thrill of victory.

The recent events passed through her mind like a picture.

"...It was fun."

It was definitely more exciting than playing alone.

"Should I text the girls to play games?"

It would be slow on a laptop, but...

Still, it's possible.

Shin A-young lay down on the sofa and picked up her phone.

[Shin A-young, Ji Nu-ri, Lee Sol]

This was the group Instagram message chat with the three of them.

— Shin A-young: Anyone free right now?

It didn't take long for replies to come.

— Ji Nu-ri: Why?
— Shin A-young: Want to play LOL together? I can teach you.
— Ji Nu-ri: I'm studying for SKARA, can't now

"Ah... she's studying."

In that case, she couldn't disturb Ji Nu-ri any further.

— Shin A-young: Sol, what about you?
— Lee Sol: (Emoticon of a hamster lying down and falling asleep)

That was it.

In other words, she couldn't be bothered.

"...Well, I wasn't expecting much anyway."

That left only one person in her mind.

"Should I text him?"

Lee Seung-ho. The guy who walked her home and then immediately left.

He should have arrived home by now.

She hadn't properly thanked him for helping earlier. She could do that and also ask if he wanted to play games together.

"......"

Since she didn't know Lee Seung-ho's Instagram ID, she opened KakaoTalk instead.

She should ask him for it later.

Tap. Tap tap.

Shin A-young lightly pressed the keyboard.

> What are you doing?

"...No, this sounds weird."

Shin A-young completely erased what she had written.

...What should I send?

Somehow, sending the first message wasn't easy.

"Come to think of it, I've never texted first."

When she thought about it, that was true.

While she had received messages from male friends many times, she had never initiated contact herself.

"......"

Maybe that's why.

It felt awkwardly unfamiliar.

"Ah, whatever."

We're just friends, right? I should just send something casual.

Why should I worry about such things?

— Shin A-young: Are you free right now?

Shin A-young quickly sent the message and then put her phone down.

He'll probably respond soon.

...Two hours later.

"...What the hell is wrong with this guy??"

Next to the message that showed it had been read.

Shin A-young experienced being left on read for the first time in her life.

Ch.9 - So, I'm Telling You, That's Not It.
"...Ugh."

The muscles in both my arms are aching again.

I should stretch or something.

I stopped walking for a moment and put down my school bag. I did some light stretching, pulling my arms in different directions.

"Ahh... I'm seriously dying here."

I must have overdone the exercise yesterday.

Thanks to that, I practically passed out after showering last night.

"...Should have taken it easier."

But yesterday was unavoidable.

It was probably because I was bothered by Senior Shin A-young's inner thoughts.

That word she let slip—"chubby"—was something I couldn't just ignore.

It's impossible not to care about it.

Unlike casual remarks, inner thoughts contain no lies. That's why they hit harder.

"...If only I could grow a bit taller."

I pressed my hand against the top of my head and sighed with regret.

My height is slightly below average for my age. About 168 cm.

Since the average height for high school boys is 173 cm, I'm definitely not on the tall side.

But my growth plates haven't closed yet.

Last year I was 162 cm. I've grown since then, so maybe I'll shoot up this year.

—Throb!

"Ahh..."

The muscle pain stabbed through my body again.

I definitely overdid it yesterday, so I should keep it moderate from now on.

I need to get to school and sit down...

"Meow~"

Suddenly, I heard a cat's cry.

Could it be Chunsam? That cat that lives in the School Backyard.

As luck would have it, I'm near where Chunsam lives.

I last saw him last year, so this would be the first time this year.

"Is it here...?"

I turned the corner following the sound.

The first thing I saw was a black guitar case.

A female student with short brown hair was crouching down, looking at something while wearing it.

"..."

That side profile...

No doubt it's Ji Nu-ri.

"Come here~ Meow~"

She was waving a blade of grass, calling to a cat sitting in the corner of a stone wall.

Her usually sharp eyes were now slightly softened.

Her relaxed expression was completely different from her usual self.

...I should just walk past without being noticed.

Hop—

Chunsam got up and moved somewhere with a light motion.

"Ah."

Nu-ri made a disappointed sound as she watched Chunsam suddenly leave.

Her gaze naturally followed him.

In my direction.

"..."

Our eyes met right there.

"?!"

Nu-ri was startled when she saw me and quickly stood up.

She must have been quite surprised, as the tips of her ears began to turn red.

"Uh, umm..."

— "Why is he showing up here??"

Her flustered thoughts came through clearly.

But that's exactly what I wanted to say too.

— Meow~

Meanwhile, Chunsam was rubbing his head against my legs.

After giving him treats a few times before, he remembers me and acts affectionate like this.

It's the desperate display of a street cat wanting snacks.

I gently stroked his head.

"Hey, Chunsam, long time no see. Have you been well?"

Nu-ri looked puzzled at that name.

"...Chunsam? Do you know this cat?"

"Yeah. He lives in the School Backyard, and he remembers me from when I played with him occasionally."

He's usually very cautious and often hides in places where he can't be easily seen. I wonder why he's out today.

I gave her a subtle look and asked.

"You like cats, huh?"

Nu-ri nodded slightly.

"...Not a lot. Just a little?"

— "I freaking love them."

Right, so you absolutely love them.

Then this is a service.

"Oof."

I picked up Chunsam.

His body stretched downward like cheese.

"...Hey, have you gained more weight since last time?"

I was surprised by Chunsam's weight.

A heavier-than-expected weight traveled up my wrist. My arms tingled from the muscle pain.

What does he eat and where?

He seems to be living more luxuriously than I am.

— Meow~!

I can't read animal thoughts, but that sounded like an angry cry.

I gently held Chunsam out toward Nu-ri.

"Want to pet him?"

"Huh? Is it okay?"

"He's just timid, but he won't scratch as long as you don't pet him too hard."

"..."

Nu-ri silently made eye contact with Chunsam.

Her Adam's apple bobbed.

She carefully extended one hand and gently stroked the fur as if handling a newborn baby.

Soft and fluffy.

Nu-ri covered her mouth with her hand.

— "Wow...! The texture is amazing...!"

She was more satisfied than I expected.

How much time passed like that?

"...Phew."

Finally satisfied, Nu-ri withdrew her hand.

Then she took out a wet wipe from her bag and handed it to me.

"Here, a tissue."

"...Oh, thanks."

Cats are cute, but they're also dirty, so it makes sense to wipe your hands.

This aspect seemed to show her personality.

Come to think of it, what time is it now?

Shouldn't we be going soon?

I got up from my spot.

"Let's go now. We don't have much time left."

We spent too much time here. Only about 15 minutes left.

We need to leave now to avoid being late.

Just as I was about to step out of the alley.

Grab—!

My body was suddenly pulled backward.

Nu-ri had grabbed my bag.

"?!"

What's going on?

She's sticking right behind my back.

It might seem like a misunderstanding, but...

— "...I came early on purpose and now I run into him here. Sigh... hurry up and pass by..."

Reading her thoughts, I could be certain it wasn't what it seemed.

She seemed to be hiding from someone on purpose.

Following her gaze, I saw a male and female student in uniforms walking to school.

Familiar faces.

'Those two are definitely from the same band club as Nu-ri...'

...What were their names again?

I can't remember their names, but I recognize their faces.

They also performed at last year's school festival.

"Phew..."

Once they completely disappeared from view, Nu-ri let out the breath she'd been holding.

"...Ah."

Did she just now realize the situation?

Nu-ri released my bag that she'd been gripping tightly and created some distance.

"Sorry. Did I startle you?"

"...A little?"

It would be a lie to say I wasn't surprised at all.

At my response, Nu-ri awkwardly averted her gaze.

"I'm really sorry. I had some circumstances..."

She seems uncomfortable talking about it.

I'm not that curious either. Nu-ri must have her own reasons.

I casually urged her along.

"It's fine, let's just hurry up and go. We'll really be late at this rate."

"Ah, yes. Let's go...!"

Realizing I wasn't going to ask questions, Nu-ri's tense expression quickly relaxed.

— "...He's not asking what happened. Is he being considerate on purpose?"

"..."

There's a slight misunderstanding.

...I already heard everything through her thoughts, so there's no need to ask.

Fortunately, we weren't late. Maybe because we walked quickly, we even had some time to spare.

When we entered the classroom, I could see students gathered in small groups, chatting.

Nu-ri went over to Shin A-young, who was sitting at her desk.

"A-young, hi~"

"You're here? You're a bit late today?"

"...Yeah, I had something to do."

Nu-ri vaguely changed the subject.

She apparently couldn't bring herself to say she was late because she was looking at a cat.

A-young didn't ask further and just smiled. Her expression suggested she had some idea what happened.

"..."

Then A-young briefly glanced in my direction.

"...Seung-ho came with you?"

"Oh, yeah."

I answered while tilting my head slightly.

Something feels off.

There was a subtle dissonance in A-young's expression.

"..."

She's smiling but not really smiling.

I could see it without reading her thoughts.

From someone who doesn't usually express dissatisfaction outwardly, I could sense visible displeasure.

As if she was deliberately showing me her true expression. Like she intentionally dropped her act a little.

Then.

"..."

She quickly turned her gaze away from me.

"?"

What's going on?

Didn't we get closer after playing games together yesterday?

— "...Let's see if I ever text him first again."

Suddenly, I heard A-young's inner thoughts.

"..."

What does that mean?

It seems directed at me.

Text messages?

I took out my phone to check if there were any messages.

I don't remember getting any texts from her...

"..."

Wait, there is one.

And I've already read it.

I must have fallen asleep while checking it, because her message was in my read chat history.

...So that must be why she's upset.

She sent a message that I read but didn't reply to.

"..."

I looked up at A-young again.

She was laughing and talking with others, but her expression would slightly drop whenever she looked at me.

Just enough for me to notice, timed perfectly with when I looked at her.

She's clearly showing that she's upset.

This will get more annoying if I leave it alone.

"Shin A-young."

"...What?"

Her response came out with a hint of curtness.

"You sent me a message? I was a bit tired yesterday and fell asleep while checking it."

At those words, A-young froze. As if she hadn't considered that possibility.

"...Ah."

A small gasp escaped her.

She tried to continue as naturally as possible.

"Aah~? So that's what happened~?"

— "What? So that's what it was?"

Fortunately, A-young's expression quickly returned to normal.

Her mood seemed to have improved as her lips relaxed.

That's a relief.

It was resolved more easily than I expected.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri, who had been watching the situation, took a sharp breath.

— "...What's with this atmosphere? They're texting each other? Could it be...?"

No, it's not like that.
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"By the way, what did you call me about yesterday?"

After school.

I asked Shin A-young about something that suddenly crossed my mind.

"...Huh?"

"I mean, you wouldn't have called for no reason."

"Well..."

Shin A-young looked around to check if anyone was listening.

The only person nearby was Lee Sol, who was dozing off. Everyone else was busy getting ready to leave and paid no attention to us.

Shin A-young covered her mouth with the back of her hand and spoke quietly.

"...I was just wondering if you wanted to play a game together?"

"A game?"

"Yeah. League duo. Even if it's slow, we can play on a laptop."

Didn't we just part ways after hanging out at the PC bang?

She must be pretty addicted to League.

"Or are you free today, by any chance?"

Shin A-young's eyes held a glimmer of expectation.

Unfortunately, today was a day I had to go to the Counseling Club.

"I don't think I can because of my club activities."

Plus, counseling sessions could end at any time.
And I couldn't just ask her to wait indefinitely.

"...Really? I guess it can't be helped then."

"Don't you have club activities today too?"

While club activity days differ by department, they generally overlap.

My guess was right, as Shin A-young nodded.

"I do have them... but I was planning to finish early and leave."
— *I really don't want to go at all... but I can't skip it either.*

I heard she was in the Drama Club.

Until recently, she'd been attending without complaint, but for the past few days, she's been reacting like this.

Something must have happened, though I don't know what.

Even though I can read thoughts, I couldn't possibly know her Inner Thoughts if she wasn't thinking about them.

...Instead, I could only read her other thoughts.

— *Sigh. I want to play League, but there's no one to play with...*

Shin A-young's Minime flopped down on the desk and started rolling around.

She looked completely normal on the outside.

"...What?"

"Nothing."

Shin A-young gave me a puzzled look when she noticed my stare.

She seemed so normal outwardly.

— *Sigh.*

But not on the inside.

Her Minime sighed and continued rolling around.

— *Sigh, sigh.*

...That's really distracting.

"......"

She probably has plenty of people to play with. There are quite a few who would come running if she called.

It's just that there's no one approaching her with the sole intention of playing games.

Everyone has some hidden agenda. She must sense that too.

That's probably why she's asking me.

Simply because she wants to play games.

— *Sigh, sigh, sigh.*

Seeing Shin A-young's Minime sighing makes me sigh too.

Ah well.

"I'll come if I have time after I finish."

— *...!*

At those words, Shin A-young's Minime bolted upright.

"I'll finish quickly and come back, so wait for me, okay?"

With that, Shin A-young promptly disappeared.

She ended the conversation quickly, as if to prevent me from saying anything else.

"......"

After watching her leave, I turned around.

I stood in front of Lee Sol, who was slumped over her desk.

"Hey, let's go. Get up."

I repeatedly poked Lee Sol's cheek. Her plump cheek quickly returned to its original shape.

According to Ji Nu-ri, this is an effective way to wake someone up.

"Yaaawn......"

Lee Sol stretched lazily.

Wow, it actually works.

She slowly closed and opened her eyelids, looking completely drowsy.

"...That's really strange."

Lee Sol looked at me and made a puzzling comment.

"What is?"

"You know, Shin A-young being friendly with you."

Wasn't she sleeping?

Apparently, she had been listening to our entire conversation while dozing off.

I really can't let my guard down around her.

"What's strange about being friendly?"

"Well, I've never seen her get close to any guys before."

"...I think she's friendly with plenty of other people besides me."

"That's different—those are cases where other kids approach Shin A-young first. She's the one who initiates conversations with you."

Lee Sol rested her chin on the desk and looked at me.

Though her gaze was languid, there was a hint of curiosity in it.

— *...Could it be that she's into ordinary guys?*

I don't think that's it.

I silently denied her Inner Thoughts.

She probably just needs a gaming buddy, that's all.

***

"We're here."

"Oh, you came?"

When we opened the club room door, I saw the President and Senior Park Min-ji busy moving around.

They were wiping desks and sweeping the floor. It was more thorough cleaning than usual.

"Did something happen?"

"We got our first counseling requests of the year. Two came in today."

The President handed me two white envelopes.
The covers were marked "Counseling Application Form."

"I thought it would happen soon, but this is quite early."

I'd heard that typically the first counseling session doesn't come in until after April.

This was several weeks earlier than in previous years.

Has word spread among the students?

...Hmm? This is...

I noticed the numbers written on the envelope covers and said to the President:

"They're both Level 2?"

"...What are these levels?"

Lee Sol's expression went blank.

Come to think of it.

"I haven't explained it to you yet, have I?"

The first counseling session started so quickly that there hadn't been time to explain.

"Since counseling has strong professional elements..."

Senior Min-ji continued the explanation in my place.

Scribble, scribble—

She neatly wrote on the whiteboard.

"There we go—like this."

Level 1. Light counseling.
Level 2. Heavy counseling.
Level 3. Professional counseling.

"It's to distinguish whether the counseling teacher should handle it or if we can do it ourselves."

"Just know that we can generally handle up to Level 2."

Usually, we take care of light counseling or issues that students feel uncomfortable discussing with teachers.

Of course, there are cases where students prefer to see the teacher...

But these counseling forms came directly to us.

In other words, they wanted us to counsel them because they felt uncomfortable talking to the teacher.

"What kind of counseling is it?"

"It's spring, so it's usually the same around this time."

So it's relationship counseling.

Well, we did make quite a name for ourselves with the relationship counseling we did last year.

"Since it's the first counseling session, why don't you two handle it? Sol, you can just observe from the side."

The President intended to entrust this task to us.

Makes sense—there's no better time than now.

We have a new member, Lee Sol. If she's going to learn something, it's best to start early.

"Let's sign the confidentiality agreement first."

Two sheets of paper came out of the printer.

It's an agreement not to disclose the counseling content anywhere. In principle, we can't open the counseling application without signing this first.

"Done?"

"Here."

I checked to make sure Lee Sol had filled out the agreement properly. She's surprisingly good at these things.

Now that we've signed the agreement, I took out the counseling application from the envelope.

I wanted to see the profile before the client arrived.

"Let's see..."

...Huh?

———
Counseling Applicant: Kang Han-sol
Class: Year 2, Class 3
Club Affiliation: Band Club
———

As soon as I read it, I felt a strong sense of déjà vu.

...I'm sure I've seen this name somewhere before.

My memory is hazy.

"Seung-ho, it's almost time for the client to arrive."

"Ah, yes."

When I checked the time at the President's reminder, it was already that late.

Let's prepare for the counseling first.

Knock, knock—

"Yes, come in."

Slide—

A rather large-built guy entered the room.

His name tag was blue. He was a second-year like me.

He looked around the room awkwardly. People who come for counseling generally react like that.

Counseling isn't exactly a familiar activity.

...But wait.

'That's the guy.'

The male student Ji Nu-ri avoided this morning.

This seems like it might be more troublesome than I expected.

"Sit wherever you feel comfortable. Would you like something to drink?"

I suppressed my surprise and greeted him with the most natural expression I could manage.

"No, I'm fine."

The client, Kang Han-sol, seemed more interested in finishing the counseling quickly than in snacks.

Since I felt the same way, I got straight to the point as he wished.

"First, can you tell me exactly what's going on?"

I asked him questions according to the manual.

I already knew what was going on from reading Ji Nu-ri's Inner Thoughts... but the others would find it strange if I already knew.

"Sigh......"

After a brief silence, he began to speak.

"Well... there's someone I like in the same club, and I confessed to her recently."

Right, this guy confessed to Ji Nu-ri.

That was one of the reasons she'd been avoiding him since morning.

"To cut to the chase... I was rejected right away."

"...Oho."

Lee Sol let out a small exclamation.

Somehow she had snacks in her hands and had become an audience eagerly listening to a love story.

When I gave her a sidelong glance, Lee Sol sheepishly checked my reaction.

"...Isn't this how it's done?"

"......"

When I didn't respond, Lee Sol covered her mouth with her hand.

"Okay. I'll keep quiet."

I turned back to the client.

"...Please continue."

"Um... sure."

He seemed a bit bewildered but continued his story.

"Actually, being rejected isn't the main issue since I don't plan to give up yet..."

So he hasn't given up.

"The problem is that now she's saying she wants to quit the club."

I didn't know that.

The situation is getting more complicated.

Hearing this, Lee Sol raised her eyebrows.

"...She's really decisive, huh."

I pinched Lee Sol's forearm lightly.

"Ow...! Okay, I really won't say anything...!"

...I'm starting to wonder if recruiting her was a mistake.

Ji Nu-ri's concerns suddenly came back to me.

"Ahem, shall we continue?"

"...Yeah."

Kang Han-sol was impressive in his own way, continuing to speak resolutely despite the situation.

"...Anyway. I want to somehow prevent her from leaving the club. I came here wondering if there's a good way to do that."

I'm not sure.

This isn't a problem that can be solved simply by convincing Ji Nu-ri to stay.

It was a much more complicated issue than Kang Han-sol realized.

......

About 10 minutes after Kang Han-sol left.

The second client arrived secretly.

Kim Soo-jin, a second-year from the Band Club.

"There's someone I like in the same club... but I think he likes someone else."

She looked at us with desperate eyes.

"Is there any way to help me?"

Kang Han-sol who likes Ji Nu-ri.

Kim Soo-jin who likes Kang Han-sol.

Ji Nu-ri who can't stand it and wants to leave the club.

...This is why I said it was complicated.

"......"
"......"

My eyes met Lee Sol's for a few seconds.

"...Could this be."

I kept my mouth shut at Lee Sol's suspicion.

She's quick to catch on.

"......"

Perhaps my silence answered her question.

Lee Sol's lips curled into a slight smile.

She whispered quietly so only I could hear:

"The Counseling Club is really fun."
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"Ta-da!"

In front of the mirror stood Senior Min-ji. And sitting before her was the second client, Kim Soo-jin.

Her reflection in the mirror looked completely different from before.

Fair skin with subtle blush. The dark eyelashes that complemented it captivated anyone's gaze.

"Wow, wooow......"

She seemed so surprised herself that she couldn't properly close her mouth.

Senior Min-ji twirled the mascara with her finger and proudly shrugged her shoulders.

"How is it? Completely different, right? Soo-jin, you have good features to begin with. Just changing your makeup style a little makes your whole vibe different."

If before she was an awkward beauty with excessive makeup, now she was the complete opposite.

Is this what they call "natural beauty"?

They say a woman's transformation is innocent, but I didn't know it was actually possible in reality.

"...This is seriously impressive."

Lee Sol was also surprised and froze in an awkward posture while looking at her.

"How did you do that?"

"Well, I'm good at art, you know."

I see, so being good at art means being good at makeup too.

"Thank you, Unnie!"

Kim Soo-jin grabbed Min-ji's hands and bounced up and down.

"Have confidence, Soo-jin. You can do it. Fighting!"

Senior Min-ji encouraged Kim Soo-jin's confidence as she headed out of the counseling room.

Her steps were strangely filled with confidence. She looked ready to charm anyone.

Is this the power of counseling (physical)?

"......"

Well, now that we've sent off the last client.

"Phew......"
"Ugh......"

I lay back on the sofa. At the same time, Lee Sol collapsed on the opposite couch.

"...Finally over."

It's been a while since I've done counseling, so I'm completely drained.

How do we get caught up in this kind of thing on the first day?

There's never an easy day.

"Are these kinds of counseling sessions common?"

Lee Sol asked me, turning her head while her face was buried in the sofa.

"Not really... well, actually they are?"

I was about to say no, but changed my answer.

Come to think of it, these were definitely more common than regular counseling.

Maybe we should change our name. To the (Dating) Counseling Club.

"Sol, this was your first counseling session. How was it?"

Senior Min-ji, who was organizing documents in the counseling room, casually approached Lee Sol.

"Hmm......"

At that question, Lee Sol fell into thought for a moment.

Then she slightly raised the corners of her mouth.

"It was a lot more fun than I expected."

"Really? That's a relief~"

Senior Min-ji let out a sigh of relief at that answer.

"I was worried you might find it difficult... Some people struggle with just listening to stories."

"...Then maybe I have a talent for counseling?"

Just one compliment, and she immediately became proud.

Senior Min-ji smiled slightly at the sight.

"Maybe you really do."

Are they already getting close?

That's really fast. I might be a bit jealous of that ability.

"So? What are you planning to do now?"

I tilted my head at Lee Sol's question.

"...What am I planning to do?"

"No, I mean them. Is it okay to just send them off like this? Shouldn't we do something more?"

It's strange to see someone who's usually so lazy being so enthusiastic.

Is it because it's about romance?

Lee Sol is a girl after all, so I guess she likes that kind of thing.

...Though there seems to be a slight misunderstanding.

"We're the Counseling Club, not problem solvers. Our role is just to give advice on direction."

"Huh? You don't solve their problems?"

"...No, why would we do that? They need to figure it out themselves."

That's what counseling is all about.

You provide some help, but let them handle it themselves.

The relationship between client and counselor is like that of a player and coach in sports.

Just because a baseball player throws terribly, the coach doesn't step in to throw for them.

"...I guess that makes sense."

Lee Sol seemed to understand and nodded.

"So we really don't do anything else now?"

"No, we've already done everything we can."

I explained the plans we had made so far.

Three approaches considering the clients' wishes.

"First, giving advice to help Kim Soo-jin charm Kang Han-sol. ...We just did that."

This is the plan for our second client, Kim Soo-jin.

If she can successfully charm Kang Han-sol, the love triangle problem would essentially be solved.

We got Senior Min-ji's help for this part.

She directly taught her basic makeup techniques and tips for attracting guys.

The president is quite popular herself, after all.

Min-ji had risen to her current position by defeating her romantic rivals. Her expertise was trustworthy.

"For Kang Han-sol, there are two directions."

This is simple.

"Either Kang Han-sol convinces Ji Nu-ri to return to the club, or he gives up on her."

"Here it really depends on what Nu-ri decides to do, right?"

"Exactly."

Her choice will change the situation. So our advice doesn't mean much.

Therefore, we've pretty much done everything we can.

We listened to the clients, empathized with them, comforted them.

Then set up signposts to help them make the best choices.

"Now all that's left is to wait and see."

And continue counseling based on the results.

Usually, counseling isn't resolved in just one session anyway.

So, for the time being, there's nothing more we can do.

At best, we can go home and get some rest.

***

Ah.

This is fucking miserable.

Shin A-young sighed inwardly.

"A-young. I think this part should be more emotionally intense, like this."

Jung Jae-hoon, a senior from the drama club, was demonstrating while looking at the script.

Meanwhile, he was subtly closing the distance between them and casually checking her out.

Look at that. Clearly not his first time pulling this move.

"......"

A-young was on the verge of sighing out loud at his behavior, but.

She couldn't show it.

"Ah~ I understand what you mean."

...Just keep smiling.

A-young responded lightly, maintaining a passive reaction.

"Now, if we look at the next scene..."

...This guy. How long is he planning to keep this up?

She wanted to practice alone and spend her time that way, but Jae-hoon wouldn't leave her alone.

Normally, the club president would have stepped in by now to tell him to take it easy.

But no one was intervening.

"...It seems to have gotten worse since the president was hospitalized."

Suddenly, she missed the president.

The senior who used to lead the club had been in a serious traffic accident and was hospitalized.

Fortunately, there were no major issues, but she couldn't attend school for a while.

In her place, Jung Jae-hoon, who was also a third-year and had a strong voice in the drama club, took over as president.

Since then, it's been like this.

"I just want to quit......"

If she had known it would be like this, she would have joined a different club from the start.

...Though, it probably wouldn't be much different in other clubs either.

For A-young, there was no comfortable place anywhere in school.

......Well, there was one person she had become a bit more comfortable with recently.

"...Senior. Don't you need to check on the other members too?"

Go somewhere else.

That was the meaning behind her question.

"Oh, the others...?"

Jae-hoon glanced back slightly and then looked at her with a light smile.

"Of course it would be good to check on them too... but the chemistry between the leads is most important, right?"

"That's... yes, that's true."

Sigh, let's just give up.

It seems like no matter what she says, he won't listen.

The best option might be to finish practice quickly and leave.

......

Finally, it's over.

A-young stood up as soon as club time ended.

"R W Q E AA R AA R."

Her head was full of game combos.

She needed to go practice in the Howling Abyss map.

"......"

...That's when it happened.

A shadow crossed her path.

Not completely blocking her way, but just enough to make it difficult to pass.

Looking up, she saw Jung Jae-hoon standing there.

"A-young. We're going to karaoke after this. Want to join us?"

"......"

This again.

As he spoke, the other male students chimed in.

"Yeah, A-young. Let's hang out together."

"It would be our first time at karaoke with A-young."

"You skipped last time because of homework. You should take a break with us today."

This was a bit of an awkward request for her.

"Ah, well... I already have other plans today."

A-young gave an ambiguous smile.

It was true that she had plans.

"Other plans?"

At those words, Jae-hoon frowned slightly, then raised the corner of his mouth as if he'd had a good idea.

"Then invite your friend here too."

"What? No..."

"It's fine. We'll pay, so just tell them to come. If they don't like karaoke, we can go somewhere else."

"...Well."

A-young's expression stiffened slightly.

She needed to reject him more firmly... but she couldn't bring herself to do it.

She was afraid her evaluation would go down.

And that it might even reach her parents.

"Ugh......"

...How should I refuse?

At times like this, her heart felt slightly twisted.

She could say it perfectly well in her mind, but actually getting it out was difficult.

It got stuck right below her throat.

"......"

...This is driving me crazy.

Every time she saw herself like this, she couldn't help but feel self-deprecating.

"...Then."

As Jae-hoon was about to say one last thing while looking at A-young.

Buzz—! Buzz—!

A-young's phone vibrated in her pants pocket.

Ah...!

The name that appeared on the screen was Lee Seung-ho.

Come to think of it, they had exchanged numbers earlier.

She answered somewhat urgently.

— "Hello?"

His voice came through the phone.

Neither high nor low, an utterly calm voice.

"Hello? Are you done with your club activities?"

— "Yeah, just finished. Are you still busy? If you're busy right now—"

"No, I'm done too. I'll come right now."

She quickly denied his assumption.

A-young couldn't miss this opportunity.

"Where are you now?"

— "First floor, main entrance."

"I'll come down right away."

A-young hung up and lowered her eyebrows.

She gave Jae-hoon an apologetic look.

"I'm sorry, Senior. I really have something important to do, so I'll go ahead."

A-young passed by his surprised expression and headed for the club room door.

Her steps were as quick as possible.

"Huh? A-young's not coming?"

"She said she has plans."

"Who with? A boyfriend?"

"Nah, probably not..."

The guys murmured as they watched her leave.

"I'm sorry. I'll go ahead."

With those final words, A-young closed the club room door.

Then, she quickly crossed the hallway.

"Yesss! You beautiful thing~ Just wait for me!"

A-young's visible lips curled up in a pleased smirk.

Ch.12 - Must Win (1)
"Lee Seung-ho!"

A voice calling my name.

When I turned around, I saw Shin A-young running toward the main gate.

Why is she in such a hurry? I'm worried she might trip.

"Sorry, am I a bit late?"

— "Ugh... that jerk just wasted my time."

Seems like something happened at her club.

I didn't need to read her mind to know what had happened.

"A-young, hi~"

Lee Sol, who was with me, greeted her.

"Oh?"

Shin A-young's eyes widened slightly when she saw her.

"Sol is here too? Are you coming with us?"

"Yeah, I thought it might be nice to play games for a change."

Actually, Sol joining us was unexpected for me too.

I had asked her to come along just to be polite, but I didn't think she'd actually accept.

"You don't mind?"

Shin A-young looked surprised.

Yeah.

I'm curious about that too.

"...What exactly do you think of me?"

Sol's mouth twisted at the question.

"You don't think I'm someone who's pickled in laziness, do you?"

She was grumbling slightly, apparently annoyed.

...But.

— "Isn't that exactly what she is?"
*Isn't that exactly what she is?*

My thoughts overlapped with Shin A-young's.

Seems like she was thinking the same thing as me.

Anyway.

"...Shall we go?"

I took the first step.

There's no point in just standing at the main gate.

People's gazes were gradually turning toward us. These two tend to attract attention.

If we're going to move, we'd better do it quickly.

— "I didn't expect Sol to come... but I guess more people means more fun."

Shin A-young readily accepted Sol's addition to our group.

...That's a bit of a relief.

Since she joined suddenly.

Having read her inner thoughts, I figured bringing Sol along would be fine, at least with her.

But people's feelings can change, after all.

***

Hmm, this looks good.

Shin A-young expressed satisfaction as she looked at her reflection in the PC room's entrance mirror.

A cap pulled low and a mask covering the lower half of her face.

No one would recognize her like this.

She wasn't the only one hiding her face.

"Sol, want to borrow a cap?"

Shin A-young asked while adjusting her mask.

"I'm fine without a cap, but do you have an extra mask?"

"Let me see... ah, I have one left."

Fortunately, there was exactly one left in her bag.

Good thing she brought a spare.

Seeing this, Lee Seung-ho made a slightly bewildered expression.

"...Is that really necessary?"

"More people talk to us than you think, you know?"

Especially in places like PC rooms where the male ratio was higher, this tendency was more pronounced.

People would keep approaching them, making it impossible to concentrate on games.

This was a common experience for both Shin A-young and Sol, who was a model.

It was more comfortable to just hide their faces.

"...I see?"

Lee Seung-ho expressed small amazement at this fact.

Seeing his reaction, the corners of her mouth turned up slightly.

She felt playful. With a subtle smile, she nudged him.

She closed the distance between them more than usual.

"Are you finally realizing who you're hanging out with?"

"What are you talking about?"

Lee Seung-ho chuckled and entered the PC room first.

...That wasn't the reaction she expected.

Lee Seung-ho seemed completely unfazed.

...That's a bit irritating.

"I'll go charge up some time."

Lee Seung-ho turned on the computer and headed to the auto-charging machine.

While he was away, Shin A-young ordered food first.

With practiced movements, she ordered her usual drink, iced tea.

Except today, she ordered three cups.

"Here—"

Shin A-young placed two cups of iced tea on Lee Seung-ho's desk.

"What's this?"

He gave her a questioning look.

"It's on me. One is for Sol."

"Why suddenly?"

It's not sudden.

She bought it to thank him for calling her earlier.

If it weren't for that, she might have had a harder time getting away.

And it would have been awkward to buy only for him and not Sol, so she bought one for her too.

Shin A-young didn't say this out loud.

"Take it or leave it."

"I didn't say I didn't want it."

Lee Seung-ho promptly accepted the iced tea.

"Thanks, I'll enjoy it."

"Me too~"

Shin A-young peeked over Lee Seung-ho's back while logging in.

Lee Seung-ho was in the middle seat, with Sol across from him.

"Sol, have you played League before?"

"A little, a while back? I think I played one ranked game and then quit."

"Then we don't need to go through the tutorial."

That was good news.

No need to waste time on tutorials.

"Since there are three of us, normal game?"

Lee Seung-ho answered Shin A-young's question.

"Yeah, normal game. You're going mid, right?"

"Yep."

Although she played bottom last time, she's originally a mid laner.

She may have fed last time, but today she intended to show her real skills.

She even watched Arin's tutorial videos on NewTube before coming.

"Then I'll take her bottom with me."

Lee Seung-ho took Sol down to the bottom lane.

It was a practical decision.

Since Sol was a beginner, sending her as support was the better choice, if one had to be made.

About 3 minutes after the game started.

Had the image training helped?

Today, her lane phase was going smoothly.

"...Nice, the damage trade is insane."

Though she hadn't secured a kill, her opponent's health was already at a killable threshold.

The opponent had no choice but to return to the fountain, crying.

That alone was a win.

"Mid diff already...!"

Shin A-young turned to Lee Seung-ho, feeling quite proud.

"Want to see what I'm doing?"

"Ah, I missed the skill."

"That's not good. Try to poke while backing off a bit."

"Okay."

Perhaps because they were so focused, there wasn't much reaction.

"......"

They're busy.

She couldn't keep paying attention to them. Shin A-young turned her gaze back to her own screen.

Tap tap tap. She continued the lane phase while pressing the keyboard.

Even so.

Something.

She felt oddly left out.

Maybe because the two were a bottom duo, she felt somewhat disconnected as the mid laner.

"Let's wear down their health with a damage trade. Try to engage now."

"Okay, I'm going in."

The two were conversing, while she was silently focusing on her lane.

That made her feel a bit...

...No.

Wasn't she getting in a strange mood over nothing?

"...Ahem."

Shin A-young cleared her throat to change the atmosphere.

Alright. Instead of useless thoughts...

"Shin A-young. Can you roam now?"

She flinched.

"Huh? Oh, yes, I can. Can you wait a moment?"

She was startled by the sudden call.

Shin A-young pushed her lane first, then arrived at the bottom lane before her opponent.

"I'm going in now!"

The enemy bottom duo, not expecting her arrival, tried to retreat too late.

— Enemy slain.

She cleanly took down the opponent with Lee Seung-ho's coordination.

A double kill rang sweetly in her ears.

"Whoa...! A-young, what the...?!"

"Nice roaming."

He calmly uttered a single phrase.

"Hey, hey! Stop eating my CS!"

"Ah. Sorry."

Yet he fiercely scolded Sol for touching the minions.

He was deeply focused on the game.

"Can mid join now?"

"Not right away."

After that, Lee Seung-ho continued to call her name.

"......"

Is it a coincidence?

It seems like a coincidence, but somehow it doesn't feel like one.

The way he keeps talking to her even when it's not necessary.

It feels like he's deliberately mentioning her out of awareness.

*Did he notice I was feeling left out?*

No, that can't be it.

She wondered if her feelings of isolation were showing, but his eyes were still fixed on the monitor.

He wouldn't have had time to check her expression.

"......"

Anyway, he was strangely perceptive.

He always had been.

He seemed to deliberately avoid things that made her uncomfortable.

He doesn't push too hard. He doesn't blindly agree with everything she says.

Just like a simple friend.

Maybe that's why.

Somehow, being with him feels more comfortable than other times.

While lost in these idle thoughts, time had already passed the 30-minute mark.

"The difference isn't big, so we need to do well in the Baron teamfight."

The game had reached the late stage.
There was still a possibility of the game flipping with one teamfight.

At that moment.

"Ah."

With a short death cry, Sol's character turned to ashes.

She went too deep trying to secure vision. She died without being able to do anything.

"Huh?"

Shin A-young, who followed, sensed something was wrong.

But once drawn in, her death was also a foregone conclusion.

"...We're done for."

As Lee Seung-ho said, no one was left.

The enemy team pushed straight to mid.

It ended in an instant. The Nexus health rapidly disappeared.

— Defeat.

The screen turned red.

A brief silence weighed down the air.

"Um..."

Sol rolled her eyes nervously.

"...Sorry."

She said quietly.

Sol became crumpled and dejected.

"No, these things happen."

It was only the first game, after all.

Besides, she hadn't been fully focused herself from the middle of the game.

Shin A-young comforted her, saying it was okay.

...Of course, that's what she said, but honestly, there was a problem.

Sol wasn't just bad—she was terribly bad.

The fact that they had held on until mid-game was only possible because the mid and ADC had relatively outperformed their opponents.

At this rate, a losing streak like last time was inevitable.

"......"
"......"

Glances quickly passed between Shin A-young and Lee Seung-ho.

Though no direct words were exchanged, they felt their thoughts aligned.

This needed some kind of solution.

"Should we switch positions? I'll go ADC."

Shin A-young decided to take care of Sol herself.

It might be better for him to jungle instead.

"Then I'll go jungle... and Sol, you..."

Lee Seung-ho chose a champion for her.

"Do you know how to play this?"

"...A cat?"

A magical cat appeared on the screen.

Yuumi.

A champion that would seal Sol's mouse.

As a champion with a mechanism to attach to teammates, it might actually suit her personality quite well.

And so the next game began.

"Slurp! Slurp!"

Press W, E, Q, one bite of ramen.

Sol faithfully executed Yuumi's combo.

*We have to win...!*

Tap tap tap tap!
Shin A-young, with Sol attached to her, gritted her teeth and clicked her mouse.

Combined with Lee Seung-ho's strategy of constantly ganking bottom lane.

Did that work properly?

The game tilted in their favor somehow.

"Got them!"

Past the 30-minute mark.

A well-fed Shin A-young cut down the enemy ADC and support. At that moment, the turning point for victory became visible.

The teamfight victory in front of the enemy base was enough to blow the game wide open.

"Push the Nexus quickly!"

They pushed straight through mid and destroyed the Nexus.

— Victory!

"Whew...!"
"We won...!"

It was just one game, but they were completely drained.

Shin A-young and Lee Seung-ho slumped in their chairs, exhausted.

"...Oh."

Sol looked at the victory message on the screen with small amazement.

"This game is fun."

An Iron-tier Yuumi master had appeared in League ranked games.

***

"I need to use the bathroom."

It's urgent. I hurriedly looked for the restroom.

I was so focused on the game that I didn't even realize I needed to go.

"Phew..."

That's better.

After washing my hands thoroughly and briefly checking the display stand for snacks, I was about to return to my seat.

Ding-a-ling~

"Ah, suddenly a PC room?"

As the bell rang, familiar faces started coming in through the entrance.

"All the girls left. What's the point of staying at the karaoke with just guys?"

"That's true..."

"Can't be helped. Let's just play some ranked games at the PC room."

Judging by their uniforms, they were students from our school.

They looked somewhat familiar.

"......"

"......"

My eyes briefly met with one of them as I passed by.

...Ah.

I remember now.

Isn't that person a Senior from Shin A-young's club?

Ch.13 - Must Win (2)
"..."

Looking at him up close, I'm even more certain.

His name was... right, Jung Jae-hoon. He was a senior in the Drama Club that Shin A-young belonged to.

"..."

Our eyes met briefly.

I naturally looked away.

I didn't particularly want to acknowledge knowing him anyway.

— "...Who is that? I've seen them somewhere before."

From his inner thoughts, it seemed Jung Jae-hoon couldn't quite place me either.

"Hey, what are you doing? People are waiting behind you. Hurry up and charge your time."

Jung Jae-hoon's friend urged him from behind.

"Ah, sorry."

Jung Jae-hoon glanced in my direction briefly.

Then quickly looked away.

I walked away with slightly quickened steps.

When I reached our seats, Lee Sol was watching Yuming lectures on NewTube, and Shin A-young was debating whether to buy a new skin.

I sat down and spoke in a not-too-loud voice.

"That person is here."

"...Huh? Who?"

"That senior from your club we saw last time."

At those words, Shin A-young's hands froze.

"...Really?"

"Yeah, he just arrived. He's charging his time at the counter right now."

Her bottom lifted slightly off the chair.

She peeked her face over the partition and then came back.

"...It really is him."

After seeing him, Shin A-young's expression noticeably worsened.

Does she dislike him that much?

— "Ah, shit... What do I do... If he catches me here, it's definitely going to be a hassle."

Well... that makes sense.

He'd probably try to join us the moment he saw us.

From what I saw last time, he seemed like that type of person.

Shin A-young glanced in his direction and then looked away.

— "...But I can't just tell the others we should leave... I guess I'll have to go home first. Sigh... and I was finally getting to play some games with them..."

She came to that conclusion on her own.

...Sigh.

She's such a foolish girl.

Is she so used to enduring things? Bottling things up like that can't be good for her mental health.

...I can't just let this slide.

I turned off my computer and grabbed my bag from the floor.

If we're going to leave, it's better if we all go together.

"Lee Sol, pack up. Let's go."

"...Huh? Aren't we playing one more round?"

"We don't have time. I'll explain once we're outside."

Shin A-young's eyes widened.

She seems unable to follow what's happening.

"..."

I glance down the corridor.

Jung Jae-hoon is still charging his time near the entrance.

It would be awkward to pass by him now.

Shin A-young is in the same predicament.

Her hat and mask only hide her appearance to an extent...

Anyone with a keen eye would recognize her.

"Do you have anything to wear over your clothes?"

She shook her head.

Nothing, huh.

"Just a moment."

I rummaged through my bag.

I brought it this morning because the weather was chilly... Ah, here it is.

I handed Shin A-young a beige hoodie.

"Put this on for now."

"Oh, o-okay."

Shin A-young, already wearing her hat and mask, put on the hoodie and pulled the hood over her head.

With the hat pressed down, the shadows made her face barely visible.

The oversized hoodie also somewhat concealed her figure.

"Okay. This should work. I wouldn't recognize you even if you were a celebrity."

I check the corridor again.

Jung Jae-hoon and his friends are no longer visible, perhaps having found seats.

"...Let's go now."

I quickly led the two toward the exit.

"There aren't any seats on this side. Are there any over there?"

Jung Jae-hoon walked into the corridor.

"Yeah, I think there are plenty over here."

The timing couldn't have been worse; they seemed to be looking for seats.

It would look strange to turn back now.

I'll just have to walk past naturally.

"..."

If we could just pass by Jung Jae-hoon—

"...Wait a second."

Jung Jae-hoon looked in our direction and spoke.

I tried to ignore him and keep walking, but he lightly grabbed my shoulder.

"You're that guy from before, right? The one who was doing a project with A-young."

"..."

So he does remember me.

But it's still okay. He doesn't know the person behind me is Shin A-young.

I played along with his words.

"Ah... Are you that senior from the Drama Club?"

"That's right. You remembered."

Jung Jae-hoon smiled smoothly while subtly eyeing the people behind me.

"Who are your friends?"

"Classmates."

"Hmm..."

— "Lee Sol? This guy is more resourceful than he looks."

Jung Jae-hoon immediately recognized Lee Sol.

Well, her appearance isn't exactly easy to hide.

The important thing is whether Shin A-young can remain undetected.

— "Hmm? Could that be..."

Did he notice?

— "...I'll just test the waters a bit."

Jung Jae-hoon naturally closed the distance and—

"...Aren't you hot wearing all that on such a nice day?"

He tilted his head slightly, trying to peek inside the hood.

Swish—

Before he could, I smoothly moved in front of Shin A-young.

"..."

Jung Jae-hoon's smile stiffened noticeably.

He's quite transparent with his emotions.

I don't even need to read his mind to know what he's thinking.

I calmly said to him:

"She's a bit shy around strangers."

"..."

At that, he backed off slightly with an embarrassed expression.

"Sorry. Was I being too forward with someone I just met?"

I didn't bother to deny it.

As if confirming his assumption, I just maintained eye contact without saying anything.

"..."
"..."

"Hey! Are you coming or not?! If not, we're starting without you!"

Just then, a voice called for Jung Jae-hoon from inside the PC room.

Perfect timing.

"Your friend is calling. Shouldn't you go?"

"...Yeah, I should."

Jung Jae-hoon soon turned around.

"Have fun with your friends. I'll be going now."

He had suspicions but no concrete evidence.

He had no choice but to back down.

*Ding-a-ling~*

As we opened the glass door and stepped outside, a cool breeze greeted us.

PC room escape: successful.

***

"...Haah."

Shin A-young kicked off her shoes and entered her home.

She was in a thoroughly foul mood.

If only Jung Jae-hoon hadn't suddenly appeared, they could have played several more rounds by now.

Since there were no seats at other PC rooms, they ended up naturally dispersing afterward.

...Maybe I should shower.

"Ah."

Entering the bathroom, Shin A-young let out a gasp at her reflection in the mirror.

She was still wearing the large beige hoodie.

She had forgotten to return his clothes.

"Why am I like this..."

She was completely out of it today.

"Phew..."

...I should take it off.

The soft texture of the sleeves brushed against her fingertips.

He didn't look particularly big from the outside, but...

...He wears larger clothes than I expected. Does he prefer an oversized fit?

*Sniff sniff*

Wondering if her sweat had soaked into it, she gave it a smell.

There was a faint scent, but it was different.

Unlike the usual smell of her home. A plain, heavy soap fragrance.

It reminded her that he was indeed a guy.

Is that why he's so gutsy?

"...I should wash it before returning it."

She muttered to herself.

...Thinking back on her actions made her feel embarrassed.

"Hmm..."

*Tap tap tap*

— Shin A-young: I forgot to return your clothes.
— Shin A-young: I'll bring them to school tomorrow!

Shin A-young sent a direct message to Lee Seung-ho on Instagram.

It would be good to let him know.

*Shhhh—*

She tucked her phone between towels and turned on the shower.

There should be a reply by the time she finished.

.
.
.

Sitting on the living room floor, Shin A-young glanced at her phone screen while watching TV.

"..."

The number 1 proudly displayed next to the message.

...He still hasn't read it.

Could he be asleep?

"..."

...No, that can't be it.

Look outside. Unlike last time, the sun is still high in the sky.

If not that, then...

The thought that maybe she had become a bother to him surfaced.

"Sigh."

Shin A-young tossed her phone onto the sofa.

Keeping it nearby would only make her anxious.

"..."

...But it would make sense, wouldn't it?

It would be understandable if she had become annoying.

Lee Seung-ho had helped her multiple times, and she hadn't done much in return.

The most she'd done was pay for his PC room time or buy him iced tea.

...And she even got treated after winning their bet.

Today, because of her, he couldn't even properly enjoy the PC room.

Thinking about it again:

"...I really am the worst."

Shin A-young's expression turned slightly dejected.

Even she thought so herself.

It was always frustrating not being able to speak up confidently.

A friend who constantly needs looking after.

Even she would find that tiresome.

*Ding!*

Her phone notification rang.

"..."

...It's probably just a game advertisement.

"...Sniff."

Deliberately lowering her expectations, she sat on the sofa.

She lightly touched the phone screen.

— Lee Seung-ho: Ok
— Lee Seung-ho: No rush.

Shin A-young's eyes widened slightly.
He had replied.

— Lee Seung-ho: Ah.

And another message followed.

— Lee Seung-ho: Are you free now?
— Lee Seung-ho: If you have time, want to duo in ranked?
— Lee Seung-ho: Lee Sol says she's not playing because she's going to sleep.

*Tap tap*

— Shin A-young: Logging in right now.

This was too good to pass up.

Shin A-young, forgetting her earlier gloom, immediately went to find her laptop.

Ch.14 - New Member Welcome Party
"...Shin A-young, I'm never playing ranked games with you again."

In the classroom, I said this to the person sitting behind me.

"Aw, why~"

Shin A-young grumbled at my words.

I wonder if she really doesn't know or is just pretending not to.

If it's the former, I should probably make it clear.

I searched for our match history site and showed it to her.

"...Can't you see how red it is because of you?"

Red. It's completely red, to put it mildly.

"......"

Shin A-young's shoulders flinched slightly. She avoided my gaze for a moment.

Then, as if remembering something, she glanced at me.

"...But honestly, it's not just my fault. Don't you remember that game? When you said you'd jungle like a master and then totally bombed."

"......"

"And. Really. Badly."

Well.

Hmm. I have nothing to say to that.

"Besides, we won the last game."

Shin A-young pointed to the top of our match history. That part alone was blue.

...But. That's only because we kept playing until we won.

"Ahaha."

Lee Sol, who had been listening to our conversation, snickered.

"That's all~ because you didn't have me, the Yuumi master."

"...? Since when were you a Yuumi master?"

That's seriously the first time I've heard this.

"Why, want to play a game—"

"No."

The answer came out immediately.

"......"

Shin A-young just smiled silently.

"Ah, why...!"

Lee Sol got upset and pouted.

She grumbled about what the problem was.

...But not understanding that is the problem itself.

Lee Sol needs to do some self-reflection.

"Did you guys become friends so quickly?"

Ji Nu-ri, who had just entered the classroom, showed interest in our group.

She seemed surprised to see us chatting like this.

Thud.

She sat down in the seat next to me and put down her bag.

...But what she was carrying wasn't her usual guitar case.

It was just a regular school bag.

"......"

Hmm.

I can pretty much guess what's going on.

"...Hey."

Ji Nu-ri looked around.

Then she turned to me and casually said:

"I want to join the Counseling Club."

At that calm statement.

"Huh...?!"

The reaction came not from me but from behind.

Shin A-young blinked repeatedly. She seemed quite surprised.

"...What happened to your previous club?"

"I properly quit."

Ji Nu-ri answered matter-of-factly.

It was a predictable answer, really.

Looking for a new club means quitting the existing one.

So Kang Han-sol's persuasion ended in failure.

— "...Since she rejected his confession again, he probably won't come around for a while."

And she rejected him again.

Han-sol is impressive in his own way for confessing again. That's not easy.

Shin A-young leaned forward, resting her hands on the desk.

"So suddenly? Why are you quitting?"

Shin A-young doesn't know the details.

From her perspective, this must have been unexpected news.

She looked concerned, wondering what had happened.

Ji Nu-ri shrugged as if it was no big deal.

"Just... I want to try different things?"

She offered that excuse somewhat hesitantly.

But that reason wasn't entirely untrue.

— "I've been feeling like I've hit a wall with my skills lately. I did need some different experiences."

It seems she had been considering leaving the club anyway.

It wasn't just because of the confession. Han-sol's confession was just the catalyst.

...Of course, I can't say the confession wasn't an issue at all.

"......"

Shin A-young's lips fidgeted.

She seemed to be contemplating something.

Her eyebrows twitched up and down.

— "...Everyone's joining the Counseling Club. With this atmosphere... should I join too?"

That was her inner thought.

Why is she like this now?

"......"

...Like at the PC room.

Shin A-young seems to be the type who easily feels left out.

Of course, I don't think she'll actually quit the Drama Club. She doesn't seem to have that kind of courage.

She's really just tough on the outside.

Ji Nu-ri asked casually.

"What do you think?"

Even if she asks like that, it's not something I can decide right away.

"I'll ask the President first."

Though I doubt it'll be approved so easily.

.
.
.

Clap clap clap—

"Welcome to our club."

The President and Senior Min-ji welcomed Ji Nu-ri with applause.

...This is a bit ridiculous.

"...Can you decide this easily?"

It took less than 10 seconds.

It seems like they made the decision as soon as they heard about it.

No matter how you look at it, isn't this too quick?

"It's fine."

The President waved her hand dismissively.

"We need to think about next year. Besides, we didn't get any first-years this year."

"That's..."

...She's certainly right about that.

Both the President and Senior Min-ji will graduate next year.

If only Lee Sol and I remain, we'd have to struggle to find new members next year.

As expected, the President had it all planned out.

"Here. Take this."

The President handed Ji Nu-ri a sheet of paper. It was a club application form.

"Submit it to the teacher by tomorrow."

"Thank you."

The process was quite abbreviated.

Anyway, with this, Ji Nu-ri has joined the Counseling Club.

It was decided rather hastily.

Well, I guess it's all good.

"Now that Nu-ri has joined too, this is perfect. Should we do it today?"

Senior Min-ji suddenly brought up a new topic.

"...Do what?"

"A welcome party for new members. We've been too busy with counseling to do it until now."

She pulled out a white envelope. It looked quite thick.

"Let's have a meal outside with the club budget. Is there anything specific you'd like to eat?"

She winked with one eye.

"Of course, attendance is optional, so feel free to come if you want."

She said that, but it was essentially mandatory.

In this atmosphere, no normal person would consider skipping—

"Ah, then I'll pass."

Lee Sol raised her hand and said that.

Then she started packing her things. She was planning to go home right away.

"Huh? Uh, umm......"

Senior Min-ji's expression gradually became blank.

A normal person wouldn't skip.

But what if that person is Lee Sol?

Right. She's the type who can do that.

"......"

However.

If there's one thing Lee Sol didn't consider here.

"...Just a moment?"

She just joined, but.

One of the new members was Ji Nu-ri.

Ji Nu-ri smiled brightly and took her outside the club room.

Slide—

The club room door closed.

"......"

...I don't know what happened.

But afterward, Lee Sol silently attended the new member welcome party.

...A Lee Sol restraint system has been created in the Counseling Club.

.
.
.

"Phew~ That was delicious~"

"This place is pretty good."

Senior Min-ji and Lee Sol walked side by side, expressing their satisfaction.

...What's with Lee Sol?

She ate the most out of all of us.

"...She always acts like that but enjoys herself when she actually joins in."

Ji Nu-ri also looked at her with disbelief.

Senior Min-ji, who was walking ahead, spun around.

She raised her hand and pointed to a place.

"It seems a bit early to part ways. Should we go to the arcade?"

A self-service arcade next to the mala tang restaurant caught our eye.

It's called an arcade, but inside it was mostly filled with claw machines.

Lee Sol, who had been examining the interior, kept glancing at me.

Wondering what she wanted, I met her gaze.

"...Got any money? Lend me a thousand won."

That's what she asked.

...She really needs a lot of looking after.

It feels like I'm taking care of a younger cousin.

Since it's not a lot of money, I took out a thousand-won bill from my wallet and handed it to her.

"Thanks."

Lee Sol happily took it.

Since I've already lent her money, I might as well look around too.

"Are you good at claw machines?"

"The skill is in finding what's easy to grab. Let's see..."

Lee Sol wandered around the arcade. After looking at various claw machines.

She stopped in front of one.

"See this? The one that's slightly hanging over—this is definitely doable."

Lee Sol inserted the money into the machine and moved the lever slightly.

Swish swish.

She moved around to check the angles, then pressed the button with a tense expression.

Whirrrr—

The claw came down and grabbed the plushie firmly.

It rose quickly while holding it tightly.

...Is this really going to work?

Just as I thought that.

The claw lost its grip, and the plushie dropped with a thud right in front of the prize chute.

"...Wow, that's a shame."

I couldn't help but sigh.

It was so close. This is really disappointing.

Lee Sol seemed to think the same, looking up at me with desperate eyes.

"I think I could get it with just one more try..."

This means she wants to borrow more money.

...Maybe just one more try.

I took out another thousand won from my wallet.

"I'll definitely get it this time..."

Her eyes gleamed fiercely.

Her slender fingertips adjusted the lever minutely.

She moved back and forth in front of the machine, seriously analyzing the angles.

After spending enough time like that.

...When there were only 3 seconds left.

"Right now!"

— Click!

She pressed the button quickly with a shout.

Whirrrr...

Scratch scratch.

The descending claw just scratched the plushie's back and went back up.

"......"
"......"

Ah.
This machine is impossible.

It's definitely rigged.

"...Maybe."

Lee Sol gave me that hopeful look again, but.

I shook my head and turned away.

"Ah, just once more! I really think I can get it with one more try!"

She clung to my waist, but what's impossible is impossible.

I dragged Lee Sol along. Since she's so light, it wasn't that difficult.

We arrived at another machine where the other club members were.

Senior Min-ji was moving the lever with a serious expression.

"What are you trying to get?"

"...Chainsaw Boy."

Chainsaw Boy...

"Ah... the movie that came out recently?"

The President, who was watching from the side, gave a wry smile.

"...Min-ji seems really into it these days. It's super popular right now."

She added that Min-ji had already seen it twice.

Well, Senior Min-ji does like animation.

Though she's not extremely passionate about it, just watches famous works.

"......"

I glanced around.

It must be popular indeed.

Now that I look, the arcade is full of Chainsaw Boy character merchandise.

...Maybe I should try one too.

"You want to try?"

"Yeah."

I nodded at Lee Sol's question.

Since we're here anyway. Might as well try even if I don't get anything.

"Hmm."

This one looks good.

I stood in front of a machine with expensive-looking figures.

If I'm going to do it, I should go for something challenging.

It's a pretty cute character.

"What was this one's name again? Ri... Ri..."

— "Ah... Rize, she's so pretty, so pretty."

"?"

...What?

Suddenly, I heard inner thoughts from behind me.

When I turned around slightly, Ji Nu-ri was standing there with her arms crossed.

I could glimpse the piercing in her earlobe through her hair. She must have put it on right after coming to school.

Anyone would recognize her as someone in a band.

...But.

— "The quality is really good for an arcade prize. Should I get one? Ah, but I don't have space left on my room shelf..."

She was thinking that with a serious expression.

— "...Or should I just get it and figure it out later?"

"......"

Ji Nu-ri is an otaku.

Am I seeing this right?

...It's kind of like when I first saw Shin A-young.

"......"

No, more than that.

What's more surprising is that I didn't know until now.

It means she never showed this side of herself at school.

— "Should I go for Rize after all? Or Miki?"

Ji Nu-ri's inner self was making a fuss, hopping up and down on the control panel of the claw machine.

She seems quite excited.

"Ugh..."

Just then, Senior Min-ji approached with dejected steps.

Judging by her expression, she must have lost all her money.

"I told you to take it easy."

The President was busy comforting her.

Senior Min-ji asked with a sad face.

"Did any of you win something?"

"I was just about to try."

"What about you, Nu-ri...?"

"Not yet. I'm not sure which one to go for."

Senior Min-ji's eyes lit up when she saw the claw machine Ji Nu-ri was standing at.

"Nu-ri, you know Chainsaw Boy too?"

Ji Nu-ri didn't deny it and nodded slightly.

...But her perspective is a bit different.

"Yes, it's popular these days. I think this one is pretty."

Ji Nu-ri pointed at a character.

She didn't mention the character's name that she was freely using just a moment ago.

She knows it.

But she's taking the stance that she doesn't know it well.

"Right. Miki is pretty too. I like the main character the most—"

Senior Min-ji excitedly talked about Chainsaw Boy in various ways.

— "...I guess she doesn't know it in that much detail."

An ordinary person who likes animation.

Just that level.

Ji Nu-ri defined Senior Min-ji's level like that.

And then, she continued responding to what Min-ji was saying as if she didn't know anything.

Watching that, I couldn't help but close my mouth.

Impressive.

"......"

Like Shin A-young.

...Maybe she should seriously consider becoming an actress too.

Ch.15 - Flag (1)
Early April.
Exactly one month since the new semester began.

The schoolyard is quiet despite it being after school.

Usually it would be bustling with the sounds of soccer, but perhaps it's because of the sudden cold snap that's made the temperature drop.

"..."

The Counseling Club is also peaceful.

Inside the club room, it's just me and Shin A-young who stopped by for a visit. The others haven't arrived yet.

I'm enjoying some warm cocoa while leisurely watching YouTube.

While I'm relaxing...

"Oh, right."

Shin A-young suddenly gets up and moves to where she left her bag.

She pulls something out.

"Here, I wore it well."

She hands me a shopping bag.

Curious, I look inside to find a beige hoodie.

"...Ah."

That's right, I lent it to her.

This is perfect timing.

The club room was feeling a bit chilly.

I immediately put the hoodie on over my clothes.

"Phew."

After putting it on, the sleeves feel slightly long.

It's a bit oversized.

I don't like looking small, so I tend to wear things a bit bigger. I thought wearing this might make me look bigger.

"...Hmm?"

Every time I move, there's a subtle, delicate lavender scent from the fabric.

A strange smell rises up.

"...Did you wash this by any chance?"

Shin A-young looks up in surprise.

"Huh? Why, does it smell weird?"

"No, it just smells different."

Shin A-young nods.

"I did wash it. It seemed like it had absorbed some scent."

She looks somewhat concerned.

"...It doesn't smell strange, does it?"
— "Is the detergent smell bad?"

Not really.

I sniff it again.

Hmm.

"It's fine. It smells really nice."

"Oh... that's good then...!"

Shin A-young raises her voice strangely loud.

Then she moves to the opposite sofa with unusually quick movements.

— "Smelling it... makes me think of that time. No, don't think about it. Calm down, calm down."

...What's that about?

I read her thoughts, but I have no idea what she means.

...Anyway.

Is she planning to stay here the whole time?

"Don't you need to go to your club?"

Shin A-young continues to sit in the Counseling Club room.

She's been like this since after-school activities started.

By now she's already late, but...

She waves her hand dismissively.

"It's fine. With midterms coming up soon, attendance is optional until then."

"Really?"

"Isn't it the same for the Counseling Club?"

"We're always pretty relaxed as long as there are no counseling sessions."

If you want to study for exams, you can use the counseling room in the back.

There's never really a shortage of time that would affect exams due to club activities.

Hearing that, Shin A-young looks envious.

"...That's sweet."

I don't bother denying it.

It is sweet.

That's why I joined.

The door slides open—

"Ugh..."

At that moment, Lee Sol trudges in with droopy eyes.

Behind her, Ji Nu-ri follows with a bitter smile.

"..."

Lee Sol has an obviously depressed expression.

Just looking at her...

"Failed again?"

This makes twice for Lee Sol.

Seems like she got rejected on her homework check again.

"Yeah... she told me to redo it."

Lee Sol nods.

"..."

Is it really that difficult?

Honestly, I don't understand what's so hard about it.

The assignment she's struggling with is from the career teacher: writing about "what you want to do in the future."

The catch is, you can't include studying or career aspirations.

It should be simple to just write down an ordinary goal.

...Maybe the problem is that the person writing it isn't ordinary.

"...I told you 'rich unemployed person' wouldn't work."

Rich unemployed person.

That's what Lee Sol wrote. She boldly submitted that.

Somehow I knew this would happen from the start.

"...But that's what I want to do, so what can I do?"

"Isn't there anything else? Something different?"

Lee Sol thinks for a moment.

"...Building owner?"

That's her answer.

I'm speechless at her honesty.

Building owner.

Sure, it's nice, but...

It's far beyond the typical goals of a high school student.

"..."

...But I can't really argue with her.

Why does it seem possible though?

For Lee Sol, if she makes money as a model, it seems entirely achievable.

While we're chatting about this...

"Hey everyone, hello~"

Senior Park Min-ji enters with an energetic greeting.

"Oh, you're here?"

Strangely, the President isn't with her.

"Where's the President?"

"She said she had something to take care of at home today, so she left early."

That explains her absence.

She's not the type to skip club activities without reason.

"But..."

Senior Park Min-ji tilts her head, seeing us gathered on the sofa.

"What are you all doing? Studying for exams?"

"Career homework."

"Oh... Is it the one about writing what you want to do in the future?"

"...Did you do it too, Senior?"

"Yeah. Everyone does it in second year. The second-year career teacher rarely gives homework anyway."

I thought it was a sudden assignment, but it seems to be an annual event.

Lee Sol clings to Senior Park Min-ji with a tearful expression.

"Senior... This is my third attempt..."

Senior Park Min-ji smiles gently.

"Still, you should think about it on your own."

She takes out a teacup from the shelf and continues speaking calmly.

"Since we're in arts and physical education, there are countless cases where people can't achieve their dreams, right?"

Arts and physical education careers are all about surviving on skill.

Most people give up along the way or find other careers because they're outmatched in talent.

That's why...

"Thinking about other things you want to do isn't a bad idea to prepare in advance."

Senior Park Min-ji sits on the sofa and takes a sip of warm tea.

Then she gives a gentle smile.

It's a bit different from her usual demeanor...

— "...Wasn't that kind of cool just now?"

Hmm. It almost was.

It would have been nice if not for that thought.

Still, I should show some appreciation.

"...You sounded really mature just now."

I say with slight admiration.

"Hmm. Did I?"

She nods, seemingly satisfied with herself.

If I keep this up, I might get an extra snack later.

This is how social life works.

"...By the way, what did you write last year, Senior?"

I ask her the question that suddenly popped into my mind.

"Me? I..."

Senior Park Min-ji, about to answer, awkwardly changes the subject.

"...Well, let me think. What did I write again?"

What's this?

Her face seems to be turning slightly red.

— "...I can't ever admit I wrote that I wanted things to work out with him."

Her Minime squirms embarrassedly.

"..."

...I wish I hadn't asked.

I was just curious and ended up witnessing something painful.

Let's pretend I didn't hear that.

"..."

I look at Ji Nu-ri scribbling in her notebook next to Lee Sol and say:

"...I get why Lee Sol is taking so long, but I didn't expect you to take this long too."

Ji Nu-ri hasn't finished her homework either.

She's not getting rejected like Lee Sol, just spending a long time thinking about it.

Still, it's surprising.

"Nothing comes to mind right away."

Ji Nu-ri gives an empty laugh.

— "I can't exactly write something like 'debut as a cosplayer.'"

She mutters in her inner thoughts.

But wait.

What's a cosplayer?

"..."

I search on my phone and images of people in elaborate costumes appear.

I see, "cosplayer" is short for "costume player."

Learned something new.

This is definitely not a goal Ji Nu-ri would openly reveal.

Looking at it, there's quite a bit of exposure in some of these outfits.

"..."

...Hmm.

Save.

"...So you're into guys after all?"

Flinch—

My hand holding the phone trembles.

"..."

I turn around slightly to find Shin A-young standing behind me.

She's looking at my screen with somewhat interested eyes.

What's displayed is a photo of a female cosplayer.

I didn't click it because I wanted to.

I was just curious, you know?

"Hmm. Cosplay. So that's your taste~?"

Shin A-young looks at me with a mischievous expression.

She teases me playfully.

"..."

Unlike her, Ji Nu-ri is looking at me with slightly expectant eyes.

— "...Could Lee Seung-ho be...?"

She's probably wondering if I might be a kindred spirit.

That's not it.

"..."

Let's change the subject first.

"...Shin A-young, what did you write?"

I bring up the previous topic.

Whether she knows I'm deliberately changing the subject or not, there's still a hint of amusement in her eyes.

But she decides to go along with it and answers my question.

"I wrote 'visit Antarctica.'"

"Huh?"

That's an unexpected goal.

Did she write it like a bucket list item?

"Don't you want to go there at least once before you die?"

"Hmm..."

It is intriguing.

If I had enough time and money, it might be worth visiting once.

"What about you, Seung-ho?"

"...I just wrote something I really want to do, simply."

I wrote it very straightforwardly.

It's more of a short-term goal than a long-term one.

I place the paper on the desk where everyone can see it.

— Have a relationship before graduating.

That's my goal.

Seeing that, Shin A-young's head lifts slightly.

"A relationship?"

She looks genuinely surprised, as if what I wrote was unexpected.

Did she think I wasn't interested in romance?

"Do you have someone you like?"

"No, not yet."

I don't, but that's separate from wanting to date.

At least before graduating.

I've heard that dating as an adult feels quite different from dating now.

"And the teacher approved that?"

I nod at Lee Sol's question.

"Yeah, it was fine."

The teacher really didn't say anything about it.

The atmosphere was rather approving. Something about youth being wonderful.

"Good. I'll go with that too."

Lee Sol scribbles "Have a relationship" on her paper.

She's just copying me.

Or maybe she really wants to.

"You want to date?"

"...Huh? No way."

Lee Sol rests her chin on her hand.

Her expression says I'm talking nonsense.

"Isn't Sol popular? You could date if you wanted to."

Shin A-young is right.

Regardless of her personality, her looks alone could sustain her.

We might not know it, but she's probably received several confessions already.

"Well..."

However, Lee Sol doesn't seem interested in the idea.

"I don't really want to. If you date, you have to go out regularly, keep in touch all the time."

Her reasons are all...

"Wow... just thinking about it makes me tired..."

That's so like her.

A high school student saying dating is too much trouble.

"That's not right! You're saying that because you don't know how wonderful dating is!"

The Counseling Club's first couple.

Senior Park Min-ji can't let that comment slide.

"Sol, you'll see things differently when you find someone you like."

"Hmm~ I don't know about that..."

Lee Sol looks unconvinced.

"What would you do if you did find someone you like?"

"...I told you, that won't happen."

"But what if! Just what if!"

"Hmm... it won't happen, but if it did..."

Lee Sol smirks as if the mere thought is amusing.

"Then, well, I'll grant you one wish, Senior."

— "Though it won't happen."

***

Today's count of students coming for counseling: 0.

Club activities ended as usual.

"Hmm~"

What should I eat when I get home?

No one's home today so I can order something.

Just as I'm having these happy thoughts while standing in front of the shoe rack...

"Lee Seung-ho."

Someone calls my name.

"..."

"Do you have a moment?"

Kang Han-sol appears. He's Client 1 from the Band Club who was rejected by Ji Nu-ri.

Was he waiting for me?

With Ji Nu-ri leaving the Band Club and joining the Counseling Club, I kind of expected this might happen.

"Let's talk for a bit."

He came looking for me sooner than I thought.

Ch.16 - Flag (2)
"...Wow, that's crazy."

At my muttering, Han-sol, who was walking ahead of me, paused slightly.

"...Huh? What is?"

"Nothing... Just saw something weird."

"...?"

He tilted his head with a puzzled expression, then turned forward again.

I covered my mouth slightly.

I was so surprised that I accidentally spoke out loud.

I should be more careful.

.
.
.

"..."

We arrived at a secluded area behind the school.

I stopped a few steps away from Kang Han-sol.

Chirp chirp—

There wasn't a soul in sight. All I could hear were small birds.

I glanced around briefly before speaking first.

"What did you want to tell me?"

...Actually, I already knew.

But I had to ask for appearance's sake.

"...Ahem."

Kang Han-sol cleared his throat slightly.

After a brief pause.

And a short silence.

"...I've decided to date Soo-jin."

That's what he blurted out.

"...Wow."

That's crazy.

I was shocked hearing it again. It was absurd even the second time.

My mouth fell open in surprise.

This was completely different from what I'd expected before reading his thoughts.

...Well.

I did counsel Kim Soo-jin to pursue him.

But I never thought it would actually work.

This guy, Han-sol. He fell for it frighteningly easily.

I think I understand why Ji Nu-ri rejected him twice.

"How did that happen?"

"...Well, it just kind of did?"

Han-sol avoided my gaze as he spoke.

"Hmm."

— "I didn't know I'd be so weak to someone approaching me."

...I see.

Kim Soo-jin must have been more direct than I expected.

Did she manage to exploit Han-sol's wounded heart after being rejected?

That Kim Soo-jin is scarier than I thought.

"I was going to keep it secret... but I thought you should know. Soo-jin said you counseled her too?"

"I did counsel her..."

I can't believe this actually worked.

It was still mind-boggling.

"...Anyway, keep it a secret."

I urged Han-sol.

Not for my sake, but for his.

"...Yeah, I was planning to."

"Is that all you wanted to say?"

"Ah, right."

Han-sol pulled something out of his bag.

That's it. That thing.

The thing you attach to an electric guitar... what's it called again?

Oh, right. An effects pedal.

"You left this in the club room. You'll need it for practice."

Han-sol rubbed the back of his neck as he continued.

"Tell Nu-ri she can come back to the band club anytime if she changes her mind. Given the situation... I feel awkward going myself... so I'd appreciate if you could pass it on."

I looked down at the effects pedal he handed me.

"..."

I'm not sure about this.

Passing on this message and all.

Honestly, this whole situation is ridiculous.

Normally, I would have told him to deliver it himself.

"...Tsk."

But since Ji Nu-ri is involved.

I figured it might be stressful for him to meet her again.

That's what bothered me more.

"Buy me something from the School Store later."

I said as I took the effects pedal.

"Sure."

"...Oh. And stay away from the Counseling Club Room for a while."

He probably wouldn't have time to visit anyway with his new relationship, but meeting accidentally would be troublesome.

Han-sol nodded without saying much.

"Thanks for everything."

He said as he left first.

...The kid seems to have softened up since he started dating.

Must be nice.

"..."

After watching him disappear, I started walking in the opposite direction.

Time to finally go home.

"Found you at last...!"

...Now what?

I narrowed my eyes at the voice of a third person that came right after Han-sol disappeared.

"? What is it?"

I expressed my confusion upon seeing Ji Nu-ri running toward me.

Why is she here?

Didn't she go home earlier?

She ran right up to me and looked me up and down.

"Hey. Are you okay?"

"...What do you mean?"

"Well, Kang Han-sol took you somewhere... Nothing happened with him, right?"

— "I was told others saw you two leave together."

Could it be she came looking for me because she was worried?

"He didn't say anything weird to you?"

"No, he didn't."

I shook my head at her question.

Better not bring up the other stuff.

"He just said he was grateful for the counseling I gave him last time."

Oh, right.

I immediately handed her the effects pedal I was holding.

"He also asked me to give you this."

"...Ah."

Her expression fell when she saw it.

"Geez, I got worried for nothing..."

She looked relieved that it was nothing serious.

Seeing that, I felt a bit playful.

"Oh... Are you worried about me?"

In response to my teasing remark.

"Yeah."

She gave a firm answer.

— "I'd feel bad if you got caught up in trouble because of me."

With that additional thought coming through.

"..."

...That really caught me off guard.

I was genuinely surprised.

"Still, let's go together just in case."

She said, lightly punching my back.

"..."

She's so easygoing.

Beautiful enough to rival any celebrity.

Always well-dressed, and she even likes animation?

"...You're the problem."

I shook my head and started walking.

"Huh? What...?"

She blinked slowly, looking confused.

Flirting as naturally as breathing.

She's really a fox. A fox.

***

A few days have passed since that minor incident.

Even when such things happen, life doesn't really change much.

Especially for students.

Go to school, study, go home.

Just a repetition of that.

"Today's mock exam results are out, so come get your score sheets when I call your name."

Today just has something special mixed in.

"Let's see..."

I carefully unfolded my score sheet.

"Oh..."

I got almost everything right in each subject. Some I even got perfect scores on.

This is among my best performances on mock exams.

Still, I don't feel particularly proud.

These results are largely due to my ability.

...It would be stranger if I did poorly.

I can compare answers with others during the exam...

And I can focus on studying just the parts the teacher thinks are important.

So I can't help but do well.

I looked around to see how others did.

"A-young, how did you do? Did you do well?"

I could see Shin A-young surrounded by other students in the next row.

"I think I did about as well as I expected."

— "Wow, I absolutely crushed this mock exam!"

Hmm, seems like she did well.

She's good at studying too.

She probably did even better than me.

"..."

Then.

Our eyes met.

Shin A-young's eyebrows raised slightly.

Covering her mouth with her hand, she silently mouthed:

'Today'

'PC room'

'Coming?'

She's asking if I'm going to the PC room.

Should I answer her?

I also communicated with just lip movements.

...Today.

Club.

At that, Shin A-young's neck stiffened.

Her expression was still smiling, but her parted lips closed into a straight line.

— "Are you really not coming because you lost last time...?!"

Her inner self was jumping up and down in place.

Ignoring that voice, I turned my gaze to the opposite side.

I could see Ji Nu-ri in the seat next to me.

"Looks like you did well on the mock exam?"

Ji Nu-ri said, observing my expression.

I silently slid my results sheet toward her.

"Wow. How did you do so well?"

Her eyes widened slightly.

"It's all ability."

It really is my ability.

"How about you?"

"Just okay? Honestly, it's not that important to me."

"That's true."

The other students were the same.

Regardless of their scores, the classroom atmosphere was cheerful.

After all, these were just mock exam results.

Since Myeonghwa is an arts high school, everyone tends to focus more on their arts exams than academic grades.

Of course, some students do study hard, but that didn't seem to be the case in our class.

"..."

With just one exception.

"...What's going on?"

Glancing at the seat behind me, I could see Lee Sol's face.

She was resting her chin on her hand, looking down at her score sheet.

Just.

She was unusually quiet compared to normal.

The face visible through her flowing hair was clearly subdued.

.
.
.

After school.

I narrowed my eyes slightly as I entered the club room.

"..."

Something.

Something feels off.

Even now.

"..."

Just as I was about to sit down on the sofa—

—Squish.

A soft sensation traveled up through my backside.

Looking down, I saw a cushion had been placed there.

"..."

Looking to the side, I saw Lee Sol.

It was obvious she had put it there.

It had been like this for a while.

I don't know why. If I knew, would I be acting like this?

And it wasn't just a one-time thing.

"Seung-ho, there should be a counseling report we used last time over there. Could you bring it to me?"

Senior Min-ji called me from inside the counseling room.

"On the shelf?"

"Over there. Right there."

Ah, found it. There it is.

As I started to get up—

Ta-da!

Lee Sol moved one step ahead of me.

She grabbed the report and promptly handed it to Senior Min-ji.

"Here it is."

"...Oh. Thanks?"

The senior accepted it with a slightly bewildered expression.

— "What's going on? What is it? Did she eat something weird?"

So she's thinking the same thing.

Senior Min-ji also looks confused.

"..."

Maybe I should test this.

I deliberately slumped down and spoke.

"The weather's getting a bit chilly..."

Instantly, a soft fabric appeared right in front of my face.

It was Lee Sol offering it.

"Would you like a blanket if you're cold?"

"...Oh, thanks."

The cozy blanket wrapped around my body.

This confirmed it.

She's definitely trying to impress me for some reason.

It was starting to get uncomfortable. I needed to end this situation.

"...Is there something you want to tell me?"

"..."

In response, Lee Sol took out her wallet.

She placed several 10,000 won bills on the desk.

Then pushed them toward me.

...What is this about?

"Teach me how to study."

Freeze.

Not just me, but everyone in the club room stopped what they were doing.

For a moment.

I wondered if I'd heard correctly.

Teach her what?

Was that really what just came out of Lee Sol's mouth?

That Lee Sol?

I asked with confusion in my voice.

"What did you say?"

Lee Sol tilted her head slightly at my question.

"...Could you please teach me how to study?"

She asked again, more politely this time.

No.

It's not about being polite.

Ch.17 - Study Group (1)
I was surprised that she said she was studying.

But that was because of Lee Sol's usual image.

Actually, it might not be that strange.

...That girl, Lee Sol.

She surprisingly never falls asleep during class.

Rather, she follows along with lessons diligently.

Instead, she just collapses and dozes off during breaks.

"But..."

Several questions come to mind.

"If you want to study better, couldn't you just go to a cram school?"

That would be better than learning from me.

Lee Sol shrugged at the question.

"I've already tried that."

She pulled out a folded test paper from her pocket.

"...This is the result."

The results placed on the desk.

Most scores were slightly above average.

For someone who studied, the scores were quite ambiguous.

Lee Sol looked at them with a bitter expression.

*...I need to understand what they're saying first.*

The result of rushing through material to prepare for exams.

Seems like she moved on without properly understanding a lot of things.

*...Besides... I don't want to ask Mom for more money.*

"..."

I narrowed my eyes slightly after hearing those inner thoughts.

There's definitely something going on.

It was odd that Lee Sol wanted to study. She didn't seem to enjoy it either.

...Like choosing the lesser of two evils?

That's exactly the feeling.

"Then..."

...My second question.

"Why me?"

I pointed at Shin A-young sitting next to me.

"She's here too, you know."

"Huh? Me?"

Shin A-young froze with her mouth slightly open, about to eat some jelly.

She was visiting the Counseling Club as usual today.

Her eyes widened a bit at the sudden mention of her name.

"She's better at studying than I am. She probably did better on the mock exam too."

"...Hmm. A-young. A-young is good at studying."

Lee Sol's head tilted awkwardly.

Her gaze was somewhat ambiguous.

"So since I sit next to her, I asked her a few times..."

"Ah, right. I did help you before."

Shin A-young nodded as if remembering.

"...Our teaching styles just didn't match."

*...She really can't teach at all...!*

Lee Sol's minime cried out with a distressed face.

"..."

...So that's how it is.

Lee Sol. She's trying hard to hide her true feelings.

It seems Shin A-young is a genius type.

She probably summarized things while skipping the middle steps, assuming Lee Sol would naturally understand.

The type who gives the answer first when asked about a problem.

...In the end, I was the only decent student she could ask for help.

"...But I don't think I'll teach better than a cram school teacher."

I'm not bad at studying, but I'm not particularly good compared to others.

Assuming I have no special ability, I'd be just average.

Not more, not less, just that.

The reason my grades are in the upper ranks despite this is simply because I can read inner thoughts.

I identify students who excel in each subject beforehand, read teachers' minds to learn about test content or scope in advance...

In short, it's all tricks.

"I might not be able to help much. Is that okay?"

"You're kind of..."

Lee Sol leaned in slightly...

"Perceptive," she said, looking at me.

"Yeah, I think you'll be able to pinpoint exactly what I don't understand."

"Ah, I get what you mean," Shin A-young nodded in agreement.

"You're strangely perceptive."

...It's not perception, it's just that I can read thoughts, so it's natural.

"Of course, I'm not asking you to teach me for free."

Lee Sol picked up a 10,000 won bill from the desk.

She unfolded the crumpled money and held it out.

"I'll buy all the snacks for our study sessions."

That piques my interest.

Free snacks. This might be tempting.

"...How much?"

"5,000 won per day. Five days a week."

Free snacks worth 25,000 won a week.

About a month left until midterms.

I needed to study anyway, and teaching others isn't that difficult.

...Should I give it a try?

"But don't complain if your grades don't improve."

***

Ding—

The elevator doors opened, and Lee Sol walked out.

The cold sensation from the corridor floor rose through the air.

As she was about to touch the door lock out of habit.

She pulled her hand back slightly.

"..."

Lee Sol took a step back and twirled her hair with her fingertips.

She definitely needed to organize her thoughts.

The grade report in her bag was bothering her.

...I wonder if Mom is home.

"..."

But she couldn't just keep standing there.

—Sigh...

Lee Sol took a short deep breath and carefully opened the front door.

"...I'm home."

She mumbled as she stepped into the living room.

She peeked inside, sticking her head in first.

...She's there.

Her mother was sitting at the dining table, reading a book.

...I should quietly go to my room.

"Didn't you get your mock exam results today?"

Her feet, heading toward her room, awkwardly stopped.

Her eyebrows twitched.

Caught.

She thought her mother was focused on her book, but apparently she had been watching.

"..."

As she awkwardly turned her head, her eyes met her mother's, who was sitting at the table looking in her direction.

Lee Sol subtly avoided that gaze as she spoke.

"...Yes, I did."

That was all.

Lee Sol maintained silence after that.

"..."
"..."

An awkward silence continued.

Her mother was silently looking at Lee Sol.

She knew what that look meant.

After some hesitation, Lee Sol took out her grade report and handed it to her.

"..."

Her mother's eyes scanned the report as she took it.

Lee Sol fidgeted with her toes. A strange tension seemed to brush against her body.

"...Sigh."

Her mother's sigh resonated softly.

Lee Sol's fingertips trembled, creating wrinkles in her skirt.

"...Don't you think it's better to focus on work again?"

By work, she meant...

She wanted Lee Sol to return to modeling.

Her mother had been hoping for Lee Sol to establish herself as a model quickly.

"..."

Lee Sol's toes slowly curled.

She felt resistance to those words.

"..."

It's not that she disliked modeling.

She didn't dislike it, but if asked whether she liked it...

She could definitely answer that she didn't. She hadn't started modeling of her own volition in the first place.

Moreover, she didn't want to do it at the expense of missing school like last year.

That feeling had grown stronger lately.

"...We agreed to talk about modeling after seeing my grades."

Lee Sol answered in a suppressed voice.

They had made a condition before: if she brought home good grades on the midterm, her mother wouldn't interfere with whatever she wanted to do.

"Yes, we agreed to see the results."

Her mother put the grade report back on the table.

A percentile rank of around 60.

About a month left until midterms.

That seemed to show Lee Sol's current position.

"..."

Lee Sol's expression slowly sank.

It certainly wasn't a good grade.

...But it was a grade she had worked for. Her grades had improved compared to last year.

But that didn't seem to register properly with her mother.

"Sol. With grades like this, do you think you can do well in other things?"

"..."

"At least you have modeling."

Lee Sol pressed her lips tightly.

She had no particular response.

It wasn't entirely wrong.

Lee Sol was particularly unskilled at everything.

It took her longer to learn than others. She wasn't good at anything she tried.

Not sports, not studies, not music. Not even games.

She was always one step behind.

Perhaps that's why Lee Sol found everything bothersome. It's natural to lose interest in things you're not good at.

She had only one talent.

Her exceptionally beautiful appearance.

That was all.

"Sol. You need to know when to give up on things you're not good at."

And her mother had accepted that fact even faster than Lee Sol herself.

"Sometimes you have to do things you don't like."

"..."

"You may have debuted as a model, but you're still a rookie. You can hang out with friends after you've established yourself properly."

...She hadn't been hanging out much.

When she came home at night, she studied to make up for what she missed before going to bed.

Did her mother know that when she said this?

"...Still."

Lee Sol had a lot she wanted to say but suppressed her feelings.

"...I still have midterms left."

"..."

A brief silence.

Her mother nodded slightly at Lee Sol's words.

"Yes."

She got up from her seat.

She lightly brushed Lee Sol's shoulder and said as she passed by:

"But I've already looked for jobs. I left them on your desk, so take a look. Let me know if there's anything you want."

With those words, her mother went into the master bedroom.

"..."

Entering her room, Lee Sol saw the workbooks and reference books on the shelf.

Books that had become wrinkled from being looked at so many times.

On top of those workbooks lay modeling proposals. They were clearly the result of thorough, long-term research.

For this long.

...Seeing that, Lee Sol's heart sank.

I see.

She never thought I would get good grades in the first place.

That realization made her feel somewhat hurt.

"..."

Plop—

Lee Sol fell onto her bed as if collapsing.

She buried her face in the blanket and hugged it like a doll. She gripped the soft cotton tightly with both hands.

"Haah...!!"

She exhaled a sigh into it.

Trying to ease her mind even a little.

— Ding!

The sound of a notification.

...Who would be texting her now?

Lee Sol, still lying on the bed, casually picked up her phone.

Lee Seung-ho: Come outside for a bit.
Lee Seung-ho: I have something for you.

She could see those messages appearing on the screen.
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Lee Sol put on her coat and stepped outside.

Phew...

The chilly night air brushed against her face as evening set in.

She looked around for Lee Seung-ho.

Maybe he couldn't find the house? I didn't send the wrong address though.

Where on earth is he...

"Lee Sol."

She turned her head at the sound.

Across from her, Lee Seung-ho raised his hand slightly in greeting.

There was a light sheen of sweat on his forehead.

It seemed like he had been running somewhere.

"Did you just come from working out?"

Lee Seung-ho took a small step back.

He raised his arm and sniffed.

"...Do I smell?"

"No? I just noticed you were sweating."

The tension in his shoulders immediately relaxed.

That's unexpected.

I thought he wouldn't care about things like that.

...While she was lost in thought—

"..."

Lee Seung-ho's dark eyes quietly examined her.

"...Did something happen?"

He suddenly asked.

...That startled me.

Lee Sol suppressed what could have been a slight shoulder jerk and asked in the most even tone she could manage:

"Why?"

"Just... your expression looks really bad?"

"...Well... I'm just frustrated because studying isn't going well."

...He really surprised me.

I have to give him credit for being perceptive.

But separately from that... what happened with Mom didn't seem like something she should tell Lee Seung-ho.

"Nothing else major happened."

Lee Sol tried to brush it off casually.

"..."

Lee Seung-ho didn't press the matter further.

It felt like he was deliberately letting it go.

...Anyway.

"What's this about all of a sudden?"

She still hadn't heard why he called her out at this hour.

"Hold on."

Lee Seung-ho reached into the bag slung over his shoulder and pulled out a small notebook.

It had index tape neatly attached to the side.

He held it out to her.

"Here."

"...What's this?"

"Notes summarizing the exam material."

Lee Sol flipped through a few pages.

It seemed to be a notebook summarizing the parts likely to appear on the exam for their common subjects.

Even from a quick glance, she could see it was extremely well-organized.

So this is how he studies.

"I marked only the important parts from what we've covered so far. Study with that."

...Huh.

Wait a minute.

"...Did you come all the way here just to give me this?"

Lee Seung-ho nodded.

"I was out exercising anyway, so I figured I'd kill two birds with one stone. I actually meant to give it to you at school earlier but forgot."

"...You could have given it to me tomorrow."

"You were going to study today anyway, right?"

"That's true, but..."

Lee Sol's eyes dropped.

She had told her mom that midterms were still coming up, but honestly...

She wasn't confident she could do well even with his help.

"..."

She knew well enough that her mother's way was the better path.

Giving up modeling to focus on studying... maybe that was just complaining from a position of privilege.

So.

She was afraid all his help would be meaningless.

"...I just feel bad about it."

Lee Seung-ho blinked slowly at those words.

"......You do?"

His mouth opened slightly.

He covered it with his hand.

His eyes seemed to say it was surprising that she knew what feeling sorry meant.

"..."

...That's kind of annoying.

I take back my apology. Take it back.

Just then.

Lee Seung-ho rummaged through his bag once more.

"Here."

He extended his palm toward Lee Sol.

In his hand was a Chocomong.

Is he giving this to me?

Why is he giving me this?

"...What's this for?"

To Lee Sol's question.

Lee Seung-ho spoke with an indifferent expression.

"Have something sweet and loosen up a bit. At this rate, you won't be able to do even the things you're capable of."

He looked somewhat frustrated.

The Chocomong was placed in Lee Sol's hand. Almost forcefully.

"I'm going. Study hard."

With those final words, Lee Seung-ho immediately turned and left.

That really was all he came for.

Lee Sol stared blankly at the street where he had disappeared.

"..."

She looked down at the Chocomong.

It was still cold. Condensation touched her fingertips.

He probably just bought it for himself.

Pop.

As if in a trance, Lee Sol inserted the straw and took a sip.

...It is delicious.

The sweet taste filled her mouth.

It did seem to relieve some stress.

"...Hah."

Her mind settled a bit.

The fresh air outside was gradually calming her previously dizzy head.

"..."

Lee Sol turned back toward home, holding the notebook.

...It was only a little, but her thoughts were clearer now.

She might not get good grades, but...

Still.

Rather than doing something because someone else told her to, she wanted to find something she liked more.

She wanted others to see her potential beyond just being a model.

***

"Yaaawn..."

Did I work out too hard yesterday?

I ran a bit more than usual.

I'm feeling sleepy.

"Yap."

A cold sensation suddenly touched my cheek.

"...!"

Startled, I turned my head to find Lee Sol holding out a Chocomong to me.

"Want one?"

...Is this today's snack?

If so, it's a somewhat disappointing choice.

"I was planning to have something other than Chocomong today."

"This is separate. It's payback for yesterday."

Oh, so that's what it is.

In that case, there's no reason to refuse.

"Thanks, I'll enjoy it."

I immediately stuck a straw in it.

Hmm. Sweet.

...But if this is for yesterday, didn't I technically pay for it myself?

While I was lost in that thought.

"..."

I noticed Shin A-young crouching between the desks.

Her gaze was shifting back and forth between me and Lee Sol.

— "Did something happen yesterday?"

Soon Shin A-young's inner thoughts were heard.

...Something did happen. We just glossed over it.

— "...Don't tell me they played duo without me?"

...As if.

I wonder how much she loves that game.

I wouldn't be surprised if she dragged us to a League tournament someday.

"Where are we studying today?"

Lee Sol asked while gathering her worksheets.

"There's an empty counseling room in the club room. Let's use that."

There's no reason to go to PC cafes or reading rooms when we have a free study space.

That would just be a waste of money.

"Shin A-young. You're coming to study with us too, right?"

I called out to Shin A-young who was slinging her bag over her shoulder.

She's definitely necessary.

I can ask her about problems I don't know.

Even if Shin A-young can't explain properly, I can just read her thoughts.

"Huh? Me too...?"

Shin A-young points at herself.

She looks surprised that we'd include her.

— "...Ugh...I was planning to go to the PC room to play games?"

Her Minime is sweating profusely.

...So she just wanted to play games.

It's annoying how good she is at studying.

Ahem—

Shin A-young cleared her throat.

"I have an important appointment today..."

"Were you planning to go to the PC room?"

"..."

When I asked directly, she was at a loss for words.

As if caught red-handed, she subtly avoided my gaze.

"Isn't that right? Midterms are in a month. Wouldn't it be better to study together if we're going to study?"

"...Right, let's study together then."

Shin A-young answered smoothly with a silent smile, but.

— "......Ah."

Her Minime collapsed on the floor, exuding gloom.

She looked like someone who had lost her country.

"..."

Can't be helped.

I should comfort her a bit.

"After the exams, let's get the President and Senior Park Min-ji to join us for a 3v3 League in-house match."

At those words, Shin A-young's Minime jumped up.

— "I've never played an in-house match...!"

Shin A-young immediately returned to normal.

She actually seemed happier than before.

"..."

...She's really easy to please.

***

Thud...!

I placed a thick workbook on the desk and asked Lee Sol:

"Do you have any goals set already?"

I thought if she had something in mind, we could determine the direction of our studying.

She made a subtle expression before slightly parting her lips.

"...At least grade 3 in all subjects."

Well, that's something.

"...We have a long way to go."

What we need to consider is that this is a grade she needs to achieve within a month.

Given her current scores, it was more challenging than expected.

But what can we do?

"We don't have time, so let's start right away."

The only thing we can do now is study.

Better to solve one more problem than waste time worrying.

"Let's start with literature. Just solve it like you're taking a light test."

"Okay."

Lee Sol gripped her pen with determined eyes.

Tick-tock—

By the time the minute hand had almost completed half a rotation.

"I'm done."

Lee Sol pushed the worksheet forward.

"...Let me see."

I quickly graded the problems.

...Right, right, wrong, right.

Looking at it, there wasn't much change from her mock exam scores.

Not bad.

The fact that there's almost no fluctuation in scores means there are few mistakes due to carelessness.

At least she won't have to worry about marking answers in the wrong places.

"Now— I'll explain each of the problems you got wrong."

I had Lee Sol sit next to me and began the explanations.

The studying had just begun.

.
.
.

Solve problems. Correct them. Explain.

"No, rather than understanding this part that way—"

.
.
.

Solve problems. Correct them. Explain.

"You just have to memorize this."

"Just memorize it?"

"Yeah, just do it like memorizing League champions."

.
.
.

After repeating that process.

We finally reached the last problem I had prepared for today.

......And that's the final correct answer.

"Hmm..."

I looked down at Lee Sol's worksheet and hummed.

This is surprising.

With this score, based on the recent mock exam...

Grade 4.

She went from grade 5 to grade 4 in just one day.

"..."
"..."

When I looked up, Shin A-young had a similar expression to mine.

A look that said "what is this?"

Lee Sol was already getting smug, the corners of her mouth twitching. She was clearly impressed with her own abilities.

"...Should we just open a tutoring academy?"

At Shin A-young's words, I found myself speechless.

...Should we really?
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The counseling sign on the door read "Counseling in Progress."

In other words, no entry allowed.

"...It's true."

I narrowed my eyes at the sign.

The president had warned me beforehand, but of course the counseling session had to be scheduled during exam period.

The only good thing was that it wasn't our counseling—it was one where a teacher needed to step in.

Either way, we definitely couldn't study here today.

"We need to find somewhere else."

"Then... let's go to a study café or reading room near here."

Ji Nu-ri gestured for us to follow, saying she knew a place.

Lee Sol hesitantly raised her hand.

"I'm short on cash."

She must have spent too much on snacks lately.

Well, can't be helped.

"I'll pay for you and you can pay me back later—"

I opened my wallet but quickly shut my mouth.

There was nothing inside.

Just dust falling out.

Seems like I wasn't in a much better situation myself.

"What should we do?"

We couldn't make noise in the library or school study hall.

And studying outside wasn't an option either.

"...Maybe we could study at home?"

"Whose home?"

"Mine."

It was the only thing I could think of, and probably the best option we had left.

I took out my phone.

"I'll ask first."

My younger sibling would be home.

If I brought friends over without saying anything, they'd definitely get mad.

I immediately called them.

Ring... ring...

The call tone continued.

"..."

...No answer.

I sent a text message, but they weren't reading that either.

"...What about your houses?"

Shin A-young gave an awkward smile at my question.

"My dad doesn't like it when I bring strangers home."

Makes sense, since he's an actor.

He's a celebrity, and his job involves dealing with all sorts of people.

I could understand why he'd feel that way.

"Ji Nu-ri, what about—"

"We have guests over today, so it won't work."

She answered before I could even finish asking.

As if she'd prepared her response in advance.

— "Not my house. Absolutely not my house...!"

Ji Nu-ri's inner self was trembling with a pale face.

Hmm.

She's really desperate.

It's probably because of the figurine displays and various items she has at home.

We definitely won't be allowed in there.

"Then, let's go to my place."

Lee Sol said while typing on her phone. Looks like she was texting home.

"Is that okay?"

"Yeah, I just got permission."

Sol's expression was a bit strange.

— "I don't really like studying at home... but we're meeting because of me."

***

"I'm home!"

At Sol's call, a woman walked out from inside.

"Welcome back."

Sol's mother was quite beautiful.

She looked like she was in her late twenties.

I could immediately see where Sol got her looks from.

"Hello."

"So you're Sol's friends. Make yourselves comfortable."

She greeted us calmly.

— "...There's a boy here too?"

She glanced at me briefly.

She seemed concerned about having a male student in the group.

I understood her gaze.

My father also pays attention when my younger sister brings friends over, checking if there are any boys.

It must be the same thing.

Sol walked past the living room. Her room must be further inside.

"We'll be studying in my room, so you don't need to bring us snacks."

"Alright, I understand."

The two of them conversed like a normal mother and daughter.

Shin A-young's inner self crossed her arms cutely as she observed them.

— "Something seems... odd."

She's quick to notice things.

Maybe it's because she's always conscious of others' gazes.

She noticed the strange atmosphere between Sol and her mother.

Though she doesn't seem interested in getting involved.

"..."

I followed Sol into her room.

It was cleaner than I expected.

I thought there would be trash lying around since she finds cleaning bothersome...

"..."

...Or is that normal?

Thinking about it again, it made sense.

Seeing her mother, I doubted she would stay quiet if Sol lived messily.

Flop—

Sol naturally sprawled out on the bed.

"Everyone, make yourselves comfortable."

"You're too comfortable."

"Ugh..."

Drag...

Ji Nu-ri pulled her down from the bed.

"...Here."

We sat around the desk on the floor.

"First, the homework?"

"Of course I finished it."

Sol handed over her math workbook.

She was asked to solve problems for homework, and she seemed quite confident as she handed it over. She must be feeling good about it this time.

Let's see how many she got right.

"...Wow. You've really improved."

Even though the difficulty wasn't high, she barely made any mistakes.

"Hmph..."

Sol's lips curled up as she exhaled through her nose. She looked satisfied, seeing the fruits of her efforts.

Not bad.

At this rate, she could move on to the next level.

"Here."

I took out another notebook. This one was green.

I handed it to Sol.

"These are practice problems I think will be on the exam."

That's what I said, but...

In reality, it contained traces of reading the teacher's thoughts.

It was a notebook summarizing which types of problems would come from which units.

Basically, it was like seeing the test in advance.

"Try to solve as many problems similar to these types as you can."

"Got it."

The problems wouldn't be exactly the same, but knowing the general types could significantly increase her correct answer rate.

Knock knock!

With a small knocking sound, the door opened.

Sol's mother entered.

"Sorry to interrupt your studying, but have some of these."

She brought in a plate of strawberries.

"..."

Sol's eyebrows drooped.

She seemed slightly uncomfortable.

"...I told you we don't need snacks."

"How can I not offer something when we have guests?"

The atmosphere was strange.

...I should thank her first.

"Thank you, I'll enjoy them."

"Good, eat up."

She immediately left the room.

I wish that had been her only purpose.

— "...So he's the one teaching her."

From her inner thoughts as she looked at me,

I could tell that wasn't the case.

"..."

I glanced around awkwardly.

Munch munch.

I put a strawberry in my mouth.

I'll pretend I didn't hear anything.

***

Scribble scribble...

About two hours after we started studying.

Tap. I put down my pen and stretched a bit.

"...Should we take a break?"

"Ahhhh...!"

Sol immediately jumped onto the bed. The mattress bounced up and down.

...Her reaction speed is really fast.

"Ugh..."

"Phew."

Shin A-young and Ji Nu-ri also moved around to stretch their stiff bodies.

I should go out for a bit.

I got up awkwardly from my seat. My legs were numb from sitting too long.

"I'm going to the bathroom."

Sol mumbled with her face buried in the pillow.

"The bathroom is through the living room, the door on the left side of the entrance..."

"Okay."

Through the living room.

Door on the left side of the entrance...

Is it here?

"..."

Creak.

Opening the door slightly, I could see the bathroom's distinctive tiled floor.

This is it.

"Phew..."

That feels better.

Whoosh—

After drying my wet hands on the towel, I came out.

"..."
"..."

I made eye contact with Sol's mother sitting on the living room sofa.

How should I put it?

She really resembles Sol, but the atmosphere is different.

Unlike Sol who always has a languid expression, her mother is somewhat expressionless.

"..."

...Maybe that's why.

It's awkward. I feel like my breath is caught.

I forced a faint smile and tried to quickly pass through the living room.

"How do you think Sol is doing?"

My footsteps stopped on the living room floor.

That question came suddenly. It was a bit surprising.

"Excuse me?"

"Um... what was your name again?"

"...Lee Seung-ho."

"Right, Seung-ho. I noticed you seem to be teaching Sol."

"..."

She's observant.

Did she figure that out just from watching?

"Is there anything difficult or challenging about teaching Sol?"

"Well..."

"..."

"Nothing major so far, I think."

"..."

There was no response.

She just kept her gaze on me.

After a brief silence, she spoke.

"It's okay. You can be honest. I know Sol is slower to understand things than others."

"..."

That's...

I can't deny it.

While teaching her, I could see why Sol struggles with studying.

— "If academies didn't work, what good will a study group do..."

I heard her inner thoughts.

She didn't seem pleased with the current situation.

She slowly parted her lips.

"If you also think Sol has no potential for academics."

"..."

"Wouldn't it be better to take a different path now rather than both of you wasting energy?"

So that was her purpose.

"...A different path?"

"Sol has modeling as an option."

Certainly.

That would be a safer path for her.

At least she wouldn't fail at that. With a face like Sol's, who would fail?

But...

"...I'm not sure."

It's her life.

I didn't want to tell her what to do.

She wouldn't listen to me anyway.

...Besides.

"I think Sol is already better than most students simply because she has the will to study on her own."

There are many kids who don't even think about studying.

In contrast, Sol asked me herself.

She thought about it and asked me directly.

That means...

"If you just wait a little... I think she'll figure things out on her own."

"..."

"Yes, it takes longer now, and she does need help..."

But Sol always delivers exactly what's expected of her.

"I don't think you need to worry too much."

...I'm surprised at myself for saying this, but...

"She's more diligent than she appears."

...Of course, she finds nine out of ten things bothersome.

She's always looking for shortcuts.

And she never stops snacking whenever she gets the chance.

But when she's interested in something, she works hard at it.

That's the good quality I see in Sol.

"..."

Sol's mother remained silent.

She seemed deep in thought.

— "He'd be good as a friend, but problematic as my daughter's friend."

That's quite an ambiguous assessment.

Whether it's good or bad.

She nodded slightly.

"...I see. Sorry for taking up your study time. You can go back now."

I bowed my head slightly and walked away.

"..."

...Hmm.

I think I handled that okay?

Why did she suddenly approach me like that?

I should finish what I was doing and go home...

"Oh, what the—"

"..."

When I opened the door, Sol was standing right there.

Our eyes met.

Her gaze wandered around, looking lost.

She seemed a bit flustered.

"..."

Sol acted as if nothing had happened, turned around, and climbed back onto the bed.

Then she covered her face with the notebook I had given her.

...She's holding it upside down.
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How should I describe this?

In the dim late night, Lee Sol lay on her bed, lost in thought.

She tossed and turned, rolling around on the bed for no particular reason.

Her mind was strangely clear.

His voice that she'd heard by chance during the day.

'I think Sol is better than most other kids.'

Recalling that.

Lee Sol couldn't help the corners of her mouth turning up involuntarily.

Her shoulders twitched for no reason.

Ah, this won't do.

She was definitely making a strange expression right now.

Lee Sol pulled the blanket up to cover her face. She needed to calm down.

"..."

...Thinking about it carefully.

It had been a long time since she'd received acknowledgment like that.

Not recognition for results, but acknowledgment for her effort.

That's how it had always been, actually.

For modeling work, she received recognition without much effort, but for everything else, there was no response no matter how hard she tried.

As a model, she was a lazy genius.

As a student, she was a dull underachiever without any knack for it.

That had become who Lee Sol was at some point.

But.

'If you just wait a little... I think she'll figure it out on her own.'

That casual trust he showed.

It was something she couldn't quite get used to.

"..."

...It felt somewhat ticklish.

Those were clearly sensations Lee Sol wasn't accustomed to.

As she thought about it.

"...Ahem."

She found herself clearing her throat unnecessarily, and a tingling sensation crept up her neck.

Something felt strange.

It was just a bit of praise, but she wondered if she was overthinking it.

"..."

Lee Sol clenched her hand slightly.

Regardless of that.

She didn't want to make his words untrue.

"...I really need to do well."

She absolutely didn't want to fail this exam.

***

Time flew by quickly, and it was already early May.

Exactly two months had passed since the first day of the new semester.

Today was the day of the midterm exams for the first semester of second year in high school.

Others might have opened their books first thing in the morning.

But I was more interested in something else.

"Hmm."

I looked at my reflection in the mirror.

I observed myself leisurely, up and down. Looking from far away, then up close.

Indeed... there was something familiar about how I looked in my uniform.

This.

No matter how I looked at it, it seemed right.

"Yaaawn... What are you doing so early in the morning?"

My younger sister, Lee Seung-ah, appeared with a disheveled look and a disinterested expression.

I welcomed her appearance.

Perfect timing. I needed someone to ask.

Looking again and again.

"Don't you think I've grown taller?"

"..."

Seung-ah silently flopped down on the sofa, then looked me up and down.

She burst into laughter.

"...What are you talking about? You haven't changed at all."

"No, I think I've grown a bit? Measure me."

"..."

Seung-ah's expression crumpled.

I didn't need to hear her thoughts to know.

That was definitely her "this is really annoying" face.

"Just do it once for me. Please?"

It's difficult to measure accurately by myself.

"...Sigh."

She let out a deep sigh and got up.

Oh. At least she's going to do it.

"Hold this."

Seung-ah gave me the end of the measuring tape.

She pulled the tape down straight.

She quickly checked the measurement.

"...How tall were you before?"

"168."

"...Oh, you really did grow. You're about 170...171? Right around there."

"Wow."

I opened my mouth hearing those words. The corners of my lips twitched.

It's not over yet.

That was proof. My growth spurt is just beginning.

***

"Hmm."

The air feels good.

Satisfying. So this is what oxygen feels like in the 170s.

As I was walking through the school gate with light steps.

"Did you study well for the exam?"

"Well, yeah..."

I could see Shin A-young being held up by a club Senior in front of the shoe lockers.

Having a tough time already this morning.

I think our eyes met briefly.

"..."

I'm not sure what to do.

It's not like I'd be interrupting their conversation.

But it doesn't feel right to go over and pull her away either.

I'll just go to class and review what I need to do today one more time.

Tap tap tap—!

I heard light footsteps following behind me.

"Seung-ho, hi?"

Shin A-young ran up beside me and slowed her pace.

— "Phew...! Finally escaped."

...Wasn't she just with her club Senior?

She seems to be getting more used to escaping these situations lately.

— "I've used the bathroom excuse recently, so I can't use that for a while..."

Hmm.

I can guess how she got away.

But she's actually keeping track of which excuses she's used?

This A-young is really something.

"..."

A-young suddenly paused and stared at my face.

"...What?"

I covered my mouth with my hand.

What is it?

Is there something on my face?

"No... did something good happen? You look happy this morning."

"...? Do I?"

It's true that something good happened.

I checked my reflection in the hallway window.

My expression looked as calm as always.

"..."

What's different from usual?

...I don't really know.

Since things turned out this way, I naturally ended up walking to class with Shin A-young.

A-young swung her bag to the front and asked.

"Did you study yesterday?"

"Just a bit of review? Then I went to bed early. You?"

"I just did some moderate reviewing too."

A-young took out a few chocolates from the front pocket of her bag.

Mini chocolates wrapped in plastic.

"Want some?"

A-young ate a few herself, then held some out to me.

I stretched out my palm and quickly took them.

I don't refuse when offered.

"Mmm."

A sweet taste filled my mouth.

...These are quite expensive.

I should save a few to eat later.

***

—"———"
—"———"

As soon as I opened the back door of the classroom.

I started hearing crackling inner thoughts.

Noise flowing from those nervous about exam day.

Having experienced this many times, I was now used to this sound.

Hmm, but...

—"———"

...Why am I hearing it from Lee Sol too?

"..."

Lee Sol was lying face down on her desk with her eyes closed.

It almost looked like she might be sick.

"...What's suddenly wrong with her?"

In response to my question, Ji Nu-ri, who had arrived earlier, answered with a bitter smile.

"Now that it's actually exam day, she seems a bit nervous."

"...Nervous?"

That's unexpected.

So Lee Sol experiences nervousness too.

I'm seeing yet another new side of her.

"Hey, are you okay?"

I asked her casually.

"..."

Lee Sol slowly raised her head.

"...No."

After saying that, she buried her head again.

Somehow her expression seemed to worsen when she saw me.

Looks like her nervousness increased.

"..."

...Her condition is worse than I thought.

I wonder if she'll even be able to take the exam like this.

"You're not sick, are you?"

"...My heart is just pounding really hard."

The good news is that she's definitely just nervous.

Seeing this, Shin A-young knelt in front of Lee Sol's desk and lowered her gaze to meet her eyes.

"Let me teach you how to relieve tension. Come on, follow me."

"..."

"Breathe in slowly... inhale... and then exhale... whooo..."

"Inhale... exhale..."

Lee Sol followed her, breathing slowly.

"Yes, keep doing that."

They continued repeating this several times.

"How is it?"

"Oh...!"

As her tension gradually subsided, Lee Sol let out a short exclamation.

"...Huh."

Then she felt something strange.

"Ah."

And soon let out a sigh.

"...When I stop, the effect disappears."

Her complexion turned pale again as the tension seemed to return.

It's not like she could keep doing deep breathing throughout the entire exam.

"Isn't there another method besides that?"

"Well..."

It seems A-young doesn't know any other methods besides deep breathing.

As for Ji Nu-ri.

"I don't really get nervous in the first place."

Not getting nervous.

Ji Nu-ri was just naturally strong as a person.

...What else could work?

It would be a shame if her grades suffered just because of nervousness.

Is there some other way?

While pondering this, I put my hand in my inner pocket.

"Ah."

Crinkle.

My fingertips touched the plastic wrapper in my pocket.

Right, I still have these.

I took out the chocolates and held them out to Lee Sol.

"Want to eat these?"

— "Oh."

Shin A-young made a short sound internally when she saw them.

Right, I got these from you.

There's nothing better than sugar when you're nervous.

I was planning to eat them myself.

But it's better to give them to someone who needs them more.

"...Mmm."

Lee Sol chewed them slowly.

— "...I'm— starting— to feel— better—."

The noise from her disappeared, and her inner thoughts gradually became audible.

It meant her tension was slowly easing.

There was still some static mixed in, but it seemed like she would return to normal soon.

But.

After resolving the issue, I found it somewhat amusing that Lee Sol had been nervous.

I couldn't help but smile.

"You must have really studied hard. I can't believe you're actually nervous."

Well, that's true.

That's what being nervous means.

No one gets nervous about something they haven't put effort into.

As I brushed it off with a smile.

"..."

Lee Sol's eyes trembled slightly.

— "———"

Static suddenly cut through her Minime's words.

Then as it gradually decreased back to normal.

— "...Don't really do that."

She muttered those words.

...Why.

What?
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The midterm exams ended yesterday.

With the busy schedule behind us, there's quite a bit of free time until the final exams.

It's that period when the tension in everyone's shoulders begins to relax.

"You all worked hard studying for the midterms."

The teacher began homeroom, standing at the podium and encouraging the students.

"..."

Meanwhile.

I noticed someone who had returned to their normal state a bit too quickly.

As I discreetly glanced behind me.

"...munch."

I saw Lee Sol popping a jelly into her mouth. When did she buy that from the School Store?

Her cheeks wobbled as she chewed the jelly.

"..."

She's really enjoying it.

It doesn't even seem strange anymore.

This is actually the real Lee Sol.

Besides.
I understand why she's like this now.

Though Lee Sol's grades haven't been released yet, according to preliminary scoring, she'll likely get at least a grade 3, which is decent.

She worked hard, so she deserves some rest.

"..."
"..."

My eyes briefly met with Lee Sol's.

Her eyes blinked slightly.

Her chewing slowed down, and I saw her swallow.

"..."

Lee Sol seemed lost in thought as she stared at her jelly.

Then she slowly held out a red bear-shaped jelly.

Her eyes asked if I wanted it.

...I wasn't asking for one. She must have interpreted my glance as wanting a jelly.

"..."

I secretly accepted it while checking if the teacher was watching.

I've been eating too many snacks lately.

Maybe I should exercise more.

The teacher, unaware of this exchange, continued with homeroom.

"Next week is, as you all know, that day, right?"

Come to think of it, that's true.

The day every high school sophomore looks forward to.

The school trip.

"Take care of your health until then. I don't need to tell you where we're going, right?"

"Yesss—"

Everyone responded energetically to the teacher's question.

Much louder than usual. Their excitement was obvious.

And for good reason.
This school trip is to Japan.

Everyone can't help but be excited about traveling abroad.

...Just look at the person next to me.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri appeared indifferent. With a stoic face, she rested her chin on her hand.

She seemed to be quietly listening to the teacher.

Her exterior dripped with aloofness and disinterest.

However...

Below that. Looking at Ji Nu-ri's Minime sitting on the desk.

— "Japan... I don't know whose idea this was, but thank you so much...!"

Her eyes were sparkling more than ever.

— "What should I do first? According to the schedule, we'll arrive at Kansai International Airport... Should I raid the convenience stores first? No, I should take pictures first—"

She had actually been making plans in her head for a while.

All sorts of information about Dotonbori and other places were pouring out.

The teacher continued while handing out trip information sheets.

"Accommodations have been assigned by student number, and let's see, what's left is..."

The teacher pulled out a notebook and read from it.

"Submit your seating arrangements for the trip and your activity groups to the Class President before the end of the day."

"...Oh."

Wait a minute.

"..."

I secretly looked around.

I could already see groups forming.

...This is bad.

Since I've only been hanging out with these girls since the new semester, I haven't really gotten close with the boys.

I can't just insert myself into their groups now.

"..."

Well, there's nothing I can do about it.

I immediately turned to the trio behind me. I said to my group members:

"Let's go around together."

It might not be common for one boy to join a group of girls.

But please help me out just this once.

I don't have any other friends besides you all.

***

So it turned out as expected.

Shin A-young thought this as she watched the relieved Lee Seung-ho.

He generally maintained a confident attitude.

But he seemed to prefer natural relationships, finding it difficult to deliberately approach others.

Once he started talking, he could converse well, but until then, he was the type to feel awkward.

So I knew he would ask us to go together.

...I was planning to suggest we go together anyway.

It's fun to see Seung-ho's expressions like this.

Scribble, scribble—

Shin A-young wrote down the names one by one on the paper.

"They said we need at least four people, right? This works out perfectly."

Four names were written: herself, Ji Nu-ri, Lee Sol... and Lee Seung-ho.

"Hmm."

Shin A-young's lips curved into a slight smile.

This is good.

She was quite pleased with the group composition.

It was better than being in a group with people she had an awkward relationship with. These four were people she could be comfortable with.

This was the best arrangement she could hope for.

...Now all that's left is deciding the seating arrangements.

"..."

Shin A-young's gaze turned toward Ji Nu-ri and Lee Sol.

"Give me that."

"Oh."

Ji Nu-ri had just confiscated Lee Sol's bag of jellies.

She sighed softly as she scolded Lee Sol.

"What if you get caught eating during class?"

"? That's why I was eating secretly."

"..."

Ji Nu-ri's eyebrows furrowed sharply, and she poked Lee Sol's side.

"Eek!"

The two naturally started playing around.

They get along so well today too.

"..."

Shin A-young sat quietly in her seat, watching the scene for a moment.

Indeed...
Those two are closer to each other than they are to her.

Not that they weren't close to her, but...

As long as she was hiding some of her true self.

There was an instinctive sense of distance when you felt someone was hiding something from you.

...So she thought it would be better to let those two sit together during the trip.

Besides.

It's not like she would be completely isolated.

There was someone else she could sit with.

Shin A-young casually sat next to Lee Seung-ho's desk and spoke.

"Is there anything you want to do when we go to Japan?"

"...Want to do?"

"Come on, you must have thought about it at least once."

"Well..."

Lee Seung-ho's lips moved slightly. He absently scratched the desk with his finger.

Unable to think of anything, he turned the question back to her.

"...What about you?"

Hmm.

It would be boring to just tell him.

Shin A-young felt a bit playful.

"Try to guess. I'll give you five questions."

Lee Seung-ho laughed incredulously, but willingly continued with the questions.

"Is it a famous place?"

"Um... depends on the person?"

"Then, convenience store."

"Huh?"

She was slightly surprised.

She didn't expect him to guess it right away.

He's annoyingly perceptive.

"...How did you know?"

"It's obvious what you'd be thinking."

"..."

His teasing tone was irritating.

She felt a bit frustrated.

...Next time, I'll come up with something harder. Something he definitely won't guess.

"Anyone who hasn't submitted their groups, do it now," the Class President's voice echoed through the classroom.

"We haven't submitted ours yet, right?"

"I'll fill it out quickly."

Shin A-young picked up her pen at Lee Seung-ho's reminder.

All that's left is the seating arrangement. It won't take long.

...Shin A-young. And next to her.

Shin A-young was about to write the name but paused.

She wondered if she should just write it directly. She put the pen down for a moment.

Right.

Let me ask first.

It's better to bring it up.

Shin A-young turned to Lee Seung-ho and began to speak.

"Hey—"

***

A little earlier—

Lee Sol was being held by Ji Nu-ri, rolling her eyes.

Behind her, Ji Nu-ri was squishing her cheeks.

"They're so squishy."

"..."

Lee Sol stayed still, though it was a bit annoying.

She just thought, this girl is really excited.

When Ji Nu-ri clung to her like this, she couldn't help but think that.

She doesn't usually act this way.

What's so great about going to Japan?

...Well, I guess I can understand.

Honestly, she wasn't particularly fond of traveling.

It's not that she found going out troublesome or anything.

"..."

Hmm.

...Actually, that's not entirely untrue.

Lee Sol was simply the type to get motion sickness easily.

Even short rides on any transportation left her exhausted. Planes were bad, and cars were even worse.

Perhaps because she always had memories of suffering from motion sickness.

She never really got excited about trips.

"..."

Lee Sol absently rubbed the back of her neck.

...Maybe it's because the group worked out well.

Or perhaps traveling with friends is different.

Unlike usual, she was feeling a bit excited.

But just a little.

A very little bit.

Lee Sol leaned forward to look at the paper with the group members.

'All that's left is...'

The seating arrangement.

"..."

Lee Sol glanced subtly at Shin A-young.

"Hmm."

...Normally, she would sit with Ji Nu-ri as usual.

But if she sat with Ji Nu-ri, Shin A-young would probably feel left out.

She's always been uncomfortable around boys.

Though she's getting along well with Lee Seung-ho surprisingly... she'd still be less comfortable than with Ji Nu-ri.

'...In that case.'

Wouldn't it be best if she sat with Lee Seung-ho?

They've gotten closer through the club activities. Among the group, she's probably the closest to him.

It wouldn't be bad.

...He's perceptive and takes good care of things.

...And it's fun being with him in many ways.

Hmm.

It would be good rather than bad.

"Ahem."

Lee Sol loosened her neck and approached him.

She wanted to ask him once.

Lee Seung-ho might have different thoughts.

"Hey, Seung-ho."
"Seung-ho."

Two voices overlapped.

"...Yes?"
"Huh?"

Lee Sol and Shin A-young's gazes met in midair.

"..."
"..."

...Somehow, they both seemed to know what the other was about to say.

The two briefly looked at each other.
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"...?"

...What kind of situation is this now?

I kept my eyes half-closed as I watched their movements.

The two who suddenly made eye contact both stood there in awkward postures.

I should assess the situation first.

Among them, Shin A-young was the first to speak.

"By any chance..."

Shin A-young asked, half-covering her face with paper.

"Are you planning to ride with Seung-ho?"

"...Yeah. That was my plan."

Lee Sol nodded somewhat stiffly, seemingly flustered by the question.

"...Why?"

Then she quietly asked back as if wondering what was strange about that.

Shin A-young's gaze wandered in the air.

"...Well... you don't usually do that, right? I thought you'd definitely ride with Nu-ri."

"That's..."

Lee Sol's eyes naturally rolled toward me.

Our gazes met briefly before she quickly looked away.

"...Ahem."

Lee Sol cleared her throat softly and said:

"I don't care who I ride with, so I was planning to go with him. You'd probably be more comfortable with Nu-ri anyway."

To Lee Sol's implied question:

"Um... I don't really mind either?"

Shin A-young answered nonchalantly.

"...Really?"

"Yeah."

And then...

"..."

"..."

Another strange silence followed.

"..."

I took a short breath as I watched them.

What are they even doing?

I looked at both of their Minimes. Let's see what their intentions are.

First, Shin A-young's:

— "It would be nice to ride with Nu-ri too... but it would be more fun with Seung-ho. I even prepared the Dotenbo game we could play together."

Her Minime was fidgeting with a small gaming device. Her hands kept wiggling with the game console, showing she had been looking forward to it.

In short, she wanted to hang out with me.

Shin A-young had been showing this kind of friendliness toward me for some time now.

I guess you could call us gaming buddies.

"..."

Next, I looked at Lee Sol's side.

Lee Sol's Minime glanced at me and started grumbling:

— "...I don't want to back down here."

Judging by her slightly furrowed eyebrows, this seemed to have turned into a battle of pride.

"..."

How should I defuse this?

It feels like I've been caught in the middle of their power struggle.

Actually, the real problem here isn't me.

Rather...

"..."

I shifted my focus slightly behind the two of them.

"..."

I could see Ji Nu-ri standing alone, looking bewildered.

As she grasped the situation, her expression changed to something incredibly subtle.

— "...Am I being left out?"

Ji Nu-ri's Minime crossed her arms with an expression that was both sulky and not, seemingly indifferent.

Looking closely, her small eyes were trembling slightly.

She was needlessly pretending to be okay.

"Ahem. AHEM."

I cleared my throat and gestured behind them with my eyes.

Do something about this quickly.

""...Oh.""

The two finally realized the situation.

They hurried to salvage things, albeit belatedly.

"Nu-ri, it's not like that~"

"No, it's fine, these things happen."

Ji Nu-ri stepped back slightly.

She must be quite hurt.

"It's okay."

Ji Nu-ri calmly waved her hand.

As if it really was okay.

That's what she said, but...

She didn't look okay at all, inside or out.

— "So being nice doesn't matter at all~"

Her Minime sighed heavily and collapsed on the floor.

"I thought Sol would definitely go with you, Nu-ri...!"

"...I was worried A-young might feel uncomfortable."

"..."

Ji Nu-ri was briefly silent.

Her expression seemed to harden at that excuse.

She gently turned her body.

"...So, you're saying it doesn't matter who sits where?"

Ji Nu-ri placed her hands on both their shoulders.

"Then you two can sit together."

"Huh?"

"What."

The two of them looked dumbfounded.

Ji Nu-ri looked at them and asked again.

"Right?"

There was a strange pressure in the air.

"Uh... yeah, that's right."

"...I'm fine with that too."

Though they were awkward about it, the two had no choice but to nod.

Ji Nu-ri turned to me.

"You don't mind either, right?"

"Um..."

I just nodded.

I had no reason or justification to refuse.

"Great. That settles it."

"..."

Watching Ji Nu-ri cleanly resolve the situation, I thought:

I definitely need to make her the team leader.

***

The information sheet fluttered.

Lee Sol lay on her bed, staring blankly at it.

"...Hmm."

On the back page was the bus seating chart divided by groups.

Next to the name Lee Sol was written Shin A-young.

She pressed her cheek with her hand resting on her chin as she looked at it.

"Hmm..."

...Well, it's fine.

Going with Shin A-young wouldn't be bad either.

Of course.

It's a bit disappointing, but...

"..."

...Lee Sol rolled over restlessly.

...It's not that disappointing.

The reason she felt this way was probably because she couldn't give it to him.

Lee Sol picked up the chocolate bag on the bed.

"...This was quite expensive."

It was the same brand of chocolate he had given her during midterms. Being premium, it was quite pricey.

She hadn't properly thanked him after the exams ended.

She wanted to do something for him... but this was all she could think of.

After deliberating, she ended up buying it, but...

"...Can't be helped."

She had originally planned to share it during the trip.

That plan would have to be shelved now.

She'd just give it to him when there was time and steal a few pieces while hovering around.

"..."

Lee Sol got up from the bed.

Thinking she should put it somewhere visible so she wouldn't forget.

Maybe on the desk.

...No. It might be better to leave it by the door.

"...Hmm."

...For some reason, she had a feeling she might forget.

It would be better to put it in her bag in advance.

While at it, she should pack her things too.

Normally, she would have packed the day before departure... but if she put it off too long, her mom might nag her.

Lee Sol read through the list of required items on the information sheet.

"Things to bring... toiletries, underwear, change of clothes... I'll start with clothes."

Lee Sol put her usual clothes into the carrier.

Mostly comfortable clothes like tracksuits and cotton t-shirts.

Comfort was the priority.

'...You're going to wear that on the school trip too?'

For a moment—

The image of Lee Seung-ho making a comment about this flashed through her mind.

"Is this not right...?"

...Maybe it isn't.

"..."

After a brief deliberation, Lee Sol moved.

...Right.
Since we're going on a trip.

She opened her closet wide with determination.

Reaching into the back where she usually never touched, she pulled out a few outfits suitable for going out.

"..."

Lee Sol changed into them and stood in front of the mirror.

It was a full-length mirror she normally never used, but it came in handy at times like this.

"Hmm."

Something didn't feel right.

Maybe she should try something else.

"...This doesn't look good either..."

After repeatedly changing clothes...

At some point.

More than five outfits had piled up on the bed.

"...Why do I have nothing to wear?"

Or maybe.

Maybe I just don't know how to dress.

"..."

Lee Sol tapped her phone with her thumb.

Let's search for some ideas.

> [School trip outfit]

"Hmm..."

Not much is coming up.

Let's try again.

> [Spring school trip outfit female]

"Oh..."

Now some proper results were showing up.

She examined the clothes she had pulled out, comparing them to the images.

They looked somewhat similar, but all the clothes she had were slightly different in an odd way.

Now she understood why things had felt off.

She really did have nothing to wear.

"...Looks like I need to buy something new."

Should she ask the others to go shopping together?

Honestly, she wasn't confident about buying clothes. She needed help.

She didn't enjoy shopping for clothes in the first place. She had always just worn what was bought for her.

Recently, she had mostly been wearing her school uniform.

Lee Sol immediately posted a message in the group chat.

— Lee Sol: Anyone want to go clothes shopping?

The responses came back almost immediately.

Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding!
The notifications rang loudly.

— Ji Nu-ri: (Hamster emoticon doing backflips in shock)
— Ji Nu-ri: Really??
— Shin A-young: Let's go let's go
— Shin A-young: When do you want to go??

"?"

Lee Sol's brow furrowed subtly.

"What's this?"

Why are they making such a fuss?

— Lee Sol: Tomorrow let's go

Lee Sol sent a casual message.

Tomorrow would be Saturday. There would be plenty of time.

How many outfits should she buy?

Lee Sol was thinking about this as she opened her wallet.

"Ah."

Her wallet was empty.

No money.

...Come to think of it, buying the chocolate had been quite expensive. That's why her wallet was empty.

She would need to borrow money from her parents.

"Will it work..."

Lee Sol quietly made her way to the living room.

Peeking her head out, she saw her mother sitting on the sofa, reading a book.

Her mother was someone who liked planned spending.

Sudden requests for pocket money were unlikely to succeed.

Still, if she could somehow persuade her...

"...What is it?"

"...Oh."

Caught red-handed.

"Don't lurk around. If you have something to say, just say it."

Her mother called out to Lee Sol in a gentle voice as she picked up her teacup.

Her attitude had softened somewhat since the midterms.

Perhaps.

It might be possible now.

Lee Sol slunk into the living room.

"Um... I was wondering if you could give me some pocket money..."

Her mother took a sip of tea and gave her a puzzled look.

"Pocket money? I'll send you money for the school trip on the day—"

"That's not it..."

She fidgeted with her fingertips.

"I'm going clothes shopping with my friends for the school trip."

"Cough!"

Her mother choked on her tea.

"Cough, cough...! Ahem...!"

After coughing several times.

"...Phew."

Having calmed down, she put down her teacup.

With a slightly trembling voice, she asked again:

"...What did you say you're doing...?"

"..."

Lee Sol's brow furrowed slightly.

...Why is everyone reacting like that?
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*Sigh...*

In the early dawn, the sky was a dark blue, just before sunrise.

The cool air seeped through my jacket.

"Yaaawn..."

I shook off my fatigue as I headed to school.

Despite it being too early for regular classes, I was on my way because today was the day of our school trip.

Ding.

A message suddenly appeared on my phone.

— Shin A-young: Where r u now?
— Lee Seung-ho: Here

"Hmm, hah..."

I sent a quick reply and put my hand back in my pocket.

My hand had gotten cold from just that brief moment outside.

"Ah, you're here."

Shin A-young, standing at the school gate, gave a small wave.

"Hi."

I acknowledged her greeting with a slow blink.

It felt strange seeing her in casual clothes instead of our uniform.

Somewhere.

Her outfit was unexpected.

"..."

I thought she'd wear something innocent like a frilly blouse, but contrary to my expectations, her fashion was quite hip.

Headphones around her neck, a cap tilted slightly, checkered jacket. A crop top showing a bit of skin with casual wide-leg pants.

This seemed more like something Ji Nu-ri would wear...

Did they go shopping together?

— "Hmph. He's just a guy after all? Why does he see me differently today?"

Her Minime's nose was slightly raised, as if she'd noticed my gaze.

...That's kind of annoying.

"That outfit really suits you."

"Huh, what??"

Shin A-young's mouth gaped. She seemed a bit embarrassed by the sudden compliment.

"It REALLY suits you...!"

Seeing her reaction, I emphasized my praise even more. Just to make her more flustered.

Punishment by compliment.

That should teach her.

I glanced around and asked.

"Where are the others?"

"...They're waiting inside."

Realizing I was teasing her, she answered with a pouty expression.

That's another face she only shows when we're alone.

When others are around, she immediately acts like a good girl.

"Let's go in, follow me."

I followed her past the main gate but paused briefly.

Wow.

She said she was waiting outside because there were too many people in the schoolyard.

Now I understand why.

Buzz buzz—

The schoolyard was more crowded than I expected.

With chartered buses parked in the yard, it definitely seemed more packed than usual.

"Where are the others?"

"Just follow me."

I stuck close behind her.

"..."

After weaving through groups of students for a while.

"Yaaawn..."

Ji Nu-ri, who was yawning softly, suddenly made eye contact with me.

Her eyebrows raised slightly.

She immediately turned and spoke.

"Sol, Lee Seung-ho is here."

Then.

Lee Sol peeked out from behind Ji Nu-ri.

"...You're here?"

Lee Sol stepped forward awkwardly.

"?"

I narrowed my eyes slightly.

What's this?

...Who are you?

That thought came to me involuntarily.

A square-neck blouse with a skirt. An oversized leather jacket over it.

Even platform boots to boost her short stature... a perfectly coordinated outfit.

Come to think of it.

"...You were a model, right?"

I'd forgotten about that, but now I remembered.

She definitely knows how to dress impressively.

"..."

My reaction must have seemed strange, as Lee Sol's expression subtly changed.

— "His reaction is different from what I expected."

She smoothed down her collar and asked.

"...Does it look weird that I'm dressed like this?"

Did my words sound negative?

That's not it.

"You should dress like that more often."

Looking at her, that's what I honestly think.

She's been wasting her looks all this time.

"..."

Lee Sol's lips pressed into a line.

Then she silently nodded.

She turned away with an ambiguous expression and plopped back down in her original spot.

— "...Does he mean it suits me??"

Her Minime crossed its arms, deep in thought.

Yes, that's exactly what I meant.

"..."

By the way.

I've been feeling stares for a while now.

Turning my head to the opposite side, I could see groups of male students chatting.

On the surface, they seemed to be talking among themselves, but.

— "Wow... she's seriously gorgeous."

— "She really dressed up today."

— "Should I ask her to hang out with me later?"

Their Minimes were all sneaking glances in this direction.

Every single one of them was looking this way.

"..."

At least their Minimes are cute-looking.

If they were realistic, it would be really creepy.

— "Damn... Lee Seung-ho is one lucky bastard."

Some of them were thinking things like this too.

"...Hah."

I sighed and moved away from the spot.

I could feel the intense stares of the guys in real-time.

Having to listen to such inner thoughts throughout the entire trip.

It might be quite a burden.

"..."

In the spot I moved to, Ji Nu-ri was nodding off, leaning against a chair.

"Yaaawn..."

Tears formed at the corners of her eyes as she yawned.

"Didn't you sleep early?"

"I tried to... but since it wasn't my usual bedtime, I couldn't fall asleep..."

— "I was too excited to sleep..."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime was also swaying unsteadily.

She must be really sleepy.

"..."

I gave a wry smile seeing that.

Hmm.

I kind of expected that.

Since our departure time was at dawn, we all had to wake up early.

"We're leaving in 30 minutes, so check if anyone's missing~!"

At the teacher's voice, Lee Sol stood up.

"30 minutes."
— "Time to take my motion sickness medicine."

She must have severe motion sickness if she's already thinking about when to take her medicine.

Lee Sol placed her backpack on her knees.

She reached in and rummaged around.

Rummage, rummage.

Rummage...

Her hand suddenly stopped as she searched through her mini bag.

"...Huh."

Small beads of cold sweat formed on Lee Sol's forehead.

After that, her movements became more frantic.

— "Huh? Where did my motion sickness medicine go??"

Lee Sol started taking out items from her bag one by one, laying them out on the chair she was sitting on.

"..."

It wasn't there.

Among the items she took out, there was no box that looked like motion sickness medicine.

Forgetting that.

Well... that's just like her.

"Hmm, umm..."

Lee Sol was trying hard to maintain her composure.

But I could clearly see her confusion.

— "Medicine...!"

Her Minime was jumping up and down on the bag, wailing.

She looks really upset.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri quietly approached Lee Sol from behind.

With sleepy eyes, she blinked.

"Don't tell me you forgot to bring it?"

"..."

There was no answer. Lee Sol just nodded slightly, as if embarrassed.

Ji Nu-ri let out a deep sigh.

"Geez— I thought this might happen. Wait a bit, I'll give you mine."

Ji Nu-ri searched her bag and took out a bottle of motion sickness medicine.

As expected, Ji Nu-ri is always taking care of Lee Sol.

"Here you go."

"Thank—"

Lee Sol's expression brightened briefly before freezing again.

"...This isn't motion sickness medicine."

"Huh?"

Ji Nu-ri took it back.

"...Oh... you're right. I must have grabbed the wrong one."

Since it was in a bottle, she probably thought it was her usual motion sickness medicine and packed it as is.

Normally, Ji Nu-ri wouldn't make such a mistake, but.

She's not in good condition today.

"Just a moment, I'll ask the teacher if there's any spare medicine—"

"Here."

Before Ji Nu-ri could move, I handed over a medicine box.

Oh, right.

I should take one myself before giving it away.

"I have several, so you two can take some if you want."

Lee Sol took one pill and immediately put it in her mouth.

"..."

Lee Sol quietly looked at me.

What.

What is it?

— "...If I ever need to model again, maybe I should ask him to be my manager."

She muttered such thoughts.

...Sorry, but I won't do it.

***

After taking the bus, we arrived at the airport.

"Everyone, check-in is complete, so let's board. Group 1 goes first."

At the teacher's words, students began moving toward the gate one by one.

Through the window, I could see the shape of a large airplane.

"Wow..."

Seeing it up close for the first time.

I couldn't help but be impressed.

"Is this your first time traveling abroad?"

At Shin A-young's question, I nodded.

Actually.

"It's my first time on a plane."

"Huh? Really?"

"Yeah."

My family doesn't go on overseas trips.

We usually just visit nearby places within the country. We don't go far.

So, going abroad for the graduation trip was one of my goals.

"Welcome~ Have a pleasant journey~"

After having my ticket checked by the flight attendant, I went to my seat.

We sat in order.

By the window: Shin A-young, Ji Nu-ri, me.

And across the aisle, Lee Sol.

These were our assigned seats, so we ended up sitting like this.

"..."

...But.

It's tighter than I expected.

Is this how planes normally are?

"How long did they say it would take to get there?"

Shin A-young answered while fastening her seatbelt.

"Well, about... two hours?"

That's not as long as I thought.

It made me realize how close Japan actually is.

Vrooom...!

"...Oh."

We're moving.

After the safety briefing and several announcements.

Following a short wait, the plane slowly began to move forward.

...I'm a bit nervous.

"Whoa."

I could feel the plane lifting off the ground after accelerating quickly.

My lower abdomen felt slightly ticklish.

It's kind of... like riding a Viking ship for the first time.

Not as scary as I expected.

But.

"...My ears feel strange."

They feel muffled.

Like something is stuck in my eardrums.

"If you yawn, it helps with that."

Shin A-young shared a tip.

"Yawn?"

"Yaaawn."

Lee Sol, who had been quietly listening, poked her head out and demonstrated first.

Like this, she gestured, covering her mouth.

Yaaawn—

I forced myself to yawn following her example.

"...Oh."

It actually works.

I learned something good today.

As my tension eased, I started feeling hungry.

"...Don't they serve in-flight meals?"

"Probably not? The distance is short, and we're flying budget."

"Really?"

I felt a bit disappointed at Shin A-young's answer.

I wanted to try it once.

...Oh well.

...I'll try it next time. I'm sure I'll have another chance to fly in my lifetime.

While lost in these thoughts.

Thump—

"...?"

Something pressed against my shoulder.

The sudden sensation startled me a bit.

Glancing sideways, I saw Ji Nu-ri's head tilted toward me.

"Zzz..."

A soft breathing sound.

— "......"

Her Minime wasn't responding either. It was sound asleep on Ji Nu-ri's lap.

...She was dozing off in the car earlier, and now she's really sleeping.

— "...Huh?"

Lee Sol's Minime noticed this and trembled slightly.

— "...Nu-ri... is she asleep?"

Lee Sol looked at Ji Nu-ri, then quietly asked me.

"...Is that okay?"

"Might as well let her sleep for a while."

She seemed tired, so I thought it best to let her rest during the journey.

I'll be relying on Ji Nu-ri for various things over the next few days anyway.

I can think of this as paying in advance.

"Oh, okay."

Lee Sol's tone became subtly stiff.

Then she slowly turned her gaze away.

— "Well... I guess that's fine. She is tired after all."

"...?"

I blinked slowly.

She's clearly saying it's fine, but...

"..."

Somehow.

Lee Sol's expression was quite ambiguous.

Not exactly downcast, but not happy either.

That kind of subtle expression.

Ch.24 - School Trip (4)
*Whoosh...*

I can see an airplane flying outside the window.

Kansai International Airport. We've arrived in Japan.

"..."

This isn't starting off well.

I glance to the side.

"Ahem..."

Ji Nu-ri awkwardly avoids my gaze.

— "Oh crap...! This is so embarrassing...!"

Her Minime covers her face with tiny hands while screaming. The skin visible between her fingers is bright red.

"Sol, should we go take a picture over there?"

Nu-ri randomly turns her steps toward Lee Sol.

"..."

A brief silence.

Sol nods slightly while strangely avoiding eye contact.

"Yeah, let's do that."

"...?"

Her response was oddly delayed.

Nu-ri seems to notice something's off too, blinking in confusion.

"Um... did something happen?"

"...No."

Another delayed response.

"Reeeally...?"

This is...

— "...There's definitely something going on."

...I was thinking the same thing.

Something's definitely up.

"..."

Just then.

Nu-ri subtly moves closer to me.

Is she more concerned about Sol than her own embarrassment?

"Hey, hey."

Nu-ri covers her mouth and lowers her voice.

"Did something happen to Sol on the way here?"

"...Hmm."

I'm not sure.

I think back to what just happened.

— 'No, well... Yeah, that's possible. I'm tired, after all.'

That's right.

Her expression was really ambiguous.

Judging by that reaction alone... for a moment, I wondered if she might be interested in me.

...But then again, considering our previous conversation.

—'When you date someone, you have to go out regularly, and keep in contact all the time.'
—'Wow... just thinking about it makes me tired...'

Right, this is Sol we're talking about.

It's hard to imagine her liking anyone.

I'm probably being too self-conscious.

"Maybe she's just upset that you slept instead of hanging out with her?"

"...Hmm."

Nu-ri's Minime crosses her arms and tilts her head.

— "She's not the type to get upset over something like that. She'd actually say it's bothersome."

Her comment makes me even more confused.

"Anything else?"

"Nothing else significant happened."

"Damn, then what could it be?"

You're right, Nu-ri.

I don't know what the problem is, but it definitely involves her.

"..."

I roll my eyes searching for Sol.

She has a blank expression. Her gaze suggests she's contemplating something.

— "...It's fine. It's nothing important. It wasn't intentional anyway."

Sol's Minime says this while fidgeting with her feet.

"..."

She says it's fine.

...Then I guess it really is fine.

Minimes never lie.

Oh, wait.

"Or maybe she's just motion sick?"

"Ah, could that be it?"

At my words, Nu-ri seems to have a realization and leaves.

Yeah, that's probably the most likely explanation.

If she's not feeling well, her expression would naturally be off.

"..."

Of course.

From the outside, Sol's expression is definitely ambiguous.

Neither good nor bad...

"..."

I turn my gaze back to Sol's Minime.

While appearing disinterested, she's subtly watching me.

Or maybe.

Is there something about Minimes that I still don't understand...?

If the Minime's "it's fine" means she thinks that way, but it's actually not true.

If that's the case, the reason Sol is feeling bad is...

"Sol, want to eat this? I bought it for you. It's Japanese jelly."

Nu-ri bought jelly from the convenience store.

She must have gone to the airport convenience store while we were talking.

"...I told you I'm not mad."

"I'm just giving it to you. Just because."

"...Hmm."

Sol cautiously accepts the jelly Nu-ri handed her.

— "...Wow, this is delicious."

The Minime's expression gradually softens.

— "...Well, I guess these things happen."

What? She got over it that quickly?

...I guess so.

It really must have been nothing.

"Everyone got their luggage? Gather around for a commemorative photo~"

The teacher's voice calls out.

"Shin A-young, our class is taking a photo. Let's go."

"Coming...!"
— "I was counting on you, damn it!"

I start walking while retrieving A-young, who's again surrounded by boys from other classes.

Anyway.

Now the school trip really begins.

***

After lunch near Osaka Castle, our next destination was Dotonbori.

Just hearing the name, you might wonder what kind of place it is.

But once you're here, you can't help but say:

"Wow, I've seen this somewhere before."

Shin A-young standing next to me tilts her head back in admiration.

At the end of her gaze is a large billboard with a marathon runner on it.

It's definitely a billboard I've seen many times before.

"What was that called again?"

"...It says right there. Glico Man."

The answer comes from Nu-ri.

As expected of Japan-loving Nu-ri, she knows everything when asked.

"Explore until 4 PM and meet back here. Contact me immediately if there's any problem."

"Yeeees—"

With the teacher's final words, the students scatter in different directions.

Ta-da-dat.

A-young rushes to the Glico Man billboard.

"Take my picture...!"

That's the first thing she chose.

Getting a perfect shot in front of the billboard while it's not crowded.

"Sure. Whatever."

It's not difficult.

I take out my phone camera and frame her in the screen.

"...Me too."

Sol, who was watching from the side, steps into the frame.

A-young waves her hand.

"Why don't we all take one together? Nu-ri, you come too."

"Me too?"

Somehow all three girls ended up in the frame.

Each strikes a pose.

A-young and Sol naturally assume comfortable poses.

Nu-ri hesitates before stiffly making a V sign with her hand.

A band member between a model and an actress.

...That's kind of funny.

"Okay, I'm taking it. One... two... three."

Click—
Click—

"..."

Looking at the captured photos, they look like something influencers would post.

...And this is without any filters.

These girls are seriously unfair.

"Let me see, let me see."

A-young peeks at the screen. Her head comes close.

"Ohhh..."

She taps my arm in admiration.

"Not bad! As expected from the Theater and Film Department."

"Huh? You're in Theater and Film?"

Nu-ri turns to me at this revelation.

"Yeah."

"Planning to be a director later?"

"...Maybe?"

...Anyway.

I casually change the subject and ask Nu-ri instead.

"Where should we go next?"

"Huh?"
— "Oh, you're suddenly asking me?"

Was she surprised by the sudden question? Nu-ri's Minime takes a step back.

Who else would I ask if not you?

It's obvious Nu-ri would know best.

"Um... I heard there's a Don Quijote nearby."

She finally answers.

See? She knows well.

......

Crowded.
So many people.

Looking inside the building, shelves and merchandise are lined up everywhere.

I wondered what Don Quijote was, but now I see.

"Looks like it's similar to Daiso."

"They also have tax-free shopping here."

Nu-ri says while grabbing a basket.

That's definitely good.

Maybe that's why students from other classes have gathered here too.

I haven't talked to them, but I recognize some faces inside the building.

"There's so many cool things."

"..."

A-young and Sol walk along the shelves with slightly excited expressions.

Actually, this alone is already fun.

Is this what overseas travel is like?

It's just walking around a store, but my eyes are darting everywhere in excitement.

"...Oh."

After wandering around for a while.

Nu-ri's footsteps stop at a certain spot.

— "They sell this too...!"

Her Minime's voice is louder than usual.

I secretly peek at what caught her attention.

It's some character keychain.

Not the chainsaw boy, but looking at the guitar he's holding, it seems to be from a music anime.

Guitar and animation—definitely something Nu-ri would like.

"..."

Nu-ri subtly looks around.

The Minime on her shoulder also scans the surroundings with her.

— "...Why are there so many students here?"

Sweat trickles down.

Is she concerned about other students' gazes?

— "Hmm..."

Nu-ri repeatedly picks up and puts down the keychain.

— "Sigh... can't be helped... I'll buy it later. There will be other opportunities."

In the end, feeling self-conscious, she completely lets go.

...Geez.

"..."

I look around and pick up a suitable keychain. It's also a character keychain.

I show it to A-young, who's examining other items nearby.

"How's this?"

"...Huh? What is that?"

"I don't know either. But wouldn't it make a good Japanese souvenir? It's cute."

"You secretly like cute things, huh?"

A-young looks at me with a smirk.

"Hmm, it's nice. Cute."

"..."

Did you hear that?

She says it's nice.

— "...I guess this much is okay."

Nu-ri, after checking the atmosphere, quickly puts the keychain in her basket.

Seeing that.

I put the keychain I was holding back on the display.

"Huh? You're not buying it?"

"...I want to look around a bit more."

A-young gives me a puzzled look for a moment.

But she soon turns away.

"Shall we head out soon?"

About an hour until 4 PM.

Looking at the clock, there's not much time left until our meeting time.

Wanting to move with plenty of time, let's head to the checkout counter.

"So many people..."

The line is quite long.

At this rate, it'll take tens of minutes to wait.

Good thing we started moving early, just in case.

"Let's meet at the entrance after checking out."

"Got it."

"Okay."

***

"Phew..."

I sigh deeply, completely exhausted.

We somehow managed to check out.

Even paying is a challenge overseas. Basically because communication doesn't work.

"..."

I scan the area looking for the others at the Don Quijote entrance.

"Are they not out yet?"

Maybe I should wait a bit.

I'll just send a text saying I'm out.

"%%^^&$#...?"
"%^@$%@&...!"

"...?"

I turn toward the noise coming from a distance.

I narrow my eyes slightly.

That back of the head in the distance... that's...

...That's definitely Nu-ri.

As I approach closer.

— "Sigh... ran into a weird person."

Nu-ri's Minime's voice becomes clearly audible.

In front of Nu-ri stands an unfamiliar Japanese man with a friendly smile.

...Impressive.

Looks like she got hit on again in that short time.

Being pretty must be exhausting too.

...At this point, maybe she should just wear a ring. That thought crossed my mind.

At least she could pretend to have a boyfriend.

"Excuse me."

As I raise my voice and approach them.

The Japanese man hitting on Nu-ri turns his gaze toward me.

— "What's this? Is he her boyfriend?"

"...Hup."

...I almost burst out laughing after letting my guard down.

The Japanese Minime pronounced Korean so awkwardly.

...One thing I've learned since coming here.

For some reason, foreigners' thoughts are all translated into Korean.

Though the pronunciation is terrible.

"..."

I was about to open my mouth to chase him away.

Then I closed it again.

...Come to think of it, what should I say?

"...Time. Okay?"

I raise my hand and turn on my phone.

Wait, let me open the translator.

Let's see.

Don't touch the lady, please go away... in Japanese...

"What...?"
— "...What is this guy doing?"

His expression wrinkles strangely.

"Tsk."

...If you're annoyed, speak Korean yourself.

Just wait a bit.

I'm trying to speak your language here.

"...?"

At that moment.

My body was suddenly pulled to the left.

Nu-ri had pulled my sleeve toward her.

We ended up quite close. Almost like a couple's distance.

...While I can't speak Japanese well, I can understand it somewhat.

"This person. He's my boyfriend."

I understood exactly what Nu-ri was saying.

—"Just play along...!"

Nu-ri's Minime grinds her teeth with a reddened face.

...She's really determined to get rid of him.

Seems like the guy was quite persistent.

"..."

Since it's come to this, I should play along.

I silently place my hand on Nu-ri's shoulder.

Is this enough?

"...Huh? What's this?"

That's when I heard familiar Korean.

Screech—

Nu-ri and I turned our gazes simultaneously.

"..."
"..."

When did they come out?

Shin A-young and Lee Sol are staring at us with slightly open mouths.

Especially Sol's eyes were trembling widely.

"..."

The Japanese man, sensing the awkward atmosphere...

— "...This seems weird, I should just go."

He smiled awkwardly and immediately turned away.

...Hey, wait, don't go yet.

Ch.25 - Emotions Only Others Know
"..."

I lowered my hand from Ji Nu-ri's shoulder casually.

Then I took a step to the side.

So far, so good.

Let me clear up this misunderstanding first.

"..."

At that moment.

Shin A-young approached with quick steps, looking concerned.

"...Nu-ri, are you okay? You just turned down someone hitting on you, right?"

...She figured it out immediately.

No need for explanations.

She seemed to have assessed the situation after darting her eyes around.

Ji Nu-ri patted my back, indicating everything was fine.

"It's okay. He helped me out."

"...Oh."

Lee Sol let out a short breath seeing that.

— "...So that's what it was. I misunderstood for nothing."

Her inner thoughts sighed.

She kicked a small stone at her feet, looking slightly embarrassed.

"..."

I fell into thought watching her.

No matter how I look at it.

This.

"Hey, Lee Seung-ho!"

Shin A-young called my name loudly from a distance.

"What are you doing? We don't have much time before we need to gather."

Looking up, I saw everyone had gone ahead.

I blinked slowly.

"...Coming now."

I slowly started walking toward where the three of them were.

***

"Wow~"

The table was filled with a feast. Dinner was buffet-style.

Shin A-young let out an exclamation as she entered the dining hall.

There was so much food. It was overwhelming before even starting.

"They say we'll have buffet dinners every night?"

Shin A-young patted Seung-ho's back excitedly.

"What are you going to eat first?"

"...I'll look around first."

Shin A-young followed Seung-ho around the buffet, piling food onto her plate.

Despite being in Japan, the food wasn't that different from Korean buffets.

There was meat, noodles, Japanese dishes.

"These shrimp look really delicious. Want one?"

"...They're a bit of a hassle to eat."

"But they taste good."

Just as Shin A-young was about to pick up a shrimp with the tongs.

"Seung-ho."

Lee Sol appeared, poking her head between their shoulders.

"I found some delicious meat over there."

She proudly showed her plate.

True to her word, a large steak sat appetizingly on her plate.

"Oh... where did you find that?"

Seung-ho immediately showed interest.

"Come this way, I'll show you."

Lee Sol turned around and led the way.

She walked with quick, small steps.

"..."

Shin A-young blinked quietly as she watched the two leave.

Huh.

What's going on here?

...This pattern continued afterward.

"Is that tasty?"

Lee Sol showed interest in what Seung-ho was eating.

"Hmm..."

He chewed thoughtfully for a moment.

"...It's not amazing, but decent enough?"

"You must really like fried food."

"Well... anything tastes good when it's fried."

Shin A-young watched them while chewing her meat.

"..."

Those two. They've gotten closer since coming on this school trip.

Moreover.

Had Lee Sol ever been this proactive in conversations before?

Not that Shin A-young could recall.

This...

It seems this tendency has gotten stronger since that incident earlier.

***

After dinner ended.

"See you tomorrow."

Seung-ho waved his hand slightly and left for his room. The boys went upstairs.

Shin A-young and the other girls went downstairs.

"Phew... that was delicious..."

Ji Nu-ri rubbed her stomach with satisfaction as she entered the room.

Now then...

"Let's decide who showers first."

"Rock-paper-scissors, one round?"

"One round."

The match was quickly decided.

"If you don't throw, you lose~ Rock, paper, scissors!"

Three hands stretched forward.

...Ugh.
Shin A-young frowned.

"I lost..."

The winner was Ji Nu-ri, who threw paper.

"Then I'll shower first~"

She promptly went to shower. No mercy shown.

"Haaah..."

Lee Sol sat leaning against the wall, as if she didn't mind either way.

She blinked drowsily.

"I'm really tired... I feel like I could fall asleep right now..."

Yaaawn...

Lee Sol asked with a slight yawn.

"...Where are we going tomorrow again?"

"Let me see... Day 2... we're going to several places but the main attraction is the aquarium."

Looking at the guidebook, it seemed quite famous.

It used to be Japan's largest aquarium, apparently. Now it's the second largest.

Ding—

Just then, her phone notification rang.

Opening the screen.

"Oh, the photos from today arrived."

Seung-ho had sent all the photos taken today through Instagram.

There were many, including ones in front of the Glico Man billboard and inside Don Quijote.

First, let me save these...

"Sol, look at this one, it turned out really well?"

"...Where?"

Lee Sol leaned her face over Shin A-young's shoulder.

Shin A-young swiped through the gallery.

"Ah, I took this one."

It was a photo with all four of them.

Seung-ho appeared a bit small since he was far away, but the image was still clear.

"What do you think, doesn't it look—"

"..."

Shin A-young stopped as she turned to look at Lee Sol.

She could tell where her gaze was directed on the screen.

"...Sol."

Shin A-young called to her softly.

"Hmm?"

Lee Sol answered drowsily, as if she didn't understand why she was being called.

Shin A-young voiced the question she'd been holding back.

"Do you possibly..."

It was just a guess, but.

"...have feelings for Seung-ho?"

...Ah.

After saying those words.

Even Shin A-young herself felt she'd made a mistake. She flinched slightly.

Yet her eyes remained fixed on the person beside her.

How would Lee Sol react to this?

Strangely, she couldn't look away.

"Huh...?"

Lee Sol's lips parted gradually as she turned her head.

"...N-no... I don't?"

That's what she said, but.

Her panicked eyes darting around were completely visible.

Was she trying to manage her expression?

Lee Sol frowned slightly and asked back.

"...W-why do you think that...?"

"...Well... you just seemed concerned about him. Like during dinner earlier."

Hadn't she been following Seung-ho around?

"...Me?"

"Your eyes kept following him too."

"...Did they?"

Lee Sol tilted her head. Her eyes narrowed halfway.

Her expression showed genuine confusion.

...I thought so, but.

Could it be she hasn't noticed it herself?

"Well... that happens. People often don't realize these things about themselves."

There are emotions that others notice first.

People often don't recognize their own feelings.

Especially when those feelings are complex and deep.

"So what do you think? Do you like him? Dislike him?"

"I probably... don't... like him..."

"Huh? Then?"

"I don't know..."

Lee Sol was starting to get heated about this topic, beads of sweat appearing.

"But... a little..."

Lee Sol opened her mouth slowly.

The tips of her ears had turned noticeably red. It stood out even more against her pale skin.

"...I am concerned about him."

Concerned, she says.

She didn't say she liked him, but left room for interpretation.

Lee Sol exhaled softly.

"...Right now... yes, just that much."

Lee Sol's face as she said this.

Was unlike her usual drowsy self.

It came across as something completely different.

"..."

Shin A-young sat quietly for a moment, at a loss for words.

...How can she say this isn't liking someone?

"...What about you?"

At that moment, Lee Sol asked back.

"What about you?"

"...What?"

What was she trying to say?

When Shin A-young asked with a puzzled expression.

"...How do you feel about him?"

"...Me?"

What was this suddenly?

"Aren't you concerned about him too? You're always hanging around him."

...Me?

"Me, about Seung-ho?"

No way.

"...So. What do you think?"

It was too serious to laugh off as a joke; Lee Sol's voice carried a subtle earnestness.

This.

The atmosphere demanded at least some thought.

"..."

...How do I feel about Seung-ho as a man?

Honestly, I've never thought about it.

Of course, he's fun to hang out with and a good guy.

He's perceptive, takes care of others... helps out when there's trouble.

...So.

How do I feel about him?

"..."

Shin A-young carefully raised her head.

"I..."

***

"I..."

"..."

Lee Sol held her breath as she watched Shin A-young's lips.

The two spent a lot of time together, so it mattered even more.

...She had also become friends with Seung-ho before Lee Sol did, even if only briefly.

What would she say?

That she likes him?

Or would she say she's interested, like Lee Sol?

If.

If she said that, how should Lee Sol respond?

"..."

In that tense moment.

"Come on, we're just friends. Though Seung-ho is pretty decent..."

Shin A-young answered with a casual expression.

"More like... a guy friend? A gaming buddy, maybe?"

She crossed her arms and nodded.

"I get what you're thinking, Sol, but don't worry."

...Ah.

"Okay."

I see now.

"Wow— but Seung-ho's pretty good, huh? He's got you all interested."

"...I'm not 'got.'"

"Being concerned is exactly that."

Shin A-young laughed awkwardly and playfully nudged her shoulder.

A gesture trying to lighten the mood.

"..."

Lee Sol silently looked at Shin A-young.

People often don't recognize their own feelings, she said.

Now Lee Sol understood what that meant.

...Does Shin A-young even realize?

"..."

That in the moments when she talks about Seung-ho.

It's not her acting smile.

But her natural, genuine smile faintly showing through.

...Maybe not yet.

But at this rate, definitely.

Shin A-young...

"..."

Shin A-young is good at studying, good at sports, good at acting.

She's beautiful too.

She'd probably be good at dating as well.

But I know I don't have that kind of skill.

...Even if I'm not good at it, I don't want to lose at this too.

...So.

I'm sorry.

I won't tell you.

Ch.26 - It Wasn't Intentional
The next day.

I came out of my room wearing a casual short-sleeved T-shirt.

"Yaaawn..."

As I got off the elevator with a long yawn, I spotted the trio waiting in front of the restaurant.

We had agreed to have breakfast together, so they must have been waiting.

"Ah...!"

Among them, my eyes met with Shin A-young's. Her eyebrows twitched.

"Lee Seung-ho, over...!"

She started to raise her hand, but then—

"O-over here..."

She awkwardly lowered her raised arm.

...Why is she suddenly acting like that?

— "...Should I keep some distance?"

A-young's Minime rolled her eyes, strangely checking someone's reaction.

When I looked to see who she was watching, it was none other than Lee Sol.

That was somewhat puzzling. Shin A-young being cautious around Lee Sol?

"..."

Did something happen between them?

Meanwhile, Lee Sol raised her hand slightly toward me.

"...Seung-ho, good morning."

"Everyone's up early, huh?"

"...Just happened that way."

Lee Sol looked particularly neat and tidy.

Since everyone else was dressed casually for breakfast, her outfit seemed a bit overdressed.

Did she wake up early to get ready?

Because of that, there was a hint of fatigue on her face, but not enough to be noticeable.

Rather, that person was...

Next to her.

"Huaaawn..."

Ji Nu-ri was letting out a long yawn.

She was standing there half-asleep.

— "So sleepy... Maybe I should've skipped breakfast and slept more..."

Her Minime was nodding off, tilting her head. She looked like she might collapse.

Did she stay up late from excitement again?

I should tell her to get some coffee later.

"Let's go in."

I entered the restaurant with them.

The breakfast menu had many light options.

After briefly looking around to decide what to eat, I put some cereal, milk, and bread on my plate and sat down.

"..."

I glanced around.
Shin A-young and Lee Sol were still selecting their food.

...Hmm.

This might be my only chance.

Before the two returned, I leaned toward Ji Nu-ri, who was already seated.

"Hey, did something happen between those two yesterday?"

Ji Nu-ri paused mid-bite and looked back at me.

"Yesterday?"

— "Hmm? Was there something...?"

Her Minime crossed her arms and tapped her fingers thoughtfully.

— "No matter how I think about it..."

"No, nothing happened. Everyone was tired and went straight to sleep."

Ji Nu-ri resumed eating her bread and turned her attention to the Universal Studios guidebook.

She seemed busy thinking about tomorrow's schedule rather than today's.

She was preoccupied with rechecking the course in advance.

...She really doesn't seem to know anything.

"Why do you ask suddenly?"

"It's nothing."

I brushed it off as if it wasn't important.

"...What's that about?"

Ji Nu-ri gave me a somewhat puzzled look.

"..."

Just then, Lee Sol sat down and placed her plate on the table.

It's just that...

Since earlier, from Lee Sol—

— "Now I— — have to— — —."

I kept hearing noise coming through.

...She wasn't like this until yesterday.

Something must have happened between them.

Probably some "incident" between Lee Sol and Shin A-young.

"..."

Lee Sol was delicately sipping her soup.

Her Minime was gently dabbing her mouth with a napkin while subtly observing me.

Watching that made me wonder—

Even if she doesn't love me, she definitely seems to have feelings for me—and that made me wonder what I should do.

"..."

I took a spoonful of cereal.

...What should I say?

To be honest, I don't plan on doing anything special.

It's not like Lee Sol confessed to me or was flirting with me.

Just because I can hear her thoughts doesn't mean I can say nonsense like "You like me, don't you?"

"..."

Besides, I had no intention of confessing first.

Lee Sol is definitely fun to hang out with, and she's pretty too, but I haven't felt that romantic flutter yet.

"..."

Of course, that's just for now.

No one knows how people's feelings might change.

The same applies to Lee Sol. Her thoughts could change soon too.

Thoughts can change more easily than you'd expect.

"..."

If she does confess...

Well.

I'll think about it when the time comes.

For now.

"Is it okay to eat that much in the morning?"

"...It's just this once. It's a school trip, after all."

I'll just act normal.

Like I don't know anything.

Let's go with that for now.

***

The bus took us to an aquarium.

It was our second destination after visiting the ramen-making experience center.

"Ugh."

Lee Sol stretched her slightly stiff body as she got off the bus.

"Everyone had a good lunch, right? Take your time looking around inside and meet back here by 4 PM."

"Yeeees—"

As always, the experience began with a class commemorative photo.

The students scattered after the teacher's instructions.

'Where should we go first?'

'Let's see the whale shark before it gets crowded.'

The students chattered excitedly.

Lee Seung-ho watched them and casually asked the person next to him.

"Ji Nu-ri, where should we go first?"

"...Why are you asking me?"

"Just asking."

"..."

Ji Nu-ri was silent for a moment, then slowly opened her mouth.

"...We have plenty of time to look around, but it's probably better to see the whale shark early. It'll get crowded."

"Okay. Let's go with that."

And so their route was decided.

"..."

Lee Sol listened to their conversation, her lips twitching slightly.

...She had been like this since the morning schedule.

Ever since she realized her feelings for him, her chest had felt strangely tingly.

She didn't know how to act around him now.

She wanted to be natural, but even that wasn't easy.

How did she act before...?

"...Need some help?"

A voice suddenly caught Lee Sol's attention.

"Huh?"

Shin A-young had secretly approached and asked.

"...With what?"

"Don't you want things to go well with Seung-ho?"

"I don't want things to go well with him, I just..."

"Right, you just want to get to know him better."

She answered while subtly avoiding eye contact.

"...That's right."

Lee Sol swallowed dryly.

What was she thinking?

She wondered if it was okay to accept help from Shin A-young like this.

"..."

Lee Sol stood awkwardly, observing Shin A-young.

From her perspective, there didn't seem to be any ulterior motives.

Just a pure desire to help.

"..."

Yes, it should be fine for now.

After all, Shin A-young doesn't...

like Lee Seung-ho yet.

"...Just a little, then."

Let's accept her help.

***

Shin A-young strolled leisurely through the aquarium.

She observed the two people walking a few steps ahead.

"Hmm..."

Looking at them made her wonder what it really meant to like someone.

Lee Sol, who had claimed to have no interest in romance...

"..."

Look at her.

She was subtly matching her pace to Lee Seung-ho's.

Could people change this much?

To the point of being conscious of the distance between them, which she never cared about before.

"..."

...Distance, huh.

"...How close is acceptable between friends? ...This much? Or this much?"

She mentally adjusted her steps, imagining Lee Seung-ho.

"...As long as we're not touching, it should be fine, right?"

After all, they're just friends.

"Sigh..."

...Maybe I shouldn't have asked.

She sometimes thought that.

If she hadn't asked that question yesterday, she wouldn't have known about Lee Sol's feelings.

And she wouldn't be having these concerns now.

"..."

...But since I've decided to help...

"..."

Lee Sol was glancing at him repeatedly.

She fidgeted with her phone, picking it up and putting it down.

It looked like she wanted to take a picture together.

I should help her.

"Hey—"

"Want me to take a picture for you? You want to take one, right?"

Shin A-young approached Lee Sol and quickly took her phone.

Then she naturally pushed her forward.

"Hmm... it's crowded here, so let's go over there and take one with everyone."

This is better.

It would be awkward if just the two of them took a picture.

This way would be more natural.

"This spot looks good."

No people around, perfect.

"Come together, everyone. Nu-ri, move in a bit closer."

"...Like this?"

"Yes, that's perfect."

She switched the camera to selfie mode.

She extended the phone forward to make sure everyone was in the frame.

"Okay, I'm taking it. One, two, three~!"

Click—

And a few more times.

Shin A-young checked the photos she took.

"Oh..."

Self-praise aside, she thought they turned out well.

Lee Sol should be satisfied with these.

Shin A-young turned the phone to show the expert.

"Seung-ho, how are these? Be brutally honest."

"Oh, not bad for an amateur."

"How many points?"

"I'll give you 10."

"Huh? Out of 10?"

"Out of 100."

What? I got my hopes up for nothing.

Out of 100, shouldn't I get at least 50?

"Here, Sol."

Shin A-young handed the phone back to Lee Sol.

"..."

Her expression was somewhat blank as she looked at the photos.

"...Oh."

Was this not what she wanted?

Didn't she want to take a picture with Lee Seung-ho?

"..."

Lee Sol briefly met her gaze. Her eyelashes subtly drooped.

...Seems like this wasn't what she wanted.

...Let me change the subject.

"...Shall we go see the whale shark now?"

Shin A-young took out the guidebook and led the way.

She felt they needed to move quickly.

.
.
.

When they arrived at the exhibition hall, it was already crowded with people.

Seeing this, Lee Sol's expression became a bit strained.

"...There are so many people."

"Well, we can't see this in Korea. Everyone must have come here."

Just then.

Swoosh—

A large fish that appeared to be a whale shark glided past behind the glass.

Its shadow cast by the lights made its size feel real.

"Wow..."

Lee Seung-ho's lips parted slightly at the sight.

"It's bigger than I thought. It's really something else up close."

His tone was a bit excited.

Lee Seung-ho was still a guy after all.

Men couldn't help but get excited about big things.

"Um... i-it looks better from over here."

Lee Sol murmured softly toward him.

"Huh?"

Hearing this, Shin A-young subtly moved to her right side.

Let's see.

"Oh, you're right."

From here, with no other fish around, the swimming whale shark was more visible.

It was definitely a better spot.

Shin A-young turned her head to call him.

"Seung-ho. Come over here. You can see better from here."

Shin A-young tapped the spot on her right.

"Where?"

Hearing her, Lee Seung-ho stopped at the indicated spot.

"Oh..."

He exclaimed briefly.

Was it really that good?

Shin A-young was momentarily satisfied with his fascinated expression as he looked through the aquarium glass.

Tug, tug—

She felt someone pulling at her clothes from the side.

When she turned her head, Lee Sol was giving her a strange look.

Her cheeks were somewhat puffed up.

Lee Sol pointed behind her with her thumb.

"Uh..."

Was she asking her to follow?

Shin A-young followed her obediently, wondering if something was wrong.

Lee Seung-ho and Ji Nu-ri were busy taking pictures of the whale shark from afar.

This was a corner where no one else was around.

"Huff..."

Lee Sol sighed briefly, then with a look of understanding:

"...I'll handle this myself."

That's what she said.

Ch.27 - The Last Day (1)
Early evening.

We finished our schedule at the aquarium and returned to the hotel.

It was time for dinner at the hotel buffet.

"Ugh—!"

As we got off the bus, arms stretched high in the air.

"That was fun—"

Ji Nu-ri straightened her back and twisted her body from side to side.

Her face was glowing with excitement.

She naturally turned to me and asked.

"The aquarium. It was better than you expected, right?"

Definitely.

I agree with that.

"Especially the whale shark."

"Oh yeah, that...! It was so huge...!"

Ji Nu-ri seemed unable to get the sight out of her head.

She gestured excitedly, mimicking the whale shark's size.

"..."

...In contrast.

Glancing behind me.

"..."

"..."

Two people were getting off the bus in silence.

Lee Sol and Shin A-young.

They had been running parallel to each other, unable to meet each other's eyes.

— "I made a mistake... but what exactly was the mistake...?"

Shin A-young's Minime was rolling its eyes around.

As for Lee Sol...

— "Any—way— — — —"

The continuing Noise made it difficult to understand what she was saying.

It was hard to grasp the situation like this.

For now, I'd have to just observe until the right moment.

Even after entering the restaurant, the situation continued.

"..."

"Ah, this looks delicious."

I envy Ji Nu-ri, who's peacefully selecting her dinner despite everything.

— "Yum. Delicious."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime happily devoured sushi.

Salmon, shrimp, tuna... her plate was piled high with various types.

Considering how much she usually eats at school lunch, Ji Nu-ri seems like the type to get her money's worth at a buffet.

"Oh. Right."

As if she just remembered something.

Ji Nu-ri paused her meal and pulled out a small notebook.

A notebook. That's quite a retro vibe.

She twirled her pen and asked.

"Is there anything you want to do tomorrow? If so, I'll add it to our course plan."

Tomorrow we're going to Universal Studios.

It's what you might call the highlight of our school trip.

Since it's the last day, Ji Nu-ri was more determined than ever.

She looked like she didn't want to waste even a second.

"Places I want to go..."

Now that she asked, nothing came to mind immediately.

Since we're enjoying an amusement park in Japan, I'd like to experience things I can't do at Lotte World in Korea.

If that's the case, what comes to mind is...

"Ah, I'd like to see Dotendo World at least once."

"Nintendo World? That's a bit intense..."

"Is it?"

"It's so popular that they say it's hard to get on rides without doing an open run. What time are we arriving tomorrow again?"

"Around seven? I heard we're leaving early because the lines get long."

"Then we might be able to make it if we're lucky."

That's good news.

— "I should plan alternative routes in case this doesn't work out..."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime muttered while scribbling notes.

She even thinks about that?

Plan B following Plan A.

She's really thorough.

— "We definitely need to go to Universal Cool Japan, so I'll naturally fit that in... can't miss the chance to buy limited 'Demon Blade' merchandise."

...So that's a thing too.

Listening to her Minime, it seems to be an attraction that regularly collaborates with animations.

Even in the midst of everything, she wasn't going to miss the anime course she liked.

"I'll get another plate."

Ji Nu-ri got up from her seat and headed back to the food table.

She really eats a lot.

I put down my chopsticks and stood up.

I thought I'd go get a drink in the meantime.

"...?"

On my way to the beverage counter.

I noticed a boy with a pale face. He was looking around quickly.

"...Ugh."

— "Bathroom... where's the bathroom...?!"

Seems like he has a stomachache.

Sweat was dripping from his Minime's face too.

We've been staying at this hotel for two days already. Does he still not know where the bathroom is?

...I can't just ignore this.

I lightly tapped his shoulder.

"There's no bathroom inside the restaurant, but if you go out and to the end of the right corridor, you'll find it."

"Ah! Thanks...!"

He disappeared with urgent steps.

I turned around as if nothing had happened.

"Hmm..."

...Why are Minimes so cute?

Since Minimes are drawn in a character style, they're generally cute.

Because of that, it's hard to just pass them by.

It's like seeing an abandoned puppy or kitten on the street...

"..."

While thinking about that, I happened to look out the window.

I noticed Lee Sol sitting alone on a terrace bench.

"..."

...What is she doing out there?

***

The cool evening breeze brushed against her body.

Lee Sol finished her meal and came out to the terrace, leaning back on the bench.

"Sigh..."

The reason she came out here was because her mind felt complicated.

"..."

After that, she ultimately couldn't do anything.

In truth, it wasn't so much Shin A-young's interference as her own failure to step up properly.

She kept hesitating until the schedule ended.

"...This is really annoying."

She was talking to herself.

Why was she acting like this?

Whenever she was near him, her normally slow actions became even slower... this wasn't like her usual self.

Always languid, relaxed in her actions, easygoing, confident.

That should be who Lee Sol is.

But all of those traits disappeared whenever Lee Seung-ho appeared—

"What are you doing here alone?"

"...!?"

Her bottom jerked up.

Recognizing whose voice it was immediately.

Lee Sol couldn't hide her surprise as she quickly turned her head. Her shoulders twitched.

There stood Lee Seung-ho, giving her a puzzled look.

"Ah..."

Lee Sol's eyes darted around.

Her mind raced, trying to figure out how to act.

...See?

Doesn't she lack mental composure?

"I was just... getting some fresh air."

Lee Sol slowly offered a plausible reason.

It wasn't a lie.

"...Aren't you cold?"

"I'm wearing a hoodie, so."

Lee Sol casually pulled her hood over her head.

She tightened the drawstring, slightly covering her cheeks. She just felt like doing that.

Lee Seung-ho nodded slightly at the sight.

"Still, come back in after a while. Don't catch a cold for no reason."

"Mmm."

He turned to go back inside.

"..."

Lee Sol's hand fidgeted inside her pocket.

She tapped the object in her pocket with her fingertips.

She wondered if this was the right timing.

It was a bit of a dilemma.

...But still.

She wanted to do something today.

"Hey, Lee Seung-ho."

Lee Sol called out to him as she rose from the bench.

"? What?"

As he turned around again.

Lee Sol took her hand out of her pocket and extended the object she was holding.

"...This. You wanted it, right?"

A character keyring dangled from her finger, swaying in the wind.

It was the item he had been looking at in Dotonbori.

"Thanks to you, I got through the midterms well. This is my way of saying thanks."

He seemed to want it.

She had bought it as a thank-you gift.

...Now she's glad she did.

"..."

Lee Seung-ho's eyebrows raised slightly. He looked a bit surprised.

And maybe a little flustered.

"...Was I wrong?"

Maybe he didn't need it.

As that anxiety began to creep in.

"No, that's not it..."

Lee Seung-ho accepted it.

The corners of his eyes formed gentle curves, and he gave a slight chuckle.

"Just, thank you."

"...Sure."

Lee Sol answered as nonchalantly as possible and shoved her hands back into her pockets.

"..."

...Good.

At least she did something.

Squeeze—

The small fist clenched inside her hoodie pocket reflected her feelings.

***

The next day—

We arrived at Universal Studios early in the morning.

"..."

My lips pressed together slightly.

— "Go in and immediately reserve Dotendo World, then move to the attraction while buying one Harry Potter souvenir. Eat a main snack while waiting for the attraction—"

Umm...

Ji Nu-ri's Minime was muttering to a frightening degree.

— "Good. I've prepared everything perfectly."

She closed her notebook with a satisfying snap, burning with determination.

Her fighting spirit was palpable.

"Ah, looks like we're entering now."

The line in front of us was slowly disappearing.

...I should open the app first.

I turned on the Universal Studios dedicated app.

Ji Nu-ri had insisted so much on doing it in advance that my body moved naturally.

...After about thirty minutes of waiting, it was finally our turn to enter.

Tap-tap-tap-tap—

We quickly started making reservations for Dotendo World.

"Yes, got it...! Did you all get yours?"

Ji Nu-ri was the first to shout.

"Yeah, I got mine."

"Mmm, me too."

"Then we all got in. And all at the same time slot."

Maybe it was because we came early, but it wasn't as difficult as we expected.

As expected of South Korea, the land of ticketing expertise.

Now I felt more relaxed.

I quickly bought a churro and asked.

"Where should we go first?"

"There's a ride called Harry Potter and the Journey? Let's start there."

Harry Potter...

An attraction based on the famous wizard novel everyone knows.

Ji Nu-ri flipped through her notebook and explained the schedule.

"After that, we'll enter Dotendo World at our reserved time and ride the Mario Kart attraction."

Our reservation time was about 2 hours from now.

The timing would work out perfectly after riding that.

"Let's go quickly."

Ji Nu-ri led the way excitedly, raising the energy.

That's a sight you don't often see.

Ji Nu-ri walking with excitement.

...But.

"?"

For a brief moment.

Ji Nu-ri's pace awkwardly slowed.

— "Something..."

Her Minime tilted its head with a strange expression.

— "...No, must be my imagination?"

I saw it raising its energy again.

...What was that?

But that thought was brief.

"Wow, Harry Potter...!"

Shin A-young's cheer from beside me drew my attention.

"...Wow."

My mouth opened involuntarily.

The line was ridiculously long. The snake-like queue winding around already made me tired.

It looked like we'd have to stand for over an hour... and the problem is, this is considered short.

Honestly, waiting in line isn't my thing.

"..."

This better be worth it.

.
.
.

"Wow."

It's seriously freaking awesome!

It was worth waiting for at least once.

If there hadn't been a line, I would have gone again. Everything else was perfect.

"I understand why it's so popular."

"Right...!"

Not just Shin A-young, but even Lee Sol's eyes were sparkling, clearly enjoying it.

Indeed, something Ji Nu-ri would choose first—

"...Ji Nu-ri?"

Turning around, I saw her lagging behind.

"..."

Her head was bowed so I couldn't see her expression clearly, but.

"...Ugh, sob..."

Seeing her clutching her stomach and trembling.

It was clear that something was seriously wrong.

Ch.28 - The Last Day (2)
"Hey, are you okay?"

I checked Ji Nu-ri's complexion.

Her blue-tinged lips and the light cold sweat on her forehead suggested this wasn't just a temporary issue.

"Ugh..."

She grimaced and bent halfway over.

Stomach pain? Period?

"Just hang on a bit, let's go to the infirmary now."

***

I set Ji Nu-ri down inside the infirmary.

The distance from the Harry Potter attraction to here was quite far.

Since she seemed to have trouble walking properly, I had no choice but to carry her on my back.

"..."

The nurse started asking Ji Nu-ri various questions, and she seemed to be slowly explaining her condition.

After three or four exchanges of conversation.

The nurse calmly helped Ji Nu-ri lie down on the bed inside.

"It seems like you have an upset stomach. I think you'll feel better after some rest. Please avoid rides that might strain your body."

She continued with a brief explanation to us.

Honestly, I had no idea what she was saying.

— "There are kids like this sometimes..." (The nurse's Minime muttered)

I could only guess from what the nurse's Minime was mumbling that it wasn't anything too serious.

...Still, I needed to know what was being said.

I asked Shin A-young who was listening with me.

"...What is she saying?"

"She says it's just an upset stomach and she'll be fine after some rest. But she should avoid intense rides that might strain her body."

"...What about medicine? Isn't there any?"

"Just a moment?"

At my question, Shin A-young stepped forward and began speaking Japanese carefully.

"Is there any medicine available for stomach pain...?"

To her question.

"Since we're not a medical facility, we can't provide treatment or medication."

The nurse replied something.

"What did she say?"

"She says they don't provide medicine here."

No medicine?

"Instead, I can give you a warm heating pack."

While I was wondering what to do, the nurse said something and began searching through a drawer.

Shin A-young translated it for me.

"She says she'll give us a heating pack instead."

Ji Nu-ri took the heating pack and placed it on her stomach.

"Phew..."

It seemed to be effective.

Her expression became somewhat more comfortable than before.

Has she calmed down a bit now?

Perhaps feeling bad for taking up our time, Ji Nu-ri looked at us with an awkward expression.

"...You guys should go ahead. I'll contact the teacher separately... It's time to enter Dotendo World now."

"Will you be okay?"

"I'm fine. It's just because I ate too much, that's all."

Ji Nu-ri let out an awkward laugh.

"Ah."

As if suddenly remembering something she'd forgotten, she took out a notebook from her pocket.

"Here, take this too."

I accepted it.

Looking at it, I could see it was the notebook she'd been diligently writing in since yesterday.

"I wrote down today's route in there, so you can just follow it."

Ji Nu-ri lay down on the bed and closed her eyes.

"...I'll call you when I feel better after resting a bit."

— "— — — — —"

The Noise was still audible.

Ji Nu-ri's Minime was clutching her stomach and shedding tears.

She still wasn't feeling well.

It was clear that trying to have fun in this state would be too much.

"Okay."

I took Ji Nu-ri's notebook and left the infirmary.

I couldn't stay by her side just because she was sick.

She said she'd call the teacher too. She'll probably be fine.

...At least, that's what I told myself.

"..."
"..."

The continued silence between the three of us.

There was no way to break this silence.

— "This atmosphere is suffocating..."

Shin A-young's Minime was moving her mouth.

She seemed to find this silence quite frustrating.

Finally unable to bear it any longer, Shin A-young raised her voice.

"...We can have fun for Nu-ri's share too...!"

"...Yeah, that's right."

Lee Sol nodded in agreement.

— "...Is it really okay for us to go have fun without her?"

— "I'm really worried... but I still want to go to Dotendo World..."

Though they said that, their Minimes still maintained an attitude of concern.

I think this is why I hang out with these kids.

They're good-hearted.

"..."

I opened the notebook Ji Nu-ri had given me.

Cute, detailed handwriting filled the pages densely.

- [Buy snacks immediately when the line is short.]

Something like that.

[☆IMPORTANT☆]
[Must-ride attractions at Dotendo World.]
[Mario Kart attraction ← Must ride this...!]

I immediately got the impression she had written this very diligently.

[Precautions]
[Nintendo bracelet - not enough time to enjoy all content in one day]
[Discourage anyone who wants to buy one]

[Must-do things!]
...
...
...

The schedule continued in a list below.

Where to eat what food, which places aren't as good as expected.

I hadn't looked at the notebook before, so I didn't know.

Her notes showed she had done more thorough research than I'd thought.

...I could see how much she had been looking forward to this.

"..."

I quietly closed the notebook.

"...Seung-ho? Aren't you coming in?"

Shin A-young gave me a puzzled look.

The two of them had already passed the ticket check and taken a step inside Dotendo World.

"Hmm..."

I frowned and looked up.

Beyond the entrance, I could see the structures of Dotendo World.

It was a mystical landscape, like stepping into a game.

That couldn't possibly be boring.

...But.

— "— — — — —"

Ji Nu-ri's Minime from earlier flashed through my mind.

Perhaps that wasn't—

"..."

Ah.

...This is really bothering me.

Even though she seemed fine on the outside, I knew she wasn't.

Knowing which feelings were genuine made it even more concerning.

If we weren't close, or if she were a little less pretty, I might have just moved on.

"..."

I spoke to Shin A-young with a desperate voice.

"...Buy me one Mario hat. I'll pay you back later."

"Huh?"

"Just go have fun without me for now."

"What? Where are you going?!"

Shin A-young raised her voice.

"...Are you going to Nu-ri?"

Lee Sol tried to follow me but was stopped by the guide.

"Once you exit, re-entry is not permitted. Is that okay?"

"What? What did you say?"

Leaving Lee Sol behind, who couldn't understand what was being said.

"I'll call you later."

With those words, I headed back the way we came.

"..."

The last of the three school trips I could experience in my life.

The last day. At this once-in-a-lifetime moment.

The person who was looking forward to it the most couldn't enjoy it.

That just didn't seem right, no matter how you looked at it.

***

"..."

Ji Nu-ri stared blankly at the ceiling.

After lying down with the heating pack, the pain in her stomach had subsided a bit.

As the pain gradually faded and her senses returned...

"Ah, damn...! This is so embarrassing...!"

Ji Nu-ri's face flushed hot.

It wasn't food poisoning, it wasn't her period.

The reason she was sick was simply that she had eaten too much at the buffet.

How awkward must they have felt seeing her like that?

"Haah..."

She kept sighing deeply.

"..."

Looking at the clock, it was about 11:30 now.

With nothing particular to do.

She was just mindlessly scrolling through her phone.

"..."

Then a thought occurred to her.

She hadn't contacted her mom in a while. Maybe she should call her.

It would be free if she used CocoaTalk.

— Ring ring ring.

After a few dial tones, the music cut off abruptly. Someone had answered.

"Hello?"

— "Oh, daughter~ What's up? Do you need something?"

Need something?

That was the first thing she heard after so long.

Ji Nu-ri pouted her lips, feeling a bit hurt.

"...No, do I only call when I need something?"

— "Isn't that usually the case? You haven't sent a single text until now."

"..."

Ji Nu-ri fell silent at the subtly upset tone.

She couldn't argue with that.

"...I just called because I had some free time."

— "Oh, is that so?"

"..."

— "Hmm~ Today was the amusement park, right?"

"Yeah."

Ji Nu-ri rolled over slowly on the bed.

— "How is it? Are you having fun?"

She hesitated.

Ji Nu-ri's words caught in her throat.

The slightly gentle tone made her throat feel tight.

...She swallowed quietly.

"...Yeah. I'm having fun."

Ji Nu-ri tried her best to maintain her usual voice.

— "What did you do?"

"Rode Harry Potter, ate churros while waiting..."

Ji Nu-ri's gaze drifted outside.
Then lowered slightly.

"And... you know, this and that."

— "Really? Sounds like you're having a good time. Do you need me to send you more allowance if you're short on money?"

"No, it's fine."

She wouldn't be able to use it all anyway.

A slightly dejected smile appeared at that realization.

"I... have to go now, so I'll hang up."

Ji Nu-ri hurriedly ended the conversation, feeling that continuing would only make her more depressed.

— "Okay~ Have fun, and make sure to eat properly."

"Yeah."

The voice from the phone disappeared completely.

Instead, she could faintly hear the sound of a roller coaster moving and people cheering from outside the window.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri leaned forward and buried her face in the mattress.

Why did I do that yesterday...

Feeling a bit of regret and growing sadness about her current situation...

"Hey, are you okay? Still in a lot of pain?"

"?"

Ji Nu-ri froze.

This voice...

When Ji Nu-ri slowly raised her head, she discovered Lee Seung-ho standing there nonchalantly.

Why is he here?

More importantly,

"Hey, what about Dotendo World!?"

By now, he should have already been inside.

Had he not gone in yet?

Or did he take a different route?

"..."

Lee Seung-ho didn't answer.

He put down the bag he was holding and took out various items from inside.

"...They weren't selling porridge, so I bought oatmeal. Can you eat this? Or should you take medicine first?"

Did he buy all that?

On purpose?

"...Was there a store inside?"

"There wasn't, so I went out and came back. The map showed there was a pharmacy nearby."

"..."

Ji Nu-ri took the oatmeal and had a somewhat dazed expression.

I mean.

Even for friends, is this normal behavior?

"..."

Ji Nu-ri's eyes narrowed slightly.

A hypothesis flashed through her mind.

Looking at his actions now. It's not completely impossible, is it?

No way.

...Does he like me?

Ch.29 - The Last Day (3)
"...Hey, do you like me or something?"

When Nuri's Minime muttered those words quietly.

"?"

I unconsciously frowned.

What?

I was momentarily speechless.

How did it come to that conclusion?

While I was dumbfounded by this unexpected assumption...

"..."

...thinking about it, I could see why she might feel that way.

From Ji Nu-ri's perspective, not knowing my intentions, I probably did seem overly kind.

"...Let's handle this better than last time...!"

Her Minime was fidgeting back and forth, getting all worked up.

I needed to naturally change the subject before Ji Nu-ri took this any further.

I handed her the envelope and extended my other hand.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri glanced down at it.

"...What does this mean? Is he asking to hold hands?!"

The Minime covered her mouth with her tiny hand.

...No, that's not it.

"I need money. Three thousand yen."

"Oh."

Ji Nu-ri was silent for a moment.

Then she fumbled for her wallet and handed me the bills.

"..."

Embarrassed by her misunderstanding, the tips of her ears turned slightly red.
Both the Minime and Ji Nu-ri herself.

I pulled up a chair and sat next to the bed.

*Rustle*

I took out the turtle calzone I'd bought while getting her lunch.

Calzone. I honestly didn't know what kind of food it was.

I just bought it because it looked like bread.

*Click*—

I took a photo because it looked pretty.

Ji Nu-ri stared at it for a while before commenting.

"...You surprisingly like taking photos."

"...What do you mean 'surprisingly'?"

"Don't guys usually not like this kind of thing?"

"...Is that so...?"

Thinking about it, I suppose that might be true.

"Girls usually take lots of photos for Instagram."

Ji Nu-ri popped the medicine into her mouth.

"Hmm."

...Well.

Come to think of it, I am in the Theater and Film Department.

Maybe I've just gotten used to cameras naturally.

But that doesn't mean I'll stop taking photos.

"Even if you don't post them, these are the only things that remain in the end. It's fun to look back at them later."

"That's true."

I handed Ji Nu-ri a disposable spoon.

"Here, you eat too."

"Umm..."

Ji Nu-ri hesitated.

She seemed unsure about eating after having an upset stomach.

"I heard it's good to eat a little if you haven't been vomiting. I just asked to make sure."

I subtly pointed at the nurse who was busy moving around behind us.

Of course, she shouldn't eat too much, just enough to cleanse her palate.

I wasn't forcing her.

"If you really can't eat, you don't have to."

But that didn't seem to be the case. Ji Nu-ri carefully took a spoonful of oatmeal.

"...This is good."

Ji Nu-ri's sharp eyes narrowed pleasantly.

The corners of her small lips turned slightly upward.

Fortunately, it seemed to suit her taste.

"How's your stomach?"

"Better than before. Resting here helped."

"Did the medicine work right away?"

She lightly patted her stomach.

Judging by the Minime's reaction, she really did seem better.

At this rate, we could probably check with the nurse and leave soon.

...But first, I should send a message.

*Tap tap tap*

I sent a text to the two people at Dotonbori World.

— Lee Seung-ho: Ji Nu-ri seems to be doing better.
— Lee Seung-ho: Let's meet up later.

I wonder if they're enjoying themselves.
The "1" next to the message didn't disappear.

I put my phone in my pocket and stood up.

"Alright, if you're feeling better, let's go. The nurse said sightseeing should be fine as long as you don't overexert yourself."

"Sightseeing? You mean the parade?"

"No, not that."

I tried to recall what was written in the notes.

"You wrote something about a pirate show in your notes, right? Said it was popular."

"Ah~ Right, there was something like that."

Universal Studios doesn't just have rides.

There are also several performances.

Ji Nu-ri doesn't seem to know much about this either.

It wasn't part of the original schedule, so she probably didn't research it in detail.

Whatever the case, that's our destination now.

It's all we can do in the current situation.

......

Ji Nu-ri and I left the infirmary.

The murmur of crowds that had been muffled inside the building grew louder again.

"..."
"..."

We walked side by side.

We were walking together, but...

"...Act natural. Act natural."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime kept glancing at me while following with stiff steps.

I could sense a slight distance in her hurried pace.

"..."

...She's been like this for a while.

That must be how Ji Nu-ri is feeling right now.

It seemed necessary to clear up this misunderstanding.

If my kindness caused a misunderstanding,

I should show her that it's not exclusively directed at her.

"..."

I rolled my eyes, looking around.

Normally I'd refrain from doing this with strangers, but...

"The map said it should be here... This is strange...!"

A blonde Minime tourist was examining a small map.

Tears were welling up in the corners of her eyes.

...Perfect.

I'd found just the right person.

"Just a moment."

"?"

Leaving a confused Ji Nu-ri behind, I quickened my pace.

I turned on my translation app and exchanged a few words with the tourist.

They seemed to be looking for an attraction, which I happened to know about.

I pointed and explained where they could find what they were looking for.

The foreign tourist smiled brightly, thanked me, and left.

Ji Nu-ri approached from behind and asked:

"What was that about?"

"Someone was lost."

I nodded toward the foreigner walking away.

"Oh... How did you notice? How did you know?"

"The blonde hair really stood out."

I made up that excuse.

Ji Nu-ri just expressed admiration without questioning further.

"Wait a second."

"Huh? Again?"

I showed a tourist where to find a trash can,

helped an elderly woman find her lost wallet,

and took a lost child to the missing children center.

"..."

I wiped the sweat from my forehead with satisfaction.

It felt somewhat fulfilling.

I'd done good deeds. Like that Japanese baseball player once said, maybe good luck would follow.

*Phew*

That should do it.

"...Isn't he just too nice...?"

Ji Nu-ri's Minime narrowed her eyes at me.

...Maybe I overdid it.

But the effect was definitely there.

Making a clear impression was important here.

"...He doesn't like me after all. I misunderstood."

The Minime scratched her head, seemingly embarrassed.

Good.

That should have cleared up the misunderstanding.

"..."

After performing various good deeds, it took us some time to reach the pirate show venue.

"Ah, there it is."

Ji Nu-ri pointed to the building where the pirate show was being held.

We followed the crowd inside.

A large circular water tank was placed in the center.

For a pirate show, they had set up a stage on the water.

Maybe because there were about 30 minutes until the show started:

"There are still plenty of seats."

...As soon as I said that.

People started pouring in from behind.

Chinese tourists, perhaps. They really came in droves.

"...It's getting crowded. Let's sit quickly."

We hurriedly made our way to the front row.

We quickly claimed seats on the blue chairs.

"Phew..."

"That was close."

Ji Nu-ri and I sighed in relief.

According to the schedule, we would have had to wait quite a while for the next show. Missing this one would have been a real shame.

...While waiting for the show to start, we chatted casually.

With the misunderstanding cleared up, Ji Nu-ri continued the conversation with a more relaxed expression.

After about 30 minutes...

— [#$%^&&*$@ ...!]

An announcement came through the speakers.

It was in Japanese and quite muffled, so I couldn't understand it.

"I think it's starting now."

The murmuring crowd quieted down.

Based on the atmosphere, that seemed to be the case.

People sitting in front of us started putting on raincoats.

"...?"

What's going on?

Suddenly, something caught my eye.

There was text printed on the chair in front of us.

It was partially hidden by the person sitting there, and the letters were upside down, making it hard to read.

I carefully made out the words.

Spl...

Splash...?

"Wow...! Hey, hey!"

Ji Nu-ri jolted in surprise and shook me, pointing upward.

I looked up—

"Wow."

What is that?

An actor made his entrance performing a stunt action while suspended from a wire.

*Whoosh!*

In the following scene, flames decorated the stage.

With a *Bang!* sound, actual explosions occurred.

Every element of the performance was captivating.

The highlight was even more spectacular.

The protagonist and antagonist engaged in a boat chase on the water tank.

Finally.

A model airplane that had risen from behind the stage slowly descended toward the water surface.

...That's when it finally clicked.

"Ah."

These seats—

Without time to think, I raised both arms to shield Ji Nu-ri.

*Splash!*

Cold water sprayed everywhere.

"..."

...These seats were in the splash zone.

Thankfully we weren't in the very front row, so we weren't completely soaked.

But my arms got quite wet.

"Huh, hey...?"

Ji Nu-ri looked up at me with a surprised face.

She seemed fine since I had shielded her.

Getting wet → Condition worsening → My responsibility for bringing her here.

Things could easily have gone that way.

"...We picked the wrong seats."

Next time, I should check more carefully...

"Ah, um..."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime's mouth opened and closed before she furrowed her brow and exclaimed:

"This—this definitely means he likes me...!"

The Minime's ears took on a very faint reddish tint.

At that outburst,

I briefly reconsidered my actions.

...Oh.

"..."

I silently sat back down and sipped the drink I'd bought on the way.

...Damn it.

Ch.30 - The Last Day (4)
Lee Sol stood there in confusion, staring at the direction where Lee Seung-ho had disappeared into the noisy amusement park.

He really left.

She was honestly taken aback. The situation had changed so suddenly, right in front of Dotendo World. She couldn't quite process what had happened, standing still with her mouth slightly open.

Should she follow him? Her fingertips twitched at the impulse.

But if she left now, she wouldn't be able to get back in.

What would be the best thing to do?

She kept hesitating, lifting her foot only to put it back down.

"Are you okay?" Shin A-young glanced over at her.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean... about Seung-ho going to Nu-ri..."

Shin A-young kept rolling her eyes, seemingly trying to read the situation.

"There's nothing to be okay or not okay about."

And that made sense. Seung-ho had gone to check on someone who wasn't feeling well. She couldn't really say anything about that.

Objectively speaking, what he was doing was the right thing—looking after a sick friend.

Of course, separate from that...

She couldn't help wondering if she was the only one who had been looking forward to Dotendo World.

A slight feeling of disappointment rose to her throat.

No, that wasn't it.

"Hah."

Honestly, right now, more than disappointment...

She felt a bit heated.

If she had expected anything, wouldn't that make her look strange?

She knew Seung-ho hadn't really done anything wrong, but she couldn't help feeling a bit petty.

After all, she wasn't someone to be overlooked.

What was wrong with having fun together?

Maybe that's why she felt like she could be a little spiteful toward him.

Somewhat impulsively...

"Shin A-young."

"Yeah?"

"Don't buy him that Vario hat."

She said it in a slightly flat voice.

It came out before she even realized it.

Shin A-young's eyebrows shot up in surprise.

"Then... should we just have enough fun to make him jealous?"

"Do that."

Lee Sol glanced in the direction he had disappeared, then slowly stepped toward Dotendo World.

It's fine. It was just one day. Nothing would happen.

***

"Ugh—"

I stretched my stiff body as I walked out of the performance hall.

Despite everything, I enjoyed the show.

It would probably be nice to sit in the front row during summer when it's cool, but it was a bit chilly now.

"..."

— "Come to think of it, it's not like I confessed or anything. Can't I just act normal like usual?" Ji Nu-ri's minime nodded.

— "If it looks like he's going to confess, I can be clear then. Besides, I'm not even sure if it's just interest or if he actually likes me..."

Well, it's neither, actually.

But if that's how she wants to handle it, that's fine with me.

I wasn't planning to confess anyway, so our relationship would continue as is.

Of course...

— "...naturally."

Her minime returned to her stiff walking posture.

As long as she continued with this misunderstanding.

This kind of awkward emotion was inevitable.

Even if she pretended to be natural on the outside, her true feelings would show.

I quickly moved to the next location to change the mood.

And so we arrived at the second attraction.

"Huh...?"

Ji Nu-ri's eyes flickered in surprise.

Yet she tried not to show her emotions too much.

That was because we had arrived at an animation collaboration attraction.

It was a collaboration with the anime "Demon Blade."

She probably couldn't ride the attractions because she wasn't feeling well, but there were plenty of other things to do here.

"Hmm... hmm hmm..."

Ji Nu-ri crossed her arms with the most nonchalant expression she could manage.

As if asking what this place was.

She was looking around with an observant gaze, trying to appear detached...

— "Wow wow wow...!!"

But her minime was jumping up and down with arms spread wide, cheering excitedly.

Every time she moved, her brown bob hair fluttered in the wind.

"..."

Really...

That gap was amazing to see every time.

Does she like this place that much?

I came here because it was written in the notes, but seeing how much she likes it, I'm glad we came.

"...Do you like anime?" Ji Nu-ri asked casually.

I nodded.

"I watch it sometimes."

I used to play games more.

But recently, I've been watching more animations.

Since I enjoyed "Saw Boy," I wanted to watch other theatrical animations too.

"I watched Demon Blade recently. They made a movie too."

Actually, I watched the movie first and then binged the animation series afterward.

But I did watch it all.

It was really entertaining, and I understood why it was so popular.

"Hmm~ I see?"

Ji Nu-ri nodded calmly, but the corners of her mouth were twitching strangely.

It was all so obvious.

Like Lee Sol, she wasn't good at hiding her expressions.

I didn't even need to look at her minime to see it.

When I said it was fun, her excitement showed clearly on her face.

— "He's an otaku too...!"

Her expression brightened.

She was delighted at finding an otaku friend, her face beaming with joy, but then—

— "...Wait, don't get too excited yet."

She quickly dampened her enthusiasm.

Her minime straightened her back again.

— "...Normal people can like anime too, right? Anime is an 'in' thing these days."

It seemed a bit excessive, but Ji Nu-ri's expression was serious.

...But isn't she popular too?

— "If he's a real otaku, he should at least have watched 'My Little Sister, My Childhood Friend, and I Living Together'—"

Ah.

I guess not.

— "Hmm..."

Ji Nu-ri's minime narrowed her eyes and looked me up and down.

— "But... considering those cosplay photos from before... I wonder if he's hiding his otaku life..."

She shot me another suspicious glance.

"..."

I silently moved away.

...Enough of this.

I should just look at the souvenirs.

There were quite a lot of interesting items inside.

They were selling plush toys of the villain character from the movie, toy versions of the protagonist's sword.

There were even clothes you could actually wear.

"...Wow."

I checked the price and put it back where it was.

Really expensive.

Of course, that's why it cost so much.

...As I was browsing the souvenirs for a while.

— "Hmm..."

Glance, glance.

I noticed Ji Nu-ri's minime wandering around me.

What is it?

She looked desperate to talk to me.

Where had all that awkwardness from before gone?

"..."

Ji Nu-ri kept sneaking glances, then seemed to make up her mind and naturally closed the distance between us.

— "...Let me test him a little..."

With that thought, Ji Nu-ri picked up a keychain and casually asked:

"Did you pick out a lot?"

"...No, not yet."

"If you have a favorite character here, you should get that one. I like this character. Jinnosuke is nice."

Huh?

"...You mean Minosuke?"

"Ah, right, that's it. Minosuke."

Ji Nu-ri awkwardly put the keychain back down.

"..."

...This.

She deliberately got the name wrong just now.

— "...The fact that he knows the correct name of a character that's hard to remember proves he's definitely not a casual fan."

Her minime was writing in a small notebook.

She was checking things off one by one.

It was getting a bit scary at this point.

— "...I'm almost 100% certain now..."

Ji Nu-ri's suspicion had almost turned into certainty.

She looked around quickly.

Then she slowly leaned her head close to my ear.

"Are you perhaps—"

Just as Ji Nu-ri opened her mouth—

"Hey."

Lee Sol appeared, lightly bumping into Ji Nu-ri's shoulder.

Her silver hair swayed gently.

"?!"

Ji Nu-ri's eyes widened in surprise, and she gently rubbed her shoulder.

"You startled me... When did you get here?"

"Just now."

Lee Sol answered briefly.

Yeah, I was surprised too.

I wondered how she knew we were here, then remembered I had texted her after the performance ended, saying we were coming here.

"W-what's going on? You ran off without saying anything."

Shin A-young followed Lee Sol in.

She was catching her breath slightly, as if she had rushed over.

"..."

The two of them seemed to have been enjoying themselves—they were wearing all sorts of things.

Mushroom hats and Vario hoodies. They had bracelets on their wrists that could only be used in Dotendo World.

They looked like they'd had fun.

That's good—at least the two of them enjoyed themselves.

Still, they had come earlier than expected.

"You could have stayed and enjoyed more."

Lee Sol shook her head at my words.

"The lines were too long for anything else."

"Ah..."

So that's why they came early.

"...Here."

Lee Sol grumpily handed me the Vario hat she had been wearing.

I had wondered why she was wearing one that seemed too big.

Was she wearing mine?

...But I asked Shin A-young to buy it, so why did she bring it?

— "Huh, what?!"

Looking at Shin A-young's minime, it seemed she didn't know either.

"..."

At that moment, Lee Sol glanced back and forth between Ji Nu-ri and me.

— "...What's the atmosphere between these two?"

Her minime muttered with a slightly serious expression.

— "...No way...?"

Ch.31 - The Last Day (5)
"Should I take the picture now?"

In the distance, Lee Seung-ho raised his camera.

Since everyone was gathered, someone had suggested taking a commemorative photo.

Ji Nu-ri was striking a pose in front of the "Goblin Blade" statue along with the other two.

"..."

She awkwardly made a V sign with her index and middle fingers.

Glancing at the others, she noticed they were posing naturally.

...This is difficult.

How does one make poses look natural?

*But still...*

Ji Nu-ri clicked her tongue slightly.

She had missed an opportunity to find out if Seung-ho was a fellow otaku.

It was a bit disappointing.

If he was, she would have had someone to talk about these things with.

...Well, there would be plenty of chances to ask him later.

She could look forward to the next opportunity.

Click— Click—

While they were taking photos for a while.

Lee Sol tilted her head slightly and asked, "...How's your stomach?"

"It's fine now. The medicine helped after I rested a bit."

The medicine was quite effective.

It was impressive how quickly the symptoms subsided after taking it just once.

By the way.

"How was Dotendo World? Was it like being inside a game, like they say on YouTube?"

Even though she had enjoyed other things.

She still felt disappointed about missing Dotendo World.

Ji Nu-ri was curious about various aspects of it.

"Hmm... it was okay, I guess."

Lee Sol's expression was surprisingly indifferent.

Perhaps it wasn't to her taste.

Normally, she would have excitedly listed everything she did.

Her response was oddly off.

If she had to describe it, Sol seemed distracted by something...

"What about you?"

At that moment, Lee Sol turned the question back.

"Me?"

"Yeah, what did you two do?"

"Well, we didn't do anything special..."

"Hmm. Is that so?"

"Yeah, since I couldn't ride the attractions because of my condition, we mostly watched performances. But that was fun too—"

Ji Nu-ri's voice trailed off.

Suddenly, she remembered what happened during the pirate show.

*'...We picked the wrong seats.'*

The image of Seung-ho stretching his arm to block the splashing water flashed in her mind.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri's eyebrows twitched.

Ah.

...There was something after all.

Now that she thought about it, that did happen.

She had been so distracted by anime that she completely forgot Seung-ho might like her.

During Ji Nu-ri's brief silence.

"...Huh?"

Lee Sol's expression shifted curiously.

Ji Nu-ri quickly continued, "...It was really fun. I wish you could have seen it with us, Sol."

She made up an excuse.

She couldn't just blurt this out.

From Seung-ho's perspective, it was still a secret.

"Really?"

Sol showed momentary doubt but didn't seem particularly suspicious.

"I've finished taking the photos. Want to come see?"

"Sure."

Lee Sol moved toward Seung-ho's voice calling from a distance.

Her steps seemed somewhat lighter.

Ji Nu-ri narrowed her eyes slightly as she watched.

"..."

...Could it be.

Was she secretly disappointed that she couldn't hang out with me?

"...Cough! Cough!"

Seung-ho coughed severely, spraying some of the drink he was having.

It seemed something went down the wrong pipe.

Shin A-young patted his back in surprise.

"Are you okay?"

Ji Nu-ri looked at him and shook her head.

Be more careful.

You're not a child, how do you choke on a drink?

"..."

Seung-ho just nodded silently.

"These turned out well."

Ji Nu-ri nodded with satisfaction as she looked at the photos.

Now that they had taken pictures.

"Let's go get dinner and then watch the parade."

Ji Nu-ri took the lead with a cheerful stride.

***

......The final hours passed quickly.

The day at Universal Studios ended, and the last day of the school trip flew by.

They didn't do much, really.

As usual, they ate breakfast.

They took a group photo at the Sky Building, rode the Ferris wheel to see the city at a glance.

After lunch and some final shopping, they headed to the airport.

On the plane, everyone collapsed in exhaustion.

"..."

...Finally arrived.

They set foot in Incheon. There was something comforting about being back on home soil.

After one final headcount.

"Did everyone enjoy the school trip? Get some rest today and I'll see you all at school next week."

The teacher, looking tired, immediately dismissed the students.

Shin A-young approached me as I sat in a chair.

"How are you getting home? Want to split a taxi with us?"

"My mom said she'd pick me up. So I'll go by car."

"...Really?"

Shin A-young crouched down and started rummaging through her trunk.

— "It should be around here... Ah, here it is."

While I was watching to see what she was doing.

"Seung-ho~"

I heard a familiar voice calling my name.

When I turned my head, I saw someone waving from a distance.

"You're here? That was quick."

She said it would take some time, but she arrived quickly.

Mom looked me up and down.

"Did you have fun? Are you feeling okay?"

"Yes."

I noticed another presence behind my mother.

"...What are you doing here?"

I widened my eyes slightly at the sight of her.

Lee Seung-ah. My younger sister had come along.

"Mom said we should eat out."

Ah.

That makes sense.

She wouldn't have come along willingly otherwise.

If there had been no reason, it would have been even more creepy.

"...Are those your friends behind you?"

Seung-ah glanced behind me and asked.

"..."

Looking back, I saw three people standing awkwardly.

They all seemed uncomfortable with this sudden encounter.

Among them.

— "Wait, what's this?"

Ji Nu-ri's Minime's eyes were darting around.

— "No wonder he seemed so natural around us... He's just used to these looks?"

She was making a fuss, alternately looking at my mom and Seung-ah, saying how pretty they were.

...Is that it?

Whatever.

I ignored Ji Nu-ri and introduced my family to them.

"This is my mom. And this is my sister."

"Hello, are you Seung-ho's friends?"

"...Hello."

Mom greeted them with a smile, and Seung-ah gave a slight bow.

Shin A-young was the first of the three to move.

"Hello. I'm Shin A-young, in the same class as Seung-ho."

She bowed with a friendly smile.

She had somehow reverted to her perfect-daughter mode.

"Such a pretty friend Seung-ho has?"

"Oh no, not at all~"

Shin A-young waved her hand and averted her eyes as if embarrassed.

— "Hehe. You have good taste."

The Minime was puffing up her chest proudly.

Outwardly denying it while inwardly agreeing.

"It's not much... but here's a souvenir."

Shin A-young held out a bottle of digestive medicine. The medicine everyone buys when they go to Japan.

So that's what she was looking for in her luggage—a suitable gift.

"Oh, you shouldn't have..."

"Seung-ho has helped me a lot."

"Hmm. Well, if that's the case..."

Mom said she shouldn't have, but happily accepted the gift.

She never refused gifts.

Next, Ji Nu-ri and Lee Sol introduced themselves.

"I'm Ji Nu-ri, from the same class. And this is..."

"..."

Lee Sol stepped forward with stiff movements.

She does this during exams too.

She's fine until she suddenly gets nervous.

"Hello. I'm Lee Sol and..."

Her words trailed off.

— "...Wait, what's the right greeting...?"

The inner Minime was moving her lips.

"Nice to... meet you..."

Unable to think of anything else.

She just bowed her head and finished speaking.

— "...Oh, I messed up."

The Minime rubbed her face hard.

Mom smiled gently, finding Lee Sol cute.

"Yes, please be good friends with our Seung-ho."

"Yes, yes...!"

Lee Sol nodded up and down.

Her expression brightened, perhaps from the unexpected kindness.

"Hmm."

Seung-ah looked around slightly, then fell into quiet contemplation.

— "...Why does he only have female friends?"

My shoulders twitched involuntarily.

No.

It's not like I wanted it that way.

It just happened that these were the only people in class I could be friends with.

The shock of discovering that someone who looks nice on the outside is actually quite creepy inside...

That's a feeling only those who've experienced it can understand.

"..."

Seung-ah silently observed the three.

She quickly passed over Ji Nu-ri.

Her gaze lingered slightly on Shin A-young.

Then stopped at Lee Sol, narrowed her eyes, tilted her head, looked back and forth between Sol and me...

"Aha."

She subtly raised the corner of her mouth.

Her lips curled up slightly. A faint mischievousness hovered over her expression.

...Really, she's annoyingly perceptive.

What is she planning now?

"..."

Seung-ah stretched her neck this way and that, frowning.

Then she muttered quietly.

"Hmm... I'm tired from the car ride. Do you have something sweet? Like chocolate. Oppa, do you have anything?"

"??"

Oppa?

I felt a slight chill.

"...!"

Seeing this, Lee Sol's eyebrows twitched.

She began to secretly unzip her bag.

...So that's what she was aiming for.

"..."

Unable to watch any longer, I grabbed Seung-ah firmly by the neck.

"Ack."

Seung-ah tapped my arm.

"Ah, wait! That really hurts...!"

"That's why I'm doing it."

I turned around while holding Seung-ah.

We needed to leave before things got weirder.

"See you at school."

"Oh, yeah. See you next week."

Lee Sol waved her hand slightly.

Seung-ah sent a subtle smile toward the three and said:

"...See you next time, Unnies."

"..."

The three were momentarily stunned by the greeting.

Ji Nu-ri's Minime muttered:

— "...These siblings are both players."

Ch.32 - Return
After the school trip ended, the following Monday arrived.

Having finished class, I headed to the club room with Lee Sol.

"We're here."

As I lightly opened the door, I saw two people inside.

The President and Vice President.

"Ah~"

Senior Min-ji was sitting on the President's lap, trying to feed him a chocolate.

The moment I heard that sugary voice.

I slid the door shut again.

"..."

...Having to see something like that first thing Monday morning.

"!?"

Crash. Bang.

I could hear commotion from inside.

...That should be enough time.

"..."

After a brief wait, I opened the door again to find two flustered faces standing at the entrance.

"No, this isn't what it looks like...!"

"A-ahem...!"

The two of them appeared to be scrambling for excuses.

— "I definitely locked it!?"

Meanwhile, Min-ji's Minime was reflecting on her mistake.

She didn't seem remorseful at all.

Her expression suggested she was only thinking about what to do next time.

"..."

I briefly examined the door handle.

Ah.

It's broken.

The lock button part was rusty and loose. No wonder it couldn't lock properly.

Senior Min-ji had been cuddling without even checking that.

I tapped the door.

"This seems to be broken."

"Oh."

A short gasp came back.

— "..."

Min-ji's Minime glared at the door handle resentfully.

Even though it was her own fault.

I spoke firmly to the two of them.

"Even if there are no teachers or other people in the club room right now, please refrain from displays of affection here."

"B-but that much is fine when no one's around...! When you're a third-year, you can use it that way too...!"

Senior Min-ji protested, sweating profusely.

Well, really.

What an absurd thing to say.

"..."

But.

It does sound kind of nice.

"Don't change your tune later."

"Huh? Do you have someone you're seeing?"

Senior Min-ji covered her mouth with both hands, as if making a small misunderstanding.

— "...?!"

Sol's Minime also jumped in surprise, fidgeting with her hands.

I understand what she's worried about.

"...No. But I might soon."

I didn't have anyone yet.

I just thought it would be nice to have a space I could use when no one was around, even if not for romantic reasons.

"Ah... how boring."

Senior Min-ji's sparkling eyes instantly lost interest and settled down.

What a strange reaction.

Is this person really pickled in dopamine?

...The brief commotion subsided.

The President quietly returned to his original seat and began working on paperwork.

He was writing a report about counseling sessions that had taken place during the school trip.

"..."

With nothing to do suddenly, Senior Min-ji slumped in her chair.

Her eyes rolled around before subtly examining my bag.

"Hmm..."

— "...What, didn't she bring anything?"

Her Minime sat down and wiggled her feet.

This was the look of someone waiting for a gift.

Of course, I did buy something. They had given me souvenirs last year too.

I suddenly didn't feel like giving it to them after what just happened, but...

Since I already bought it.

I took out two boxes of chocolate from my bag. They were the Pavé chocolates people typically buy when visiting Japan.

"Here are your souvenirs."

I handed one to each of them.

Their faces brightened as they quickly accepted them.

They must have been expecting this.

"I'll enjoy it."

"Hmm. You didn't have to buy anything."

The President took it nonchalantly, while the Vice President accepted it with feigned indifference.

— "Slurp..."

Despite their calm outward reactions, Min-ji's Minime was drooling.

The Minime who had been sulking just moments ago was now grinning happily.

She's so easy to please.

Meanwhile—

"Haaah—"

Sol was sprawled out flat on the sofa.

The usual Sol was back.

Now that we were back at school, she had returned to her normal lazy state. Judging by her expression, she was completely overcome with lethargy.

Maybe she had a case of the Mondays.

I sat on the opposite sofa and leaned back.

Just then, the President gave me a questioning look.

"Where are the other two?"

Right.

I was going to mention that as soon as we arrived.

I forgot because I saw something so shocking.

"Nu-ri said she couldn't come today because she needed to practice."

She mentioned something about borrowing the school practice room because she hadn't been playing guitar well lately.

I handed the paper I was holding to the President.

"Here's her absence note."

"Oh."

It's an absence note I brought on her behalf.

Club activities are mandatory at our school.

Unless there's an exam or special circumstance, you need to submit a note like this.

It's a bit annoying to write, but the process isn't too strict. Everyone just does it.

Senior Min-ji tilted her head sideways.

"Then, what about A-young?"

I narrowed my eyes at the question.

...What is she talking about?

"She was never part of the Counseling Club to begin with."

"...Oh."

Senior Min-ji parted her lips slightly.

"That's right."

She cleared her throat awkwardly.

She must have subconsciously considered her a member because she visits so often.

"Nom."

Senior Min-ji put one of the Pavé chocolates I bought into her mouth and spoke.

Munch munch—

"—Speaking of A-young, you know Shin Jin-seob, the actor?"

I paused slightly.

I felt something odd about Senior Min-ji's words and turned my head.

"...Why are you calling him 'the actor'?"

Unless it's a formal setting, people usually just use celebrities' names, don't they?

Senior Min-ji pulled her chin in slightly.

She narrowed her eyes and made an enigmatic expression.

"...Since he's the parent of someone we know, it feels a bit strange to just call him by name."

...That's.

Certainly true.

I hadn't thought of that.

I pondered briefly what to call him.

"Why not just call him A-young's father?"

"Ah, should I?"

Ahem—.

Senior Min-ji cleared her throat slightly and continued what she was trying to say.

"Anyway, about A-young's father? I heard he's releasing a new project."

"A new project, you mean a drama?"

"Yeah, it's already becoming a hot topic. I'm totally looking forward to it."

Senior Min-ji tapped on her phone with an excited face.

"Should I ask A-young to get his autograph later?"

Even though only the teaser had been released, it was already getting a lot of attention.

"Shin A-young must be having a hard time," I muttered quietly.

I could easily imagine the impact this would have.

"Huh? Why?"

Senior Min-ji looked completely confused by my comment.

"What? Well..."

My lips paused momentarily.

Come to think of it.
I was the only one who knew she was acting all the time.

I hadn't thought about it because lately her inner and outer selves had become almost identical in the club room.

I subtly changed the subject.

"...I just think it might be burdensome if she gets a lot of attention at school."

"Hmm? Didn't A-young actually enjoy that kind of thing?"

...Well.

I got up from my seat and said,

"Not as much as you might think."

She's someone who cares a lot about how others see her.

From Shin A-young's perspective, it probably wouldn't be a welcome development.

"..."

I rummaged through the snack shelf.

I felt like having some Korean snacks for a change.

I'd spent most of the weekend sleeping like a log, so I hadn't had time to eat things like this.

"Just one bite for me."

Sol, who had been lying face down on the sofa, raised her head.

— "I wonder if she'll give me a bite...?"

Her Minime sent an expectant gaze. She looked at me with bright, eager eyes.

Rustle...

Sol got up from the sofa and extended her hand slightly.

...Is it too much effort to get up?

I sat down in the space that had naturally opened up and handed a snack to Sol beside me.

"Mm."
— "— — —thanks."

Her Minime's voice was mixed with a bit of static.

She munched on the snack contentedly, the corners of her mouth turning up in satisfaction.

I think she probably said "delicious" or something like that.

"..."

Senior Min-ji, who had been watching silently, murmured lightly.

"You two have gotten really close since the school trip, huh?"

At those words, Sol stopped chewing and made a sound like she was holding her breath.

"...We were already close."

She refuted as calmly as possible.

"No, before you went, it wasn't like this."

Not like this?

I'm curious about this too.

"What was it like before?"

"Just friends?"

"And now?"

"Really close friends. I can see you've gotten comfortable with each other."

"..."

...Well.

It's a bit different from what Senior Min-ji thinks.

But I could see how it might look that way to others.

Appearances are a different story.

"...You think so?"

Sol's shoulders dropped slightly, as if relieved.

It was the reaction of someone glad their feelings hadn't been discovered.

— "Making that bet last time was such a mistake...!"

Sol's Minime looked distressed.

...Come to think of it, we did make that bet. Something about a wish ticket.

The two Minimes were bustling and chattering.

"..."

They look like they're getting along well.

— "That's great, club members becoming so close. Next year should be no problem!"

— "...Min-ji must never find out about this."

...Of course.

They were thinking completely different things.

Ch.33 - The Other Side (1)
Morning, on the way up to Myeonghwa Arts High School.

I passed through the main gate sluggishly, blinking my still sleepy eyes.

"..."

I could hear others chattering around me.

"Did you watch 'Black World' yesterday?"

"Yeah, you too? I heard it was trending so I checked it out, and it's totally my style."

"Ah, I wonder when the next episode comes out..."

I can see my Minime trudging along, looking deflated.

Is it that entertaining?

These days, with all the Minimes and everything. Everyone around me was talking about nothing but "Black World."

*I'm pretty sure that was a production by Shin A-young's father, right?*

I hadn't watched it myself, but from what I heard, it seemed to be enjoying even greater popularity than expected.

With this level of buzz, it was more than just a popular show. It was something beyond that.

Perhaps it was one of those rare hit productions that only come once a year, if that.

*Wait, if this continues...*

I walked a bit faster toward the classroom.

I was feeling rather uneasy.

"..."

Ah.

Crowded.

Students were already gathered around Shin A-young, huddled together like a wall.

Getting to my seat looked impossible.

"No, it ended right there!"

"Seriously, how are we supposed to wait until next week?"

The voices were buzzing loudly.

The topic was, of course, about the drama.

"A-young, have you met the actors in person? I heard they're all really close with each other."

Shin A-young shook her head at the question.

"No, I haven't met them either."

She responded to each question with a subtle smile.

Yes, that's the usual Shin A-young.

She seemed a bit more relaxed lately in the counseling room, but fundamentally, she's someone who lives in a constant state of performance.

"Hmm..."

I watched the scene from a distance.

The population density in that small space was no joke.

At the same time, I couldn't properly hear the Minimes' voices.

"..."

Right now, the sound was faint because of the distance, but if I got even a little closer, I'd surely get a headache.

Besides.
Soon enough—

Ding dong dang dong.

The bell rang.

The students naturally dispersed.

"..."

I quickly took the opportunity to sit in my seat.

"Popular from the morning, huh?"

"...Yeah."

Shin A-young answered with a tone that revealed her fatigue.

"Haa... I want to leave early, and it's only morning..."

Her Minime had a sharp look on its face.

"..."

I fell silent briefly as I observed it.

I hadn't seen it in a while since she'd been more docile, without any stressful situations.

It's been quite some time since I last saw this.

* * *

The fourth period ended.

Students hurriedly left the classroom one by one. Most were heading to the cafeteria. Or the School Store.

Shin A-young also neatly arranged her books and quickly got up from her seat.

People would be waiting for her in the hallway.

"A-young!"

Shin A-young slowed her steps at the unfamiliar voice.

It was a name she'd been called dozens of times just today.

Turning around slowly, she saw a girl who had been in her class last year standing there.

She approached with a friendly gait and stood close beside her.

"Black World is super interesting."

This was another expected topic.

"Really? I'm glad you enjoyed it."

Shin A-young created an innocent smile.

What she hadn't anticipated was that the girl would get excited by her response and start pouring out words.

"I was completely immersed from episode one. Your father's acting is really good."

Shin A-young nodded at those words.

Once started, the conversation continued to flow.

"He's playing a villain but he's so charming? Wow..."

She gave two thumbs up.

"I think I've become a total fan now?"

"..."

"...So, about that..."

This must be the main point.

The girl subtly held out a Chocomong she had been holding.

"Could I just get one autograph? Please? I'm begging you."

"..."

Hmm.

How many times had this happened today?

From morning until now, except during class time, she'd barely had a moment's rest.

To them, it might just be one person making a request, but she had to deal with dozens of people.

This kind of thing happened last year too, but it hadn't been common recently...

It seemed the drama had triggered it all over again.

...Sigh.

Shin A-young swallowed a sigh internally.

She felt her inner fatigue continuing to build.

But she couldn't get angry either.

"...I'm sorry, he's been so busy lately that he rarely comes home. He probably won't have time."

The response came out like a macro.

Shin A-young skillfully declined the request as she had done so far.

Of course, she also returned the Chocomong to the girl.

"Ah... I guess so?"

The girl scratched the back of her neck, looking embarrassed.

Was that all she wanted? She hesitated awkwardly for a moment before turning away.

"Well, enjoy your lunch."

"You too."

She waved her hand slightly.
Shin A-young maintained her smile until the end.

"..."

After confirming the girl had completely disappeared from sight.

Hmm.
She swallowed a breath below her throat.

Shin A-young turned her steps again. Toward the three people who had been waiting silently all this time.

"Did you wait long?"

"Yep."

"..."

As she was caught off guard by Ji Nu-ri's honest answer.

She laughed softly and patted her shoulder, saying it was just a joke.

"By the way, what's for lunch today?" Lee Seung-ho asked casually.

Shin A-young answered, "Gochujang pork bulgogi stir-fry."

"...Jeyuk again?"

"Yes."

She smiled gently at Lee Seung-ho's tired expression.

This was definitely the most comfortable place to be.

* * *

"Oh my, look who's here!"

As they entered the cafeteria, the lunch lady brightened up.

It happened as soon as she saw Shin A-young.

"Yes, hello..."

Shin A-young bowed her head slightly in greeting.

Meanwhile, she was quite conscious of the line behind her. There were many people waiting.

"Could you tell your father I'm enjoying his drama these days?"

The lunch lady kept chatting with a big smile. Apparently, she was watching the drama too.

"Thank you. I'll definitely tell him that."

Shin A-young nodded with a bright smile.

She just wished the food would be served quickly.

She subtly shifted her gaze behind her, hoping the lunch lady would take the hint.

"Oh, this isn't the time for chatting."

Had she finally realized? The lunch lady started moving busily again.

Scoop—

She heaped a generous portion of meat with the ladle.

"Here, eat plenty~"

"Ah."

Shin A-young pulled back slightly.

That was way too much by any standard.

"Really, just a little is fine. I'm on a diet right now."

She couldn't eat that much anyway. Meat made her feel full quickly.

With this amount, she'd leave about two-thirds of it.

"Diet? What diet?"

The lunch lady held onto Shin A-young's tray.

"You're already so skinny. You need to eat a lot during your growth years. We made plenty today, so don't worry about the amount."

Red broth was poured onto the tray.

"...Thank you."

Looking at the mountain of meat piled up almost to overflowing, she smiled with her eyes as always.

It was a naturally formed smile.

"..."

Trudging along, Shin A-young moved her feet.

How would she eat all this? Such concerns rose within her.

"..."

...No, there's no need to feel frustrated.

It wasn't ill-intentioned; they were just trying to take care of her.

She should take it as a positive gesture.

Yes, think positively.

"..."

Shin A-young kept repeating this to herself internally.

Yet, a subtle murmur still circled somewhere beneath her chest.

"..."

As Shin A-young was looking around for a place to sit.

"Over here, over here."

Lee Sol, who was already seated, patted the spot next to her.

Lee Seung-ho and Ji Nu-ri were also sitting nearby. It was always the same members. This was also a space where she could eat in relative comfort.

Shin A-young naturally moved toward them.

"..."

She sat down and picked up her chopsticks.

She took a bite of meat. The spicy flavor filled her mouth.

The taste wasn't bad. It was actually delicious.

She ate the meat and then some rice.

She continued eating silently like that.

After a while...

"..."

She had already finished her rice.

The meat on her tray was still plentiful.

Her stomach was already full. The quantity was indeed the problem.

"...Sip."

Shin A-young forced down another bite of meat.

"..."

Ugh.
She felt queasy.

The spiciness helped somewhat, but the characteristic feeling of being sick of meat remained.

Yet she couldn't just leave it either.

"..."

Rumors might spread about how the celebrity's daughter left her side dishes, or how she was too full to eat.

One might say that's ridiculous criticism.

But there are people like that in the world. People who look for reasons to tear others down.

It was something she had already experienced in middle school.

"..."

Shin A-young felt gazes that were more intense than usual.

Most people were eating, but there were one or two who kept glancing in her direction.

...Hmm.

Those glances felt rather burdensome.

"..."

This can't be helped, can it?

Just as she thought she should force herself to eat and picked up her chopsticks again.

"Hey."

Shin A-young looked up at that voice.

Lee Seung-ho was pointing at the meat with his chopsticks.

"...If you're not going to eat that, can she have it?"

"...?"

...Something sounded strange.

Shin A-young blinked.

Not "I" but "she."

Wondering what he meant, she turned her gaze.

"..."

There she could see Ji Nu-ri, who was subtly coveting the meat.

She cleared her throat and tried to maintain a calm expression.

"...If you're offering, I wouldn't mind eating it."

Ji Nu-ri said this, but she clearly looked expectant.

This was an opportunity.

Shin A-young pushed her tray to the side.

Some went to Ji Nu-ri. The remaining bits were divided between Lee Sol and Lee Seung-ho.

All the piled-up meat disappeared.

"..."

Shin A-young looked at him.

...Did he help her on purpose?

"..."

Well, she wasn't sure.

Somehow, she couldn't read his expression.

Lee Seung-ho was just focusing on his meal again with his usual face.

Whatever the case, she felt grateful.

"..."

Once the immediate problem was resolved, the heavy feeling gradually subsided.

"Phew..."

Shin A-young exhaled slowly.

She felt like her head was clearing up.

Her vision seemed to open up.

"..."

Yes.

Just endure a little longer.

After all, this is just a momentary buzz because of the drama.

It will quiet down soon enough.

Ch.34 - The Other Side (2)
The alarm blared—bam-pa-pa-pa-pa—bam-pa-pa-bam—good morning!

Shin A-young opened her eyes to the sunlight filtering through the curtains.

"..."

She blinked slowly.
Checking her phone, she saw it was Monday morning, 7 AM.

"...Ah."

After struggling through the weekdays and finally reaching the weekend, in the blink of an eye, Monday had returned.

What kind of hellish situation was this?

"...I don't want to go to school..."

Shin A-young pulled her blanket tight and rolled around on the bed.

Rolling back and forth, she stared blankly at the ceiling.

Maybe this was just a dream?

"Haah..."

No way that could be true.

Shin A-young staggered as she got up from bed.

"Huaaahm..."

A lazy yawn escaped her lips.

The living room was quiet.
Her father was still sleeping after a late filming session yesterday. Her mother had already left for work early.

So she had to prepare breakfast for herself.

"..."

Shin A-young poured cereal into a bowl with practiced ease.
After adding a suitable amount of milk, she sat at the table. She didn't forget her phone.

What should I watch?

Taking a spoonful of cereal, she browsed through thumbnails on NewTube that looked interesting.

"Hmm..."

Not this one...
This one doesn't look fun either...

She flicked her finger up and down.

— [Shin Jin-seob, 'Black World' craze... What's it all about?]
— ['Black World' gaining popularity overseas—what captivates them?]

Her finger suddenly stopped.
Those news headlines caught her attention.

"..."

Shin A-young's eyelids slowly drooped.

These days, this topic was everywhere. The drama fever that she thought would die down quickly showed no signs of abating. Instead, it seemed to attract more attention as time passed.

"Black World" had become an extraordinary hit.
The kind of mega-hit that happens maybe once a year, if that.

It should have been something to be happy about, but somehow, she didn't feel particularly joyful.
She felt rather emotionless about it.

Rather...

"..."

Shin A-young abruptly turned off her phone.

No, don't think like that.
Isn't that too selfish?
She felt a bit of self-loathing.

"..."

She scooped up some cereal with her spoon. The cereal soaked in milk had already become soggy.

"...Ah."

Why was she like this first thing in the morning?

After finishing all the soggy cereal,
she put the empty bowl in the sink.

Then, after quickly getting ready for school, Shin A-young shouldered her bag.

"I'm leaving."

She muttered words that no one would hear and left through the front door.

Step, step.

Having left early, she could walk leisurely to school.

The sign for Class 2-1 came into view. She stopped before entering.

"..."

Inhale— Exhale—

Alright, let's do our best today too.

After a brief deep breath, she carefully opened the back door. The students' gazes turned toward her.

There were noticeably more eyes on her than before.

She'd been feeling it more acutely these days.

"Oh, A-young is here."

"A-young, hi~"

Her classmates greeted her with their eyes.

"Good morning~"

Shin A-young naturally responded in kind.

*...He's not here.*

Shin A-young rolled her eyes around the classroom.

It seemed Lee Seung-ho and the others hadn't arrived yet.

*I should have come later too.*

As she was hanging her bag on her desk, a shadow fell across the desk in front.

When she looked up, there was a boy she'd spoken with a few times before.

"A-young. I heard you still haven't watched 'Black World'? It's so good, why not?"

"..."

Where had he heard that topic from?

Shin A-young smiled slightly and replied.

"Um... I'm just... saving it up...?"

"Ah~ You prefer to binge-watch?"

"Yeah, I'm like that."

Shin A-young answered while inwardly sighing.

"..."

This guy. He didn't actually seem interested in "Black World" at all.

What he was saying didn't make sense either.
It seemed like he was just using the drama as an excuse to talk to her.

"Your dad's acting is really good~"

Whether he knew it or not, he continued on with the topic.

"...Right?"

She responded appropriately.

*"Does she think she's a celebrity or something? Acting all special just because her parents are famous."*

*"Exactly."*

From a distance, she could faintly hear girls whispering.

"..."

Her hands under the desk clenched slightly.

Her throat felt scratchy.

Their behavior was somewhat ridiculous.

*...Ha.*

You guys also asked me to get autographs. Seems like you've already forgotten that.

What were they so dissatisfied with?

*"...From what I see..."*
*"Ah, right... I'm sure that's it..."*

The girls giggled as if they found something amusing.

They probably thought she couldn't hear them. But Shin A-young, who was always conscious of others' gazes, could see it all too clearly.

Don't mind it, it's something you're used to anyway.
Even as she told herself that.

It wasn't easy at all.

"..."

Shin A-young hung her head low.

Her stomach churned.
The cereal she had eaten that morning was making her feel terribly queasy.

***

...After the long, enduring hours had passed.

Finally, classes were over.

Tap-tap-tap-tap—!

Shin A-young hurried toward the east wing staircase.
Her destination was the top floor where no one ever went.

She looked around, then checked below again.

Good. No one was there.

"Inhaaaaaale—! Exhaaaaaale...!"

She took a deep breath and let it out.
It was a very big sigh.

"Ah..."

Even so, her elevated blood pressure showed no signs of coming down.

...She needed sugar right now.

Shin A-young took out the chocolate bar she had brought.

*Why is this so hard to open...!*

The wrapper was tough.
She tore it open with slightly rough hands.

Finally, the unwrapped chocolate.

...Munch, munch.

As she chewed the chocolate while cursing inwardly, her anger seemed to subside a bit.

"Phew..."

Before long, the chocolate was gone.

Shin A-young sat on the stairs and narrowed her eyes silently.

With things having come to this point, something came to mind.

She really, really...

...wanted to play games.

*It's been a while since I went to a PC bang...*

Come to think of it, with midterms and the school trip, there hadn't been much time to go.

Just one game would blow away all her stress...

Gaming—an activity where you could trample your opponents as roughly as you wanted without anyone saying anything. That's why Shin A-young had come to relieve stress through games at some point.

"Hmm..."

It was tempting.

If she told Lee Seung-ho, he'd probably agree to go right away.

She could skip drama club by saying she was sick.

*Good.*

Shin A-young stood up abruptly.

Having made her decision, she moved as quickly as possible to the counseling room.

...

Knock knock—

Shin A-young knocked and carefully opened the counseling room door.

"Huaaahm...?"

Park Min-ji, who had been dozing off on the sofa, opened her eyes wide.

"Oh? A-young, it's been a while?"

"Haha... I've been a bit busy lately..."

Shin A-young gave an awkward smile.

With being called here and there at all hours, she hadn't had time to visit the counseling room.

"Come by often. You can just drop by casually to hang out."

Park Min-ji welcomed her naturally.

"Yes, I will."

I really should.

Rather than being harassed by others, this place was better.

...But.

Shin A-young looked around the club room with curious eyes.

"...Where is everyone else? I thought they said they were going to club activities earlier..."

For some reason, only the president and herself were in the club room.

At that question, Park Min-ji waved her hand.

"They went to the school store for a bit. We noticed all the snacks were gone, so we need to restock from the store for now."

"Ah..."

I see.

Shin A-young leaned back on the sofa with a more relaxed expression.

The sofa was very comfortable.

The tension in her stiff shoulders eased, and a gentle curve formed at the corners of her mouth.

...Really comfortable.

...Not just physically, but mentally.
For Shin A-young, this place had somehow become a place where she could calm her mind.

"Is there anything you like? Should I tell them to buy it?"

At Park Min-ji's question, Shin A-young quickly waved her hands.

"No, no. I'm really fine."

"Really?"

Park Min-ji got up from her seat and moved next to Kim Yi-soo, the president.

Then.

"Ah, right."

She clapped her hands lightly and suddenly brought up that topic.

"The drama is really fun."

"...Ah."

Her expression almost stiffened, but Shin A-young quickly shook it off.

No.
Don't take it too seriously.

Maybe she's just talking about a recent popular topic.

"The way they end each episode is such a cliffhanger... I don't usually watch dramas, but I ended up binging all the way to the latest episode."

Park Min-ji pointed at the dark circles under her eyes and grinned.

"Have you watched it too?"

"No, not yet."

Shin A-young shook her head.

She had actually watched it, but she didn't want to talk about the drama.

"Huh? Really? It's so good... Is it awkward to watch a drama with your family in it? I guess it would be hard to get immersed if someone you know appears."

"...There's a bit of that, yes."

Shin A-young nodded in agreement.

"I thought so."

Park Min-ji's words were followed by a slow addition.

"...You know...? If it's okay with you..."

Ah.

Shin A-young's shoulders trembled slightly.

Looking up,
she saw Park Min-ji fidgeting with her hands shyly.

Her eyelashes fluttered momentarily.

She unconsciously stood up abruptly.

"A-young?"

"..."

It felt strange.
The place that had been comfortable until just now seemed to have transformed in an instant.

Her breathing became subtly irregular.

"..."

She blinked slowly. Shin A-young herself couldn't understand her own state.

Simply put, her chest felt tight.

She needed to calm down a bit.

"Um... I need to go to the bathroom for a moment..."

Shin A-young made an excuse and hurriedly left the club room.

She was about to leave.

"Oh, what's this?"

As she opened the door, she came face to face with Lee Seung-ho, who was about to enter the club room.

Behind him, Lee Sol and Ji Nu-ri were peeking out with bags in their hands.

"When did you get here?"

He was about to pass by her with an indifferent attitude when.

Pause—

He stopped in his tracks for a moment.

"..."

Lee Seung-ho looked at Shin A-young, tilting his head as if something was strange.

"...Are you okay?"

At those unexpected words, Shin A-young's eyes widened.

His words struck her in a peculiarly meaningful way.

"..."

Shin A-young brushed her hand across her mouth.

Her expression was no different from usual. Her bright smile was still maintained.

Yes, it was an act she had kept up for years. It wouldn't break so easily in front of people.

On the outside, she was always the same.

But.

"Here, have this."

Lee Seung-ho held out a can of coffee.

He seemed to be looking right through her, showing consideration.

Perhaps he was the only one who saw Shin A-young not as the daughter of a celebrity.

But just as Shin A-young herself.

"..."

Shin A-young carefully took the can he offered.

It was warm.

She carefully pressed it against her forehead.

The warmth transmitted from the surface gently untangled her twisted feelings.

...Phew.

Shin A-young relaxed her shoulders and breathed out evenly.

Ch.35 - The Other Side (3)
A little while ago.

I headed to the School Store with Lee Sol and Ji Nu-ri.

We needed to restock the "counseling snacks" in the counseling room since they'd all run out. It wasn't like we'd had many counseling sessions, but somehow they were gone already.

I walked into the store with a lighter step than usual.

"Is there anything you two want?"

I held a white card in my hand—a small token of power the President had given me, telling me to buy whatever I wanted.

"...I'm fine. I'm on a diet these days."

Lee Sol ran her fingers through her light gray hair.

"I may not be active as a model right now, but I still need to maintain myself."

She crossed her arms with a haughty look.

"...Really?"

I was surprised by this unusual side of Lee Sol.

Certainly.
Normally, her Minime would have already been listing all the snacks she wanted.

— "...I need to hold back. I've been eating too many snacks lately."

She maintained a stern expression despite being in the store.
She was exercising impressive self-restraint.

Maybe that's what being a model means, even if she's just starting out.

I'd thought Lee Sol was someone who wouldn't care about her weight at all. But now she was showing her professional side.

— "...I do crave some jelly though..."

...She was showing her professional side.

— "No, resist."

She pressed her small lips firmly together, insisting she needed to resist.
Barely, just barely, she was maintaining her self-control.

Every time Lee Sol took a step in the store, her Minime's eyes darted around.

— "Hmm... orange juice would be tasty too...!"

Her Minime shook her head vigorously—insisting she shouldn't.

She looks so busy.
I swallowed a laugh at the sight.

"..."

I quietly observed Lee Sol.

...But I wondered if she'd really gained that much weight.

Honestly, she didn't look any different from usual.
Small and delicate, visibly slim even from a distance.

If that's what she thought, then fine, but it didn't seem like she needed to force herself to lose weight.

"This should be..."

I picked up some jelly and orange juice.

A few items shouldn't matter.
If I buy them, she'll probably eat them later anyway.

"Let's see..."

I read through the note the President had given me.

There were other things we needed to buy too. We were here to run errands and buy snacks we wanted.

I also picked out a few snacks to keep on hand for counseling sessions.

"What about you, Nu-ri?"

"I just want these two things."

Ji Nu-ri held up a bag of potato chips and an apple juice pack.

That's rather modest.

"You don't want anything else? It's not my money anyway, so you can pick something more expensive if you want."

I had already grabbed a package of frozen dumplings—one of the pricier items at the store.

No need to hesitate. Taking advantage of opportunities when they come is a skill.

"This is enough for me."

Ji Nu-ri gently shook the food in her hand, saying she didn't need anything else.

— "Hmm... nothing really appeals to me right now."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime stroked her chin.
The store snacks weren't satisfying enough for her.

That's fine then.

If there really wasn't anything else she wanted, I didn't need to push further.

"Nothing else to pick? Should I pay now?"

Both of them nodded.
I handed the card to the store clerk.

***

Afterward, we headed straight back to the club room.

There was no reason to go anywhere else, and the ice cream we bought might melt.

*Slide*—

When I opened the counseling room door.

"Oh, what's this."

Shin A-young was standing right there.

"When did you get here?"

There was no answer.

Though I wondered about this, I turned my body sideways.

As I tried to walk past her—

— "— — — — —"

Before I could take a step, I heard harsh noise coming from her Minime.

It was different from usual—a pounding, rumbling static.

I was startled by it. I stiffly turned my head to look back at Shin A-young.

"..."

Her expression was the same as always.

Her lips formed a clear arc, and her large eyes held the same innocent look, seemingly unaware of any worries in the world.

On the surface, she appeared completely fine.

"...Are you okay?"

If anything, I was concerned.

"..."

Shin A-young remained silent. She just raised one hand to touch her lips.

— "— — — — —"

The situation hadn't changed.
Shin A-young's expression was bright, but her Minime remained the same, standing blankly and emitting noise.

I couldn't figure out what she was thinking at all.

The static continued to pound against my eardrums.
I racked my brain trying to figure out what to do, where to start.

"..."

The answer I came up with was simple.

In moments like this, this was all I could do.

It's not like I'm a real counselor.
What could I possibly say?

*Rustle*—

I rummaged through the plastic bag. It contained various foods.

What should I give her?
After a brief consideration, I narrowed it down to sweet ice cream and a warm coffee can.

I took out the coffee can that still had some warmth left.

"Here, have this."

I spoke in the most nonchalant voice I could manage.

So she wouldn't see this as pity.

"..."

After hesitating briefly, she carefully took it from me.

She held the warm can up to her forehead.

Was that enough?

*Static... static...*

The Minime's noise gradually subsided.

— "— — It's warm."

A small smile appeared on her lips.

"...Are you okay?"

I tentatively asked.

"I'm fine. My stomach just feels a bit off."

At Shin A-young's words, I opened the bag again.
I hadn't thought of that.

"Then, should I give you something else?"

If her stomach wasn't feeling well, I had some soft bread too.

As I reached out to exchange the snack—

*Swish*—

Shin A-young quickly pulled her hand with the can backward.

My eyes widened at this. She seemed surprised by her own action too, her pupils slightly dilated.

"...No, it's fine."

— "The warmth feels better right now."

Her Minime crouched down, holding the coffee can with a gentle smile.

"Really?"

If that's the case.

I put the bread back down.

I guess that was more to her liking.

* * *

Shin A-young came back into the counseling room.

It felt like she no longer had a reason to leave.

"Are you okay? Wasn't it urgent?"

Park Min-ji raised her eyebrows. Her expression showed some concern.

There was a subtle consideration in how she avoided directly mentioning the word "bathroom."

Shin A-young shook her head gently, telling her not to worry.

"I'm fine now. It suddenly got better."

"...Really?"

Though she didn't look completely convinced.

Park Min-ji seemed willing to let it go.

"..."

...What should I say?

I was fine now.

My mind had calmed down a bit since earlier.

"By the way, what were you going to say earlier?"

Shin A-young asked about the previous topic.

She wanted to properly listen to Park Min-ji's words and properly decline them.

It seemed like a good time now.

"Oh, that...?"

Park Min-ji slowly parted her lips.

"..."

...Ah.

Shin A-young slowly exhaled.

In the mirror on the wall, she could faintly see Lee Seung-ho secretly making an X sign with his fingers.

"...Hmm."

Shin A-young's lips twitched upon seeing that. They kept trying to curl upward.

'There's no need for that.'

That's what she thought, but she didn't feel bad about it.

It reminded her what it felt like to be looked after, something she hadn't experienced in a while.

"...Um... I forgot what I was going to say."

Park Min-ji saw it too and awkwardly changed the subject, swallowing whatever she had been about to say.

"Oh... really?"

Shin A-young lightly sat down on the sofa.

If that's the case, it's fine. There was no need to continue this conversation anyway.

She turned her back while sitting.
Her interest had shifted elsewhere.

"What did you buy at the store?"

Shin A-young stretched her neck forward to check inside the bag.

He opened the bag wide to show her the contents.

"Alphabet chocolates for counseling, chocolate pie... and various other things."

Shin A-young gave a small laugh at that.
It seemed like there were more items in the "various other things" category than things bought for counseling purposes.

"Mostly sweet stuff, huh?"

"They're easy to hand out one by one. Good for relieving stress for people who come for counseling."

"I guess so..."

Shin A-young nodded in understanding.

That would normally be the case.
Most people who visit the Counseling Club would be that type.

Who would come here for good news anyway?

"..."

Well.
Except for me.

Thinking about that...
Shin A-young remembered why she had come to the Counseling Club.

"Seung-ho."

Shin A-young called him with a slightly elevated tone.

"? What?"

"Let's go to the PC room after we're done here."

Shin A-young excitedly rattled off her words.

"I'll hard carry you today. I researched the new meta on YouTube, and it's unbeatable. Seriously."

Seung-ho can jungle, and I'll go mid.
Sol said she's a Yuumi one-trick, so we can send her to the bottom lane.
I wonder if Nu-ri wants to play too...

Then she can duo with Sol in the bottom lane.

Anyway.
Today is for gaming...!

As she couldn't hide her excited expression—

"I have plans today, so I can't."

That was the answer she heard from Lee Seung-ho.

"Huh...?"

Shin A-young blinked blankly.

"...What plans?"

When she asked that.

Lee Seung-ho pointed behind him with his thumb.

"..."

Shin A-young's gaze followed where he pointed. At the end was Lee Sol.

"I promised to help her study one-on-one today. Finals are coming up soon."

At those words, Shin A-young's lips quivered before—

"...There's still a month and a half left...?"

She muttered in a very small voice.

Ch.36 - The Other Side (4)
* * *

Time rewinds to last night.

"..."

Late evening.
Lee Sol sat at her desk, tapping her pencil.

With exams about a month and a half away, she needed to start studying diligently now.

Since she was always a bit slow to learn things, she had to get ahead or she'd fall behind.

So, she'd been studying for a while now...

...Only 30 minutes had passed.

"Ughhhh...!"

Sol stretched her arms out wide.

Her arms trembled slightly. The chair tilted backward.

"Haaaa..."

Feeling the fatigue wash over her, she gently rubbed her eyelids.

"Maybe I'll rest for 10 minutes..."

She threw herself onto the bed and rolled around on the blanket.

"..."

She picked up her phone. During her break, she thought she might as well check Instagram.
She flicked through the screen with her finger.

'Ah. Photos from our school trip.'

Sol spotted herself in a post uploaded by Shin A-young.

Lee Seung-ho and Ji Nu-ri were there too, of course.

Looking at it made her feel:

"...I want to go again."

It was really fun.
That feeling suddenly welled up inside her.

"Hmm..."

Sol turned her body slightly, ending up in a prone position.

A-young had uploaded quite a few photos.
Seung-ho appeared quite often in them. Some were clearly taken together, others where he just happened to be in the frame.

"Hmm."

She spread her thumb and index finger to zoom in on a photo. Seung-ho, standing behind A-young, became larger though blurry.

Sol rested her chin in her hand as she looked down at it.

It really came out well.

Click—
She pressed "like."

"..."

Sol blinked slowly at what she'd done. She felt a bit dazed.

Startled by her unintended action, she bolted upright.

"...Ah."

Then realized she had liked A-young's account, not Seung-ho's.

She quietly lay back down.

...She'd been startled for nothing.

'...No, it's fine to like posts.'

It's not like pressing "like" was a confession or anything.
Surely that much was perfectly normal?

Right, right.

"..."

Sol immediately went to Seung-ho's account.

He hadn't posted much, but she liked several of his posts.

"Phew."

See? No big deal.
The corners of her mouth turned up. She felt a little proud of herself.

...As she browsed Seung-ho's Instagram, a thought occurred to her.

Finals were coming up soon.

"...Should I ask him...?"

She wanted him to help her study like he did for midterms.
With his help, she was confident she could get good grades.

Sol clutched her phone tightly with both hands. She wiggled her fingertips as she pondered.

"Just casually..."

Yes.
Just ask.

Tap tap tap—

[Are you free right now?]

Sol typed quickly, then:

[Are you free rI]

Tap tap tap.
She deleted it.

'...That sounds too stiff.'

Something about it didn't feel right.

She chewed her lip before bending over her phone again.

Maybe mixing in some emoticons would be good.

"..."

Sol scrolled through her emoticons.
She had plenty saved. They were useful when she was too lazy to type.

[(Rolling hamster emoticon)]
[What are you doing?]

"...This should be fine."

It seemed okay.

"..."

Her fingertips slowed over the screen. Hovering, almost touching...

Swish— she hit send, then Flip— turned the screen over.
Then she jumped up from the bed.

She moved quickly to her desk and plopped down in the chair.

"Phew...!"

Time to ignore it for a while and focus.

It was time to get back to studying.

......

Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

Tack...

"Hmm."

Sol tapped the tip of her mechanical pencil. Each time, black graphite powder smudged onto the worksheet.

"Hmm..."

Her eyes kept darting to the side. Toward the phone she'd placed face-down on the desk.

"Hmm..."

Sol rested her chin in her hand, fixing her gaze on it.

Now she was outright staring at it.

'...Is he doing something else? Is he really busy?'

Yes, he could be busy.
Maybe he fell asleep.
Or he could be eating. Or taking a shower.
Or perhaps he was studying for the exam too.

If not that...
Could he be playing games with A-young?

Sol picked up her phone and quickly searched for game records.

"Nope."

That wasn't it.

Then why still no response...

Ding—!

Her phone alert rang.
Sol's shoulders flinched.

"...Ahem."

She rotated her stiff neck from side to side.
Deliberately taking a moment before casually picking up her phone.

Let's see what came in.

— [Lee Seung-ho: Just showered and got into bed.]

Seeing this, Sol's eyebrows gently relaxed.

Well then.

'I thought that might be the case.'

She'd worried he might be busy with something.
She would have felt bad sending a message at a bad time.

— [Lee Seung-ho: Why?]

In response to Seung-ho's question, Sol typed slowly.

Checking for typos and spelling as she went.

— [Lee Sol: Finals are coming up soon.]
— [Lee Sol: Want to do a Study Group like we did for midterms?]

The answer came back quickly.

— [Lee Seung-ho: Sure.]

So far, things were going as expected.

But then.

— [Lee Seung-ho: I'll invite the others to the chat room too.]

Seung-ho was planning to invite others like during the midterm study group.

— [Lee Sol: Wha]

"What!?"

In her hurry, she made a typo.

She sent the message she was typing first.

— [Lee Sol: How about just 1-on-1?]

Delete delete.
Then she quickly erased the typo above.
It's fine. She deleted it fast, so he probably didn't see it.

— [Lee Seung-ho: Just the two of us?]

— [Lee Sol: (Hamster making a circle emoticon)]
— [Lee Sol: The material is extensive and I haven't made much progress yet.]

— [Lee Sol: (Hamster crying emoticon)]

"Phew..."

After sending those messages, Sol froze in place.

No reply yet.

Time suddenly seemed to crawl.

She stared intently at the top of the screen.

After waiting for what felt like forever...

Ding—
A small notification sound.

— [Lee Seung-ho: Okay.]

Following that came a short but definite answer.

Only then did Sol let out a long breath.

"...Nice."

Her fist clenched in a small victory gesture.

* * *

...And so, the one-on-one study group was formed.

A day later, now.

"..."

I stood up and checked the time.

It was earlier than usual, but late enough that we could head back.

"Well then, we'll be going now."

At my words, Sol fell in behind me.

"Oh, see you tomorrow~"

Senior Min-ji waved her hand lightly. She let out a yawn, looking like she couldn't care less.

— "Huh? Wait, you're really leaving? For real?"

Shin A-young's Minime paced back and forth.
She gaped in disbelief.

— "What, studying for exams... Ugh, seriously..."

A-young's Minime's cheeks puffed out. She looked like a ticking time bomb about to explode.

Seeing that, I had nothing to say.

After all, Sol had made plans with me first.

— "Heehee."

Sol's Minime let out a small laugh.
She straightened her back and raised both hands triumphantly. Her posture couldn't have been more proud.

"..."

Time to go.

There was nothing to gain by lingering in this situation.

***

After leaving school and nearly reaching our destination.

"By the way, is it really okay to just show up like this?"

Sol peeked her head out and asked.

I understood her concern.

The place we were going to study was none other than my house.

We originally planned to study at Sol's house, but her mother had guests coming over, so we had to change locations. That's how we ended up at my place.

"My parents are at work, and only my sister is home, so as long as she's okay with it... See, she says it's fine."

I showed Sol my chat screen.

— [Lee Seung-ho: I'm bringing a friend over.]
— [Lee Seung-ah: From last time?]
— [Lee Seung-ho: Yeah]
— [Lee Seung-ah: OK]

"..."

Sol's expression grew more tense.

— "I'm feeling nervous..."

Her Minime exhaled deeply.

Beep beep beep— Click—

I unlocked the door and walked through the entrance into the living room.

"I'm home."

Seung-ah was sitting on the living room sofa. Normally she would have been lying down.
Her posture suggested she had been waiting.

"Hello."

She nodded her head lightly.

"...Oh, hi?"

Sol raised her hand stiffly. Like a robot.

— "She's cute."

Seung-ah's Minime looked at her and let out a small chuckle.

It seemed my sister liked Sol, which made me even more uneasy.

"We'll be studying in my room, so try to keep it quiet."

"Sure."

Seung-ah nodded. She appeared completely uninterested.

— "...Maybe I should secretly peek in later?"

Her Minime, on the other hand, wore a mischievous expression.

Since her inner thoughts were completely different from her outward appearance, I narrowed my eyes and warned her again.

"Don't even think about spying."

"...I wasn't planning to?"

She tilted her head, looking confused.

— "...You're annoyingly perceptive."

Seung-ah's Minime clicked her tongue and grumbled.

"Make yourself comfortable."

"Mmm."

In response to Seung-ah's greeting, Sol still seemed stiff.

"Come in."

"..."

Sol sat down gingerly on the floor. Her posture was more demure than usual.

She lightly touched the floor with her hand.

— "...Is it cleaner than my room...?"

Her Minime blinked, looking somewhat shocked by this realization.

When I don't clean my room, my mom's Minime nags endlessly. So I have no choice but to clean.

As a result, my room was unintentionally quite tidy.

"Hup."

I brought a small desk from the living room and set it down on the floor.

"Shall we start right away?"

......

"..."

"..."

Sol's Adam's apple bobbed as she swallowed.
Her eyes followed the pages as they turned with a rustling sound.

Thud.

I closed the workbook and said:

"Alright, let's take a break for about 10 minutes."

"Haaaa..."

Sol let out a sigh. With a natural movement, she flopped down onto the bed.

...Uh.
...That's my bed.

"..."

I blinked in surprise.
I was genuinely taken aback.

— "...Ah."

Sol also realized what she had done and internally screamed.

— "...I lay down out of habit...!"

Her Minime's pupils dilated. She made distressed noises, wondering what to do now.

Sol froze in her lying position.

She'd decided to pretend nothing happened and just stay still.

"..."

I should go to the bathroom or something.
By the time I get back, she'll probably have moved.

I awkwardly started to get up.

Slam—
The door to the room opened.

"While you're studying, I brought some sna—"

Seung-ah's words cut off as she entered.
Only her pupils moved rapidly back and forth.

Sol lying on the bed, and me frozen in the act of standing up.

Her gaze drifted between us.

And then...

— "Wow... that girl is totally a fox."

Seung-ah's Minime narrowed her eyes slightly and continued her quiet admiration.
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* * *

"...ugh, hmm..."

With a groan, Ji Nu-ri glares at the chessboard.

"..."

Shin A-young looks down at it with a somewhat pouty expression.
The situation had already tilted in her favor.

Clack—

After what seemed like an eternity of waiting, Ji Nu-ri carefully makes her next move.

That was it.

"Checkmate."

Shin A-young places her piece down with a tap, ending the game. In truth, it had been over for a while.

"Ah."

A death cry follows.

Ji Nu-ri stands up abruptly, insisting it can't be right, and examines the chessboard from different angles.

After desperately searching for an escape route for her king and confirming it was completely blocked, she finally slumps back into her seat.

"...What's the score now?"

"5 to 0."

"Wow, not giving me a single break..."

The Vice President and President watching from the side whispered quietly to each other.

They seemed at a loss for words at the completely one-sided flow of the games.

"...Let's play one more round with a different game."

Ji Nu-ri stands up with crescent-shaped eyes.

Her crimson lips were pressed tightly together, slightly protruding in a subtle pout.
Her brows were furrowed intensely, and her eyes trembled with emotion.

Was losing that frustrating?

Ji Nu-ri was more competitive than she appeared.

"Sure. Bring whatever you want."

Shin A-young waves her hand casually.

She was confident she wouldn't lose no matter what they played.

After all, Ji Nu-ri was surprisingly bad at games.
Or maybe she herself was just good at them.

Honestly, it wasn't fun. The games ended too easily.

Playing with Lee Seung-ho at least had some excitement to it.

"..."

...Thinking about him again.

"Sigh."

Shin A-young relaxes her upper body and leans back fully against the chair.

There was a reason they were playing board games in the counseling room rather than at an internet café.

After discovering the joy of playing duo games, playing alone had lost some of its appeal.
It was better to be together like this.

*I'd be fine even if it's not at an internet café.*

Board games were nice too.

However, Lee Seung-ho wasn't here right now.
He said he was going to study alone with Lee Sol.

*...Hmph.*

Shin A-young snorted internally.

Would it hurt to hang out for just one day?
Even if she has feelings for Lee Seung-ho, Lee Sol was being too much.

...Today was really tough.

Was it so hard to play games together to relieve some stress...?

"What do you want to play? Take your pick."

Ji Nu-ri asked, her hands full of board games.

Her eyebrows twitched as if determined to win this time.

"We have Blue Marble, Fruit Game, or maybe One Card?"

"...Um..."

Shin A-young narrowed her eyes looking at the options. There were too many varieties.

"...Why does the Counseling Club have so many board games...?"

It wasn't just a few—they had enough to almost open a board game café.

To that question,
Park Min-ji cleared her throat.

"Believe it or not, they're all necessary for counseling."

All those boxes?

What connection could board games possibly have with counseling?

"...Counseling. Board games...?"

Counseling.
And board games.

"..."

Shin A-young's gaze shifted to where the "Counseling Application Form" was placed.

"..."

Hmm.
She pressed her lips together. A thought flashed through her mind.

*What should I do?*

Shin A-young's chin twisted back and forth.

She was a bit conflicted, wondering if this was appropriate.
After all, bothering someone during exam period...

"..."

But there was still more than a month and a half left.

...One day shouldn't hurt.

"...Senior Min-ji, how do I fill out a counseling application form?"

* * *

...A sudden situation.

I made eye contact with Lee Seung-ah as she entered the room.
Seung-ah looked back and forth between Lee Sol and me.
Lee Sol was staring at the ceiling, pretending she knew nothing.

"..."
"..."

And so, the silence continued.

Lee Sol blinked a few times, then quietly slid off the bed.
The movement was as quiet and natural as possible.

"..."
"..."

And again, more silence.

"...Did you come to bring us snacks?"

Unable to bear it any longer, I spoke first.

I was trying to change the subject.

"Yeah, here."

Seung-ah played along.
She placed the tray on the table.

"...But."

I narrowed my eyes at the plate Seung-ah had brought.

"Why is there so little?"

The snack she brought consisted of just one cookie and two glasses of orange juice filled to an ambiguous level.

"We ran out of food at home."

Seung-ah shrugged her shoulders.
Seeing how confident she looked, there really must not have been any snacks left.

— "...One of the two remaining cookies, well..."

Seems like she ate one herself. Seung-ah's minime licked her lips.
Cookie crumbs were visible around her mouth.

"If you want something that badly, go buy it yourself. The convenience store is right in front."

Seung-ah pointed toward the entrance with her thumb. I scratched my forearm.

"...Can't you go buy it for me?"

Honestly, I was too lazy to go out.

"I'll give you money. Buy something for yourself too while you're at it."

I try to make a deal.

"Hmm...I don't mind, but."

Seung-ah tiptoed over and brought her head close to my ear.

"?"

I pulled my head back, feeling goosebumps.

Seung-ah frowned as if she didn't like it either, and grabbed my shoulder with one hand.
Covering her mouth with the back of her hand, she whispered:

*'...Are you two planning to be alone in the house? Huh?'*

"Ah."

That comment snapped me to attention.

I hadn't thought of that. Maybe I was just flustered by Seung-ah's sudden appearance.

"Give me the money."

Seung-ah held out her hand.

— "I don't mind, but...should I step out for a bit?"

Seung-ah's minime covered her mouth with her hand. She looked like she was trying to hold back laughter.

"...I'll go."

Unable to bear it anymore, I got up from my seat.

As I was gathering my wallet and preparing to head out, I turned back briefly.

"What should I buy?"

"...I'm fine with just this."

Lee Sol held up her cup of juice.

Right. She mentioned she was on a diet.

— "Besides, I'd feel bad asking you to get something..."

Her minime was exercising patience.
She really didn't need anything.

"I want spicy potato chips."

Seung-ah sat down, stretching her legs out, and boldly made her request. "No, should I ask for something more expensive?"

Her minime was worrying unnecessarily.
I wasn't going to buy it for her anyway.

"..."

I stood silently for a moment.

"...Just behave yourselves."

After leaving those words for Seung-ah who was sitting down, I headed out to the convenience store.

* * *

"..."
"..."

In the room after Lee Seung-ho left.

Lee Sol and Lee Seung-ah.
With only these two people remaining in the space, a strange awkwardness lingered.

Normally, she would have appreciated this silence, but the situation was different now.

Lee Sol sat frozen on the floor. She felt suffocated.

"..."

Lee Sol glanced to her left.

"..."

Seung-ah was sitting silently. She could see her profile as she fidgeted with her nails.

Her appearance was still pretty upon second glance.
Though she still had girlish features, they gave her an age-appropriate innocence.

So she's Seung-ho's younger sister.
With that thought,
Lee Sol's throat bobbed nervously.
Her mind was constantly spinning, trying to come up with a topic.
What could she say that would be interesting...

"...I saw you at the airport last time, right?"

Suddenly, Seung-ah looked up and asked.

"Ah. Yes. That's right."

Lee Sol quickly grabbed onto that lifeline. She couldn't miss this opportunity.

"Um, your name is..."

"I'm Lee Sol. 'Lee' is my family name, and 'Sol' is my given name."

"Lee Sol... Senior Lee Sol... Your name is similar to mine. My name is—"

"Seung-ah. Lee Seung-ah, right?"

When Lee Sol asked that.

"...You remembered?"

Seung-ah's eyebrows rose.

"Yes, I heard it last time."

"I see."

"..."

...Good job.

Lee Sol mentally exhaled with satisfaction.

It was good that she had memorized it.

When she heard he had a younger sister, looking her up on social media beforehand had been a big help.

"But, your other friends didn't come today?"

"Huh? What do you mean?"

Lee Sol asked with a puzzled expression.

"The other two people I saw at the airport. Aren't they my brother's friends too? They seemed really close."

"Ah..."

Was she talking about Shin A-young and Ji Nu-ri?

"Hmm."

Lee Sol's lips twitched.

How should she explain this?
The reason why she was studying alone with Seung-ho, without those two.

Saying she wanted to see what it would be like to study just the two of them... would be too embarrassing.

But lying didn't feel right either.

"I'm not particularly good at studying... so we decided to do it just the two of us today. Seung-ho is a good teacher."

Lee Sol felt a slight heat rising to the tips of her ears as she offered an explanation that wasn't quite an excuse.

"What?"

Seung-ah tilted her head in confusion. She gave a puzzled look.

"Is my brother good at teaching?"

"...Huh? He's never taught you?"

"No."

Seung-ah didn't seem bothered by this, maintaining an indifferent expression.

Just a face that said "that's how it is."

"That's normal between siblings. Besides, I wouldn't want to learn from my brother anyway."

"I see."

So that's how siblings typically are.
Being an only child, she didn't know about such things.

"..."

Lee Sol sucked on the straw, drinking the orange juice on the desk.

*Tasty.*

Her shoulders relaxed.
As the sweetness entered her mouth, her tension gradually eased.

Seung-ah didn't seem like a bad person either, so being alone with her was somewhat reassuring...

"Senior."

"Yes?"

"Do you like my brother?"

*Cough...!*

At that direct question, Lee Sol's mouth fell slightly open. She almost spat out her juice.

Her mind went blank for a moment.
Her head creaked as she turned to the side.

"..."

Seung-ah still had an indifferent expression. It was a serious question.

How should she answer this?
Should she deny it?
Or try to deflect with something else?

With several alternative responses coming to mind...

Lee Sol forced her eyes wide open. Her eyelashes trembled slightly.

"..."

Lee Sol pressed her lips together and stared directly at Seung-ah.

She didn't answer.

Her slightly reddened cheeks spoke for her.

"..."

Seung-ah seemed to notice this and opened her eyes a little wider.

"...Are you thinking of confessing to him?"

Seung-ah asked quietly.

"Huh? Um... I'm not sure yet..."

Lee Sol's voice grew smaller toward the end.
She hadn't thought that far ahead.

"Hmm. Then now would be the perfect time to talk about it."

Seung-ah nodded her head slightly.

"...?"

A question mark appeared over Lee Sol's face.
She couldn't understand what Seung-ah was thinking.

"I'll be honest with you."

Seung-ah turned her body toward Lee Sol.

With a direct gaze.
And a clearly serious expression.

"Don't confess to my brother."
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Lee Seung-ah's gaze remained unwavering. Her bold eyes suggested this was no joke.
Those eyes were fixed directly on her.

Lee Sol swallowed hard.

"Um..."

Her hands moved restlessly, not knowing where to place them, before finally gripping the edge of her skirt.

In her confused state, she replayed what the other girl had said.

...Don't confess to my Oppa.
Don't confess.
Don't confess?

"Um, uh..."

Her lips parted. A dazed expression gradually spread across Sol's face.

Did I do something wrong to her?
That thought kept circling in her mind.

Surely there was no other reason she would say such a thing.

"Um, well..."

Sol's lips trembled as her eyes drooped.

She must hate me.
Her expression turned gloomy and slightly depressed.

"No, no...!"

Seeing this, Seung-ah waved both hands frantically.

"I meant don't confess to him yet...!"

"...Yet?"

Sol perked up again.

...But still.
Confessing is something you either do or don't do.

What could "don't confess yet" possibly mean?

"What do you mean by 'yet'...?"

"Well..."

Seung-ah rubbed her neck awkwardly.
She fidgeted, her gaze fixed on the floor.

"Huff—"

With her eyes half-closed, Seung-ah pushed out her lower lip.

She muttered with a dissatisfied tone, as if asking herself why she was doing this.

"...This might sound strange, but I'll just say it quickly. Okay?"

Furrowing her brow, Seung-ah slapped her hand against the wall.

"Mmhmm."

Sol nodded, swept along by her intensity.

"A few years ago, my brother was seriously ill, you know?"

Seung-ah recalled that time from the past.
It must have been when Seung-ho was in his second year of middle school.

He had suffered from an unexplained high fever and was rushed to the emergency room in the middle of the night.

Fortunately, the fever subsided quickly, but...

"I think it started around then."

Seung-ah lowered her eyes slightly.

"Since then, my brother seems to barely feel any romantic emotions."

At Seung-ah's words.

"...Huh?"

Sol froze in place.

She had mentally prepared herself for most possibilities, but this was something she couldn't help but be surprised by.

More accurately, rather than surprised, she felt disoriented and dazed.

"..."
"..."

The two girls locked eyes in silence for a moment.

Seung-ah's expression suggested she found her own words ridiculous, but her tone remained serious.
At least, she didn't look like she was lying.

"...Really?"

"..."

Seung-ah nodded silently.

"In middle school, he flatly rejected a girl who confessed to him. They used to be really close... anyway, that's what happened."

Her testimony continued.

Sol's shoulders twitched.
It was a somewhat concerning topic.

...I'll set that aside for now.

"...Did something happen to him when he was sick?"

"No, the hospital said it wasn't that."

Seung-ah shook her head with a subtle expression.

"Everything else is normal. He gets angry when he's upset, he enjoys delicious food."

His emotions themselves weren't particularly problematic.

"It's just... like his emotional threshold got higher... or maybe hazier... I'm not sure how to describe it, but that's the situation."

It was as if his entire personality had changed after that time.

Someone who used to enjoy romance-filled dramas suddenly found them boring and started preferring movies instead.
His previously mediocre grades suddenly improved, and he began exercising when he never had before.

Like some kind of equivalent exchange from a manga.

As if in exchange for gaining something, a part of his emotions had become blurred.

That's how he changed.

"So even if you confess hastily, you won't get a good answer."

Seung-ah crossed her arms.

In the end, that was her conclusion.

"He won't budge for anything ordinary."

"..."

"Anyone else would have made a big fuss about having a date alone with you, but that guy didn't even flinch."

Sol bit her lip slightly.

That was true.
As soon as they arrived home, Seung-ho had immediately taken out his study materials.

"That's why I'm saying don't confess."

Since it wouldn't work anyway.

"..."

Sol remained silent.
Largely because her mind was still processing this sudden topic.

"I wouldn't recommend my brother as someone to date."

Seung-ah offered this advice.

"There's no guarantee your feelings will be reciprocated. If you only have a slight interest in him, it might be better to find someone else—"

"Seung-ah."

Sol softly called her name, cutting off Seung-ah's voice.

"..."

Sol slowly raised her head. Her eyes were somehow calm and settled.

She parted her lips slowly.

"..."

...I've realized something lately.

It seems I don't particularly like when others interfere with choices I've already made.
It was the same during midterms, and at the aquarium during the school trip.

So.

"I'll handle this..."

Sol took a deep breath and partially corrected what she was about to say.

If, as Seung-ah said, a confession from her side wouldn't work well...
Then she could do the opposite.

Make Seung-ho confess to her.

"...I'll seduce him."

Sol twirled the end of her hair with her finger. After saying it, she felt her face heat up.

...So.
She didn't need to worry about anything else.

Because she wanted to pursue a gradual romance.

* * *

Alone in the room, Seung-ah sat on the floor, running both hands down her face.

Her eyes blinked through the gaps between her fingers. Her toes curled tightly.

"Wow..."

Seung-ah's expression was slightly flushed with embarrassment.

It was so surprising that it felt like eating a spoonful of pure sugar. It made her want to watch a romance drama for the first time in ages.

"Ah, geez..."

The scene from moments ago replayed in her mind.

The gray hair falling slightly downward. The innocent emotion visible in her pupils through the strands.
The subtle awkwardness poking through here and there.

Each element was more than enough to stimulate the heart of an adolescent girl.

It was like watching an entire romance story unfold.

"..."

Just then.
The front door opened with a beeping sound.

"I'm back."

Seung-ho walked in with a composed expression. He was holding a white bag in one hand.

"Ah."

Seung-ah's expression instantly became calm.
It felt like when parents walk into your room while you're watching anime alone.

She looked at him with a serious face.

"...Lucky bastard. Your allowance should be cut in half."

Looking at him, she couldn't help but mutter that.

"...?"

Seung-ho raised an eyebrow in confusion. He scratched his forehead with his middle finger.

He placed the bag he'd bought on the table.

"Ah."

Seung-ah's eyes lit up when she saw it.

Right, that.

"Hmm hmm~"

Seung-ah hummed as she quickly opened the bag.

There were various snacks inside. She rummaged through and pulled out a spicy potato chip bag.

At least he was thoughtful enough to buy snacks.

"...Where's Sol?"

Seung-ho asked while looking around the house.

"She said she couldn't concentrate on studying and went home early."

Seung-ah thought of Sol and smiled wryly.

Where had that confident demeanor gone?

She had reverted to her cute self and rushed home as if fleeing.

"Didn't you run into her on your way out?"

To Seung-ah's question.

"I didn't see her."

Seung-ho replied while organizing the snacks on the shelf.

If that's the case, she must have deliberately gone in a different direction.

She thought Sol was quite the shy Unnie.

"..."

Seung-ho, who had been quietly arranging the shelf, asked tentatively.

"...Did you tell her?"

His gaze was still fixed on the shelf.

"I did."

Seung-ah also avoided eye contact as she answered.

After all.
Rather than telling her later.

"It's better for me to tell her now."

About his mental state.
Rather than explaining and rejecting her after receiving a confession. Rather than having Seung-ho explain it himself in a pitiful way.

It would be more credible coming from someone else.

And it wouldn't hurt her feelings.

"..."

Seung-ho remained quiet, as if agreeing. A silent affirmation.

"..."

Seung-ah rested her chin on her hand and let out a hollow laugh.

It still seemed absurd to her.

Only romantic feelings becoming blurred among all emotions.
She wondered if it was an equivalent exchange for his unusually keen perception that had developed at some point.

"...Hey. Where are you going?"

Seung-ah stopped Seung-ho as he was about to enter his room.

"? What?"

"No, how can you just walk by so confidently?"

Seung-ah frowned and confronted him. She boldly extended one hand forward.

"If you get something, you should give something in return. I helped you, so you should help me too."

"...What do you want?"

Seung-ho hesitated briefly before turning around and asking.

"It's nothing too difficult."

Seung-ah tapped on her phone.

"Look at this."

She held out the screen.

Seung-ho's eyes narrowed slightly when he saw it.

"...Comic Festival?"

"Yeah, I was planning to open a booth there next weekend."

Comic Festival. An offline event for all otaku held periodically.
A venue where people buy and sell fan creations or can see cosplay.
Just hearing about it made her heart race.

As someone aspiring to be an illustrator, Seung-ah participated in these events regularly.

"I originally had someone who was going to come, but they suddenly got hospitalized."

Therefore.

"Help me run the event this time."
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* * *

"..."

I rinsed my face with lukewarm water at the sink while thinking about what happened yesterday.

Considering all of Lee Sol's actions and thoughts so far, it was already something beyond mere interest.

*Why?*

Why would she be interested in me?
That question did cross my mind.

As far as I could remember, I hadn't done anything special.
If I had to recall something, I only gave her a small bit of help during midterms.

*Maybe...*

I turned my face slightly in front of the mirror.

...Hmm.

"..."

Lee Seung-ah, who was passing by, glanced at me and then continued on her way.

— "Ugh... why is he being weird so early in the morning."

Her Minime shook her head and scurried away.

"..."

...Guess that's not it.

I grabbed a towel, quietly dried off, and left the bathroom.

My worries continued.

*Looks probably do have some influence.*

But it's not like I'm handsome enough for her to fall for me based on that alone.

I'm not ugly, but I'm not celebrity-level handsome either.
There are plenty of better-looking guys at school. Appearance is always relative.

If it were about looks, Lee Sol would already be dating someone.

"Oh, right."

Lee Seung-ah, who was wandering around munching on bread, spoke while chewing.

"I've told everyone about it, so don't miss next week's event, okay?"

"Yeah."

I nodded casually.

I don't know why the event is on the weekend, but they're paying a bit, so I don't mind much.

"...?"

I narrowed my eyes while pouring cereal into my bowl. Lee Seung-ah had plopped herself down across from me.

Why is she eating here?
It felt even more out of place since she rarely eats breakfast.

I couldn't really say anything, so I just stayed quiet.

"Oppa, do you have an ideal type?"

Lee Seung-ah suddenly asked.
I almost choked.

— "...If he does, I should casually mention it to Sol unnie later."

Her Minime was smirking. The face of someone plotting something.

*Sigh... what is she up to now.*

She sometimes cuts her sentences in weird ways that confuse people.

I turned my attention back to my cereal.

The appropriate response here would be:

"That's so random."

Assuming she couldn't hear my thoughts, this was the most suitable answer.

"..."

Lee Seung-ah stopped chewing. She looked away, seemingly embarrassed.

— "Tsk... was I too hasty?"

Her Minime stroked her chin.
She looked disappointed.

"...Chomp."

I crunched on my cereal while thinking. Her attention was becoming burdensome.

Yesterday and today too. I appreciated her concern.

*I'm grateful, but...*

I have my own pace.

To others, it might seem slow.
It might look like I'm building walls around relationships. Maybe some of that is true.

"..."

I'm slower and more cautious about relationships than others.

Because I can hear people's thoughts.
Paradoxically, that makes forming relationships difficult.

When I first started seeing Minimes, I grew distant from all the friends I had been close with.

And with that girl I almost dated in middle school...
No. Let's not think about that. It's not a good memory.

Keeping some emotional distance.

It was more like a habit ingrained through experience. Not something that could be fixed in a short time.

But.

"..."

I fell silent as I thought of Lee Sol.

When I recalled her twisting her body, trying to do something.

"...Hmm."

Maybe.
I should try to change a little.

I felt that sense of urgency.

* * *

Early morning.
The time when students were arriving one by one.

If there was one major change since the drama "Black World" was released,
it would probably be the gender ratio of people standing around Shin A-young.

"..."

Shin A-young secretly looked around.

The girls were standing at a distance, talking among themselves.

"There was this highlight uploaded to NewTube yesterday—"

Boys were chatting with her in small groups.

Requests for autographs had disappeared at some point, but
instead, there were noticeably more male students using the drama as an excuse to talk to her.

Fortunately though...

"A-young~ Want some of this?"

Ji Nu-ri walked in and held out a bag of snacks.

At that, the boys naturally returned to their places.

When Nu-ri or Lee Sol showed up, they would discreetly make way.
Nu-ri would subtly hint at them to leave, while Sol would outright tell them to move from her spot.

"Sure, just one."

Shin A-young took a snack, secretly welcoming Ji Nu-ri's presence.

After eating it, things became a bit more bearable.

...About 9 hours until after school.
...9 hours.

Sigh.
Right.
Just hang in there a little longer.

* * *

After finishing my major class and stepping into the hallway,
I made direct eye contact with Lee Sol walking from the other end of the corridor.

"...!"

Lee Sol froze. I could see her trembling even from here.

— "— — — — —"

Her Minime stopped moving too. The noise got worse the closer I got.
Fidgety steps. She'd been like this all day.

"Are you feeling sick or something?"

Ji Nu-ri furrowed her eyebrows with a concerned expression.

"...Yeah."

Lee Sol nodded stiffly.
Completely contradicting her words. She didn't seem fine at all.

"Are you okay—"

— "----------!"

Her Minime's noise grew louder.
I stepped back hesitantly.

Words like "embarrassing" and "awkward" leaked through the static.

*What's going on?*

Something definitely happened with Lee Seung-ah yesterday.
But I couldn't tell what it was.

"..."

Forget it.
There's no way to find out in this state.

"Let's get going."

It's club time now.
I grabbed my bag from the classroom.

"I have practice again today, so Sol, could you take this for me?"

Ji Nu-ri handed an absence note to Lee Sol.

"Sure."

She took it without any issues.

— "I feel bad for missing so much, but..."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime adjusted her small guitar case and looked apologetic.

— "But the performance is coming up soon, and time is tight."

Performance?
Looks like she's planning to play at some street concert or something.

"Sorry, I'll head out first."

"Okay."

I raised my hand casually to say goodbye as Ji Nu-ri left first.

And so we were left alone.

"Shall we go?"

"..."

Lee Sol nodded silently. I could see her grip tightening slightly on her bag.

Is that nervousness?
Well, I can't be sure since I can't read her thoughts.

...As we were about to reach the club room.

"...Wait a moment."

Lee Sol turned away, gesturing for me to enter the room first.

Looking in that direction, it seemed she needed to use the restroom.

"..."

I nodded and opened the club room door first.

*Slide*—

Inside, the President and Vice President were playing a card game.

"Oh... you're here?"

The President glanced at me briefly before turning his attention back to the cards.
Then...

"Ah, right. There's a counseling request for you."

The President said.

"For me?"

"Yeah."

The President pointed to the desk. There was a white envelope placed there.

This happens occasionally.
For face-to-face counseling, people could choose who they wanted to talk to. Apparently, clients had the right to speak about their concerns to whomever they preferred.

— "...Well... Seung-ho should handle it fine... hmm..."

Perhaps because he was focused on the game, only fragments of his Minime's thoughts were coming through.

The rest were thoughts about the card game.

*Let's see...*

After signing the confidentiality agreement, I opened the counseling application form.

"...Huh? Is this for real?"

Seeing the name written there, I couldn't help but blink in surprise.

* * *

Shin A-young trudged to an empty corridor.

"Phew..."

She leaned her back against the wall after sighing. She was already exhausted.

"..."

After rubbing her face, she lightly patted her cheeks to regain focus.

Yes, just a little more patience.

Today she skipped the club activities for a legitimate reason, not with a fake illness or excuse.

...

Major classes had ended.

Tap tap tap tap.

Shin A-young moved with quick steps, different from her usual pace.

She came down the stairs with a pitter-patter, no one else around.
She slowed down slightly in front of a teacher, giving a small eye-smile.
Once past them, she walked away with a rapid gait.

Her destination was the same as always.

*Slide*— She opened the door and entered the counseling room.

"Hello. I'm here."

"...Oh, you're here~?"

Park Min-ji, the Vice President, was the first to greet her. At those words, everyone in the room turned their heads.

Lee Seung-ho was there, and the President was beside him.

Ji Nu-ri probably didn't come because she was practicing...

Strangely, Lee Sol wasn't visible.
Just as she was wondering about this.

"..."

With a sliding sound, Lee Sol entered from behind.

Her bangs were slightly damp. Perhaps she had washed her face somewhere.

"...Oh, you were here?"

Lee Sol raised her eyebrows upon seeing her and brushed past.

"..."

She plopped down across from Lee Seung-ho. Her movements were a bit more awkward than usual.

"...Where are we studying today?"

"About that, I don't think I can today."

"Huh?"

Lee Sol's expression went blank. Her bottom shifted as if this was completely unexpected.

"I have a counseling session with Shin A-young."

"Hmm?"

Lee Sol's eyes grew even wider. They became as round as marbles.

"I've got something on my mind... so I scheduled a counseling session for today."

Shin A-young put her hands together apologetically and tilted her head slightly.

"..."

Lee Sol rolled her eyes from side to side. She parted her lips, seeming a bit more anxious than usual.

"Then I could—"

"It's a one-on-one session."

"Oh... then I could—"

"I thought Seung-ho would be better for this counseling."

Shin A-young placed a gentle hand on Lee Sol's shoulder. She lightly traced along the line, smoothing it down.

"And you need to study, Sol."

The final exams were only a month and a half away.

She should start diligently now.

"..."

Lee Sol's lips pressed together.

"Instead, Min-ji unnie will help you study."

Shin A-young subtly gestured to the side with her eyes.

Park Min-ji nodded while continuing her card game.

"..."

Lee Sol gave no response.

*Hmm.*

Shin A-young felt like she knew what Lee Sol was thinking. She might see this as interference.
Maybe... yes, that could be right.

"Let's go in."

Shin A-young took Lee Seung-ho and entered the inner counseling room.

She quietly closed the sliding door.
Through the gap, she caught a glimpse of Lee Sol's dumbfounded face.

Shin A-young's lips quivered at the sight.

*I feel a bit sorry.*

But she had been waiting patiently too.

Just for one day.
Just trying to relieve stress for one day.

So.

...Sol, please understand this much.
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The door closed with a sigh.

Shin A-young lowered her head, her eyes trembling.

She'd done it.
She'd finally gone and done it.
Thump, thump. Her heart was racing. Her forehead felt damp.

Was this guilt toward Lee Sol, or the thrill of doing something forbidden?

...Perhaps.
It could be both, she thought.

"Haaah... phew..."

Shin A-young gently stroked her chest to calm herself.
Get it together. Now wasn't the time for this. She'd gone out of her way to bring him here, after all.

"What should we do?"

Shin A-young opened the storage cabinet under the desk in the counseling room.

She looked through the boxes stacked inside and placed them one by one on the table.

"Looks like we have plenty of options."

"Are there things for just two people?"

Lee Seung-ho rubbed his ear, then added:

"...Wouldn't it be more fun with more people?"

He started to rise from his chair.
...Or tried to.

The motion was never completed. Shin A-young grabbed his shoulder.

"...Ah."

Shin A-young let out a small gasp. It was an unconscious reaction. Her eyes trembled, surprised by her own action.

"...They're all busy studying anyway."

She tried to make an excuse.

Besides.

"This is individual counseling."

Shin A-young pressed down gently on his shoulder.
She wanted him to focus on the counseling now.

"..."

Lee Seung-ho didn't respond.
He silently glanced around at their surroundings, then:

"Fine."

He relaxed and sat back down.

"...But, will this be okay?"

"What do you mean...?"

Shin A-young fidgeted with her fingers at his question, focusing on what he might say next.

"I mean, since this is counseling."

Lee Seung-ho continued as he organized the board games on the desk one by one.

"If it's something serious, a teacher would be better, and for regular counseling, Senior Park Min-ji or the President would handle it more smoothly."

Lee Seung-ho chattered away. Shin A-young relaxed her shoulders at his words.

There he goes again.
It was really nothing important.

"I came to you precisely because we're the same age."

Shin A-young mumbled.

Yes, that was it.
Sometimes there are things that are difficult to discuss with the President or Vice President.

Among those in the Counseling Club who were the same age, there were only three people: Lee Seung-ho, Ji Nu-ri, and Lee Sol.

No matter how she thought about it...

"...The other two are kind of..."

Lee Sol was busy with studying, and Ji Nu-ri didn't seem like the type who'd be good at counseling. She'd probably try to eliminate the cause of the problem rather than provide actual counseling.

"Hmm..."

Lee Seung-ho maintained his silence, as if he understood what she meant.

"..."

Besides.
If he was worried that games wouldn't be fun with just two people...

"There are actually a lot of board games for two players. Card games, block games..."

Shin A-young pulled out various board games.
She'd researched this in advance.

"Ah. Here it is."

She picked up a box that was standing against the wall.

"Which one? This one's a block game, and this one's a card game."

Shin A-young chattered as she held up the boxes.

"Hmm... the one on the right?"

"Okay, this one it is."

Shin A-young placed the board game he chose on the desk and neatly put the rest of the boxes back inside.

"...But, did we have this game before?"

Lee Seung-ho looked down at it with a questioning expression.

"This is a new addition."

"...How did you know about it?"

"Because I recommended it to Unnie Min-ji."

She was considering buying a new game, so I suggested this one. It looked fun.

With a clatter—

Shin A-young dumped the contents of the box.

It was like a combination of Go and Tetris. A game where the person who occupies more territory at the end wins.
The rules were easy to understand, and the colorful blocks were pretty.

"Want to bet?"

Shin A-young said with a subtle smile.

"What kind of bet?"

"Ice cream."

"Sure, why not."

Clack. Clack. Clack.

The blocks were placed neatly with clean sounds.

While playing, Lee Seung-ho fiddled with a block and asked:

"...I didn't know you liked board games."

"Huh? Why would you think that?"

"Don't you prefer PC rooms?"

At Lee Seung-ho's words, Shin A-young pressed her lips together.

"No? I like board games too."

"..."

Lee Seung-ho didn't answer. He just silently opened his crescent-shaped eyes.

"...What?"

Shin A-young raised her voice as if caught.

She didn't like PC rooms that much, no matter what he thought.

"...Board games vs. online games."

"Huh?"

"One, two, three—?"

He started counting quickly.

"...Online games."

Shin A-young slowly confessed the truth.

"..."

Lee Seung-ho nodded as if he knew it all along.
Clack. He placed a block down.

"No, I like board games too."

Shin A-young tried to explain, but he seemed not to hear her anymore.
Clack. He just placed another block.

Then he casually asked:

"Do you play board games often?"

"Often... like, at home?"

"Yeah."

"Not really. I don't have anyone to play with. I've only started playing recently when coming to the counseling room."

She hadn't thought much about it before.
But playing them, she found they had their own charm. A different kind of fun from online games.

Clack.

Shin A-young placed her last block. That was it.

"Ah."

Lee Seung-ho let out a small cry. The game was over.

Counting the blocks, Shin A-young had claimed more territory.

"What's this~? Why are you so bad? You're not letting me win just because this is counseling, are you?"

Shin A-young narrowed her eyes and snickered.

"...Hmph."

Lee Seung-ho took a breath.
Then, after remaining still as a stone,

He subtly narrowed his eyes and slowly opened his lips that had been pressed into a line.

* * *

...In counseling, "Minime" is definitely a helpful ability.
It might even be considered specialized for it.

From the moment you can read thoughts, that's true.
Being able to know what the other person isn't saying is a great help in light counseling.

However, if the client's condition is poor.
The heavier the counseling content becomes...
That advantage disappears.

...Look at this.

— "--------but."

Shin A-young's Minime was speaking in a voice that cut in and out.

It had been like this for a while now.
I could barely hear her thoughts properly.

Though smaller than before, it hadn't completely disappeared.

"..."

This means that Shin A-young's stress isn't being relieved at all.

She seems to be trying to solve it with board games.

*This doesn't seem like it's going to work.*

It's not working.

It would be the same even if we went to a PC room to play games.
It might provide minimal help, but it seems unreasonable to expect a big change.

And that method.

*If it's online games...*

...That's even more true.
She might end up more stressed if we're not careful.

Like a rubber band losing its elasticity the more it's stretched...
Her psychological burden seems to have reached that point.

It felt impossible to solve this with just games.

"Hmm."

I rubbed my chin.

"...Should we play something else?"

Shin A-young started putting away the board game we'd just finished. Her attitude seemed like she was reading my mood.

— "----wasn't fun--------."

Her Minime wore a dejected expression. She rummaged through other board games half-heartedly.

"..."

I've been watching, and this clearly isn't working.

Tap tap—

I lightly tapped the desk and stood up.

"Let's go outside."

"...Huh?"

Shin A-young raised a question mark.
She asked in a surprised tone.

"Was it not fun? Maybe we should try another—"

"No, that's not it..."

I let my words trail off slightly.

How should I explain this...

"...You came for counseling, right? I don't think it's working well here, so let's go out."

"Ah."

Shin A-young opened her eyes wide.

"Yes. That's right."

She nodded awkwardly.

— "------. Counseling--right."

Her Minime cleared her throat and rolled her eyes, looking around.
She seemed to have forgotten about the counseling.

Shin A-young asked hesitantly:

"But is it okay for us to do that? Just going outside..."

"If we tell the President we're doing outdoor counseling, it should be fine."

Counseling doesn't have to take place in a secluded location. We don't have to sit down for it.
Though not common, counseling can be done outside too.

"I don't think we can concentrate here."

Board games don't seem like they'll relieve her stress either.

Moreover.

— "---------!"

Noise from outside the counseling room hit my eardrums.

What I heard from outside was probably... Lee Sol.
And inside was Shin A-young.

The noise coming from both sides is really driving me crazy.

Let's deal with Shin A-young first.

"...Let's go get some fresh air. Okay?"

I pressed my forehead gently as I stood up, pushing the chair under the desk.

First, we need to get out of here.

"..."

At my words, Shin A-young nodded and got up from her seat.

"Yeah, let's do that."
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I stepped out of the school without much difficulty. Just as Seung-ho said, all I needed to do was tell the President.

I was a bit concerned about Sol staring at me so intensely, but...

"..."

A-young shook her head. She'd think about that later.

"Have you chosen yet?"

"Not yet."

A-young shook her head slightly at Seung-ho's question.

Since she won the bet, they had stopped by a convenience store before heading to their main destination.

She was in the process of choosing an ice cream.

"...Hurry up and pick one."

"Hmm..."

A-young stared down at the freezer, deep in thought.

Unable to wait any longer, Seung-ho wandered around the store, window shopping.

"..."

A-young discreetly rolled her eyes toward him.

"Hmm..."

So far, Seung-ho hadn't asked about her counseling.

He probably should have asked by now.
Was he waiting for her to talk about her concerns directly?
Or had he figured out that counseling was just a pretext and decided not to bring it up?

Either way, it was appreciated.

It meant he was being considerate of her. Maybe that's why she enjoyed spending time with him.
Being with him was comfortable.

"..."

After brief deliberation, A-young pulled out a chocolate bar.
It was the cheapest ice cream.

"I'll take this one."

* * *

"Thank you. Please come again—"

"..."

I took a bite of my ice cream as we left the convenience store.

With only one Noise around me, my mind felt clearer.

"This is going to be good~"

A-young cheerfully unwrapped her ice cream.

— "--tastes--good."

Perhaps because of the ice cream, the Noise had gradually diminished.

I could now roughly interpret what Minime was saying.
That was probably something like "It tastes good."

'Anyway...'

I glanced at A-young's shoulder.

—"----"

The Minime sitting on her shoulder was munching on ice cream.
However, its expression seemed somewhat vacant.
The stress was still there.

'We've made it out, but...'

I wondered where I should take her.

Let me revisit the original purpose...
To relieve her stress and eliminate the Noise I was hearing.

...So, where was A-young's stress coming from?

I think there were mainly two sources.

One was excessive external attention.
The other was maintaining her image as the daughter of celebrities, conscious of that attention.

To relieve that stress, she chose gaming.
Because she didn't need to worry about others' judgment no matter how many mistakes she made.

But now that wasn't working well, so I needed to find a better solution.

'Physical activity is usually best for this.'

Some people say running relieves stress.
It wouldn't work for someone like Sol, but it might be effective for A-young.

Something we could do nearby...

While I was thinking, we had already reached the bus stop.

"By the way, where are we going?"

A-young finally asked after taking another bite of her ice cream.

Hmm...

"...Are you good at skating?"

I asked after pondering a bit more.

"...The Ice Rink?"

"Yeah."

"I know how to skate."

— "I skated a few times when I was younger, so I should be fine."

I concentrated to understand what Minime was saying. She skated a few times when she was younger, so she thought she'd be okay.

It seemed she wasn't particularly skilled.
That was actually better. A-young needed to become more comfortable with her authentic self.

"Are we going to the Ice Rink?"

"We can go somewhere else if you don't want to."

I didn't want to force her.
In counseling, the client's opinion is what matters most.

"No, no. It's fine."

A-young shook her head.

I wasn't sure if she was genuinely okay with it or just being considerate.

"I was just wondering if we could go right away. We don't have anything with us."

"I already changed into my gym clothes, and we can buy gloves there."

I had changed into my gym uniform anticipating this.
On days with afternoon PE classes, we're allowed to leave school in our gym clothes.

* * *

...After riding the bus, I entered the ice rink building with A-young.

The air was different. A cold chill could be felt with every breath. It smelled like winter.

"It's not crowded, probably because it's a weekday."

I looked around. There weren't many people.

Not many adults, mostly elementary school children.

As someone who doesn't particularly enjoy crowds, this was pleasant.

"Wow... it's been so long."

A-young's eyes lit up as she followed me in.

"Do you come here often?"

"Not really. I think I skated here once about two years ago... What about you?"

"First time since I was little."

Maybe that's why.
A-young's eyes curved into a smile. But somehow, it also felt like a slightly bitter smile.
It seemed that because her parents were celebrities, they couldn't visit places like this as a family very often.

"I'll pay."

When we reached the ticket booth, A-young quickly pulled out her card and swiped it.
She finished the transaction before I could say anything.

After getting our tickets, we headed to the skate rental counter.

I asked A-young:

"What size are you?"

"Um... about 250, I think?"

"250?"

"No, wait. 240."

A-young corrected herself after checking her foot size.

"One 260 and one 240, please."

"Sure—"

The employee quickly brought out two pairs of skates.

"Here's the 260, and this is the 240."

"Thank you."

I took them and looked for a place to sit.

On the way, I grabbed helmets that were provided, bought a pair of gloves, and found a suitable empty spot next to a vending machine.
There, I changed from shoes to skates.

"Ready to go in?"

"Sure."

A-young waddled awkwardly. Minime followed, waddling too.
It was quite a funny sight.

"...!?"

The moment A-young stepped onto the ice, her body wobbled.

I grabbed her arm as she staggered.
Her shaky balance gradually stabilized.

"I thought you said you knew how to skate."

"...I-it's been a while, so I'm not used to it."

A-young frowned and raised her voice unnecessarily.
The tips of her ears were red.

"Is that so?"

"J-just don't let go for a moment...!"

I could feel her grip tightening on my hand. Her eyes trembled with panic.

Her thighs bent inward like a newborn giraffe's.

"...Come over here slowly."

I carefully guided her to the wall.

She supported herself against the railing.

"Phew..."

A-young finally caught her breath.

"Will you be okay?"

"...I told you, I'm just rusty..."

She boldly let go of the railing.
As if recalling old memories, she pushed her feet back forcefully.

"Eek!"

A-young slipped and landed hard on her bottom.
She hit the floor cleanly.

Following behind, I quickly moved to the wall.

"...Are you okay?"

"..."

A-young's eyes darted around.
Rather than checking her own condition, she seemed more concerned about something else.

She looked worried that others might be staring at her strangely.
It was the compulsion to excel at everything.

"Here."

I grabbed her hand and slowly helped her up.

She must have been quite embarrassed.
Minime's expression went beyond gloom, with eyes rippling like water droplets.

...However.

Upon realizing that people around weren't really paying attention to her,
Minime's tense expression gradually relaxed.

Falling at an ice rink was an everyday occurrence.
Being unskilled was natural here.

......

...Once she gained some confidence, things progressed quickly.

A-young maintained her balance well and slowly moved forward.
Though not particularly fast, she was skating decently enough.

As expected, she was a quick learner.

"..."

A-young's eyes narrowed as she looked at me.

— "Hmph."

Minime looked at me proudly, puffing out its chest.

The Noise had disappeared.
Whether it was from the sense of achievement or realizing she didn't need to worry about others' gazes,
it was a good outcome either way.

"See, isn't it nice?"

"..."

In response to her question, I nodded silently and clapped my hands. Clap. Clap.

A-young's lips pouted.
She hit my shoulder lightly, telling me not to tease her.

"Am I skating better now?"

"Better than before."

I should have recorded her trembling earlier.
That's a shame.
The Counseling Club members would have burst out laughing if they'd seen it.

"Geez."

Was she dissatisfied with my answer?

A-young said she wanted to go faster and increased her speed on the ice.

Somehow, I felt uneasy—

"...!"

Ah.

I quickly rushed forward and grabbed A-young's arm.

I gently turned her body to slide naturally to the side without falling.
Just as we moved toward the wall.

Swoosh— Swish——!

Children zoomed past at high speed.
Playing among themselves, they weren't even looking where they were going.

Tweet—! Tweet tweet!!
Soon a safety officer appeared, blowing a whistle to stop the two children.

"Phew, that was scary..."

I frowned and clicked my tongue.

What were they thinking, being so reckless?
I should have been more careful knowing there would be many children on a weekday.

"Tsk..."

I watched as the children were led away, then turned to A-young.

"You didn't twist anything, did you?"

"..."

She had been standing with a stiff face, but now she blinked at me.
Slowly, she backed away. On the ice, it was a very smooth movement.

— "---"

She must have been quite startled.
A short Noise was faintly ringing from Minime.
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The Noise quickly subsided. Shin A-young's Minime took deep breaths.

"...Wow, that startled me..."

She didn't appear injured, but her pupils had shrunk from the shock. She was pressed against the wall in an awkward position.

"Ah, damn... how embarrassing. I shouldn't have gotten so excited..."

The Minime made a sad face and blushed.

"Should I step out for a moment?"

I thought about going outside to help her collect herself.

"No, I'm really fine."

Shin A-young shook her head. She waved her hand as if telling me to hurry up and follow her.
She moved forward with determination.

...But.
There was something noticeably stiff about her movements.

I was a bit worried if she was actually okay.

......

"Should we head out soon?"

"Huh?"

Shin A-young, who had been gliding smoothly across the ice, drifted gently to the wall.
It was a movement she'd become quite familiar with by now.

"Are we leaving already?"

She turned her gaze back and raised her eyebrows.

"Why...? Can't we skate a bit longer?"

Her Minime clicked her tongue in disappointment, tapping her foot on the ice.

...However.
To say "already" wasn't quite right.

"It's almost six o'clock."

I pointed to the digital clock on the wall. Quite a bit of time had passed.

We should probably leave now, get something to eat, and head back.
We still had the return trip to consider.

"Oh?"

Shin A-young's eyes widened.

"...Really? It's that late already?"

She must have been enjoying herself. So much that she'd lost track of time.

That was gratifying.
But.

*Growl*—

The sound of an empty stomach rumbled. It came from my belly.

I cleared my throat with a "Ahem—" out of embarrassment.
It couldn't be helped. All that movement had made me quite hungry.

"..."

Shin A-young must have heard it too. A hint of amusement appeared above her round eyes.

"...Sounds like someone's hungry."

Her Minime let out a soft laugh.

"Yeah, let's go now."

Shin A-young took the lead. She circled the rink once and headed for the exit.
Stepping onto solid ground felt strange after the smooth gliding on ice, making her movements awkward.

As we walked back to where we'd left our things.

"Ah...!"

Shin A-young started to remove her helmet but then put it back on.
She rolled her eyes around, scanning the surroundings.

Her hair must be messy from sweat.

"Ugh... I'm completely drenched in sweat... I hope I don't smell..."

Her Minime touched her hair with a pained expression. Her eyebrows twitched, clearly uncomfortable.

"Just a moment?"

Shin A-young looked around cautiously before stepping away.

"Sure."

I nodded to show I understood.

She waddled like a penguin toward the bathroom, forgetting to take off her skates in her hurry.

Meanwhile, I changed back into my sneakers.
My body felt lighter, as if heavy shackles had been removed.

At the same time, Shin A-young's Noise must have been resolved. That made me feel even better.

......

'She's taking a while...'

I wondered what she was doing. Shin A-young was nowhere to be seen.
I was sipping a drink from the vending machine, tired of waiting, when.

"I'm back."

Shin A-young reappeared.
She had her helmet tucked under her arm, and her previously messy hair was now tied back.
She must have used some deodorant, as she smelled of fresh soap.

...She looked strangely refreshed.

She must carry all sorts of things in her school bag.

"Phew- that should do for now."

Her Minime flipped her tied hair back.
After being flustered about her appearance earlier, she now seemed to have regained her confidence.

"Let's go."

As we stepped outside, a slightly darkened sky greeted us.

"It's a bit awkward timing..."

I checked the time and muttered as I put my phone back in my pocket.

If we headed home now, it would be well past 7 o'clock.
I was especially hungry after all that activity and wanted to eat something here, but...
Still, I should ask her opinion.

"What do you want to do?"

I asked Shin A-young for her thoughts.

"Should we eat around here before going back? If we take the bus now, we'll arrive pretty late."

"...Huh? Wasn't that the plan?"

Shin A-young tilted her head.

Perhaps she was just as hungry as I was.
It seemed she had been thinking the same thing all along.

So, the next question was:

"What do you want to eat? Anything specific you're craving?"

There were many restaurants nearby.
We could find whatever we wanted with just a quick look around.

"Hmm... nothing really comes to mind. I'm fine with anything, really."

Shin A-young crossed her arms and fell silent, seemingly lost in thought.

"What should we eat... what does he like...?"

Her Minime glanced at me, deep in contemplation.

She seemed to be considering my preferences.
Though I couldn't think of anything specific either.

...There's a good approach for situations like this.

"How about I list some options, and you stop me when something sounds good?"

I looked up and surveyed the street.
I started naming the menus displayed on the signs along the road.

"Let's see... what I can see right now. Hamburgers, tteokbokki, kimbap... there's a pasta place over there..."

"Hmm..."

Shin A-young drew out her response.

"...That's tricky... those don't seem filling enough... wasn't he hungry?"

Her Minime stroked her chin.

I'd mentioned things I thought she might like, but she seemed uninterested.

"Over there they have donkotsu rice bowls and dak-galbi..."

"...!"

Her Minime straightened her back suddenly. Her shoulders perked up.
She seemed to react to the mention of dak-galbi.

"..."

However, Shin A-young's lips remained still.

"Ah. Um. This. Would this be okay?"

Her Minime opened her eyes wide, looking cautious.
She was sweating profusely and opening and closing her mouth, seemingly debating whether to speak up.

"Dak-galbi?"

I repeated the last menu item.

"That sounds good to me."

It was a dish I liked too.
Plus, I was in the mood for rice.

"Yes, yes, dak-galbi sounds good."

Shin A-young nodded quickly. Her face brightened.

With that decided.
We headed straight for the dak-galbi restaurant.

*Ding-a-ling*—

"Welcome! How many in your party?"

"Two people."

"This way, please."

The employee guided us to our table with a bright smile.
It was a very friendly smile.

"Haah... good timing..."

That employee's Minime twisted her stiff neck with an exhausted expression.

Though grumbling internally, she guided us kindly on the outside.
I suppose that's professionalism.

We sat facing each other at the table she showed us.

"What should we get? Anything specific you want?"

Shin A-young asked.
I looked at the menu placed in the center, considering.

"I think the basic option would be fine for me."

"Then I'll have the same. So we're ordering two basic portions? Want extra noodles?"

"Yeah, add the extra noodles."

The decision was made quickly.
I was so hungry that anything would taste good.

"Excuse me~?"

Shin A-young raised her hand to call the employee. This place didn't seem to have self-ordering kiosks.

"Yes— coming—!"

The employee hurried over with quick steps.

"What would you like to order?"

"We'd like two basic portions of dak-galbi with extra ramen noodles, please."

"How spicy would you like it?"

"Umm..."

Shin A-young tilted her head at the question, then turned to me.

"Medium?"

"Yeah."

"Medium spicy, please."

She relayed my answer directly.
The employee jotted something on the order pad and confirmed:

"Two basic dak-galbi portions with extra ramen noodles, correct?"

"Yes, that's right."

"I'll bring it out shortly."

"Thank you~"

Shin A-young smiled brightly, but once the employee was completely gone.

"...Yaaawn~"

She covered her mouth as she yawned.
She must have been tired from all the movement at the ice rink.

Then her eyebrows twitched.

"...He didn't see that, did he...?"

Her Minime glanced in my direction.
I naturally turned my gaze toward the window outside. It seemed like the right moment to pretend I hadn't noticed.

* * *

She subtly stretched her legs under the table. Her extended thighs trembled slightly.

"Phew..."

After finishing her small stretch, Shin A-young let out a soft breath.
Though her body was tired, her mind felt light and relaxed, free of heavy thoughts.

When she heard "ice rink," she wasn't sure what to expect at first.
But now she was glad they had gone.

'It was a bit rough at the beginning...'

Her backside still stung when she thought about falling.

But once she got the hang of it, she felt exhilarated...

And when those kids zoomed past her, Lee Seung-ho had grabbed her suddenly.

Shin A-young rested her chin on her hand, recalling the moment.

"..."

...She had been pulled along quite forcefully.
Though he was helping her, she hadn't expected to be dragged along so easily.

Shin A-young gently rubbed her forearm where he had grabbed her.

"...Ahem."

Remembering it made her feel strangely embarrassed.
She wiped her sweaty palms on her gym clothes.

"Here."

Lee Seung-ho, who had somehow retrieved aprons, handed one to her.

"Oh. Thanks."

Shin A-young carefully took it from him.
As she did, she found herself studying the standing Lee Seung-ho.

Her head tilted upward. The angle seemed a bit steep.

Something about him...

"Did you get taller?"

Looking more carefully, she was certain of it.

Compared to her memory from the beginning of the semester, he had definitely grown.
She wondered why she hadn't noticed until now.

"...You think so?"

At her question, Lee Seung-ho cleared his throat as he sat back down.

His eyebrows twitched slightly. The corner of his mouth quirked up.
Though he tried to hide it by taking a sip of water, she could tell he was pleased.

"..."

Shin A-young smiled with her eyes as she watched his reaction. There was something amusing about it.

"Are you doing some kind of exercise? You're growing really fast."

"...Just some weight training."

"I see. And?"

Shin A-young carefully tracked his expression with her eyes.

Somehow their gazes met.

And remained that way for a while.

Ch.43 - Face To Face (1)
"I'm home."

I opened the front door and entered the house. The sound of the TV came from inside.

When I walked into the living room, Lee Seung-ah was sitting on the sofa.

She glanced at me briefly while watching anime on the big screen, then turned her head back.

"...What's this, did you go exercise? Weren't you supposed to be studying with Unnie Sol?"

"We didn't do it today because of counseling."

"I see..."

Seung-ah didn't seem particularly interested, as all her attention appeared focused on the TV.

I didn't feel like continuing the conversation either.

Right now, I just wanted to rest.

I carelessly tossed my bag into my room and changed out of my school uniform.

"Ahh—"

After washing up, I flopped down on my bed.

"Phew..."

Finally, I could catch my breath.

Skating after such a long time had taken quite a toll on my stamina. My eyelids felt heavy and kept blinking.

In this state, I probably wouldn't be able to exercise today.

It felt like I could fall asleep at any moment.

"..."

Still, thinking I should get some things done, I rolled over on the bed and picked up my phone.

'I've managed to help Shin A-young, but...'

I resolved her Noise. She should be fine for a while.

However, there was still someone else.

Lee Sol.
She's still emitting Noise.

"..."

I recalled what happened earlier. When we were leaving school, her Noise had grown stronger.

I wasn't sure if she was okay now.

I left in a hurry and hadn't contacted her since.

'...What should I do?'

I fidgeted with my phone. The device I held up toward the ceiling felt heavy.

Sol's Noise was clearly different from A-young's.

While I was still contemplating how to handle this,

Even sending a casual message felt hesitant.

...I needed to do something.

But I couldn't bring myself to act.

* * *

Home is nice. Lying down at home is even better.

Lee Sol was someone who loved being at home more than anyone.

Just like you don't disturb a dog while it's eating.
Just like you don't wake someone who's sleeping.

When lying down, during these moments at home, you don't have to do anything.

Not having to think about anything means there's no conflict or fatigue.

That's why Sol loved being at home.

...However.

Today was different.

She couldn't understand why she had to be at home.

"..."

Sol lay face down on the living room sofa, resting her chin on a cushion.

"Phoo..."

Her sigh hit the cushion, creating a fluttering vibration.

She stared at the small screen.

She flicked through her phone. Her round eyes followed the movement.

'It's not like he went to a PC bang...'

Both accounts showed the same records.
Unless he had an alternate account, it seemed he hadn't gone to a PC bang.

'What is going on...!'

Sol roughly scratched her gray hair.

A feeling of betrayal toward Shin A-young welled up inside her.

She said she would help...!

"..."

...No.
She did say she could handle it herself during the school trip, that she didn't need help.

But that didn't mean she wanted interference.

"Ugh..."

She hugged a back cushion and buried her face in it.

After rolling around on the sofa, she ended up in a slumped position.

"...?"

Her mother, who had just finished showering, came out of the bathroom drying her hair.

Seeing Sol, she stopped in her tracks.

With a slightly bewildered expression.

Setting down the towel she'd been using to dry her hair.

"...Did something happen at school...?"

Her mother asked cautiously.

Hidden concern lay beneath her expressionless face.

"..."

Sol sat up on the sofa for no particular reason.

"...Nothing happened."

She shook her head.

It really was nothing.

After all, it was just one day.

"...I see...?"

Sol's mother's expression became awkward.

For some reason, instead of going to her room, she lingered in the living room before sitting at the kitchen table.

Ding—

Her phone made a small notification sound.

"?"

Sol picked up the screen to check what it was.

If it was Shin A-young calling, she would just...

[Lee Seung-ho]

"...!"

Her eyebrows twitched. Lee Seung-ho had contacted her first.

Just as she was about to check it immediately.

She stopped, her hand trembling.

'If I check right away, it'll look like I've been waiting.'

She worried that checking immediately would make it seem like she had been waiting for his message.

'...I'll wait about 2 minutes before looking.'

Sol placed her phone neatly on the sofa.

She crossed her arms and fidgeted with her fingers.

...After 1 minute... then 2 minutes.

"..."

Deliberately narrowing her eyebrows, she unlocked her screen.

She tapped on the message that appeared at the top of the screen.

— Lee Seung-ho: Did you get home okay?

— Lee Seung-ho: What about studying today?

"Hmph."

A breath escaped between Sol's small lips as she read this.

So he was concerned after all.

— Lee Sol: (Hamster falling flat on the ground emoticon)

— Lee Sol: Senior Min-ji helped me.

— Lee Sol: It was difficult.

Sol sent that reply.

"..."

She rested her chin on her hand. She fidgeted with her fingers and touched her lips.

There was no reply for quite some time.

— Lee Seung-ho: Then.

That message arrived.

— Lee Seung-ho: Let's do a Study Group tomorrow.

"..."

Sol blinked.

"...Hmph."

She let out a prim breath. She forced her expression to remain calm.

Tap tap tap.

Meanwhile, her shins were alternately tapping on the sofa.

At that moment.

"..."
"..."

Sol's eyes met her mother's.

"...What?"

She slowly rose from the sofa. She cleared her throat and straightened her posture.

"No... I was just wondering if something good happened...?"

"...Nothing happened."

Really.

* * *

The next day. Sunlight gently filtered through the classroom windows.

Lee Sol, who had arrived at school earlier than usual, was half-dozing at her desk when:

"Sol."

It was Shin A-young's voice.

As she slowly opened her eyes, A-young was putting down her bag and taking her seat.

"Here, take this."

A-young held out a small box.

"...What is this?"

"I felt bad about interrupting your study time yesterday. You like these, right?"

Looking at what she gave her again, it was a box of chocolates tied with a ribbon.

It looked quite expensive.

"Yeah, I'll enjoy them."

There was no reason to refuse. Sol accepted it.

The situation was different from yesterday.

After all, she understood A-young's difficulties now.

"Mm."

Sol nodded inwardly as she ate one of the chocolates.

A-young must have been under a lot of stress with all the attention she was getting because of the drama.

Yesterday's behavior could be seen as a result of that.

That's what the Counseling Club is for, after all.

If that was the case.
It was fine this once. She could understand.

Because she was a woman with a broad understanding...!

"...But."

Sol tapped on her desk. Drawing attention her way.

Separate from that.

She was a bit curious.

"What did you two do after you left yesterday?"

"Hmm?"

A-young's movements slowed at Sol's question.

"..."

Yes, it wasn't a big deal.

She was just curious.

After all.

"...It doesn't seem like you went to a PC bang."

"..."

A-young was silent for a moment at that question.

She twirled her pinky finger in her hair.

As if she found it somewhat troublesome...

"Umm... just... this and that? Nothing special."

She deflected the question.

"Really?"

Although it bothered her a little,

Thinking it probably wasn't anything important, Sol didn't press the issue.

"..."

That was the end of the conversation.

Sol drifted back into drowsiness, using the warm sunlight as a blanket.

After some time had passed...

"Ah."

At A-young's short exclamation, Sol slightly opened her eyes.

"Seung-ho, hi~"

A-young waved lightly at Lee Seung-ho, who was entering through the back door.

"Oh, good morning."

He returned the greeting and sat in his seat.

"Seung-ho, Seung-ho."

A-young called to him as she moved toward the front seat.

She tapped his shoulder.

"Want to go to the School Store later? I saw this morning they were restocking the snacks that were sold out."

"Really?"

"What was it again? The one you wanted to try last time."

"Fruit ice cream...?"

"Oh, right. They got a few of those in too."

...What's this?

"...Hmm?"

Sol's eyes narrowed as she watched the conversation.

Looking at A-young's face, something felt off. It reminded her of something she'd seen before.

"..."

Sol leaned forward, examining her expression more carefully.

A-young brushed her hair to the side, tucking it behind her ear. Her gaze was distinctly focused in one direction.

Seeing this, Sol's lips slowly parted.

"You guys are coming too, right?"

Suddenly, she turned her gaze to Sol and Ji Nu-ri, asking both of them.

Nu-ri removed one earbud and said:

"I'll go if you're buying."

"Great, so Nu-ri's not coming."

A-young turned her gaze to the left. In Sol's direction.

"Sol, what about you?"

"..."

Sol pushed her chair back and stood up.

She reached out and tugged at A-young's sleeve.

"Hm? What is it?"

When confusion appeared in her eyes.

"...I need to talk to you for a minute."

Sol called her outside with an awkwardly stiff expression.

Somehow.

Going any further seemed dangerous.

Ch.44 - Face To Face (2)
"Huh?"

Shin A-young straightened her back slowly at Lee Sol's words. With a puzzled look, she pointed to the clock at the front of the classroom.

"...Class is about to start soon?"

"This won't take long."

Lee Sol's tone was firm. It conveyed that it had to be now or never.

"...Fine, okay."

Shin A-young reluctantly turned her body.

The two of them disappeared outside the classroom.

"...What's this about all of a sudden...?"

In the space they left behind.

Ji Nu-ri narrowed her eyes, staring in the direction they had gone.

"...Do you know anything about this?"

Ji Nu-ri whispered to me.

—"Wouldn't she know something? She's been hanging out with those two for a while."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime stared at me with bright, inquisitive eyes.

Such detective-like confidence.

"No."

I shook my head. I didn't elaborate.

—"Ah, come on."

The Minime slumped onto the desk in disappointment.

It grumbled about how boring this was.

"..."

Even with that reaction, I had nothing to say.

Simply because I really didn't know.

Lee Sol's Minime was still mixed with Noise. As for Shin A-young...
Since yesterday, she hadn't revealed any thoughts beyond being in a good mood.

Not only was there nothing I could be certain about, I wouldn't just blurt it out anyway.

"Hmm..."

If I had to guess.
I suspected Lee Sol might have called Shin A-young about yesterday's events.

After all, they'd wasted an entire day when there wasn't even time to study.

—"...What could it be..."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime rolled around on the desk, muttering. It wiggled its tiny feet.

The worrying never ended.

What a curious little thing it was.

* * *

Step, step—

Lee Sol walked down the hallway.

A few steps behind, Shin A-young followed.

"..."

"..."

No words were exchanged between them.

Lee Sol was organizing her thoughts about what to say.

Shin A-young, perhaps sensing the strange atmosphere, merely furrowed her brows questioningly. She wasn't about to speak first.

They headed toward the end of a deserted hallway. The staircase on the top floor.
It was a place where few people passed by, making it suitable for a private conversation.

When they reached that spot, Lee Sol stopped walking.

"..."

Shin A-young also stood at a slight distance.

As this awkward standoff continued.

"...Want some?"

Lee Sol pulled a small box from her pocket. It was the chocolate box she had just received from Shin A-young.

"I just remembered I'm on a diet."

"..."

Shin A-young looked down at it, hesitated briefly, then readily reached out her hand.

"...Just a little, then?"

"Here. It's fine, you can have it all."

Lee Sol handed over the entire box.

"...How's your exam preparation going?"

"Exam?"

"Yeah."

Looking at the chocolate that had returned to its original owner's hands, Lee Sol opened the conversation.

"The sports festival is coming up soon... and exams aren't far after that."

"...Why bring that up suddenly?"

Shin A-young tilted her head.

Lee Sol had been trying to ease the atmosphere in her own way.
Perhaps it was too abrupt a topic.

"Just wondering how you're doing."

"Hmm..."

Shin A-young thought for a moment, then answered with a small smile.

"I'm preparing pretty well, I think. I study consistently anyway, so it shouldn't be a problem."

"I see... that's good."

Lee Sol fidgeted with the edge of her sleeve. Her movements slowed.

She thought about how some people struggle with things that others find simple.

...But that was okay.

At this point, it didn't matter anymore.

It was a bit deflating, true.
But she didn't feel envious about it. After all, she had received help because of it.

"What about you, Sol? Yesterday, Senior Min-ji was teaching you, right? Isn't she really good at studying too?"

The question came back at her.

"Umm..."

Lee Sol fell silent at that. She turned her neck, thinking carefully.

"I don't think she's bad at teaching..."

She certainly wasn't bad at teaching.

It wasn't wrong to say she was good at studying.

If asked whether she taught well, she probably did. Most people could improve their grades with her explanations.

However.

"It was difficult for me."

For Lee Sol, it just didn't fit.

That's how it felt the entire time they studied.

She kept thinking Lee Seung-ho would have taught her more easily.
It actually felt harder to concentrate than when studying alone.

It was like wearing expensive clothes in the wrong size.
Just costly and cumbersome.

"Oh... really?"

"Being good at studying doesn't mean everyone can teach well."

"..."

Shin A-young awkwardly brushed her hair back.

It almost looked like she was gauging the situation. She must have felt genuinely sorry about yesterday.

"It's fine."

Lee Sol shook her head.

There was no need for that.
She didn't need to worry about it.

After all.

"I arranged to study with Seung-ho today. I think that's how it'll be from now on..."

So it was fine.
To that somewhat probing question.

"Oh... I see..."

Shin A-young responded with an even more awkward gaze than before.

She couldn't meet Lee Sol's eyes and instead stared uncomfortably at the hallway floor.

*What's with that look?*

Seeing that expression, Lee Sol became even more certain.

Normally, she would have just flashed her usual bright smile.

The fact that her typically unshakeable inner face was showing on the surface.
It was quite disconcerting.

"...So... why did you call me out here?"

Shin A-young checked the time and asked. She seemed eager to end this conversation.

"Well, don't you have something to say to me?"

"..."

Lee Sol's lips moved slightly. She did have something to say.

*What should I say?*

She recalled all the things she'd been considering on the walk here.

Should she ask for help with Lee Seung-ho? Ask her to support them?

If she said that, Shin A-young would readily agree to help.

After all, she rarely refused other people's requests.

But even as she thought that...

*...No.*

That didn't seem right.
She remembered what happened last time.

Lee Sol inwardly shook her head.

Whether intentional or not, she had said she would help but ended up subtly interfering.

Remembering that, she couldn't bring herself to ask.

*...Even if that weren't the case.*

Asking the current Shin A-young for help.

She couldn't do it.

"..."

Lee Sol quietly observed Shin A-young.

Her expression was ordinary.
No different from usual. To others, she would appear to be her normal self.

However.

The subtle changes in her expression now compared to when she was in front of Lee Seung-ho.

Lee Sol noticed it immediately.
She couldn't help but notice.

She couldn't bring herself to ask for help from someone in that state.

...Instead.
She had something else to say.

"...You know, that time."

Lee Sol said, tapping the end of her loosened necktie.

She felt a little nervous.

"You asked me before. Do you remember?"

"Before... when?"

Shin A-young pursed her lips, expressing her confusion.

"During the school trip. In our room."

The memory was still vivid.

The first night of the school trip. Shin A-young had suddenly asked her that question.

When she herself hadn't even realized anything.
Without any warning.

"...You asked if I liked Seung-ho. Remember?"

"Huh?"

Shin A-young's expression stiffened. Her pupils dilated as if she hadn't expected this topic to come up.

Despite seeing that reaction, Lee Sol continued speaking.

If she didn't say it now, she felt she never would.

Slowly, as if reading a letter aloud, she pulled her thoughts out into the open.

"I told you then that I was just interested in him."

"Oh... yeah, that's right...?"

Shin A-young shifted awkwardly, watching Lee Sol's lips. Her heels fidgeted.

"But now..."

Now.
—And Lee Sol's words caught in her throat.

"..."

Lee Sol brought the back of her hand to her cheek. Her face felt burning hot.

Her breath caught in her throat.
Blood rushed to her head.

Despite only speaking in front of Shin A-young, it was this difficult.

She only now realized how shy a person she actually was.

It was quite a revelation.
But not an unpleasant feeling.

"Huff..."

Lee Sol took a small breath.

She raised her head stiffly.
She decided to act before hesitation could take over.

"Now."

It's not just interest.

Not just attraction.

"...I think... I like him..."

Finally.
She said it.

Why she felt this way.

Why it wasn't just interest but actual affection.
Even she couldn't put the reason into words.

But just because she couldn't describe it didn't mean the feeling wasn't real.

"..."

She wasn't asking for help.
She could handle it herself.

She had no intention of doing anything about whatever feelings Shin A-young might have.
Those were her own genuine emotions, after all.

...But.

She wanted Shin A-young to know that she had liked him first.

Just that.
That's all she wanted Shin A-young to know.

Ch.45 - Face To Face (3)
* * *

The corridor where the two of them stood was quiet. Only a cool breeze seeped through the slightly open window.

Was that why the nape of her neck felt chilly?
Or was there another reason? She couldn't tell yet.

"Um..."

Her vocal cords trembled slightly.

Shin A-young stood motionless like a mannequin, at a loss for words.

She just blinked vacantly.

"...Wh... what did you say?"

She couldn't quite comprehend Lee Sol's words at first. She asked again to make sure she'd heard correctly.

It was understandable—it had been too sudden.

At least, it wasn't the kind of topic A-young had expected.

"..."

At the question, Sol's eyebrows drooped sullenly. Her cheeks flushed slightly.

"...You're asking me to repeat it on purpose."

"No, no."

A-young waved her hands frantically.

It was just that her brain was slow to process the information.

"...Really? You... like Seung-ho?"

"..."

There was no answer. The faint redness at the tips of Sol's ears confirmed the truth of her words.

It wasn't a lie.

Not something to be dismissed as a simple joke.
It was a genuine emotion she had seriously confessed.

"Why...?"

A-young asked without thinking.

"What do you mean, why...?"

"...No, that's not what I meant... There must be some reason, right? Before, you just found him a bit interesting, didn't you...?"

A-young clasped her hands together, interlacing her fingers.
Yet she couldn't stop fidgeting.

Until now, it had probably been just a mild attraction.

She wondered if there was a reason why her feelings had grown so quickly.
She was curious about that reason.

Surely, there must have been some kind of trigger...

"Reason..."

Sol muttered, looking down at the floor.

"There are several, actually."

She tapped the ground with her toe.

"...Well."

She continued speaking while averting her gaze.

"Don't you think he's good-looking...?"

A-young raised her eyebrows in surprise.

It was strange coming from someone like Sol.

Someone who must have received countless confessions from attractive people.

Just because Lee Seung-ho was handsome...

"..."

She was about to object, but then...

...she paused.

A-young's movements stopped.

"...Hmm."

The memory of what happened at the Ice Rink flashed through her mind. A-young gently stroked her forearm.

The moment he had grabbed her and moved.

Though it was just an instant, the image of his face so close to hers was vivid.

*Well, I guess Seung-ho is...*

He's not bad-looking.

Come to think of it, he does have a warm appearance.

There must be other reasons too, but Sol pressed her lips together as if unwilling to share them.

"Hmm... I understand what you're saying, but..."

But.
Of all things.

"Why are you telling me this...?"

This was what puzzled A-young the most.

Something she could have kept to herself. Why tell her specifically?

And so early in the morning, before classes even started.

"..."

Sol was silent for a moment.

After a few seconds of quiet...

"...Just. I thought I should tell you first."

Sol's expression was serious, unlike her usual self.

"If it weren't for you, I wouldn't have realized it until now."

"..."

"That's all there is to it."

As if that was all she had to say, Sol immediately turned around.

"Let's go. Class is about to start."

"...Oh, yeah... sure."

A-young watched Sol walk away.

She looked at her retreating figure, seemingly relieved after having said everything she wanted to say.

Maybe.
If she let her go now, she wouldn't be able to ask further.

"Sol."

A-young raised her voice slightly.

Sol's footsteps slowed to a halt. She turned her head back and asked.

"...What?"

"Are you... thinking of confessing to him?"

When A-young asked this.

Sol's eyes widened slightly. They seemed to tremble a bit.

"That's..."

Her lips moved.
Her gaze shifted along the corridor tiles.
After several seconds of contemplation...

"...When I'm certain."

She finally answered.

"I see."

So not yet.

Her heart seemed to sink, creating a flutter. She exhaled a shallow breath.

"...?"

A-young blinked in confusion.

She looked down at herself, as if examining her own reaction.

It was her first time.
A-young couldn't clearly explain what that feeling just now had been.

* * *

— "They're so late... We'll have to move to the next class soon..."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime lay on the desk, letting out a big yawn.

Rolling around lazily, it looked quite carefree.

— "...Ah. Wait."

Its movements paused momentarily. It sat up abruptly.

Its round eyes rolled around. Sweat dripped from its forehead.

"..."

I remained silent as I watched.

I was slightly curious about what it was thinking.

— "Wow..."

The Minime let out a light exclamation, then jumped up from its seat.

Soon it looked at me with trembling eyes.

— "No way... So that's what this was about...?"

"..."

I wondered what kind of deduction it would make this time. It was becoming entertaining to watch.

— "Those two..."

Uh-huh.

— "Did they leave to give me and this guy some alone time?"

"...?"

...Excuse me?
I turned to look at Ji Nu-ri with a question mark floating above my head.

"..."
"...!"

When our eyes met, she flinched and quickly turned her gaze toward the window.

As if trying to appear natural, she hummed a tune.

She sang it well, by the way.

— "I think I'm right...!"

The Minime's tone was almost certain. A large exclamation mark appeared above its head.

— "If she asked the others to leave us alone... it's not completely impossible..."

Heh.
Now I couldn't help but laugh.

I had no idea how to handle this. I couldn't just outright deny it either.

"Oh, they're back."

The two who had left returned.

Ji Nu-ri expressed her delight as she looked at the back door.
I felt the same way.

"...?"

I displayed confusion.

For some reason.
The Minimes were the opposite of when they had left.

Sol's Minime had looked serious earlier, but now it was exhaling a relieved breath.
Shin A-young's Minime had shadows cast over its face.

"..."

At that moment, my eyes met with Sol's.

— "...?"

Sol's Minime stopped in its tracks when our eyes met.

— "---Is something wrong with me?"

It stopped in front of a mirror and adjusted its bangs.

"..."

I shifted my gaze to the side. In A-young's direction.

— "--Sol likes Seung-ho..."

A-young's Minime's voice was very subdued.

With noise intermittently clouding it.

— "---I knew she was interested-- but I didn't expect her to--tell me--like that."

It walked unsteadily with an expression of shock.

*Maybe...*

I rested my chin on the desk as I listened.

Could Sol have told her?

From what the Minime was saying, it seemed so. Based on the circumstances, it appeared that Sol had told A-young about her situation.

*Why?*

I wondered why Sol would tell her that.

One thing that came to mind was.
Maybe she wanted A-young's help.

After all, Sol has a shy personality.

*But then...*

Why was A-young's voice filled with noise?

It didn't add up.

I gently rubbed my eyelids. My brow furrowed slightly.

— "...So, is she disappointed that we couldn't be alone...?!"

Nu-ri's Minime was chattering excitedly beside me.

"..."

I relaxed my expression and turned my gaze forward.

Nu-ri, please be quiet for a bit.

* * *

"...If you look at the third paragraph of the text—"

"..."

Even as the teacher conducted the lesson, Shin A-young's expression remained subtly downcast.

She couldn't properly hear what was being said.

As she scribbled with her mechanical pencil on her notebook, she ruminated on what had happened earlier.

*...Nothing changes, right? I already knew.*

Yes, nothing changes.

She already knew about the attraction, didn't she?

Her relationship with Lee Seung-ho would remain the same, and she would maintain a cordial relationship with Sol too.

...Though she had reached that conclusion internally.

"......"

It still didn't sit well with her.

Her stomach felt uncomfortable.

"Shin A-young. Aren't you going to the School Store?"

She looked up to see Lee Seung-ho.

"...Ah."

She checked the clock. Class had already ended.

Lee Seung-ho, who had gone to attend another class, had returned.

*Right, what's the point of worrying about it?*

A-young shook off her idle thoughts. She gathered her textbooks and stood up.

"Of course I'm going—"

At that moment.
She caught sight of Lee Sol standing next to Seung-ho.

*...She likes...him...*

Simultaneously.
The words she had spoken earlier flashed through her mind.

Words that still made her feel a bit feverish.

"..."

Sol looked restlessly between Seung-ho and A-young.

Seeing that.

Would her actions be considered flirting with the guy her friend liked?
Suddenly, that thought occurred to her.

"Why don't you two go without me? ...My stomach suddenly doesn't feel so good."

"...!"

Sol's eyes widened.

"Huh? Are you okay? Should I go with you to the Nurse's office?"

Ji Nu-ri examined A-young's complexion with concern.

A-young backed away, insisting she was fine.

"It's not that serious, I'll probably feel better after resting a bit."

Though Ji Nu-ri said she understood, she added one more thing.

"If you start feeling worse, let me know right away. I'll take you there."

"...Yeah."

From a distance, Sol's lips parted quietly.

*...Thank you.*

To that silently conveyed word.

A-young didn't respond. She just quietly averted her gaze.

"..."

She still felt uncomfortable somewhere.
The strength drained from A-young's arms.

She slowly rested her head on the desk. The coolness of the surface met her forehead.

"Haaah..."

She tried to take a breath.

"Phew..."

It was a forced deep breath, but nothing changed. She just felt dazed.

"..."

A-young forcibly tensed her fingertips.

She had known.
Hadn't she known all along that Sol's interest would develop into affection?

Feeling this discomfort now.
Was she worried they couldn't remain friends?

Perhaps she had grown closer to Lee Seung-ho internally than she realized.

......

After all classes ended and club activities were over.

A-young picked up her backpack from the floor.

"A-young, want to study today?"

A senior from the Drama Club immediately approached her.

"The exams are coming up soon."

"I'm sorry. My head hurts a bit today. I want to go home early."

A-young declined in a calm tone.

She didn't have the energy to speak in her usual manner. She really was feeling drained.

"Oh? Is that so...? Then go home and rest."

"I'm sorry."

A-young quickly left the club room.

"..."

She stopped her habitual steps toward the Counseling Club Room.

"Ah."

...Come to think of it, those two were supposed to study together today.

Going to the club room now would only be a disturbance.

*...Maybe I'll just go to the PC room alone.*

She thought about it for a moment.

But then she felt silly about going to a PC room by herself.

I should just go home and...

"Hey, Shin A-young."

A familiar voice stopped her in her tracks.

Thinking she must have misheard, she was about to take another step when.

"Hey."

A figure suddenly appeared beside her.

"Huh...?"

With a strangely furrowed expression.

It was Lee Seung-ho with earphones plugged into his ears.
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"..."

Lee Seung-ho's expression is almost always consistent. Joy, surprise, sadness, confusion, or other emotions only cause slight movements in his facial muscles. Generally, he shows subtle changes at most.

Intense emotional expressions are never seen on Lee Seung-ho's face.
Though not always identical, there are never major changes.

...However. Right now was slightly different.

It wasn't his usual observant gaze. He looked somewhat immersed in fatigue.

Lee Seung-ho's eyes narrowed into half-moons as he adjusted the earphones in his ears.

"......"

Shin A-young's pupils contracted slightly.

First of all, she was surprised by Lee Seung-ho's sudden appearance.

"...W-what's going on?"

That was all she could mutter.

Lee Seung-ho raised a questioning eyebrow.

"? What do you mean?"

"Nothing, weren't you supposed to be studying...?"

She thought he was studying at home. Yet Lee Seung-ho had casually emerged from the hallway.

It felt oddly out of place.

"Today I studied in the counseling room. I just came out for a short break."

"...Then where are the others?"

"Ji Nu-ri left to practice, and the other two are gone studying, so it's fine."

"Ah..."

Shin A-young nodded.

So that's why he was studying at school instead of going home.

Lee Seung-ho asked in return.

"Are you heading home after club activities?"

"Oh, y-yeah... that's right."

Her words came out a bit slowly. There was something awkward about facing Lee Seung-ho.

Not that she wanted it to be that way.

Maybe it was because Lee Sol's confession kept coming to mind.
It continued to bother her.

"..."

As if finding it strange.
Lee Seung-ho blinked while looking at Shin A-young.

A subtle smile appeared on his face. He asked in a playful tone.

"Are you heading to the PC bang now?"

Her body flinched.
Though she wasn't planning to go, she felt a bit called out.

"...No, I'm not?"

She simply denied it.
Her pride was strangely hurt.

"Do you think I only ever go to PC bangs?"

"? Don't you?"

"No, I don't."

She felt oddly spiteful about it. What kind of image did he have of her?

Her lips jutted out slightly in a pout.

"No matter what, I wouldn't go during exam period."

Shin A-young nodded to herself.

"So, are you going to the PC bang now?"

"Huh? Really?"

Shin A-young unconsciously raised her voice.

"..."
"..."

Lee Seung-ho blinked silently.

They stared at each other in silence for a moment.

Realizing it was a joke,
Shin A-young's face crumpled. Blood rushed to her head.

She lightly punched him. A protest against being teased.

"Seems like you're feeling better?"

Lee Seung-ho brushed off his shoulder.

"...Better than before."

"..."

Lee Seung-ho looked at Shin A-young and muttered softly.

"Yeah, better than before."

...What does he mean by better?

Shin A-young narrowed her eyes.

She couldn't understand. Her reflection transparently visible in the window.
No matter how she looked at it.

"...I look the same as usual."

"Huh."

Lee Seung-ho exhaled in exasperation.

"No one's watching right now. Just be comfortable."

He said that while quickly glancing around.

But.
It wasn't true that no one was watching.

"...You're watching."

"You even swore before."

"That was...!"

Shin A-young panicked and looked around. Her shoulders twitched.

Was he still remembering that?

That was clearly a mistake.
Besides, she hardly swears these days.

"Then at least be yourself when it's just the two of us. I really won't mind whatever you do."

"..."

Her lips pressed tightly together. She blinked.

Shin A-young said nothing. She changed the subject.

"...Where's Sol?"

"...Probably lying on the couch in the counseling room? She was dozing off earlier."

Lee Seung-ho turned his eyes toward the counseling room at the end of the hallway.

At those words, Shin A-young inwardly let out a hollow laugh.

Well, that's nice.

"...Must be nice to be so carefree."

While I'm troubled because of someone.

Anyone watching would think I'm already dating Lee Seung-ho.

"...I should get going now."

Shin A-young took the first step.

"You're leaving?"

"Yeah."

Her mind was troubled.

She just wanted to go home and get some sleep.

"..."

Lee Seung-ho raised his head. His face showed he was debating whether to say something or not.

He let out a small sigh and then.

"Hey, let's go to the Ice Rink again after exams."

Shin A-young's feet stopped.

She turned only her eyes to look at Lee Seung-ho.

"Huh?"

"Or the PC bang if you prefer."

No, that's not it.

"We went during midterms too. The others would enjoy it."

"Ah..."

What was I thinking?

Shin A-young exhaled sharply.

"You'll come, right?"

"..."

At his nonchalant expression, Shin A-young felt a bit spiteful.

Unlike her.
He was continuing to say whatever he wanted to say.

This seemed a bit unfair. That thought rose like wisps of smoke.

"Did you mean what you just said?"

"...Hm? Which part?"

"You just said it. That when we're alone, I can act however I want."

That I don't need to pretend.
Does he know how his words about not minding affect me?

I'm the one holding back here.

Surely, Lee Seung-ho didn't mean it that way, but...

...Shin A-young wiped her palms on her skirt.

"...Do you really mean it?"

She squeezed out a slightly trembling voice.

* * *

"...Do you really mean it?"

Shin A-young's simple question. Lee Seung-ho furrowed his brows.

Well, that's...
It was a strange question.

He didn't think that was something friends needed permission for.

But, since Shin A-young was someone who cared so much about others' perceptions.

'Like this time too.'

The recurring Noise was also like that.

Since Shin A-young's way of relieving stress was through play.
He wondered if she was stressed about not being able to hang out together anymore.

With her relationship with Lee Sol too. Maybe being close with him was weighing on her mind.

"Yeah."

I nodded casually.

Starting with one person first.
Gradually reducing awareness of others' gazes.

If that gradually increases, stress can be reduced step by step.

Thinking about it, it wasn't such a difficult thing.

"I don't mind."

At the very least, doesn't Shin A-young need one or two people she can relax around?

I hoped those people would be the ones from the counseling room.

...At my words.

— "-----------!"

Minime's static suddenly grew louder.

Then strangely, it diminished rapidly.

And.
At the end.

— "------You said it."

Such a murmur was faintly heard.

"Okay."

Shin A-young raised the corners of her mouth. It was a somehow relieved and subtle smile.

"See you tomorrow."

She immediately turned around and walked away with quick, almost running steps.

"...Yeah."

I watched Shin A-young's departing figure with a bewildered expression.

The Noise had completely disappeared, but.
With that burst of sound at the last moment.

...I couldn't be sure if this had gone well.

*

After seeing Shin A-young off, I returned to the counseling room.
When I opened the door.

"...?"

The inside was quiet. A strange silence had settled in the counseling room.

I looked around and found her on the couch.

Lee Sol lying down with her eyes closed.

"Sol?"

There was no answer.

"Suu... Suuuu......"

— "..."

Shallow breathing. Her Minime lying comfortably on her stomach.

"...She's really asleep."

I found it both absurd and concerning.

Should I wake her up?
Or let her sleep a little longer?

"..."

We had covered most of the study material anyway.

After some deliberation, I quietly sat on the opposite couch and took out my phone.
I thought I'd wake her up in a little while.

That's when it happened.

"Mmm..."

Perhaps sensing my presence. Lee Sol stirred restlessly.

— "Mmm..."

Lee Sol's Minime blinked awake.

"......"

At the same time, her eyes slowly opened. She looked at the ceiling and then closed her eyes again.

Her brow twitched.

— "...Ah."

A short exclamation escaped.

Minime slowly looked around at her situation.

— "Wait... Oh, I really fell asleep...! I was just going to rest my eyes...!"

Minime's tiny limbs thumped the floor.

She looked quite indignant.

— "And Seung-ho seems to be right here...!"

Minime's face was flushed. She seemed quite embarrassed.

"......"

The tips of Lee Sol's ears were red. Her fingertips twitched slightly.

I pretended not to notice while secretly observing.

Seeing Lee Sol's state, it felt wrong to tell her to get up right away.

As I watched, I became curious about what would happen.

— "It doesn't seem like he noticed I'm awake yet."

...I did notice.

— "I'll wait for him to wake me up... If he thinks I'm still sleeping, he'll wake me."

Minime nodded calmly.

— "He'll wake me if I keep sleeping."

"..."

...I should wake her up.

I got up from the couch at those words.

I slowly approached her. Without touching her directly, I lightly tapped the couch.

"Hey, Sol, wake up."

— "It's a bit disappointing... Call me one more time and then..."

Geez, she's high maintenance.

"...Sol!"

I raised my voice.

"......Hmm?"

Only then did Lee Sol slowly open her eyes.

She smoothly acted as if she had just woken up.
She stretched her arms gently.

Minime's eyes formed a satisfied curve.

— "Good. That was natural."

...Huh.

I inwardly chuckled at the sight.
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* * *

"I'm home..."

In the evening, as the crimson sunset cast its glow, Shin A-young returned home from school.
She took off her shoes and entered the living room.

"You're back?"

"Huh?"

Her mother, sitting on the living room sofa munching on peanuts, greeted her. Surprised by the unexpected encounter, Shin A-young raised her voice.

"You're home early?"

"I wanted to see my daughter's face after a while."

"Ah, Mom~"

Shin A-young narrowed her eyes in embarrassment. Her mother occasionally said such things without hesitation.

"...Hmm?"

Her mother examined Shin A-young with curiosity.

"Did something good happen at school?"

"What?"

Well, that was sudden.
It was an unexpected question.

"Um... nothing really...?"

"Really?"

Her mother tilted her head doubtfully, then turned her attention back to her phone.

"Wash your hands. I cut some fruit for you on the table."

"Okay—"

Shin A-young replied as she headed to the bathroom.

*...Something good?*

Shin A-young unconsciously thought of Lee Seung-ho's face.

If that's what she meant, then maybe.
Yes, it could be considered something good.

Of course.
It was like having a friend with whom she could let her guard down.

If her expression was different than usual, it was probably because of that...

"..."

Shin A-young's steps came to an abrupt halt. Her gaze focused on one spot.

"..."

A small breath escaped between her lips. She looked at herself in the mirror.

A faint crimson blush stood out prominently.
The corners of her mouth had turned upward on their own.

Not a deliberate expression, but one that had revealed itself.

She knew this wasn't like her usual act.
There was no way she could make such an expression unconsciously.

Shin A-young couldn't help but realize.

"...Ah."

This is.

...I'm doomed.

*

"...Hmm."

Shin A-young looked around the living room.

She went out to the veranda, then looked up at the shelf.

She stood in front of the mirror.
Then stopped again.

"Hmm..."

Shin A-young couldn't stay still.

The current situation felt awkward.

"...What's wrong with her? So restless."

Her mother glanced at her while crunching on nuts.

"Are you looking for something?"

"No... well..."

Shin A-young flinched and turned around awkwardly.

She hadn't realized she'd been pacing around so much.

She let out an awkward laugh.

"...Have you seen my chocolate? I think I left it here..."

She made up an excuse. She didn't want to be questioned.

"It's up there."

"Ah...?"

Shin A-young grabbed it and hurried to her room.

"...Nothing really happened, right?"

"Nothing happened—"

"If something did, you should tell me right away, okay?"

"Yes...!"

Click.

After closing the door, she hugged the chocolate box to her chest. She leaned her back against the door.

*Calm down. Let's calm down.*

Shin A-young closed her eyes tightly.

Crunch—

Feeling like she needed to eat something, she sat on the bed and bit into a chocolate.

*Do I like him? Me? Him?*

Her fingers fidgeted.

*Not as a friend? But as a guy?*

Just thinking about it.
Shin A-young felt heat rising to her head. She was sweating profusely.

*Maybe, I'm just mistaken...*

Suddenly, Lee Seung-ho's face appeared in her mind. His features took shape.

Telling her to be comfortable.
His confident voice was still vivid in her memory.

Her ears grew warm with a slight heat.

"Ummm..."

She flopped down on the bed. She grabbed a pillow and covered her face with it.

"Ughhhh..."

She rolled around.

She didn't know what to do with this unfamiliar feeling.

"Puha...!"

Her face turned red as she removed the pillow.
She had buried her face too hard and almost suffocated.

"..."

After lying there blankly for a while... Shin A-young suddenly sat up.

No, wait.

*...What do I do now?*

Shin A-young opened her eyes sharply.

*...Sol...*

This was the most concerning issue.

Just thinking about how to face her made her head hurt.

"Ah, really—"

Shin A-young buried her face in the pillow again, letting out her frustration.

Why did I do that?
Why did I agree to help Lee Sol?

"..."

But...

Shin A-young stroked around her chest. This area kept fluttering.

A ticklish feeling, like something strange had entered.

She was concerned about Lee Sol.
But she didn't want to ignore these feelings either.

"..."

Shin A-young slowly opened her eyes.

"Ha..."

Her deep black eyes held a subtle emotion.

Yes.

"...Seung-ho gave me permission."

Shin A-young muttered as if making an excuse, lying on the bed and tapping on her phone.

He said I could do what I want, right?

So.
Just this once.

...I'll let my true feelings out a little.

* * *

"Phew..."

Back home, Lee Sol lay on her bed and exhaled deeply.

It was more relief than a sigh.

She had worked hard in many ways today.

*I slipped up a bit at the end, but...*

There was the issue of falling asleep, but.
In the end, didn't she resolve it well?

Lee Sol praised herself. Good job.

Plus, there was a gain.

"...Hmm."

Lee Sol recalled how Lee Seung-ho had woken her up.

"Heheh."

She couldn't help but let out a humming laugh.

"Hmm hmm."

Lee Sol forcibly held back her smile.

She couldn't relax yet.

It wasn't over. She needed to seal the deal. After all, she decided to seduce him...!

*Should I try putting on makeup...?*

To seduce a man, you need to be a fox.

The first step for that, no matter what anyone says, is appearance that captures attention.

What man in the world dislikes pretty women?

"...Alright."

Let's give it a try.

Lee Sol sat in front of the vanity in the corner of her room.

"Phew—"

She blew away some dust.
She dusted off the accumulated dust. Maybe she hadn't cleaned it in a while.

There were many cosmetics on top.

They weren't things she bought herself, just what her mother had provided and a few gifts.
But even that seemed more than enough.

"Let's see..."

Lee Sol laid out the cosmetics on the desk and looked down at them.

Hmm.
They all looked the same somehow.

"..."

And then she realized something.

Come to think of it...

*...How do you actually apply makeup?*

When she thought about it, that was true.
She had never done it herself before.

Lee Sol wasn't someone who particularly liked wearing makeup, so it was natural.

It was also quite bothersome.
When she had to wear it for work, she'd only had it done by makeup artists.

Above all.
Her appearance was fine without it.

"Umm..."

Lee Sol groaned, lost in thought.

But it felt awkward to ask others.
They would definitely question her motives.

"Ah."

Lee Sol thought of a solution. That's it.

She immediately opened Instagram.
She remembered seeing amazing makeup tutorials there once.

"..."

Tap... tap tap tap...

The keywords:
Easy makeup for beginners.

*Is this it?*

Lee Sol clicked on the one with the highest views.

In the video, a woman moved her hands quickly. As she explained, her appearance began to transform.

After watching the video content for a while.

"Aha? So this goes like this...? It's not as difficult as I thought...? At this rate..."

It seemed doable.
Lee Sol was filled with baseless confidence. It seemed like she could definitely do it.

She confidently reached out her hand.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

She applied colors to her face in the order shown in the video.
She moved her hands diligently while looking in the mirror.

Tap... tap...!

After the final touch, she lowered her hands.

Good. Now.

"..."

Huh.

"...Um, well..."

Looking at her reflection in the mirror, Lee Sol's expression gradually froze.

The excessively drawn eyeliner only increased the awkwardness. The blush looked ridiculous.

When the makeup artist did it for her, it wasn't like this.
It looked naturally pretty then.

"..."

Lee Sol narrowed her brow and looked down at her hands.

She felt a bit wronged.

"Huff."

Lee Sol jumped up.

...This won't do. Let's wash it off.

She must have reached the peak of ignorance. This definitely wasn't right.

She immediately opened the door and headed to the bathroom.

"...!?"

Her mother, who naturally glanced her way, opened her eyes in shock.

She opened and closed her mouth, hesitating to speak.

Knowing what she was thinking.
Lee Sol walked even faster into the bathroom.

Swoosh—

"Puha...!"

Lee Sol turned off the faucet and exhaled her held breath.

She managed to wipe it all off.
Her face returned to its previous state.

After cleaning up thoroughly and coming out.

"Phew..."

A sigh of relief could be heard from the living room.

Lee Sol maintained her ignorance and returned to her room.

Flip flip—

"...Everything's difficult."

Feeling disappointed.
She browsed through other videos afterward, but there was no meaningful gain.

It seemed like there were no easier videos than that one.

"Sigh..."

Laziness started to creep in. She flopped back.

Yes.
Maybe it's better to just go around as usual.

That's when it happened.

"...Huh?"

She blinked blankly.

A post uploaded by Shin A-young caught Lee Sol's eye.

An ordinary everyday photo.
It showed Shin A-young making a V-sign with her fingers at the Ice Rink.

What caught Lee Sol's attention was the background.
The familiar silhouette captured in the back.
It was clearly Lee Seung-ho.

...This must be from the counseling session. She had that intuition.

"..."

Lee Sol's gaze became blank.

Why did she post this?
That question tore through her mind.

An instinctive sense of crisis arose.

"..."

Lee Sol sat back in front of the vanity with a determined expression.

* * *

...What kind of situation is this?

I stopped in my tracks as soon as I entered the house.

Someone examining themselves in the living room mirror.

"Oh? You're home?"

"...What's that?"

I narrowed my eyes slightly at Lee Seung-ah's unusual appearance.

What is that?
She's wearing some sky-blue wig on her head. The peculiar thing is that there's something like an angel ring attached to her head.

The contrast with her usually black hair made it even more jarring.

"It's for an event I'm going to. Looks good, right?"

Lee Seung-ah pointed to her head proudly.

"...I thought you sell paintings. Why are you suddenly cosplaying...?"

"Shh."

Lee Seung-ah put her index finger to her lips, signaling me to be quiet.

"You don't get it. These days, this is a marketing strategy. I need to attract people first, right? This way I can dress up too."

I see.
So she wants to attract people with her appearance.
It's quite a strategic choice, but from a family perspective, I'm not sure.

"I have one for you too."

"...?"

"Really."

Lee Seung-ah pointed to a delivery box.
Clothing items came out of it.

Looking at it, I frowned intensely.

No, why me?
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I see clothing items in the box. There's a gray suit inside.
I don't know what it's for.

"I'm not doing it."

I firmly refused. I had no desire to cosplay.

"Aw, why not~"

Grab.

Lee Seung-ah clutched the hem of my pants and sprawled on the floor. She lay there like a water ghost.

"Just do it once for me~ Please?"

"No, I won't."

I grabbed my waist and took one step forward at a time.

Seung-ah was dragged along... slide... slide... slide...

She absolutely refused to let go.
There was no sign she would ever release me.

She's so stubborn, wonder who she takes after.

"You just need to hold a pad and wear a suit. You don't even need a wig."

Seung-ah lifted her head and pleaded again, saying once would be enough.

"I said no."

"Hmm..."

Seung-ah groaned as she fell into thought.

"Fine. If you do it, I'll raise your part-time pay."

Seung-ah made that proposal. I was about to use force to detach her but paused.

Hmm.

Part-time pay... part-time pay...

"...How much?"

Her confident attitude made me curious enough to hear her out.

"...Wait."

Seung-ah pulled out her phone.

—"If we make this much profit..."

Her Minime moved its arms alternately, rapidly tapping on a calculator.

"This much?"

She turned the screen toward me.

I took one look at the amount written there.

"Okay."

An overflowing amount for part-time work.
My reason for refusing just disappeared. I immediately accepted Seung-ah's offer.

Changing clothes once for this kind of pay was definitely worth it.

"Then, shall we practice once?"

Seung-ah dragged a box from her room. Looking at it, I could see it contained merchandise she'd made.

"Practice? What practice?"

"Since you'll be manning the booth, you need to know how it works."

Seung-ah clicked her tongue.

Now that I heard it, she was right. I quietly nodded.

"Sit here. I'll show you what will happen tomorrow."

Seung-ah patted the sofa.

"..."

I obediently sat down as instructed.

Seung-ah turned and disappeared toward the entrance.

Soon.

"......"

She began walking deliberately around the wall to the front of the sofa.

With a bag hanging from her shoulder. Her steps were slightly quick.

Strangely realistic gestures.
Is this what they call method acting?

She stopped one step away from me.

"Excuse me?"

Seung-ah bent slightly at the waist.

"Um... can I get a Kasha tapestry and an Arolong keyring?"

"..."

I thought she was going to demonstrate something, but she was showing how customers would behave.

I wondered if all this was necessary, but...
Thinking about the amount that appeared on the screen earlier.

I should probably play along.

"...Um... just a moment?"

I rummaged through the box. Digging around earnestly.

I tried to recall the names she mentioned. Kasha and... what was it again?

No.
Before that, what even is that?

"......"

Tick-tock.

Seung-ah's expression gradually sank. Unable to wait any longer, her foot tapped the floor.

"Stop, stop."

She stopped me, saying that was enough. She massaged her neck as if nothing more was needed.

She just silently fell into thought.

—"...This is bad... I didn't realize you'd know so little..."

Her Minime crossed its arms. Its eyes narrowed.

—"You should watch some anime. You have no cultural life."

A grumbling tone.

"..."

I kept my mouth shut.

When she put it that way, I had nothing to say.

"Now— watch carefully."

She crouched down and picked up the items in the box one by one.

With a faint smile that showed pride in her handmade merchandise, she spoke softly.

"The one with cat ears and sharp features is Kasha. And this small cute one is Arolong."

Seung-ah then introduced the characters one by one.

"Got it all memorized? That's everything."

Over ten characters in total.
Not an overwhelming number, but I couldn't remember them all immediately. I needed time to memorize them.

At least the characters all looked different, so telling them apart was easy.

"Here."

Seung-ah quickly wrote down the character names and features on a piece of paper and handed it to me.

I took it and stuffed it in my pocket. I just needed to memorize it before the event.

"..."

Well, now that practice was over...

"Let's head out."

I stood up.

I picked up a mini bag and gestured for Seung-ah to follow me.

"? Where are we going?"

"The gym."

"?"

Seung-ah jerked her head up. She looked at me with anxious eyes.

She pointed at herself, as if asking if she was included.

"Yeah."

I nodded slightly at that.

"Mom said you need some exercise. Says you're nothing but bones these days."

"...No I'm not?"

Seung-ah's voice rose.

She seemed to be rolling her eyes, trying to come up with a plan to escape this situation.
This kid really hates exercise.

But it's no use.

I've already received a generous allowance from mother.

"Let's go. We'll take it easy today."

I grabbed the stammering Seung-ah and strode outside.

"Ah, wait...!"

* * *

—Crunch.

Ji Nu-ri propped her phone against a book and bit into a potato chip.

The salty taste was exquisite.

"So, what did you want to talk about?"

Nu-ri asked Lee Sol on the other side of the screen.

A sudden video call saying she had something to ask.
That's why they were chatting on Friday evening.

["Well..."]

Sol hesitated.

Nu-ri waited while munching on her snacks.
They were delicious.
She could wait a bit.

...Finally, Sol opened her mouth.

["Can you teach me how to do makeup?"]

Nu-ri stopped chewing.

She coughed slightly. She almost choked on a chip fragment.

That one statement was surprising.

"......"

Nu-ri brought her face closer to the screen. She examined Sol carefully.

Up, down, expression, condition. Nothing seemed particularly wrong.
She didn't look sick either.
So, was there another issue? What had happened recently?

Ah, right.

"Are your studies getting tough lately?"

["...Why suddenly?"]

"No reason."

Nu-ri quickly shook her head at Sol's questioning look.

This wasn't it.
She thought Sol might be seeking a small escape from academic stress, but judging by her expression, that wasn't the case.

"Why makeup all of a sudden?"

Nu-ri decided to ask directly.

It was easier that way.

["......"]

Sol was silent for a moment.

["...It's a basic skill for models, and I feel like I've been neglecting it?"]

That was her answer.
Sol's round eyes blinked repeatedly.

"Oh."

Nu-ri nodded. That made sense. It certainly seemed plausible.

That was a good change.

She felt proud.

"But wouldn't Min-ji unnie know more about makeup? If you're too shy to ask her, I could talk to her for you?"

["No, no."]

A hasty denial came through the speaker.

"Huh? Why?"

["She's good... but Min-ji unnie just has good hand skills."]

"Hmm..."

["I saw her doing it last time... I don't think I could follow that."]

"True..."

Nu-ri understood.

Min-ji unnie's makeup technique was hard to follow.
It required too much manual dexterity.

'Unnie could make a living as a makeup artist.'

It would be difficult for a beginner to follow.
Especially for Sol.
She never even touched makeup. That level of skill was too far away.

It might be better to ask someone else.

Thinking about that.

"What about A-young then?"

She brought up Shin A-young's name, wondering if she might be a good option...

But Sol shook her head.

["...Don't you know better than A-young? You do that natural-looking makeup so well."]

"Do I...?"

Ahem. She cleared her throat.

Nu-ri tried to control her lips that were trying to curl up.

It was skill built up over years of cosplay.

She was a little confident, though not overly so.

"Okay, I'll teach you."

Nu-ri readily agreed.

["...!"]

Sol's expression brightened on the screen.
A face that showed they'd finally reached an understanding.

'Hmm...'

Of course.
Though she said this.

'Actually, there's no substitute for regular practice...'

Practice was everything if you wanted to be good at makeup.
It was unreasonable to expect to become good at makeup overnight.

Still, she could certainly teach the methods.

Isn't wanting to look pretty every woman's desire?

'But... Sol feels that way too.'

She thought Sol didn't care about appearances since her natural features were so good. But apparently that wasn't the case.

A woman is a woman after all.

*

"Haaah..."

After finishing the call where she taught makeup techniques, Nu-ri stretched her back.

She threw herself onto the mattress.
The soft sensation supported her, and she felt drowsy, like she might fall asleep soon.

"Hmm..."

Nu-ri stared blankly at the ceiling.

Tomorrow was finally the event.

'I've finished all the preparations...'

She had properly created the flow for the merchandise. The cosplay outfit was also carefully prepared.

Thinking about what she'd need tomorrow.

'It'll cost some money, but...'

It was a rare event. That much was certainly acceptable.

More than the money spent right now.
She was more excited about tomorrow. Maybe it was because she had a performance scheduled, but she felt a bit nervous too.

'It's going to be fun...!'

She was looking forward to tomorrow.
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The bus swayed as we headed to the event venue.

I turned off my phone screen. The memo app that had been open went dark. I didn't need it anymore.

*I've memorized everything.*

Finally finished. Before the event started, I had perfectly committed to memory all the character names and appearances we'd be selling. Now I wouldn't get confused about any names.

"We need to get off now."

"Yeah."

I followed Lee Seung-ah off the bus.

"Now where do we—"

Before I could finish asking where we should go, Seung-ah gestured ahead. Her finger pointed in one direction.

Following where she pointed, I could see scattered groups of eccentrically dressed people heading somewhere.

*...I guess we follow them?*

After silently following along, we arrived at a vast plaza.

Oh. We really made it.

*There are so many people even though it hasn't started yet...*

People in cosplay were walking around all over the plaza.

It was truly an unusual sight. Since this was my first experience with something like this, I instinctively hesitated.

"Didn't you say you were meeting a friend here?"

I hurried to catch up with Seung-ah and asked.

From what I'd heard, it was a school friend she often attended events with. They had even set up booths next to each other.

*...I don't see anyone who looks like her friend.*

They were supposed to meet near the entrance, but there was no sign of anyone waiting.

People just rushed past, paying us no particular attention.

Some guys would glance at Seung-ah as they walked by, but that was it.

"She says she hasn't arrived yet. It'll take a little while."

Seung-ah, who had been tapping on her screen, put her phone in her pocket.

"Let's go in and change first."

Seung-ah took the lead. Her steps were lighter than usual. Even though she tried to hide it, her excitement was obvious.

*

"I'm changed."

I came out of the changing room after putting on the suit. Seung-ah was setting down our bags in a corner.

"Come sit here."

She took out a pouch and laid out various items from it.

"Do I really need makeup—"

"Ah, geez...! Don't move."

"......"

I couldn't move from my seated position due to Seung-ah's stern command.

Her hands moved busily. The brush strokes spreading across my face felt strange.

...How much time passed like that?

"...There... okay. Done."

Seung-ah tilted her upper body left and right, examining me.

"Hmm."

— "...I think I might have some talent?"

Her Minime let out a satisfied "hmph." It was a sound of contentment.

"Stand up and let me see."

At those words, I could finally stand.

"Well, not bad."

— "Thankfully it doesn't look awkward... Hmm, is it because he's gotten taller...?"

The Minime nodded with satisfaction.

"Here, put this around your neck too."

After putting on the ID badge she handed me and picking up the prop pad, the cosplay was complete.

"Take a look over there."

Seung-ah pointed to the wall. The smooth metal surface would allow me to see my reflection well enough. The bathroom had too many people waiting.

*It looks decent.*

I checked my appearance in front of it.

Hair with a part, and a gray suit. She said it was a teacher character. Just as she described, it was an ordinary suit fit. So ordinary that people might not even recognize it as cosplay if I just walked around.

I wondered if people would even know what I was supposed to be.

As I was examining myself—

"Seung-ah!"

Someone called out to Seung-ah from behind.

"Finally here."

Seung-ah grumbled as two girls approached.

"Say hello, this is my oppa who agreed to help today."

"Hi."

I gave a slight nod at Seung-ah's introduction.

"And these are my friends."

This was my first time meeting Seung-ah's friends.

"...Hello. I'm Jin Sujin."

"Hello. I'm Kim Da-bin. Um, thank you for helping us today."

One had short brownish hair, and the other was a blonde with a ponytail. Birds of a feather flock together—all her friends were hip.

"Yeah, nice to meet you."

After I greeted them both, Kim Da-bin, who had introduced herself, looked me over.

"Your cosplay quality is good. You're Teacher Archive, right?"

"...How did you know?"

"Huh? Isn't it obvious?"

Kim Da-bin blinked in confusion.

*...So it's easy to recognize?*

I was surprised she identified it immediately, but apparently it wasn't that hard to recognize.

I nodded in confirmation.

"Shall we go?"

Just as we were about to move—

"Excuse me..."

A stranger approached me. A woman in cosplay.

"Yes?"

I expressed my confusion at the sudden approach.

"If it's okay, could I take a picture with you? You're cosplaying Archive, right?"

"...What?"

My confusion grew. She suddenly wanted a photo.

"That's normal here."

Seung-ah pulled my shoulder slightly and whispered. Taking photos was apparently common.

"You can refuse if you don't want to."

"...Really?"

So that's how it works.
In that case, I had no reason to refuse. She went to the trouble of asking, and it wasn't a difficult request.

"Yes, that's fine."

When I nodded, she came beside me and raised her camera.

...Should I strike some kind of pose?

As I was wondering what to do—

— "Just smile, that should be enough."

Seung-ah's Minime put her fingertips to the corners of her mouth and lifted them slightly.

Following her advice, I smiled. It was a bit awkward.

I wasn't used to having my picture taken, especially in a place like this.

— Click.

"Thank you...!"

She bowed her head and left. She seemed satisfied.

This wasn't bad. It was quite an interesting experience.

"Well then..."

Just as we were about to continue on our way—

"Excuse me, if you don't mind—"

Another person approached and held out their phone. They were asking if they could take a photo too.

"..."

Hmm.
Somehow...
As I took pictures with one person after another...

More and more people gathered to ask for photos.

"—Oh, really?"

As I accommodated the people who approached me, cosplayers nearby started conversations with me. They all seemed to be cosplaying Archive characters.

"..."

Seung-ah stared blankly at the scene for a while.

"Should we get going now?"

— "No, there are way too many people gathering... Did I do the makeup too well...?"

Her Minime wore a disgruntled expression, as if things were getting troublesome.

"We need to change too. And we have preparations to make."

"Yeah, let's go."

I was already planning to head in. I said goodbye to the people and started moving.

Seung-ah quickened her pace.

Her body language suggested she wanted to get inside before more people gathered.

"We'll go change. You go inside first."

"Sure."

I entered the event building alone.

As a booth participant, I could enter before the event officially started.

The venue was quiet inside. Only a few people were bustling about. Watching them made me feel like I was part of the staff, which was a strange feeling.

*Our booth is...*

I checked the location I had received via text.

Here it is.

I arrived at the booth and sat down, looking around to see what other booths were like.

"Are you Bebe?"

A man wearing a staff hat approached, pulling a cart with packages.

"Ah, yes."

I nodded. Bebe was Seung-ah's pen name, if I remembered correctly.

"Could you sign here to confirm receipt?"

I scribbled my name on the screen.

"Thank you."

"Yes, thank you for your work."

I bowed my head. He disappeared to another location without even time to acknowledge my greeting. He seemed very busy.

*Wow, there's so much...*

Looking at the boxes on the floor, the quantity of merchandise was substantial.

*Can we really sell all this?*

She drew well. The quality was good. It was just that the quantity was more than I expected. I wondered if we could sell it all in a day or two.

*...I'm sure she knows what she's doing.*

I stopped worrying about it. It wasn't a big concern anyway. It wasn't my money after all.

I sat in the chair and relaxed. There was nothing to do until they returned. I thought I'd watch some short-form videos while waiting.

Ding—!

Just then, a notification appeared at the top of my screen.

— [Lee Sol: What are you doing?]
— [Lee Sol: (Hamster emoticon with question mark)]

It was Lee Sol. This was the first time she'd texted on a weekend at this hour.

— [Lee Seung-ho: I'm out.]
— [Lee Seung-ho: Why?]

I sent a casual reply.

— [Lee Sol: Out? Where?]

Her reply came quickly.

— [Lee Seung-ho: Helping my sister with an event.]

— [Lee Sol: An event with Seung-ah?]

I blinked at that message.

She was already calling Seung-ah by name. Had they become close so quickly?

— [Lee Seung-ho: An event selling anime art. She draws.]

— [Lee Sol: Really?]
— [Lee Sol: (Amazed hamster emoticon)]

— [Lee Seung-ho: What about you?]

— [Lee Sol: (Photo of workbook and pencil on desk.)]
— [Lee Sol: Studying!]
— [Lee Sol: I was going to ask you something I didn't understand, but too bad]
— [Lee Sol: (Hamster emoticon clenching fist.)]

"She's working hard."

I was impressed that she was studying from early morning.

As I was sending an emoticon to cheer her on—

"Wow..."

Seung-ah and her group, now in cosplay, appeared. They let out sounds of admiration looking at the sales counter.

*They're all from the same game.*

The characters on the merchandise were all from a game called Archive.

Seung-ah was, as she had said, a mascot character called Arolong. Kim Da-bin had cat ears attached to her head, cosplaying as Kasha. Jin Sujin, who was already blonde, pulled off the maid character Doki well.

"..."

The opening time was approaching.

I put my phone in my suit pocket and stood up.

* * *

A little earlier——

Ji Nu-ri was humming to herself as she surveyed the event venue.

*Wow, everyone's cosplay quality is so good...*

Everywhere she looked, people had put great effort into their costumes.

It was a utopia where only people like her gathered.

*Even though there's still time before it starts...*

Getting in early was the best way to buy the merchandise she wanted.

She had already purchased a special entry ticket for cosplayers. Without hesitation, she headed to the changing room.

"Hmm~"

Ji Nu-ri took out the clothes she had brought.

Today's cosplay was the pink-haired protagonist girl from a band animation, chosen to match the performance. A character with hikikomori tendencies.

She put on the pink tracksuit and pink wig in order.

"Ouch."

The wig poked her eye slightly. The problem was trying to put it on too hastily.

Tears welled up.

"Ugh..."

As she was rubbing her eyes, someone brushed past her.

A girl with a somewhat familiar appearance.

*Huh...*

Ji Nu-ri blinked and turned her gaze.

But there was only empty space where the person had been.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri narrowed her eyes slightly as she looked toward the entrance.

*...Just now...*

She thought she saw Lee Seung-ho's sister.

*Nah.*

She must have been mistaken.

"Hmm~ Hmhmm~"

Ji Nu-ri hummed as she moved out of the changing room.
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* * *

I quickly moved, placing merchandise into envelopes one after another.

It had been two hours since we opened our booth. During that time, there wasn't a moment to rest.
I had to keep moving constantly.

Take orders, pack items, confirm payment, hand them over.
Repeat.

"Thank you~"

After handing over the items and seeing the customer off.

Immediately, the next customer approached with long strides.

*This is brutal.*

I wondered if this was normal.

Looking at other booths, it wasn't necessarily the case everywhere.
This place just happened to be particularly crowded.

Lee Seung-ah was more famous here than I'd expected.

"...Phew."

Beads of sweat formed on my forehead.

I'd hung my jacket on the chair long ago. I roughly wiped away sweat with my sleeve.

*...So that's where Seung-ah gets all her money from.*

She was always ordering delivery food and buying whatever clothes she wanted.
Must be money she earned here.

Looking at the pile of cash, it made sense.

I resolved to ask for a performance bonus later.

"I'm back."

Hearing that voice, I turned my head to see Seung-ah trudging into the booth.
She was sipping a sweet chocolate latte.

Having left earlier for lunch, she was now returning.

"I'll take over now. Go get some food."

"Whew—"

At those words, I immediately stood up from my chair.

"...Finally a break."

When I moved my neck around, it made cracking sounds.

Seung-ah hung her blue umbrella on the desk and switched places with me.

"Oh."

She stopped me as I was about to leave, saying she'd forgotten something.

"The restaurant is crowded. If you go out a bit and cross the street, there's a convenience store. It probably won't be as busy."

A helpful tip.

"Okay."

I left the booth with a light heart.

I should take my time coming back.

* * *

"......"

Ji Nu-ri blinked while hugging her guitar case.

She was facing the camera lens pointed at her.
To enhance her character's vibe, she added a shy smile.

Click— Click—

The shutter sound rang several times.

"Thank you~"

The photographer bowed his head.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri silently returned the gesture with a gentle smile.

And with that, the final session ended.

"Phew...."

Ji Nu-ri exhaled a tired breath.

While the event was fun, the physical toll was unavoidable.

Walking around and taking photos since morning had drained her energy.

She put down her guitar case momentarily and checked the time on her phone.

*Wow... it's already lunchtime. No wonder I'm hungry.*

Checking the time, it was approaching noon.
Time was flying by.

*I should eat something first.*

She'd already bought the merchandise she wanted in the morning.

After lunch, she could continue shopping.

"Wow..."

The restaurant was packed with people.

Being lunchtime, everyone had flocked there.

Thinking about how much time she'd waste if she went in there.

*This won't work...*

Ji Nu-ri turned around, quickly abandoning the idea of eating at the restaurant.

It was predictable that restaurants and convenience stores inside the event building would be crowded.
The crowds were clearly visible.

She had a backup plan anyway.
Ji Nu-ri headed to the convenience store across the street.

While it wasn't empty, it was still less crowded than other places.

Ding-a-ling~

"Welcome~"

As she entered, the part-timer's greeting reached her ears.

"Hmm..."

With familiar steps, she walked inside.

Ji Nu-ri crossed her arms, standing in front of the shelves, lost in thought.

A convenience store lunch box would be fine, or even cup noodles would do for one meal.
Or maybe she could get kimbap.

Ji Nu-ri selected a few food items.

As she slowly turned to pay.

"...!?"

Ji Nu-ri froze in place. She had spotted someone.

A man standing a few steps away.
That familiar face...

It was definitely Lee Seung-ho.

Step step step step—

Ji Nu-ri moved instinctively.
Looking for a place to hide, she walked naturally away from the scene.

She arrived behind a shelf, in front of the refrigerator.

...Hiccup.

She was so startled that a hiccup escaped involuntarily.

"Mmph..."

Ji Nu-ri covered her mouth with both hands, but.

Hic. Hic. The hiccups wouldn't stop.

Fortunately, the distance meant he probably couldn't hear her.

"......"

Her eyes rolled toward where he was standing.

*...Why is he here?*

Now that she looked, Seung-ho was dressed rather peculiarly.

A well-fitted suit with a crisp white shirt underneath. A neatly parted hairstyle and a blue ID card hanging around his neck.

*...Isn't that an Archive Teacher cosplay?*

Ji Nu-ri narrowed her eyes. She secretly observed him from behind the shelf.

Looking closely, it seemed so. It certainly appeared that way.
Gradually, her suspicion turned into certainty.

That was definitely cosplay.

*As I thought... my guess was right...*

Lee Seung-ho.
He was one of "her kind"...!

Cosplaying here—this was undeniable evidence.

*Should I talk to him or not...*

Ji Nu-ri fell into deep contemplation.
Having someone to share her interest with would certainly be nice.

However, this would be her first time coming out about it.
She hesitated.

Plus, considering who it was.

...After all, Lee Seung-ho didn't like her.

*He doesn't seem to have noticed me yet...*

Ji Nu-ri was certain that Seung-ho hadn't spotted her.

He was still holding two packs of ramen, contemplating which one to eat.

Acting completely normal.

Meanwhile, Ji Nu-ri's dilemma only deepened......

"..."

Swish—

A few strands of pink hair flowed down her shoulder.

"...Ah."

Ji Nu-ri faced her current state once again.

Her gaze turned forward. She caught a glimpse of herself in the refrigerator glass.

Pink hair and azure blue eyes.
An appearance completely different from her usual self. Her cosplay look.

*...Right, I'll do it next time...!*

Her face flushed slightly. Ji Nu-ri's mind tilted firmly in one direction.

If she were in her normal appearance, maybe, but in this state, meeting an acquaintance.

It felt awkward.

She needed more mental preparation in many ways.

"..."

The decision was made, and action followed.

Ji Nu-ri watched carefully and moved quickly.

"That'll be 9,500 won."

The part-timer leisurely scanned the barcodes.

*Hurry up.*

Ji Nu-ri urgently held out her card.

She needed to escape before being discovered.

"Thank you. Please come again."

"...Y-yes."

Once the payment was complete, Ji Nu-ri hastily gathered her items and fled outside.

Only after speed-walking quite a distance.

"Phew......"

Ji Nu-ri let out a sigh of relief.

She had somehow escaped the crisis.

...Good.

Ji Nu-ri praised herself for her quick judgment.

* * *

...Hiccup!

— "Hiccup!"

Watching the girl who hiccupped simultaneously with her Minime, I fell silent for a moment.

*...Ji Nu-ri?*

Though she was cosplaying, her appearance wasn't unrecognizable.
It's not like there were many girls like her around.

*Why is she here...*

No, it made sense because it was Ji Nu-ri.
It was perfectly understandable.

— "He hasn't noticed yet!"

Ji Nu-ri's Minime nodded with a confident expression.

"...Hmm."

Pretending to be contemplating, I picked up the two cup noodles in front of me.

Besides, I felt the same way.

Meeting an acquaintance in this getup wasn't appealing.

"..."

After waiting for a moment like that.

Ji Nu-ri hurriedly paid for her food and.
Quickly disappeared outside the convenience store.

"......"

...She was certainly busy in many ways.

*

When I returned to the booth after eating, the line that had stretched out earlier had somewhat shortened.
The customers seemed to have dispersed for lunch as well.

Even so, there was still a line remaining.

"...Oh, you're back?"

Seung-ah greeted me with a tired expression.

Maybe I should have taken more time.

"What's the order?"

I crouched down in front of the boxes placed at the back of the booth.

"Three tapestry sets. One Doki keyring and one photo card of each."

Muttering Seung-ah's instructions to myself, I packed the items into a bag.

I'd become familiar with this now, and my efficiency had improved since starting.

"Here."

I handed it to Seung-ah, who immediately passed it to the customer.

"Thank you~"

Seeing her smile at the customer without showing any fatigue, I felt a new appreciation for her professionalism.

"Let's switch."

"Urgh...!"

Seung-ah stretched and got up from her seat.

*

The work continued.
While I was doing repetitive tasks like a machine.

"I'd like one of everything you have."

A generous order for a change.
How much would all this cost?

I calculated the price mentally while moving my hands.

Pause—

"...?"

I was packing items when I looked up, feeling something odd.
The voice sounded familiar.

...Oh.

It was Ji Nu-ri.

She was excitedly examining the sample products at the booth.

Fortunately, she didn't seem to have noticed me.

"......"

Quickly, quickly.
I kept my head down and rapidly packed the items.

Let's think about it after she leaves.

"Huh?"

Just then, Seung-ah's eyes widened.

She had been attracting customers in front of the booth and now approached.

— "Isn't this Noona Nu-ri?"

Before I could stop her, Seung-ah called out with certainty.

"It is! You're Nu-ri Unnie, right?!"

"?!"

Ji Nu-ri jumped in surprise and looked at her.

Her eyes darted around. They met mine directly at the counter.

"......!"

Her face turned as red as a ripe tomato.

She covered her face with both hands.

"N-no, I'm not...?"
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The room was pitch dark. Her vision was blocked by her own hands.
Nu-ri peeked outside through the tiny gaps between her fingers.

"..."

The person sitting in the booth was Seung-ho.

And next to him...
The girl in Arolong cosplay must be the younger sister she saw last time.

And right now, the two of them were wrapped in silence. Probably because of what they'd just heard.

"..."

Seung-ho subtly averted his gaze.

"...What?"

Seung-ah raised her voice, seemingly flustered.

*Oh crap...! I'm screwed...!*

Nu-ri looked down. Her face crumpled.

She couldn't even rub her face for fear of smudging her makeup.

She should have come up with a better excuse. Flat-out denial was a fatal mistake.

"Ah..."

Seung-ah let out a small sigh, as if she understood the situation.

*Maybe... I should just bolt now...?*

She rolled her eyes through the gaps between her fingers, searching for an escape route.

Ahem—

Just then, she heard a small throat-clearing.

"There are people waiting behind us, so let's pay first."

Seung-ho gestured behind them with his eyes.

"Oh."

Looking back, there was indeed a line of people waiting.

Nu-ri hurriedly pulled out her wallet.

"H-here."

She handed him cash.

Seung-ho took it without a word and gave her the change.

He was completely nonchalant, as if the situation wasn't awkward at all, behaving just like he normally would.

"Here."

Seung-ho handed over the merchandise in a pretty plastic bag.

"...Y-yeah. Thanks."

Nu-ri took it with an awkward posture.

She felt strange, wondering if she was the only one feeling embarrassed.

"..."

Nu-ri took the items and walked away from the line with quick steps.

Her previously blank mind gradually settled down in response to Seung-ho's surprisingly calm reaction.

...Come to think of it, it made sense.

There was no need to be so flustered.
It wasn't like she'd been caught by a non-otaku acquaintance. Both of them were otaku.

Perhaps that was why he remained so calm.

Maybe Seung-ho had already sensed it somehow.
After all, like recognizes like.

*Ah, geez...*

Still, it was embarrassing.
Being caught in cosplay was a different matter altogether.

Wasn't she dressed too much like an otaku?

The thought made her face heat up again.

"Hoo... Hoo..."

She needed to calm down.

Nu-ri took several deep breaths.

"..."

She felt calmer.

...Or at least she tried to.

Nu-ri forcibly directed her attention elsewhere—to the freshly purchased merchandise in her hands.

"Hmm..."

Nu-ri examined the items from different angles.

It was definitely Bebe artist's drawing style.

"Wow..."

A gasp of admiration escaped her lips.

To think that Seung-ho's sister was artist Bebe. The fact still amazed her.

Not just an acquaintance's sister, but the sister of the guy who sat next to her in class.
An artist she frequently followed online.

While not her absolute favorite artist, Bebe was quite famous on social media.

How could such a coincidence happen?
The world really was small. It left her feeling a bit dazed.

"Unnie!"

A youthful voice stopped her in her tracks.

When she turned around, Seung-ah was approaching with quick steps—tap, tap, tap—sweating profusely as she hurried over.

"U-um?"

Nu-ri expressed her bewilderment at the sight.

What was going on?
Was there something else?

"This."

Seung-ah held out a paper bag with both hands.

"Huh? What's... this?"

Nu-ri carefully accepted the paper bag Seung-ah was offering, hunching her shoulders tightly.

...Gulp.

She swallowed hard.
Being in front of a famous person made her strangely nervous.

"It's a gift from me."

Seung-ah opened the bag and pointed to each item.

"My friends' merchandise... and this is the sold-out cushion. It's a gift, so you don't need to pay."

"Eh? Is it really okay to give me all this?"

"It's fine. I kept these as extras. Sometimes artists exchange merchandise with each other."

Nu-ri held the paper bag blankly, blinking her eyes.

To be honest, she was surprised. It was such an unexpected gift.
It was also the first time she'd received something like this.

Plus, merchandise meant for artist exchanges...
This was more valuable than ordinary items.

"..."

Her lips were trying to curl upward.
Nu-ri used all her strength to hold back.

If she smiled now, she'd definitely make a weird face.
Don't smile.

"I'm sorry about earlier. I didn't know you were into this too..."

"Ah, it's fine~"

Nu-ri waved her hand dismissively, letting out a loose smile.

When they first ran into each other, she'd been worried about how to handle it, but now that it had led to this situation...
Everything seemed fine now.

No, it was actually good.

Besides.

"Seung-ho's the same anyway, right?"

Since Seung-ho was an otaku too.
Even if it wasn't intentional.

"Let's just call it even."

Thinking about it that way, the impact wasn't as big as she'd thought.

It just became a matter of feeling embarrassed about showing her cosplay to a friend.

"...?"

Seung-ah tilted her head to the side.

Seeing that, Nu-ri became puzzled.

Why was she doing that?

"Ah..."

Seung-ah stretched out her words as if she suddenly understood.

"Yes, that's right."

Then she nodded. She smiled brightly and agreed.

Nu-ri also relaxed, thinking it was probably nothing.

There was something she wanted to ask now.

"...If possible."

Nu-ri began with a slightly tense face.

"...Could you sign something for me?"

"......"

Seung-ah's eyebrows rose at those words.

She looked surprised to hear such a request.
And there was a hint of pleasure in her expression.

She cleared her throat and rummaged through her pocket, seemingly looking for a pen.

"...I don't do this for just anyone... um... where would you like me to sign?"

"Just a moment?"

Nu-ri searched through her merchandise. She should have a notebook somewhere.

Ah, here it is.

She opened the notebook and handed it to Seung-ah.

Scribble scribble—

Seung-ah quickly wrote her signature. As expected of a professional, even her signing posture was neat.

*Professionals really are different.*

Nu-ri silently admired.

...It was actually the result of practice.
Nu-ri didn't know that Seung-ah had practiced many times during breaks.

"Let's go to events together sometime when you're free, Unnie."

Seung-ah handed back the notebook with a bright smile.

"Huh? Really? Is that okay?"

Nu-ri was surprised.
She asked again, tempering her expectations just in case.

"Don't you want to?"

"Of course I do."

This was an opportunity. She promptly accepted the offer.
There was no reason not to.

*An otaku friend...!*

Nu-ri's eyes sparkled.

Even though she was younger, Nu-ri had found someone to attend events with for the first time.
A truly meaningful achievement.

She was really lucky.

* * *

......Finally, it was over.

A "Sold Out Early" sign was placed in front of the booth.

"Haah..."

I leaned back in my chair and let out a tired sigh.

"Good job everyone~"

"Good work."

"Huaah... I wonder if I'll be able to get up tomorrow..."

The other kids, including Seung-ah, sprawled out with tired faces.

The problem was that we had to do this again tomorrow. I could already feel the darkness closing in.

Making money was definitely not easy.

"Let's just do the accounting and go."

Seung-ah got up diligently. She wrote numbers down in the ledger.
Her hand movements were practiced, as if she'd done this many times before.

Well, I guess I can rest a bit in the meantime.

"Bathroom break."

"Okay~"

*

On my way back from the bathroom.

"Oh..."

I spotted Nu-ri.
She was lingering near the booth.

Her pink wig was gone, and she was in casual clothes.
Her demeanor was different from usual.

Her face was expressionless and sharp. It seemed to say "don't come near me."

"Hey, you're still here?"

Since the accounting would take some time anyway.
I walked slowly toward Nu-ri.

— "Oh, it's just you."

Her inner self sighed with relief. Her expression softened somewhat.

"I got so much stuff, so I wanted to at least thank Seung-ah before leaving."

Nu-ri held up the paper bag. It looked visibly heavy.

She really had received a lot of things, literally this and that.

"They're doing accounting now, so you'll have to wait a bit."

"Really?"

Nu-ri relaxed her shoulders.

— "Then I'll just wait a while."

Her inner self folded her arms casually. It was hard to believe this was the same person who had been flustered earlier.

"..."

Since standing for too long would make my legs hurt, I squatted down on the floor.

I twisted my stiff neck from side to side.
This event was more physically demanding than I'd expected.

"...You did the cosplay really well. Honestly, it wasn't your first time, right?"

Nu-ri asked, leaning her back against the wall.

"It was my first time."

"Huh? For a first-timer..."

Nu-ri's eyes scanned me up and down.

"...You did amazingly well?"

"My sister did it for me. The makeup too."

"Wow... I'm jealous of that."

Nu-ri's eyebrows formed a straight line. It was a serious reaction.

"?"

I looked up. I couldn't understand.

"...Why?"

"I'm the youngest. My older brother and sister torment me so much! I think having a younger sibling would be better."

Nu-ri shook her head as if disgusted.

— "...Though they're both married now, so it's okay."

I didn't know Nu-ri had siblings. So she was one of three children.

That was quite rare these days.

"You're coming tomorrow too, right?"

"Yeah, I have to work until tomorrow."

I nodded at Nu-ri's question.

My agreement with Seung-ah was to help throughout the weekend.

Honestly, I was regretting it a bit.
But there was a nice reward in return.

"Hmm."

Nu-ri nodded, indicating she understood.

— "Too bad, I'll have to walk around without cosplay tomorrow."

Her inner self nodded slightly.

I tilted my head at those inner thoughts.

"...Nu-ri, are you coming tomorrow too?"

"Y-yeah."

Nu-ri, who had been standing still, nodded.

"...?"

Coming tomorrow too?
As far as I knew...

"Don't you have something tomorrow? You've been busy preparing for a performance, right?"

At that question.

"Huh?"

A small exclamation escaped Nu-ri's lips.

— "Eh...?"

Then her inner self froze like a stone.

— "I have to cosplay tomorrow too...?!"

As if she'd just remembered something she'd forgotten.

Her inner self's mouth opened wide. Her eyes trembled.

Glancing at me repeatedly, she covered her face with her small hands.

— "I have to cosplay in front of this guy again?"

"......"

I narrowed my eyes as I watched her.

......Could it be that the performance she mentioned was happening here?
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"Ah, uh..."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime opened and closed her mouth as if malfunctioning. Thinking about tomorrow, she emitted a sharp noise.

"Cosplaying and performing in front of Lee Seung-ho..."

The Minime mumbled.

"......"

Well.

Getting on stage shouldn't be that difficult, given my background in the band club.
I wondered why I was reacting so sensitively.

Is this really such an embarrassing thing?

"And it's an anime song..."

Hmm.
That part is pretty tough.
I'll admit that.

"...Is there no way to get out of it?"

Ji Nu-ri's Minime sat down on the floor, hugging her knees.
She rocked back and forth like a roly-poly toy.
Her eyes were lifeless.

"Ah... that's not possible, is it?"

Her face soon turned into a pout.

Tap tap tap. The sound of cheerful footsteps.

"The accounting is done. Let's go home now!"

Lee Seung-ah approached with a bright smile, then noticed Ji Nu-ri's frozen state.

"...?"

She tilted her head in confusion.

Seung-ah crept up beside me and whispered softly.

"...What happened?"

It was a genuine question.
To that...

"...I don't know either."

I could only give a vague answer.

Leaving her alone seemed like the best option.

* * *

......The next day.

It was the kind of weather that would give you a headache if you looked up at the sky.

The weather was too nice, even better than yesterday. Thinking about the incoming crowd gave me a headache.

The event would run all weekend.
It was scheduled for both Saturday and Sunday, making me worry about the upcoming Monday.

"......"

Thinking we should start with breakfast, I entered a convenience store near the venue with Seung-ah.

"Well, well."

Ji Nu-ri was sitting there, munching on a triangle kimbap.

"Hi, Unnie~"

Seung-ah greeted her with a casual eye-smile, as if she'd been expecting her.

"Why are you here?"

"...Seung-ah asked me to meet up, so I was waiting."

"Really?"

It was nothing special.
I nodded and tried to walk past.

"Seung-ho might be disappointed, but... I should be clear about this."

Her Minime muttered that she wasn't waiting for me.

I found her behavior both absurd and strangely irritating.

"...Are you prepared for the performance?"

I casually dropped the question.

"---!"

Her Minime jumped in surprise.

"...Don't bring that up."

Ji Nu-ri's eyebrows drooped, and her ears turned red.

"Sure."

I nodded calmly.

*

After breakfast, we headed to the event venue.

Our routine was the same as yesterday. We changed clothes and applied makeup.

Ji Nu-ri disappeared to change as well, leaving just the two of us.

"..."

I stood still as my hair was being styled. Seung-ah's hands moved delicately.

"...Good. All done."

She smiled with satisfaction and dusted off her hands.

The same cosplay as yesterday. The teacher outfit from Arknights.
Having done it once before, I was now used to this look.

"Look over here for a second."

Seung-ah tugged at my arm.

"...?"

Wondering what she wanted, I turned around.

Click—

The camera shutter sound went off.

Seung-ah made a V sign with her fingers and took a selfie that included both of us.

"...What are you doing?"

I narrowed my eyes at her sudden action.

She wouldn't just take a photo for no reason.
I felt uneasy about what she was planning this time.

"This is all for memories."

Seung-ah shrugged her shoulders.
She smoothly delivered her casual excuse.

"I should send this to Sol Unnie. I wonder if she'll like it?"

Her Minime chuckled with a mischievous smile.

"..."

I kept my mouth shut at those words.

I couldn't stop her.

Since the existence of Minimes is a secret to everyone, I could only watch.

...Still.

We'll see about that later.

* * *

'Hasn't she arrived yet?'

Shin A-young stood in front of the plaza, looking around.

She had an appointment today.

"Ah."

A-young raised her hand slightly as she spotted the person. There she was.

It was Lee Sol.

"..."

Sol walked briskly from the other side.

She was dressed very casually. Black tracksuit, top and bottom.
She looked like someone who had just stepped out for a walk around the neighborhood.

The issue was that they were about to go shopping at a department store.

In a way.
It was a very... typical outfit for her.

"...Did you wait long?"

"No, I just got here too."

A-young shrugged her shoulders slightly.

"Really?"

A-young walked side by side with Sol.

'I didn't expect to make plans with Sol...'

A-young thought as they walked slowly.

Well.
Sol was the one who contacted her first.
Asking if she wanted to go shopping together. Said she had nothing to wear.

Ji Nu-ri couldn't join because she had a performance today, so A-young and Sol walking together created a somewhat strange picture.

Honestly...
Things had become a bit awkward since she realized her feelings for Seung-ho.

"..."

A-young gazed steadily at Sol walking ahead of her. She clenched her hands slightly in her coat pockets.
She wondered if she could say it today.

That was why she had accepted the invitation.

She wanted to take this opportunity to tell her.
About how she felt about Seung-ho.

"..."

"..."

The two walked around inside the department store. Their pace slowed as they reached the women's clothing section.

"Which one do you think looks good?"

Sol browsed through the clothes on the rack.

'...Is she putting too much trust in me?'

A-young rolled her eyes at the question.

Looking back, that seemed to be the case.

Sol seemed to have noticed something, but A-young hadn't expected her to ask for help so readily.

"...What are you planning to wear it for?"

A-young asked out of courtesy.

"A date."

"..."

Her hand froze in place.

Her heart sank. It felt like cold water sloshing inside her lungs.

"...Did you make plans with someone?"

A-young carefully asked, trying not to show her feelings.

"..."

There was no answer. She stood silently for a moment.
The silence felt unusually long.

Sol glanced at A-young briefly, then turned her head away.

"...Not exactly."

"..."

So that's not it.
She felt somewhat relieved.

She let out an awkward laugh, haha—

"..."

Sol was still selecting clothes. Her face expressionless.

Then, she picked one up.
A colorful yellow t-shirt.

"I think this—"

"No, definitely not that one...!"

A-young raised her voice. Her eyebrows shot up.
Sol's choice of clothing was appalling.

"Oh... really?"

Sol broke into a sweat as she looked down at the garment.

"Is it that bad...?"

"The design looks too childish."

"...Childish..."

Sol seemed shocked and deflated, but.

A-young had no intention of backing down.

The color scheme was strange to begin with. Who wears such a colorful yellow t-shirt on a date?

"I wear things like this just fine when I'm working..."

As if making an excuse, Sol mumbled timidly.
She said she wears it for her modeling work.

Yes, that could be true.

As a model, probably all clothes would suit her.
They would surely look good on her.

But.

"Anyway, this isn't it."

A-young took the hanger from her hands. She put it back where it belonged and looked for other clothes.

"Let's see."

A-young flipped through the hangers one by one.

"How did you dress for the school trip? You looked good then."

She asked grumpily.
If I remember correctly, she was dressed very stylishly.

It matched Sol's image well and enhanced her unique appearance.

That's when I thought, 'She really is a model.'

"...My mom picked it out."

"Ah...?"

So she knew.
Sol's mother already knew that her daughter's sense of fashion was questionable.

"Hmm, this looks good."

When held up against Sol's body, the size seemed to fit well.

'Indeed, models are different...'

It looked good just by holding it up.

Sol's height might not be considered tall, but her face was tiny in proportion.
She looked like a doll. Her proportions were incredible.

"I'll go try it on."

"Oh, take your time."

A-young waved her hand slightly.

And then.

Her movement stopped.

'Ah.'

She became aware of reality again.

'This wasn't what I intended...!'

She hadn't planned to help properly.
She had intended to be half-hearted about it, if not outright sabotage.

But before she knew it, she was helping. Sol's nonchalant behavior had made her give advice.

"..."

A-young gently tapped her own cheek.

Get it together.
This isn't right.

*

...The shopping ended quickly.

After helping pick out a few more clothes, A-young was finally able to calm her unsettled feelings.

"Thanks for today."

To Sol's innocent expression of gratitude.

"Mmm..."

A-young gave an ambiguous smile.

It was truly a complex emotion.

...Next time, she wouldn't go shopping with her.

——That's when it happened.

Ding!

An alert sound rang from a phone.
A-young checked to see if it was hers, but it wasn't. It was Sol's.

She slowly checked her phone.

And then.

"..."

Sol suddenly stopped. Her eyes fixed on the screen.

Looking somewhat flustered, her eyes darted around before staring blankly at the screen.

"...?"

Wondering what it was.
A-young peered over Sol's shoulder at the screen.

"...Oh..."

It was someone she'd seen before. Definitely a girl she'd seen at the airport.
And behind her was none other than him.

He seemed to have been caught off guard by the photo, his eyes wide open.
A neatly pressed suit and an eye-catching, unfamiliar hairstyle. His face was thoroughly made up.

...It was Seung-ho.

A dressed-up Lee Seung-ho. He must have gone to some event.
Well, he looked pretty good in the photo.

"..."

Sol quickly turned the screen away.

"Ah."

A short sound of disappointment escaped.

"..."

Sol clutched her phone to her chest and stepped back cautiously.
There was a sense of wariness. She pursed her lips.

Come to think of it, it was curious why a photo of Seung-ho had been sent to her.

"...Are you in touch with Seung-ho's sister?"

"Well... I guess so...?"

Sol tucked her hair behind her ear.

There was a slight smugness in her expression. The complacency of someone who was ahead.

"..."

A-young raised an eyebrow.

...I see.
Ah, she already knew.

A-young realized immediately from that expression that Sol was already aware of her own feelings.

"How did that happen?"

A-young maintained her composure and smiled brightly.

Hiding her expressions was what she was best at.

Yet, strangely, her voice had lowered.

"I met her when I went to Seung-ho's house to study."

"Mmm... really?"

Should I join the next study session?

She pondered that.

"..."

"..."

A strange silence followed.

"...Hmm."

A-young found herself falling silent.

The glimpse of Seung-ho she had just caught kept circling in her mind.

So that's what he was doing today.

"..."

Before she knew it, A-young was tapping on her phone screen.

...A cosplay event, huh?

If it's happening today, where is it?

Tap. Tap. Tap-tap-tap.

Ah.

Found it.

"..."

As she looked up, her eyes met directly with Sol's.

"...Shall we end our shopping here?"

"...Let's do that."

Their thoughts had aligned without a word.

They both just wanted to take a little peek.

* * *

"...Phew."

Ji Nu-ri tried hard to steady her breathing.

It's okay.
Only one person here knows me.

And Seung-ho keeps his mouth shut, so it should be fine.

She reassured herself that way.
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The camera shutter clicked.

"Thank you!"

The cosplayer bowed and left after I took the final photo.

Once that was done, I returned to my original spot.

"..."

I scrolled through short-form videos, waiting alone until the others arrived.

"There are so many people..."

Ji Nu-ri trudged over, looking tired.

I examined her outfit.

It was different from what she wore before. Yesterday she had on a pink tracksuit, but now she wore a black t-shirt with a school uniform skirt and a guitar slung over her shoulder.

But something was off.
She had only changed her clothes.
Instead of a wig, she had her natural hair.

She still had her usual brown bob.

"...Where's your wig?"

"I'll put it on later. We still have plenty of time before we start."

"Really?"

"Yeah, it gets hot if I wear it too early."

Nu-ri casually brushed the ends of her hair.

— *It's embarrassing... I'll put it on when he's not around.*

Her Minime blushed and averted her gaze.

That was her true feeling.
She still seemed shy about showing her cosplay.

I could understand that.

"Where's Seung-ah?"

Nu-ri looked around.

"She went to change clothes with the others. Didn't you see her on your way here?"

"No, I didn't see her."

I guess they must have missed each other. There were plenty of places to change clothes.
Or maybe she couldn't spot her in the crowd.

"..."

Clunk—

I got a cola from the vending machine while waiting for the others.
Might as well have something to drink while waiting.

I was originally going to get just one for myself, but it felt awkward drinking alone, so I bought one for Nu-ri too.

"Here."

"Oh, what's this?"

Nu-ri was surprised as she took the cold can.

— *Did I ever mention that I like cola?*

Her Minime excitedly clung to the cola can.

— *I think I might have mentioned it once... He remembers that? He's surprisingly attentive.*

No.
As far as I could remember, she never mentioned it.
I didn't even know she liked this.

— *Wow...*

Unlike her usual chatty self, she went quiet as she drank the cola. She seemed to be savoring the taste.

— *Wait a minute.*

Nu-ri's Minime, who had been deep in thought, suddenly brightened up.
As if a good idea had struck her, a light bulb appeared above her head.

She started muttering to herself.

— *Come to think of it, maybe I don't need to worry?*

The worry was probably about her performance. She'd been anxious about it since yesterday.

— *I saw the line for the booth was really long yesterday... if I finish quickly while working...*

So, was she planning to finish her performance when I wasn't watching?

I wondered if that would be simple given the performance schedule.
But her expression had improved, so regardless of whether it was possible, it was a good thing.

*Actually...*

I had no intention of watching Nu-ri's performance.

Performances are only fun when you know the songs, and there was no way I'd know any songs here.

"Nu-ri unnie~"

Lee Seung-ah appeared out of nowhere.

"Oh, you're here?"

She had already completed her cosplay.

Looking at her appearance, she usually gave off a calm impression.
But with her hair now sky blue, she seemed to reveal a more innocent personality.

"Can I ask you something?"

"Hmm? What is it?"

"Can I come watch your performance?"

Seung-ah asked with an innocent face.

"...Huh?"

Nu-ri's expression froze like stone.

She tried not to show it by folding her hands neatly, but her interlocked fingers fidgeted.

"Um... I don't mind, but... aren't you busy? Don't you have to watch the booth?"

"Oh, that's fine."

Seung-ah pointed at me with her thumb.

"I can leave it to oppa."

"...!"

Nu-ri, who had been flustered with Seung-ah until now, completely changed her attitude.

Her eyes sparkled.

"You'll do that?"

Nu-ri nodded eagerly.

— *This is better than performing in front of Lee Seung-ho.*

She seemed to think the lesser evil was better.
It looked like she saw this as an opportunity to avoid performing in front of me.

— *Problem solved!*

Her Minime danced happily.

"..."

I watched this while drinking my cola.

She really was entertaining to observe.

* * *

At the bus stop on the way home.

"..."

Lee Sol's expression was somewhat dazed.
Though people often said she looked spaced out, right now she seemed even more so than usual.

She seemed more scattered than usual.
Looking up, then down, busy moving her head in all directions.

The cause was simple.

She kept thinking about the photo that had just arrived.

"..."

Sol's eyes rolled around.

She secretly glanced at Shin A-young, who was holding a hand mirror and fixing her makeup.
She looked quite busy.

A moment when she wouldn't pay attention to anything else.

*This is my chance.*

...If there was ever a time.

Sol carefully took out her phone from her pocket.

She opened Instagram and checked the DM from Lee Seung-ah again.

The photo of Lee Seung-ho was still there.

*Whew.*

Sol let out a short breath. Her round eyes kept blinking.

Whether it was well-photographed or his makeup looked good,
she couldn't stop looking at it.
She kept staring at it silently.

Her long hair fell down following gravity.

*I should save it first.*

Click. Click. Click. She carefully saved it to her gallery.

After double-checking that it saved properly, she put her phone back in her pocket.

*Ugh...*

Unable to contain her emotions, she squeezed her phone tightly with both hands.

If she could, she would have patted Seung-ah's head vigorously to thank her.
If Seung-ah were here, she would have bought her something.

"Hmm..."

But.
Just a little.
Just a tiny bit, she felt unsatisfied.

There was only one photo, and she felt a slight desire for more.

"..."

She took out her phone again, hesitated for a moment, and then...

*Should I just ask?*

She gathered her courage and typed.

— [Sol: By any chance...]
— [Sol: Do you have any more?]

She sent those messages to Seung-ah. It couldn't hurt to ask.

"Oh."

She noticed the silhouette of a bus in the corner of her vision.

When Sol slightly raised her head, she saw a bus approaching from the distance.

That number was the bus A-young usually took to go home.

"A-young. The bus is here."

"...Ah, I'm not going straight home today."

A-young didn't move.
She sat still on the bench, seemingly waiting for a different vehicle.

"...I see."

Sol nodded slightly.

As they continued waiting for the next vehicle...

"Isn't that your bus?"

This time A-young spoke.

Looking at the number, it was the bus Sol usually took home.

"..."

But Sol also remained still.

"...Aren't you going home? You said you needed to study."

A-young added that the exam period wasn't far off.

"...Today's my rest day. I worked hard this week, so I need some time off too."

"Really?"

A-young nodded and turned her gaze forward again.

"..."

Sol secretly observed A-young while pretending not to.

She saw A-young had opened a map app and was looking for directions.
The destination wasn't visible from this distance, but Sol had a pretty good idea what it was.

This was definitely it.
She was almost certain.

A-young had the same purpose as herself.

"......"

Sol bit her lip gently.

"...Ah."

Sol raised her voice. The bus they were waiting for was finally arriving.

Both of them naturally stood up and
boarded the same bus together.

"..."
"..."

Their eyes met silently.

*As I thought...*

Beyond suspicion, she had now reached certainty.

A-young was moving with the same purpose as herself.

And A-young seemed to realize this too.

"Sol, where are you going?"

A-young asked with a subtle gaze.

"...Well, I just have somewhere to stop by."

She made up an excuse.

"..."
"..."

The silence that followed was strangely prolonged.
Soon,
they realized it was pointless.

Their destination was obviously the same.

The two got off at the same stop.
In the distance, they could see a large plaza that appeared to be the event venue.

"..."

Sol made a decision.

...This wouldn't work.
She needed a strategy.

"...A-young."

Sol tugged at A-young's collar.

"What?"

She sent back a questioning look with feigned innocence.

How unfair to pretend not to know.

"...You're going to see Seung-ho, aren't you?"

That's why
Sol asked directly.

She felt she would lose if she didn't do this.

"..."

A-young didn't answer.

She didn't seem surprised either.
They both knew each other's purpose well.

Just
her embarrassed gaze turning to the side answered the question.

*If we go in like this...*

If they ran into him inside, wouldn't Lee Seung-ho be surprised?

They had both come without saying anything.

Seung-ho was only there to help with his sister's event.
Going in now might be inconsiderate.

*Besides...*

Sol looked at A-young.

She didn't want Seung-ho to see A-young in her current state.
Unlike when they went shopping, it was obvious she had put effort into her appearance.

Her looks were eye-catching. She had really gone all out.

So, without directly confronting him...

"...Should we just peek and leave?"

She suggested a subtle compromise.

"..."

Without answering,
after brief consideration, A-young...

"...Okay."

Finally nodded.

She seemed to find it reasonable.

The two exchanged glances and reached an implicit agreement.

...They would just secretly watch and then leave.

Soon, the two headed into the event venue.
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The crowd was buzzing—

The place was overflowing with people.

"Hmm..."

Lee Sol purchased tickets and stepped outside.
Looking around the venue, she let out a short sigh.

"Wow... there are so many people. Must be a big event, huh?"

Shin A-young gazed around in amazement.

"...Yeah."

Lee Sol agreed.

The place was so packed it wouldn't be an exaggeration to call it swarming. The inside of the venue building was a sea of people.

And almost everyone was in cosplay.
There were some who weren't, but most were.

They were the ones who stood out, not fitting in.

"I never knew Seung-ho was into this kind of hobby."

Shin A-young smiled subtly, looking like she was considering checking it out herself.

"..."

But that wasn't it.
That wasn't the case at all.

"He said he came to help Seung-ah with her event."

"Huh?"

Shin A-young slowed her steps. She whipped her head around.

"Seung-ah... Lee Seung-ho's sister?"

"Yeah."

"...How do you know that?"

Well.
Simply put.

"...Because I asked Seung-ho."

"Reaaally?"

Shin A-young's voice trailed off.

She seemed to be trying not to show her reaction, but wasn't doing a good job.
Her pupils dilated.
I noticed her gaze wandering, looking into the distance.

"..."

Hmph.
Lee Sol secretly snickered.

It felt like proof that she was still one step ahead.
Her tension began to ease.

Good. Let's keep going like this.

"She's probably running a booth inside."

Lee Sol took the lead. Her steps were filled with confidence.

"..."

As they were about to enter,
she paused for a moment.

"Uh, um..."

Her movements froze.
Because.

Swarm— swarm— swarm—

There were even more people inside than outside.

Rows of booths with lines of people in front of them.
Booths and people. People and booths.
A dizzying spectacle of continuity and chaos.

"...We have to look through all of this."

Lee Sol lightly touched her forehead. She felt a bit dizzy.

To be honest, she wasn't fond of crowded places.
Especially ones with high population density.

She hesitated to go inside.

"Then let's do this."

Shin A-young held up her index finger and twirled it.

"Let's split up and look around, then call if we find it—"

"No."

Lee Sol grabbed Shin A-young's wrist as she was about to leave.

Her grip tightened slightly.

"Let's search together."

She couldn't let Shin A-young wander around alone.

Who knows what might happen if she left her by herself.

She might be ahead, but
she couldn't let her guard down.

"Alright, then."

* * *

Day 2. The routine flowed the same as yesterday.
I'm realizing that business is just repetition of the same labor.
Take orders, prepare items, receive money, sell.

After doing it for a while, I could even chat while working.

The difference today?
There was one more person.

"Here."

Ji Nu-ri efficiently packed the products and handed them to me.

I took the money and passed the items to the customer.

That's the difference.
Ji Nu-ri was in the booth.

She was helping us with our work. Not because we asked, but because she volunteered.

"Are you sure you don't want to look around?"

Lee Seung-ah glanced at Ji Nu-ri.
Concerned about her, she kept coming back to the booth.

— "...Are you sure you don't want to go have fun?"

Lee Seung-ah's Minime hovered around Ji Nu-ri.

"I'm fine. I already bought everything I wanted yesterday while looking around."

Ji Nu-ri coolly shrugged her shoulders.
She neatly packed merchandise into bags. Her work was impressively efficient.

"Honestly, I've always wanted to try this."

She let out a light chuckle.

— "...Hmm. Isn't it kind of cool to be staff?"

Ji Nu-ri's Minime smiled with her eyes.
She seemed to find romance in the position of being "staff."

"...I've wanted to run a booth, but I'm terrible at art, so I'd half given up. And I don't have anyone to do it with."

"Well, that's good then..."

"I really am fine with it."

Ji Nu-ri continued packing efficiently.

— "Why is she being like that?"

Ji Nu-ri's Minime blinked her round eyes, deep in thought.

She tapped the plastic bag with her small hands.

Her movements gradually slowed.

— "...Oh."

Then stopped abruptly.

— "...Did she not like it?"

She wondered if Lee Seung-ah found accepting help burdensome.
It was a reasonable assumption from her perspective, but

from what I could see, her thoughts were heading in a strange direction.

"...Did I make you uncomfortable...?"

Ji Nu-ri asked anxiously.

"No, no, not at all."

Lee Seung-ah shook her head vigorously.
Despite the denial.

"...Really?"

She was still doubtful.

— "...Is she just being polite? Should I take the hint and leave now?"

The Minime crossed her arms and twisted her body back and forth, deep in thought.

"..."

Seriously, she's overthinking.
After handing products to a customer, I spoke up.

"Don't worry about it. She was actually excited to have your help."

"Huh? Really?"

Ji Nu-ri's eyes widened.

— "Is that true?"

The Minime's droopy expression bounced back to normal.

Bouncy and springy.
She recovered quickly. Her emotions fluctuated dramatically.

"Yeah, she was really happy to have someone to boss around."

"Hey! When did I ever say that?"

Lee Seung-ah flared up.

'Hey'?
That's pretty informal for talking to her brother who's two years older.

"I even recorded it."

"...Huh? Really?"

"No."

As if I would.

...Thump. Thump. Thump.
Lee Seung-ah hit my back repeatedly, fuming.

"Ugh. Ouch."

Her fists may be small, but they pack a punch.

...Anyway, it seems she was indeed excited.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri, who had been quietly watching us, slightly raised the corners of her mouth.
With a somewhat curious look, she said softly:

"You two are surprisingly close."

At those words, we both turned to look at her.

"?"

"Us?"

That's something I've never heard before in my life.

Lee Seung-ah's Minime was so shocked she froze with her mouth hanging open.

"You're not unfriendly. Usually siblings don't help each other with this kind of thing, right?"

"Hmm..."

I can't let this slide.

I handed Ji Nu-ri a piece of paper. I'd written down the amount she would receive.

"...This much."

"Oh, really? For today and tomorrow?"

Her voice rose involuntarily.
Ji Nu-ri's gaze alternated between the paper and me.

"Thank you~"

I nodded as I handed the merchandise to the customer.

"...Well, that makes sense then."

Ji Nu-ri quickly understood.

* * *

"Ugh...!"

Ji Nu-ri stretched her stiff body. A groan escaped as she stretched.

Crouching for so long had made her body ache all over.

This gets tiring after a while too.

...As she was stretching.

"...?"

They caught her eye.

Or more precisely, they did.
Slow walking steps. Heads turning around, unfamiliar with the surroundings.
The behavior of complete novices who didn't belong in this space at all.

But.
Familiar silhouettes that she recognized.

That caught her attention. She saw them clearly.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri narrowed her eyes and stared intently.

One second... two seconds... three seconds...

"Shi—!"

She almost cursed out loud.

Ji Nu-ri covered her mouth with her hand to hold it back.

It didn't take long to realize
that the two silhouettes were people she knew.
Lee Sol and Shin A-young.

'...Why are they here?'

Her eyes trembled as if malfunctioning.
She could feel it herself.

"..."

At that moment.

Slowly...

The two of them gradually turned their heads this way. It felt like slow motion.

'Oh.'

Her first instinct:
They mustn't see us.

Ji Nu-ri moved quickly but naturally. She picked up a paper bag and wrapping paper from the floor.

The only people who needed to hide here were herself and Lee Seung-ho.

"H-here it is...!"

Ji Nu-ri reached out from behind him.

As she handed the items forward, she used the paper bag to cover Lee Seung-ho's face.
When the customer who received the product left,
Ji Nu-ri gently pushed his shoulders down below the desk.

Since he was also a hidden otaku at school, she felt obligated to help a fellow comrade.

...After some time had passed.

'Are they gone?'

She peeked over the booth.

They were gone.

Whether they had moved elsewhere, the two were no longer in sight.

"Phew..."

As she sighed in relief,

she noticed a commotion beside her.
Whispering voices could be heard.

"...?"

Wondering what was happening, she turned her head.

"Wow, wow...!"

"..."

Lee Seung-ah's friends had surprised expressions on their faces. Their cheeks were strangely flushed.

"Oh my... this is..."

Lee Seung-ah looked this way with a perplexed expression.
She muttered something to herself.

"..."

Lee Seung-ho blinked as he looked up at me.

"...Uh..."

Ji Nu-ri carefully reconsidered her position.

In her haste, she hadn't noticed, but

she was pressed against Lee Seung-ho from behind, almost embracing him.
Like giving a piggyback ride, his face was between her arms.

That's how she had been hiding him.

"...Ah."

She quickly pulled away. She spread her arms wide.
Step by step, she retreated backward.

"Uh, um..."

This was a situation anyone would misunderstand.

Ji Nu-ri raised her voice in denial to them. Her face burned with embarrassment.

"N-no, it's not like that!"

It really wasn't like that at all.
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"...Ain't it?"

I repeated Ji Nu-ri's words.

That was quite an unexpected dialect.

I couldn't help but tilt my head in confusion.
Perhaps one of her parents was from Chungcheong Province?

"Ah."

At my questioning tone,
Ji Nu-ri startled and quickly covered her mouth with a "hap—" sound.

That reaction suggested her dialect had slipped out unconsciously.

"N-no. That's not what I—!"

Ji Nu-ri waved her hands vigorously, strongly denying it.

She seemed to dislike using dialect.

Some people are like that.
They find it embarrassing when their dialect draws attention.

While I was intrigued by this,
...others around us had different interests.

*Wow... Nuri Unnie is so bold. Just straight-up...*

*What's with those two? Are they dating?*

Whispers reached my ears. Lee Seung-ah's friends were excitedly chatting with animated expressions.

They were focused on what Ji Nu-ri had just done.

They had the exact expression of teenage girls watching a romance drama.

"Th-that's not it!"

Seeing them, Ji Nu-ri's face turned bright red.

"They were right there...!"

She desperately tried to explain, looking somewhat wronged.

"Um... just calm down first."

I raised both hands and slowly lowered them, gesturing for her to relax.

There was no need to get so worked up.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri hesitated after seeing my gesture.

Then she took a deep breath.

"Haaah... whooo..."

Ji Nu-ri slowly inhaled, then exhaled the air from her lungs.

Hoo-ha-hoo-ha.

She seemed to be calming down bit by bit.

"So, who are 'they'?"

I voiced the question I'd been holding.

Ji Nu-ri half-closed her eyes, her expression turning sullen.

"...A-young and Sol."

"Huh?"

My voice involuntarily rose.

Those were unexpected names. I hadn't anticipated hearing them.

"They're here? Really?"

"Yeah."

"Are you sure you didn't see wrong?"

"No, I saw them clearly. It was definitely those two!"

Ji Nu-ri tapped her thigh impatiently, as if frustrated.

"It's not like their appearances are common. Even from a distance, I could tell it was them."

Moreover,

"They were dressed in a way that didn't fit this place at all. Clothes for enjoying leisure time in a quiet café."

Somehow, her example was oddly vivid.

She seemed displeased that they'd come here dressed like that.

I thought it wasn't that strange, but
Ji Nu-ri's expression remained sullen.

"But..."

If Ji Nu-ri hadn't seen wrong, then those two were here.

That raised another question.

"...Why would they be here?"

Why would they come here?
Together, no less.

"How would I know?"

Ji Nu-ri shrugged.

She didn't seem to have any guesses, crossing her arms and tilting her head. Then she stroked her chin, deep in thought.

"...They wouldn't enjoy this kind of event anyway."

"Why not?"

"What do you mean 'why'? It's obvious just by looking at them."

...Then what about me?

I was about to ask that question.

But then I reconsidered my current appearance.
I was cosplaying a game character in formal attire.

"Hmm..."

I decided to keep my mouth shut.

Though unintentional, my outfit was undeniably fitting for this event.

Just then, someone caught my eye.
The most anxious-looking person among us.

"Hmm..."

Lee Seung-ah, who had been humming to herself, leaned her head forward.

On the surface, she looked extremely calm. Natural and unaffected.

However,
her inner thoughts were different.

— "...Could it be because of the photo I sent?"

Her minime was sweating profusely.

Her pupils were shaking like there was an earthquake.

Anyone could tell she had something to feel guilty about.

*Hmm...*

But coming all the way here because of that photo seemed excessive.

Why would they come looking just for seeing that one thing?
There's no reason for it.

It seemed unlikely, but then again...

If I heard that a friend was cosplaying...
Thinking about it...

*Oh.*

Actually, I probably couldn't resist either.

I'd likely come check it out just out of curiosity.

"Ahem, ahem."

Ji Nu-ri cleared her throat, drawing attention back to herself.

"Anyway, I was just helping you avoid being spotted by them."

She clarified the situation definitively.
She looked somewhat relieved after finishing her explanation.

With a satisfied expression, as if having resolved an issue, she took a long sip of her chocolate latte.

Meanwhile,
the others looked slightly disappointed.

*What? That's all it was?*

*And here I thought they were that kind of relationship...*

Disappointed whispers could be heard.
The murmurs of those who wouldn't get to hear a romance story.

"..."

However,
one question still remained.

I asked Ji Nu-ri:

"But will you be okay?"

"Huh? With what?"

Ji Nu-ri stared at me blankly.
She was waiting to hear what I meant. Her face held a simple, innocent question.

Did she forget again?

I reminded her of reality once more.

"You have to perform soon. When you get on stage, they'll definitely see you."

"..."

Ji Nu-ri didn't answer.

— "Ah."

Her minime let out a short gasp instead.

She just blinked silently.

I wondered if she was okay, but then her hand holding the latte started trembling.

— "...Shit."

Unable to hold back, she let out a brief curse.

Her face crumpled into a crying expression.

"..."

...Sigh.

It wasn't entirely not my responsibility.

Looking at her minime, I felt like I should help her.

* * *

"Haaah...!"

Lee Sol exhaled tiredly.

"Here."

Shin A-young took a cold cola from the vending machine and handed it to her.

"...Ah, thanks."

Sol opened the can and downed it in one go.

Only then did she look like she might survive.

"...Where else do we have left to check?"

In response to Sol's question, A-young answered:

"We still have more than half to go."

Despite all this walking around, they hadn't even caught a glimpse of Lee Seung-ho's heel.

Not only was the venue itself large, but there were too many people.

She wondered if they might have missed him somewhere along the way.

"...Phew..."

A deep sigh escaped. A-young gently massaged the back of her neck.
Fatigue was catching up to her belatedly.

She'd been walking since morning. They'd gone shopping and come straight here.
It was natural to be tired after moving around without rest.

"..."

A-young silently rolled her eyes, looking diagonally downward.

If even she, who was usually quite active, felt this way...

"Ugh..."

Sol was worse off.

She was half-dozing, crouched against the wall.
Almost falling asleep.

Meanwhile,

*...Amazing.*

Watching people hurrying past, A-young was inwardly surprised.

Almost no one looked tired. Everyone moved with bright, alert eyes.
Some even looked busy.

Was this the difference between those who enjoyed this and those who didn't?

"..."

Just as A-young sat down next to Sol, thinking they should rest for a while,

Buzz— Buzz—

"...!"

Her phone vibrated suddenly.
A message had arrived. It was from Lee Seung-ho.

— [Lee Seung-ho: Where are you guys now?]

It was a group message sent to both Sol and herself.

Though brief,
the timing of this message...

A-young's mind raced quickly.

"...Do you think Seung-ho noticed we're here?"

A-young looked down at the message, a small bead of cold sweat trickling down.

If that was really the case,
it would be troublesome.

After all, they'd come secretly without permission.

"...I'm sure he hasn't."

Sol tried to deny it, insisting he wouldn't have.

A-young nodded.

That made sense.
How could he possibly spot them among so many people?

"...Let's just make something up."

At A-young's suggestion, Sol nodded timidly.

"...Okay."

Sol considered what excuse to use, then came up with one.

"I'll say I'm studying."

"Should I say we're studying together?"

"Yeah, that works."

Tap-tap-tap-tap.

A-young typed quickly and sent the DM.

Soon,
the "1" next to the message disappeared.

— [Lee Seung-ho: ok]

Then, such a message arrived, and,

"Hey."

A low, middle-pitched voice pierced her eardrum.

"Eek!"

A-young jumped up in surprise.
She couldn't help being startled by the sudden voice right beside her.

"Wh-what?"

Seeing the owner of that voice, A-young's eyes darted around as if malfunctioning.

Lee Seung-ho was standing there.

"...What are you two doing here?"

With half-closed eyes and a somewhat sullen expression.
A reaction suggesting he wasn't pleased by their appearance.

His tone didn't even register in her ears.

A-young took in his appearance in that brief moment.

"..."

It was different from his school uniform. Though the design was similar, a formal suit was different. A-young realized this.

Above all, that natural makeup and swept-back hairstyle.
That appearance that felt different from usual.

It made her freeze in place. Made her thoughts go blank.

"..."

A-young's gaze traveled to the floor tiles.

She found it strangely difficult to meet his eyes, and felt a tickling sensation in one side of her chest.

Come to think of it, this was their first encounter since she'd become aware of her feelings.

"..."

A-young had no idea how to react.
Her thoughts felt like they were breaking off, piece by piece.

Just.
She stayed like that for a while.

*...Would it be okay to take a picture?*

She was lost in such thoughts.

Probably, Sol wasn't much different.
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* * *

Finding the two of them wasn't particularly difficult.

They had quite distinctive appearances after all.
I just needed to look for where the male Minimes' gazes were subtly gathering. A little wandering around would do the trick.

Walking like that, I could either find a beautiful cosplayer.
Or like this.
I could discover the two of them.

"..."
"..."

When I called out to them, neither responded.
The Minimes were startled too, freezing in place. Noise was scattered here and there.

"Hey."

When I raised my voice again.

"Ah."

Finally, they reacted.
With that simultaneous short sound, focus returned to their eyes.

"Um, well..."

Lee Sol continued haltingly.

"Seung-ah told us... and we were curious, so we came..."

Her fingertips fidgeted nervously.
She seemed to know she'd done something wrong.

"..."

I glanced briefly around.

Being inside the event venue, it was noisy with the sounds of people.

"...Let's go outside to talk."

Not only would proper conversation be difficult here.
The performance was about to start.

I needed to take these two outside before Ji Nu-ri went on stage.

"You're not here to watch, are you?"

The two quickly nodded up and down.

"..."

I led them past the venue doors.

I searched the map app for a quiet place nearby.

A café would probably do.

While I was considering where to go.

"Excuse me? Pardon me."

A cosplayer approached hesitantly.

"Could I possibly take a photo with you?"

She asked timidly, holding up her phone.

As much as I'd like to oblige...

I waved my hand slightly with an apologetic expression.

"I'm sorry. We're on break right now."

First priority was getting these two out of here.

"Oh... no problem. It's fine."

She shook her head. Her face said not to worry about it.

— "Ugh, what's the point of asking then."

Her Minime clicked her tongue and expressed displeasure.

"..."

I ignored the woman as she turned to leave.
This kind of thing was common.

— "...What's with that woman."

Lee Sol's Minime pushed out her lips. She seemed quite displeased.

She probably didn't actually hear the inner thoughts.

She was simply startled by the sudden photo request. It was unfamiliarity with this culture.

— "Hmm..."

In contrast, Shin A-young showed a different reaction.

Her Minime glanced around with half-closed eyes.

— "...This must be normal here. The atmosphere allows for casually taking photos with cosplayers?"

Quick-witted. She skillfully grasped the implicit rules.

Soon her Minime's eyes sparkled with excitement.

— "...Can I take one too? Maybe ask later?"

"..."

Unfortunately, I had no intention of posing for photos.

This was going to be my last cosplay anyway.

It was fun, but.
It wasn't really a hobby that suited my taste. Watching was one thing, but doing it was another.

·
.
.

We entered a café. It was some distance from the event venue.
This was the only quiet, uncrowded space around.

I took off my suit jacket and wore just my dress shirt. Moving around had made me hot.

"What do you want to eat? My treat...!"

Shin A-young quickly moved her hands. She looked at me while pressing buttons on the kiosk.

I waved my hand.

"It's fine, let's pay separately."

"No, no."

Lee Sol shook her head repeatedly. She showed her determination to pay.

Were they trying to improve my mood somehow?

I wasn't really angry about them showing up.
Just a bit surprised...

It was cosplay, but not anything excessive.

"Fine, if you insist."

I nodded.
No reason to refuse if they were offering.

.
.
.

Slurp—

— "Wow, why is this so delicious?"

Lee Sol's Minime sucked her drink delightedly.
Her cheeks puffed out accordingly.

I took a sip of my café mocha too. Not bad.

"Hmm."

After clearing my throat slightly.

"Were you two just hanging out?"

I threw out a casual topic.

"Yeah. We did some shopping."

Lee Sol smiled faintly.
She subtly shook the shopping bag placed beside her. Seems like they bought quite a lot.

I see.

"So, what about studying?"

Ack!
Cough, cough—!

Lee Sol choked and coughed lightly.

Her eyes trembled like there was an earthquake.

"..."

...Thud.

Shin A-young, who was about to take a sip, put her drink back down on the table.
Her relaxed posture straightened up.

She tried to appear calm on the outside. But her eyes were rolling around.

*Oh...*

...Their reaction was more intense than expected.

My tone was somewhat interrogative, but.

Even so. I didn't expect the mood to sink this much.

"No, um..."

Shin A-young trailed off.

"Sorry. We lied...!"

She apologized quickly. She promptly confessed the truth.
The corners of her eyes drooped.

"Sorryyyy..."

Lee Sol had a similar expression. She looked dejected.

Both Minimes' faces wrinkled.
If their normal state was like standard SD characters, now they looked like rough sketches.

"Hmm."

When I made a low sound, both Minimes flinched.

This was another first for me, quite interesting.

I wonder if this is also a type of Noise.

"..."

I texted Lee Seung-ah that I'd be at a nearby café.

I just needed to keep them here until Ji Nu-ri's performance ended.

* * *

Ziiiiing———

Ji Nu-ri's performance came to an end.
The sound filling the stage gradually diminished, followed by silence.

Drip. Drop...

Beads of sweat fell to the floor.

"..."

She kept her head bowed, then suddenly raised her gaze.

Waaaaaah——!

People clapping and cheering. That scenery filled her wide field of vision.

"Th-thank youuu...!"

Ji Nu-ri bowed her head with a bright smile.

The performance was successful.
This cheering and excitement. This is what she had practiced for.
She felt like all her efforts were being rewarded.

Phew—!

Ji Nu-ri, having come down from the stage, let out a deep breath.

Neither Shin A-young nor Lee Sol were in sight, so she could relax a bit.

"Unnie...!"

"..."

A voice calling her.
When she turned her head, Lee Seung-ah was raising her hand slightly.
She waved it, beckoning her over.

Ji Nu-ri walked straight toward her, wiping her sweat with a handkerchief as she asked.

"How was it?"

"Unnie, you played so well! Arts high school students really are different, right?"

Lee Seung-ah showed thumbs up with both hands.

Her friends agreed with her question.

"The anime accuracy was spot on...? You even copied the playing technique exactly as shown in the anime, right?"

That was correct. So they did recognize it.
She knew they would understand properly.

"Mm-hmm."

Ji Nu-ri nodded with a satisfied expression.

"Yes, yes. The acting was perfect, and even the trembling voice was exactly the same."

"...Yeah."

That wasn't acting. She was simply nervous.

"...I guess so, right?"

Still, she nodded. She decided to go with that.

After all, she wanted to be a cool unnie.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri looked around, scanning the surroundings.

"...Where's Seung-ho?"

"He hasn't come back yet. He said he'd be at a nearby café with his friends?"

"...Really?"

Ji Nu-ri's expression soon turned bitter.

She felt sorry toward Lee Seung-ho. After all, hadn't he gone to those two for her sake?

How could he do that?
Not being able to fully understand his feelings made her feel even more apologetic.

It bothered her to keep ignoring his feelings.
She also worried whether she might be taking advantage of him.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri was briefly silent.

*I should really...*

It seemed right to do something.

No, it was right.
She needed to repay him somehow. That's what Ji Nu-ri decided.

"...Hmm."

So what could she do for him?

Generally, snacks would be a good gift.

The problem was that she didn't know what he liked.

"Seung-ah."

"Yes?"

"What does Seung-ho like...?"

"What?"

Lee Seung-ah raised her voice. She seemed a bit surprised.

"No... I mean, he must have some snacks he likes. I think I should do something for him..."

"Ah..."

Lee Seung-ah mumbled, showing slight relief.
Why was that?

"Umm... I think he eats pretty much anything? It's just a snack, not a meal, so anything should be fine."

"Really?"

Ji Nu-ri clapped her hands happily. If that was the case, she had something good.

"As it happens, I have some delicious mint chocolate at home—"

"Anything but that."

A rather cold tone.
Lee Seung-ah shook her head with a somewhat serious expression.

"Uh..."

As Ji Nu-ri trailed off in confusion.

"That's... not a good idea."

Lee Seung-ah emphasized again that it wasn't appropriate.
She repeated her point.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri became dejected.

...But why not? He might like it.

"Why don't you just ask him directly? That seems faster."

Lee Seung-ah changed the subject.

"Hmm, right."

That was a good approach.

"I'll do that."

Just ask what he likes.
She could ask him when they got back to school.

Ch.57 - Flirting
* * *

...My daughter has been acting strange lately.

"..."

Sip—

Kim Bo-young, Lee Sol's mother, took a sip of her black tea while glancing at the clock.

The hour hand pointed to the number 6. 6 PM. If it were the usual Sol, she would be lounging around the house at this hour.

However, she was nowhere to be seen in the house.
Because she had gone out shopping.

Yes.
Shopping...!

"Hmm."

Sip.
She took another sip. The tea helped calm her excited mind.

...Shopping, of all things.

Well. It couldn't be anything but strange.

*What should I do...*

How to deal with her daughter's changes.
Kim Bo-young had been troubled by such thoughts lately. She couldn't help but worry.

The changes in Sol's behavior were heading in a completely unpredictable direction.

*She's always been a peculiar child, but...*

That tendency had grown stronger lately.

Buying clothes she never would have before, trying to learn makeup.

...Today was no exception.

A child who would never step outside on weekends.
Yet she voluntarily went out, saying she was going shopping.

"Sigh..."

A faint sigh escaped her lips.

It was certainly a good thing, but she couldn't help feeling a subtle, indescribable emotion.

Especially since the cause was so obvious.

*That boy...*

That boy. Lee Seung-ho was his name, wasn't it?
Ever since Sol started interacting with him, she had changed rapidly.

He was no ordinary boy.
She couldn't let her guard down. It was a parent's instinctive sense of crisis.

"..."

Beep beep beep beep—!

Just then, the sound of the door lock being pressed came from the entrance.

"I'm home..."

The front door swung open.
Her daughter, who had left early in the morning, had returned.

Sol walked into the living room with unsteady steps.

"Oh, you're back?"

Her mother greeted her briefly from the living room, then shifted her gaze to what Sol was carrying in both arms.
Toward the shopping bags she was loaded down with.

"......"

Her mouth closed.

A child who never overspent except on snacks.

Who knows how many things she had bought—her arms looked like Christmas trees.

"Um, well..."

Kim Bo-young watched quietly before asking in a careful tone.

"...You bought quite a lot?"

"Yeah... there were so many recommendations while I was browsing."

"I see."

Come to think of it, didn't she say she was going with a friend?

Not that boy, but a girl, she had said. That was somewhat reassuring.

"Was it the friend I saw before?"

"Yes, one of the girls who came over to study... the tall one."

As Sol said this, her face...
Looked somewhat sullen and downcast.

Something must have happened while shopping. A strange wariness about that girl was rising within her.

"..."

Kim Bo-young could read all of this in her eyes.

But Sol herself seemed completely unaware that her emotions were showing.

"...Alright, go on in."

She didn't hold her back any longer and let Sol go to her room.

"..."

Silently watching her daughter's retreating back, Kim Bo-young gently rubbed her brow.

*What should I do?*

The same worry repeated itself.

How to deal with her daughter at times like this.
Being her first experience with this, she wasn't very adept at handling it.

* * *

Shhhhhh——

Sol entered the shower stall to wash up.

Wet hair flowed softly along the lines of her body.

"..."

As she pressed down on the shampoo bottle.
His face spontaneously came to mind. Today's events with Lee Seung-ho.

There was no particular reason, but it had been happening often lately.

He would pop into her thoughts unexpectedly.

"Ahem."

The image of him in cosplay appeared. She cleared her throat unnecessarily.

Was it because of the warm water? A faint heat seemed to linger on her face.

"Mmm..."

A groan escaped her lips.
At the same time, she worried if she had earned his dislike from today's events.

And then, the continuing concern.

Shhhhhh——

Sol immersed herself in thought, using the falling water as white noise.

"What should I do..."

Sol ran both hands down her face.

Today's events had confirmed it for her.

*That A-young...*

She had finally realized it.

Shin A-young definitely had feelings for Lee Seung-ho.
She could tell just by the look in her eyes.

Well.

"..."

The moment she thought of him, her reflection in the mirror.
It looked too similar to that expression.
So similar that it was somewhat embarrassing.

*The problem is...*

Shin A-young didn't seem willing to back down.

But Sol was the same.
She had not the slightest intention of giving up easily.

*I need a strategy.*

If that's the case.
She needed a definite strategy.

Strategy. Yes, a strategy.
A strategy not to lose to Shin A-young.

...What advantages did she have over her?

"Hmm..."

Sol looked at her reflection in the mirror and brushed her hair back.

She tilted her head this way and that.

Long eyelashes. Delicate features. A slender figure with no excess fat despite eating snacks.
An appearance that required no maintenance. Innate genes.

Had she ever felt so grateful to her parents?

She was confident she wouldn't lose in looks to an average opponent.

"Hmm..."

Sol was well aware of what she looked like.

To be honest.

Yes, I'm pretty.

"Hmm......"

After staring intently at herself in the mirror.

Wink.

She turned her head and tried a little wink.

"......"

Followed by silence.

"......!"

Ugh.

Sol grabbed the sink and crouched down, overwhelmed by embarrassment.

Her hands and feet curled up unbearably.

*...Still.*

At this level.

*Isn't it worth trying?*

That's how she felt.

But then......

"..."

Shin A-young's face suddenly came to mind.

"Sigh..."

Given who her opponent was.

She felt a bit insecure about winning on looks alone.

Perhaps.
She might need some external help.

......

The next day.
Early morning in the classroom.

"...You want me to help you with makeup?"

Ji Nu-ri asked with a questioning look while sipping her chocolate milk.

"Mm-hmm."

Sol nodded her head up and down vigorously.

She had arrived earlier than usual for this reason.

She had even bought chocolate milk for Nu-ri as a bribe.

"What about what I taught you last time?"

"Well... it didn't work out."

Sol's eyes drooped dejectedly.

It had been a complete failure.
Just as knowing a recipe doesn't make you a good cook.
Perhaps due to unfamiliarity, it didn't turn out as pretty as expected.

Rather, it only detracted from her natural beauty.

"But didn't you say you were practicing makeup for your modeling job? There's not much point in me helping you then."

"Huh?"

"Hmm? You said that last time. That you were practicing."

"Ah..."

Right. That's what she had said.
She had momentarily forgotten that she'd made up that excuse about learning makeup.

"Well... I thought it would be good to see it done properly once."

Sol awkwardly made up an explanation.

"......"

Ji Nu-ri blinked.

"...Oh."

Soon she seemed to accept it, erasing her doubts. An easy acceptance.

"Okay."

She agreed to Sol's request, saying it wasn't a difficult task.

"Here, sit down."

She lightly patted the seat next to her.
Sol quickly moved over and sat in Lee Seung-ho's chair.

Since neither Lee Seung-ho nor Shin A-young had arrived yet, she could sit there comfortably.

"..."

Fidget, fidget.
Sol's fingertips played with Lee Seung-ho's chair.

Hmm.

Thinking about sitting in his seat. It gave her a strange feeling.

"..."

She pressed her lips together tightly.
If she relaxed, she felt like she might start giggling senselessly.

"Close your eyes."

Whether Nu-ri noticed or not, she opened her makeup pouch with a serious expression.

"..."

Sol gently closed her eyes as requested.

Tap, tap. The soft touch of a brush was felt on her face.

"Wow... the makeup really suits you."

Nu-ri's admiration could be heard.

Curiosity about how it was turning out crept up, but.

She held back. She needed to wait for the final moment.

"I should charge for this level of skill..."

Nu-ri seemed impressed with her own abilities, praising herself.
She patted Sol's shoulder, saying it was done.

Sol gently opened her eyes.

"Here."

Nu-ri handed her a mirror to check.

"What do you think? I kept it light, not too noticeable."

"..."

Sol's eyes widened.

Of course, it wasn't the sophisticated makeup she wore for modeling jobs.
That was makeup designed to make a statement.

However. The fresh youthfulness of a high school student was perfectly captured.
Looking done yet undone.
This had its own charm.

She was curious how others would react.

"Good morning~"

Just then, Shin A-young entered the classroom.

Perfect timing.

"...Huh?"

She froze mid-greeting.

Her face showed surprise.

"You're here?"

Nu-ri waved a small hand toward her.

"Um... Sol, you're wearing makeup?"

"How is it? Looks good, right? I did it for her."

"Yeah... it looks really good."

Shin A-young nodded.
However, a subtle tension was visible on her face.

She seemed to understand why Sol was wearing makeup.

"..."
"..."

Sol and Shin A-young silently locked eyes.
They faced each other and smiled slightly.

"Hmph."

Ji Nu-ri twirled her brush and shrugged her shoulders.

"..."

Sol felt somewhat relieved.
Judging by Shin A-young's expression, the makeup seemed to have had the desired effect.

Now if only he would arrive...

"Hi."

Just then, Lee Seung-ho slowly entered the classroom.

"...!"

At that moment.
For some reason, Sol covered her face and turned toward the window.
Her body moved on its own.

*Oh...*

Her face had become seriously hot.

Since she had put on makeup to show him.
Paradoxically, it was difficult to actually show Lee Seung-ho.

What if he had no reaction?

That worry came to mind first.

*Huh?*

At that moment, Ji Nu-ri's figure caught Sol's eye.

"...?"

She was strangely fidgeting. She had been like that since Seung-ho arrived.

Glance, glance— after checking her surroundings.
With a determined expression, she stood up from her seat.

Looking around nervously, she whispered something to him.
Lee Seung-ho nodded in response.
The voice was too quiet and the distance too far to hear properly.

And then.

"Here."

Nu-ri took out a chocolate from her bag and handed it to Lee Seung-ho.
It was an ordinary chocolate bar, but.

At this unexpected turn of events.

"...Huh?"

Not only her eyes, but also Shin A-young's, who was watching, grew wide.

Sol's expression went blank.

*Wait, what?*

...What is she doing now?
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Ji Nu-ri rolled her eyes from side to side.
She seemed conscious of the gazes around her as she looked around the classroom, approaching hesitantly.

"...Thanks for yesterday."

She whispered, extending her hand.

What she offered was a chocolate bar. The version loaded with nuts.

Nut chocolate bars. Not too expensive, and easy to eat. I preferred them.

"This is what you mentioned yesterday, right?"

I nodded slightly at her question.

She asked what I liked over text yesterday. Seems like she was planning to give me this.

— "Is there something between those two...?"

Shin A-young's minime tilted her upper body left and right while looking this way.
She gave off a subtle look.

...Well, something did happen.

Though probably not in the direction she's thinking.

"...?"

I was about to sit down when I noticed Lee Sol and squinted my eyes.

For some reason.
Her head was hanging low.

"...What is it?"

"...Nothing."

She shook her head. Her gaze still fixed on the floor.

— "...What if I look strange?"

Lee Sol's minime fidgeted with her hands timidly.

Look strange?

"......"

As I observed her, I noticed something different from usual.

Come to think of it.
The atmosphere around her was subtly different.

"...Did you put on makeup?"

Flinch—

Lee Sol jolted.
She shifted awkwardly like someone who'd done something wrong.

"...Does it look weird...?"

She glanced at me, checking my reaction.

"No... you just don't usually wear it."

"...I felt like it today."

"By yourself?"

"Nooo... Nu-ri helped me."

Indeed, it was surprisingly well done for a first attempt.

"......"

I looked at her quietly.

Now that I realized she was wearing makeup, I could sense the difference.

Her already delicate appearance looked even more radiant.
If she normally leaned more toward cute, now her femininity was more pronounced.

"Models really are different."

The makeup was barely noticeable. It blended in like her natural appearance.

"You think so...?"

The tension in her shoulders melted away.
Lee Sol was relieved by my words, but then.

— "...?"

Her expression stiffened oddly.

— "...Is that it? Just that I look like a model?"

Lee Sol's minime furrowed her eyebrows.
It was a compliment, but it seemed like she didn't take it as one...
That peculiar expression.

I thought I was giving her a natural compliment.

But from Lee Sol's perspective, it didn't seem to be what she wanted to hear.

"......"

However.

Forcing myself to make a fuss would probably just make the awkwardness more obvious.

'Besides...'

It's true.
You're only surprised when someone unattractive suddenly becomes pretty.
You don't get startled when someone who's already pretty puts on a bit of makeup.

It might be different with a professional's touch, but...

A typical high school student's makeup skills couldn't create such a dramatic change in appearance.

— "...Is it because of Seung-ah... his standards are unnecessarily high."

The minime clenched her fist in frustration.

I had nothing to say to that.
I couldn't deny it.

"......"

...Anyway.

I slowly shifted my gaze downward.
Toward my desk.

— "...Should I try wearing makeup too...?"

I could see Shin A-young's minime lost in such thoughts.

Her state had been strange lately.
Even more so recently.

When did it start?
Was it since the noise grew louder?

It felt like the psychological distance between us had suddenly shortened.

"......"

My mind became a bit complicated.

.
.
.

"The sports festival is the day after tomorrow, right?"

"Yes!"

The students responded energetically to the teacher's question.
Their voices were loud at times like this.

A brief sports festival was scheduled before the final exams began. It was the last bit of fun before the exam period.

"The class shirts have arrived, so check your size and take one each. Decide on the events you'll participate in under the class president's guidance and submit it before homeroom ends."

With those words, the teacher left the classroom.
It was a short and sweet morning assembly.

"Remember the size you ordered? Everyone take one."

When the class president opened the delivery box, the students lined up in front of it.

The class shirts were simple basketball uniforms.
Originally, they planned to go with soccer uniforms, but another class had claimed them first.
This was chosen instead.

'Not bad.'

I turned the uniform in its plastic packaging around. It looked good to wear without any issues.

At least it was better than a dinosaur costume or cosplay outfit.

"Now we need to decide which events to participate in—"

The class president continued while looking down at a paper.
There were various events.

Tug of war, soccer, relay race, group jump rope, three-legged race, and so on...

"Can those who are confident in any of these events raise their hands?"

At those words, students raised their hands.

"......"

I usually didn't raise my hand.

I preferred watching rather than participating directly.
Since everyone had to do at least one event besides the group activities, I was waiting for another event.

"Okay, that's settled. Next is—"

...And so the process continued.

Until it came to the last event, soccer. The event I was waiting for.
Though it wasn't a group event.

"We're short on people for soccer. What should we do?"

As one guy said.
It was an event where people had to participate forcibly due to the shortage.

Our class had 10 boys.
We were short exactly one person.

"Should we just go with 10 people?"

"No, they said to include girls to make up the numbers. Each event needs to have a gender balance."

The class president answered.

"Oh, A-young is doing it for our class."

At those words, I turned around slightly.
She raised her eyebrows. Her face showed she didn't expect me to suddenly look back.

Soon she gave me a slight smile. A confident smile.

"...Are you okay with that?"

I tilted my chair back slightly and asked.

Shin A-young nodded slightly.

"Yeah, I volunteered. I can at least play defense."

"Really?"

Looking at her inner thoughts.
Shin A-young's minime also seemed carefree, just brushing her hair back.

— "If I have to do something, soccer would be best. Seung-ho will be there too..."

From what I could see, she wasn't doing it reluctantly.

She was naturally good at physical activities, and I remembered how quickly she learned to skate last time.
It didn't seem like something to worry about.

"Then can the soccer players come over here for a moment? Let's decide positions quickly."

The class president gathered everyone.

Maybe because there was a special prize for the soccer tournament.
Everyone was serious about it.

I got up from my seat and headed there with Shin A-young.

'I'll just play defense.'

I should do whatever position is left.
As I was thinking that.

Situations always flow in unexpected directions.

"Seung-ho, can you be the goalkeeper?"

"...Me?"

"Yeah."

The vice class president asked me.
He was someone who went to play soccer during every break.

"Just do it this once. There's no one else but you."

The vice class president's eyes sparkled. It felt strange coming from a guy.

'But...'

Why ask me?
I wondered if we had ever played together before.

'Ah.'

A memory came back.
Come to think of it, we did play once during PE class.

—"He seemed to block well last time... otherwise I'd have to do it..."

The vice class president's minime muttered. Seems he didn't want to be the goalkeeper himself.

"Alright."

I nodded.
I was actually more confident in this than mixing it up with taller kids.

"Great. So, goalkeeper is decided?"

He happily wrote my name on the paper.

Lee Seung-ho and Shin A-young.
Two names written in similar positions.

"..."

Seeing that, Shin A-young's expression brightened strangely.

* * *

"Want to try them on?"

Ji Nu-ri grabbed her uniform and called Lee Sol.
She had no one else to ask.

Shin A-young had disappeared to decide on soccer positions.

"The class shirts?"

"Yeah, the size might not fit."

"Okay."

Lee Sol, who had been leaning back lazily in her chair, got up.

She agreed surprisingly easily.

I thought she would find it more bothersome.

Perhaps she secretly wanted to try it on.

"Oh, we have the place to ourselves."

Entering the changing room, there wasn't a single other student in sight.

Ji Nu-ri threw off her school uniform and put on the basketball jersey over a white t-shirt.
She also wore a headband over her forehead.
And tied her hair back.

"Hmm......"

Ji Nu-ri fell into thought.
Looking at the mirror on the wall, it seemed too plain.

Let's change it a bit.

She pulled up the clothes and tied them so that her midriff was slightly visible.

"......"

She turned her body this way and that.

Hmm, this looks good enough.

"How is it?"

Lee Sol, who had been struggling to change her clothes, looked at Ji Nu-ri with wide eyes.

"...!"

She rushed over and stretched out her hand to cover Ji Nu-ri's stomach.

"It's... too revealing..."

Lee Sol's gaze wandered, not knowing where to look.

Does she not wear clothes like this even though she's a model?

"What's the big deal? It's fashion. Fashion."

"......"

There was no answer.

The expression on Lee Sol's face as she looked at her held some subtle, complex emotions.

Hmm.
What's wrong?
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* * *

Monday morning. Before homeroom started.

Shin A-young was talking with the Vice Class President. Something about the sports festival.

"We're short on players for soccer. Could you fill in, A-young?"

The Vice Class President made this request.

A somewhat burdensome proposal.
Normally, she would have made excuses and declined.

"Sure. I'll do it."

Her answer came immediately.
She nodded without hesitation. Accepted it readily.

"Huh? Really?"

"Yeah. You said you needed people, right?"

If they were short on players...
That meant Lee Seung-ho would probably be playing soccer too.

With that thought, her agreement came without a second thought.

The Vice Class President looked puzzled for a moment, then dismissed his confusion and thanked her before leaving.

"......"

Shin A-young deliberately rested her chin on her hand, feeling the cool breeze coming through the open window.

Thinking about it again,
She felt embarrassed by her own behavior.

"Sigh..."

Lately, she had been discovering new sides of herself.

Was she always this proactive? That's what she wondered.

Last weekend was like that.
And now this too.

When it came to matters related to him, she found herself being less hesitant.
Like water flowing along a riverbed, her actions followed her heart more naturally.

Except...

It was a bit different when Lee Sol was around.

*Since Sol is watching...*

She couldn't be too forward with Seung-ho.

Especially knowing Sol's feelings, it was even more awkward.
With her watching, approaching him openly felt uncomfortable.

So that's why she accepted.

She wanted to create opportunities to be alone with Lee Seung-ho somehow.

Maybe.
This could be a chance to get closer to him.

* * *

"My ball! Mine, mine!"

During PE class, the soccer preliminaries were in full swing.
Since only the finals would be held on the actual day of the tournament, they were conducting the preliminary matches in advance.

Ji Nu-ri sat on the bench with the other girls from her class, watching the game.

"Go Class 1—!"

Ji Nu-ri cheered energetically toward the field.

Since they were playing, it would be nice to win.

"G-Go... team..."

Lee Sol, after checking her surroundings, joined in with a small cheer.
Her voice was like that of a chirping chick.

*She's surprisingly good...*

Ji Nu-ri had that impression watching Shin A-young.

She was holding her own among the boys.

"Pass, pass!"

It wasn't exceptional enough to praise as outstanding, but compared to the girls on the opposing team, she was at least pulling her weight.
At the very least, she was clearing the ball out effectively.

*The others are doing well too.*

The current score was 2-0. The time was 35 minutes into the second half.
They were leading by 2 points.

Our class had good players.

"......"

In reality, Lee Seung-ho was just standing in front of the goal, blankly watching the game without much action.
It meant the opponents had barely managed any effective shots.

As the flow of the game became one-sided, Ji Nu-ri's tension eased and she relaxed.

Soon, her thoughts drifted in another direction.

*Come to think of it...*

Looking at Lee Seung-ho in front of the goal reminded her.
She recalled what happened last weekend.

At first it was an accidental encounter, but thanks to that, she'd made a good connection with Lee Seung-ah.

There were some shocking moments in between, but...
It was a meaningful weekend in many ways.

Plus, it confirmed that Lee Seung-ho was definitely an otaku.

So.

*It would be nice to become friends with Seung-ho...*

As someone who shares the same "hobby," it would be nice to get closer.
They could chat freely about their interests.
That was the theory, anyway.

...But the situation she found herself in wasn't as simple as that.

This unique relationship wasn't something that could be easily resolved...

*If only...*

If he confessed to her, she could sort out the situation.
Whatever the outcome might be.

*Someone like Seung-ho isn't a bad person...*

Rather, he was quite good. She had received a lot of help from him.

During the school trip, and this time too.
He was definitely a good person.
It's just that she saw him as a friend, not as a potential boyfriend.

If she were to have her first relationship, Ji Nu-ri wanted one that made her heart flutter.

"Huh? What?"

Just then, Lee Sol raised her voice.

"Get back! Get back!"

The field became noisy.

Wondering what was happening, she looked up.

"Block! Defense!"

The opposing team had suddenly broken through the center line and reached right in front of the goal.

It was the aftermath of a failed attack.

"...!"

An agile boy ran forward and swung his right foot forcefully.
Bang!
The ball shot forward quickly.

"Huh."

Lee Seung-ho was already diving in the direction of the ball.
Thwap—!
He stretched out his hand and caught the ball easily.

"Whoa...!"

Ji Nu-ri was slightly surprised seeing that.

Everyone thought it was going in, but she didn't expect him to catch it.

*Wow, did you see that?*
*I thought it was going in. Seung-ho is good...*

The girls around her whispered. It drew genuine admiration.

"Tsk..."

Lee Sol seemed uncomfortable somewhere, squirming like a caterpillar.
She wore a sulky expression.

"...?"

Seeing this, Ji Nu-ri looked around and whispered quietly.

Perhaps.

"...Bathroom?"

"No."

A sharp voice came back.

Ji Nu-ri was overwhelmed by the tone and,
Just silently closed her lips.

...Maybe it's her period.

It was about that time.

* * *

"..."

I walked down the hallway, looking fresh without even breaking a sweat.

The match ended quickly, and as the goalkeeper, I didn't have to run around much.

We won the game comfortably 2-0.
Since there weren't many classes, we advanced to the semifinals with just one win.
After tomorrow's game, it's straight to the finals.

"Oh, you're here?"

When I opened the door and entered the club room, the seniors greeted me.

"Hmm?"

Senior Min-ji looked around beside me.

"Where are the others?"

"They said they left their books in the classroom and went to get them. They should be here soon."

...But.

I couldn't continue speaking as I looked at the two of them.

Their outfits caught my attention.

"...Is that your class uniform?"

"What do you think? Nice, right? It's the Red Moon outfit."

Senior Min-ji swirled her cape.
A black cape with red clouds drawn on it. Rather than a red moon, the design was closer to red clouds.

"That's from Maruto, right?"

It's the outfit worn by the villains in that animation.
I could recognize it at a glance since I'd encountered it a few times during the recent event.

"What, you know it?"

"I know that much at least."

It's so famous after all.
I haven't watched it, but I know the famous scenes.

"...But why Maruto cosplay?"

That's what I was curious about.

"Huh?"

"There are so many other pretty outfits out there."

There are so many suitable outfits for class uniforms.
Suddenly cosplay? Isn't that a bit conspicuous?

"Since it's our last sports festival, everyone wanted to do something unique. There were many options... this one won the vote."

According to Senior Min-ji, there were many art majors in their class, which contributed to this tendency.

"...It's a blessing that the maid outfit didn't win."

The President continued with a serious face. His eyebrows furrowed as if he didn't even want to think about it.

"...That was an option too?"

The President nodded.

"Wow..."

That was indeed fortunate.
Just imagining the entire school seeing that made me cringe.

Slide—

"We're back!"

"Hello..."

The door opened and the two who had gone to the classroom entered.

"Welcome ba—"

Suddenly, Senior Min-ji's words trailed off.

"...?"

Senior Min-ji looked at Lee Sol and blinked blankly.
She blinked several times.

After 1 second, 2 seconds...

She naturally returned her gaze to normal.

"Hmm."

She tore open a snack bag. Popped a potato chip into her mouth.

On the surface, she seemed calm.

— "...Did she put on makeup...?"

The tiny hand of her Minime holding a small potato chip was trembling.
Her large eyes wandered, lost.

— "Sol did?"

Senior Min-ji subtly shifted her gaze.
Pretending to check the time, she took another look at Lee Sol while turning her head.

— "...It's true."

Her Minime crossed its arms.

— "Hmph..."

She let out a short breath.

— "...Does she have someone she wants to impress?"

Her eyes narrowed suspiciously.

— "...No, maybe not."

But since it was Lee Sol, she couldn't be certain.

— "Huh?"

At the same time.
Ji Nu-ri's Minime raised its voice.

Whether Senior Min-ji was surprised by Lee Sol or not, she was currently distracted by something else.

— "It's the Red Moon outfit?"

She recognized it at a glance too.
Of course she would.

"......"

Ji Nu-ri silently looked over our class uniform.

— "I'm jealous..."

The corners of her Minime's eyes drooped.
That was a genuinely envious look.

"......"

Amidst this confusion.
Only Lee Sol approached me with her usual demeanor.

"...Want one?"

She offered me a potato chip.

"..."

Well.
It was delicious.

Ch.60 - Sports Festival (3)
The classroom buzzed with excitement as the boys returned, celebrating their victory.

"Hey! Lee Seung-ho, what was that!"

"Wow—that last moment was insane, seriously."

The male students cheered as they filed back into the classroom, their faces blooming with smiles.

They were celebrating because they had won in the semifinals today, while the preliminary matches were still ongoing. Our class had advanced to the finals of the sports festival scheduled for tomorrow.

"Carried it," someone shouted briefly.
A small curve appeared at the corner of his lips.

"Hmm..."

Lee Sol quietly observed him. She sat with her chin resting on her desk, silently watching him.

The slight smile on his face.
She thought he would remain indifferent, but he seemed pleased.

...It felt somewhat cute.

—Ahem.

She sniffled casually, trying hard not to show it.

Perhaps fortunately, Lee Seung-ho was surrounded by other students and had no time to pay attention to her.

"..."

Lee Sol discreetly shifted her gaze to the opposite side.

"What if we actually win the finals too?"

The girls were also chatting excitedly about soccer. Today, the entire class was buzzing about it.

"What was the prize for winning soccer again?"

"Pizza and chicken."

"Oh, really?"

"That's why everyone's trying so hard. Each group will get one."

"Wow. Then we absolutely have to win."

"I think it's actually possible. The boys in our class are good at soccer."

"Ah, right. Seung-ho was really surprising."

Lee Seung-ho.
That name rang out particularly clearly. It was the first time she'd heard it from other girls' lips.

"..."

Slowly—
Her upper body subtly leaned in that direction.
Lee Sol pretended not to be interested while perking up her ears.

"Honestly, if he hadn't blocked that last shot, we would have lost, right? That's why we scored one more goal."

"I'll admit that."

"That guy, I knew he was athletic, but he's really good at blocking."

"Huh? He works out?"

"I go to the same gym as him. I've run into him a few times."

"No, I meant you work out? I had no idea."

"Oh come on, do you want to die?"

Watching the girls run out noisily.

"..."

Lee Sol's expression slowly sank. Her hands fidgeted restlessly, unable to find their place.

...This wasn't good.

She was happy that he was being praised, but at the same time, she felt a strange emotion.

Hearing his name on their lips made her feel uncomfortable.

Was this impatience?

"Hmm..."

Lee Sol straightened her back and looked out the window.

She found herself seriously contemplating.

One word stuck in her mind.

'Gym? Gymmm...'

The information that Lee Seung-ho went to a gym circled in her head.

'Hmm...'

Her eyebrows furrowed. She naturally crossed her arms.

'...Should I go too?'

Lee Sol felt her own stomach.
Soft and squishy.
It had gotten a bit softer, perhaps from eating too many sweets in the club room lately.

'I should exercise anyway...'

Lee Sol was serious. Summer would be coming soon after the final exams.

Summer.
The season of shorter clothes.
The season when bare skin is exposed.

Thinking about it, it was indeed the season to start moving.

"Hmm..."

Lee Sol was suffering from internal conflict.

Honestly, she found it bothersome. That was just her nature.
What could she do about not wanting to exercise?

"Since the finals are tomorrow, should we practice after school today?"

Meanwhile, she could hear the boys talking. The group that included Lee Seung-ho.

"Who are we playing with? Do the others have time?"

"I'll ask the class next door."

"..."

A subtle smile crossed Lee Seung-ho's face.
He honestly looked like he didn't want to do it.

His eyes were rolling around, seemingly contemplating how to decline.

...Should she help him?

Lee Sol shifted in her seat. She wanted to help him escape, but wasn't sure what excuse to offer.

"Seung-ho, come here for a second."

Just then, Shin A-young called him.

"Just a sec."

Lee Seung-ho raised his eyebrows at the call and quickly slipped away.

The two walked side by side, whispering.

"...How did you know?"

A question about how she knew he wanted to escape.

"I can tell just by looking."

Shin A-young snorted proudly, revealing a triumphant smile. She had deliberately pulled him away.

'Ugh.'

Lee Sol's hands, hidden under her desk, clenched slightly.

While she was deliberating, the other girl had made the first move.
She realized she could have just called him confidently. That left her with a brief regret.

"Oh, perfect timing."

Ji Nu-ri stood up as the two returned. She jingled her wallet and pointed to the hallway.

"Let's quickly go to the School Store before break ends."

"Now?"

Lee Seung-ho checked the time. He seemed to be wondering if they could make it before the break ended.

"It'll be fine if we hurry."

"I wonder if there's anything left."

Lee Seung-ho naturally quickened his pace.

"..."

Lee Sol stared at the three people walking ahead.

There was one more problem.

Ji Nu-ri.
Ji Nu-ri, whom she hadn't been paying attention to.

She had thought Nu-ri was too carefree to be interested in romance, but recently, she seemed to have gotten closer to Lee Seung-ho.

She even gave him chocolate out of nowhere.

She worried that perhaps Ji Nu-ri also had feelings for Lee Seung-ho.

In any case, she was someone Lee Sol couldn't let her guard down around.

"Sol, aren't you coming?"

Ji Nu-ri turned around while walking.

Her expression was bright and innocent, without any trace of ulterior motives.

Though she couldn't completely dismiss her suspicions, Lee Sol did let them go a little.

"...I'm coming."

With a small huff, Lee Sol got up from her seat.

She wouldn't let her guard down.

She intended to follow them, if only to keep an eye on things. Her gaze quietly followed them.

"...? Do you need to borrow money?"

Ji Nu-ri opened her wallet. She seemed to have misinterpreted Lee Sol's look.

Lee Sol frowned. That wasn't what she meant.

"..."

But.
It was true that she didn't have money because she'd spent it on clothes.

Lee Sol timidly fiddled with her wallet and then quietly asked:

"...How much do you have?"

* * *

School Store.

"Hmm..."

I wandered between the shelves, gathering an armful of food.

Chocolate, sports drinks, bread. I picked those things.

Unlike yesterday, I had moved a lot in this match and was hungry. I realized that even being a goalkeeper consumed energy.

"Sigh..."

I heard Lee Sol sigh.
She was looking down at a chocolate bar while examining the store shelves.

"...?"

I narrowed my eyes slightly as I watched her.

She had been like that for a while. She was fine this morning, but she'd been acting like this since a little while ago.

I wasn't the only one who noticed this change.

— "...She really seems to be in bad condition today."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime glanced around.

Somehow, she had noticed that Lee Sol wasn't doing well.

— "Hmm... I think it must be that time of the month."

She made that assessment on her own.

"...?"

I raised another question mark in my mind.

No.
No matter how I looked at it, that wasn't it.

During those days, her Minime is more vicious than now. Intermittent Noise can be heard, and she becomes more sensitive than usual.

I could tell the difference.

That was just her being in a bad mood, wasn't it?

"Hey, hey."

Ji Nu-ri tapped my shoulder.

"?"

I looked over, wondering what it was.

"It's probably best not to talk to Sol for a while."

— "Still, I should let him know."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime smiled proudly. In her own way, she thought she was being considerate by telling me.

"Yeah."

I nodded without saying much.

"...What are you two talking about?"

Lee Sol poked her head between our shoulders.

"Huh?"

Ji Nu-ri, looking startled, hesitantly answered.

"...No, I was just curious about what he was going to buy at the store."

"Hmm."

Lee Sol nodded as if she understood.

— "...But why would she be curious about that?"

The Minime's eyelids gradually drooped.

— "...No, I guess she could be curious."

Soon her thoughts changed. Her inner thoughts went back and forth.

"..."

I fell silent.

This was heavy. Being forced to hear those voices gave me an indescribable feeling.

— "...Lee Seung-ho. Unnecessarily popular."

Lee Sol's Minime shot a disinterested look.

'Is it because of the other kids?'

Was it because I was interacting with students I don't usually talk to?

I thought it was just brief attention because of soccer, but it seemed to feel different from Lee Sol's perspective.

'Sigh...'

I couldn't even make excuses. I just had to listen to her complaints.

After all, what the Minime says is just inner thoughts.

— "..."

Lee Sol's Minime looked at me and puffed her cheeks.

— "...I hope you get scored on."

...Cough!

I coughed at the sudden curse. I had inhaled wrong and choked.

"? Are you okay?"

Shin A-young patted my back in surprise.

"Geez, you're so clumsy."

Ji Nu-ri shook her head as if I was hopeless.

"..."

Lee Sol's eyes blinked as if startled. She seemed surprised by my sudden coughing.

She rolled her eyes around and then:

— "...C-cancel."

She briefly expressed that inner thought.

Ch.61 - Sports Festival (4)
The day of the sports festival.

I was walking alone down the hallway.
I was heading to the changing room to switch from my gym clothes to the team shirt.

*The weather's nice...*

Cool breezes were flowing through the windows. The sports festival was perfectly timed for a day like today.

"...?"

I stopped walking when I saw a figure crawling along the corridor.

"Ugh...!"

A female student groaning as she dragged a box.

Round glasses, a familiar face that I'd seen somewhere before. Right, she was our class president.

"Phew..."

She paused for a moment and let out a deep sigh.

— "This is seriously heavy...!"

Her Minime's face was bright red. An expression half anger, half exhaustion.

The box she was dragging had the logo of a famous beverage brand printed on it.

Three boxes of drinks.
Obviously a heavy load.

But...

*Where's the Vice Class President, and why is she doing this alone?*

I had an honest question watching this.

"..."

I looked around wondering if he might be nearby...

Nothing. The Vice Class President was nowhere to be seen.

As expected, she was moving those boxes all by herself.

— "Got stuck with this because of the teacher...!"

Her Minime was grumbling, but she seemed determined to finish the job.

She appeared to be the type who properly completes any task she takes on.

That's probably why she became Class President.

*This is...*

Bothering me.
She hadn't noticed me yet, but it didn't feel right to just walk past.

"Class President."

I called out to her. I walked over and picked up two of the three boxes.

They were quite heavy.
I understood why she'd been dragging them across the floor.
It was too much for the Class President to carry alone.

"Huh?"

Only then did she notice me.

Surprised by my action, her eyes widened.

"Where do these need to go?"

"You're helping?"

"Yeah."

"...Then, just to the field, please."

"Okay."

When I nodded.
The Class President finally looked relieved and let out a weary laugh.

"Thanks, you're a lifesaver."

"Sure."

I casually replied, telling her not to worry about it.

It wasn't a big deal. If it hadn't been me, someone else would have helped her.

"By the way, are these for our class?"

The thought suddenly occurred to me.
I looked at the Class President with a hint of expectation.

"Yeah, the teacher bought them for us. There are different kinds inside."

Through the gaps in the boxes, I could see three types of drinks.
Torei, Blue Ade, and Pocari in each box.

"Since you helped, I'll let you pick first."

She said it like she was doing me a favor.
Perhaps a Class President's privilege.

"Oh."

It was a fortunate turn of events, though unintended.

I personally prefer Pocari. That's what I wanted to choose. The others are tasty too, but that's my personal preference.

Bustle, bustle—

As we reached the field, I could see students hurrying around.

While walking toward our class tent.

"...Hmm?"

I spotted a familiar figure in the distance. It was Lee Sol.

She had already changed into her team shirt.

*...She's wearing it quite large?*

Whether she ordered it oversized on purpose or not. The hem that reached her thighs emphasized her small frame even more.

Her hair was tied in low twin tails flowing over her shoulders.

Looking from a distance. She really did look like a doll.

— "...Is that why she's a model?"

The Class President's Minime muttered quietly while looking at her.

That perfectly expressed what I was thinking.

"..."

Lee Sol was looking around as if searching for someone.

As she turned her head this way and that.
She spotted us and stopped, facing our direction.

Her eyes curved into crescents as she raised her hand slightly.

"Seung-ho—"

Lee Sol was walking briskly from the opposite side.

"..."

Her pace awkwardly slowed.
Her eyes subtly rolled to look at my left side.

I wondered who she was looking at, and realized the Class President was following behind me.

— "..."

Lee Sol's Minime broke into a sweat.

— "...Seung-ho, you're too kind."

She muttered with a somewhat complex expression.

— "...This won't do."

After thinking that.

She quickly approached me.

"I'll help too."

Lee Sol tried to take one of the boxes I was carrying.

I became concerned watching her.

"It might be heavy."

"It's fine—"

As Lee Sol lifted the box, her waist suddenly tilted forward.

"...!"

She almost fell. Fortunately, she didn't.

She straightened her back abruptly. Though she tried to maintain a composed expression as if nothing had happened.

Her eyes couldn't hide her embarrassment, darting back and forth.
They looked a bit moist, perhaps from surprise.

"Hey, are you okay?"

"...I-I can carry this much easily."

Her face turned as red as a ripe persimmon.
With her snow-white skin, it was even more noticeable.

"L-let's go quickly."

Wobbling left and right.
Lee Sol walked forward, tilting her body from side to side.

— "This is different from what I expected..."

The Class President's Minime adjusted her glasses while looking at Lee Sol.

— "So that's what Lee Sol is like? I thought she was lazier..."

"..."

Hmph.

I sniffed unnecessarily.

Feeling called out, I followed after Lee Sol.

* * *

"Hmm..."

Looking around.

Shin A-young examined herself in the mirror.

*This should be...*

The makeup had turned out well. She was satisfied with it herself.

On event days like today, even the teachers were more lenient, so she put in some extra effort.

Of course, not too much, just enough to look nicely done up.

*My hair looks good too.*

It was a different style from usual.

If she normally wore her long straight hair down. Today she tried a ponytail. It seemed like the best match for wearing a headband.

"That'll do."

Shin A-young had spent enough time in the changing room.

At last year's sports festival, she hadn't put in much effort.

But this year, she went all out.

"..."

Of course, naturally...

It was to appeal to Lee Seung-ho. She wanted to look pretty for him.

It was only natural.
Wanting to be complimented by a boy you like is a natural behavior.

"..."

Shin A-young gently bit her lip.

She wondered how Lee Seung-ho would react.

Your makeup looks good?

It suits you?

Or maybe...

*You're pretty.*

Imagining him saying those words.

"...Ugh."

She felt her ears getting hot. It was strangely embarrassing.
Her face was a mess right now.

The very thought of thinking such things was really embarrassing.

"Inhale, exhale..."

Calm down. Let's calm down first.

Shin A-young pretended to be nonchalant, like her usual act.

Pretending...
The pretense wasn't working well...

Just thinking about Lee Seung-ho seeing her face with makeup.
Her different appearance from usual made her feel this way.

*Ah.*

Now she understood why Lee Sol had avoided eye contact back then. Her reaction finally made sense.

"..."

For now, let's go out.

It was almost time to gather.

"..."

Walking down the corridor and feeling the cool breeze, her heated cheeks gradually cooled down.

"A-young."

A voice stopped her.
A voice like greasy cheese. She knew who it was without turning around. A senior from her club.

"..."

Shin A-young's expression automatically fell.

Thinking she shouldn't do that, she forced her lips to curl upward.

"Hello, Senior."

She turned around with a bright smile.

He wasn't alone. There was an unfamiliar girl beside him. Looking at her name tag, she was a third-year senior.

"...That outfit suits you well."

His gaze traveled up and down Shin A-young's body.

"Is that a basketball uniform for your team shirt?"

"Ah, yes."

Shin A-young responded casually. She was used to this kind of conversation by now.

"Who is she?"

The female senior beside him asked, glancing at him.

"A junior from my club. You know."

"Oh, her?"

"She's a friend from my class."

He introduced the girl to Shin A-young.

"Hello."

Shin A-young bowed her head slightly.

"Oh, so you're A-young? I've heard a lot about you from him. You write the stage scripts too, right?"

"Yes, that's right."

"...That's impressive."

The female senior smiled.
It was clearly a manufactured smile.

*...This is pretty obvious.*

Shin A-young thought to herself.

She probably had feelings for the senior.
It was clear to see.

She had always been perceptive.
But after recognizing those kinds of feelings in herself, she could see it even more clearly in others.

"Hey, let's go now. We'll be late."

She tugged at the senior's sleeve.

"Huh? Already?"

"What do you mean 'already'? It's almost time to gather."

"Ah, just a moment then."

He held out the drink in his hand.

"Here."

"No, it's okay. You don't have to..."

Shin A-young waved her hands.

"Come on, it's fine. I have plenty extra, so take it."

He practically forced it into her hand.

"Ah, okay... Thank you."

She had no choice but to accept it.

"...Let's go already."

The girl pulled his sleeve with increasing force.

"Alright, let's go."

Even as he walked away, he waved his hand slightly.

"See you later."

"..."

Shin A-young sighed inwardly.

*This is burdensome...*

She needed to tell him eventually.
But it wasn't easy.

"..."

She looked down at the drink he had given her.

Torei. It was a brand famous for sports drinks, but not a flavor she personally liked.

No.
Actually, she wouldn't have been happy with anything he gave her.

"..."

Shin A-young left for the field through the opposite corridor.

"A-young."

The Class President called out when she spotted her.

"I put drinks down there, so take one if you want."

"Thanks."

Shin A-young nodded and headed toward where the boxes were placed.

"Ah..."

A short sigh escaped her.

Perhaps because she arrived late. The Blue Ade she wanted was gone. All that remained were the Torei she already had and Pocari.

Nothing she could do. She'd have to drink the Pocari...

"Shin A-young."

Lee Seung-ho called her.

He was holding a blue bottle in his hand. He held it out to her.

"Huh, what?"

"Don't you like this? I thought it might run out, so I saved one for you."

"Oh...yeah. That's right."

A dazed response.
Shin A-young nodded slowly.

Lee Seung-ho said that was all he needed to do and turned back. He headed into the building, perhaps not having changed into his team shirt yet.

"..."

Shin A-young sat down.

She held the bottle he had given her, tapping it with her index finger.

"..."

Realizing that he had correctly remembered her preference.

A small, involuntary smile formed on her lips.

A belated laugh escaped her.

Until just now, she had wanted him to notice her makeup.
She had wanted compliments on that.

"..."

Somehow.

Right now, this single bottle of drink felt more delightful.

Ch.62 - Sports Festival (5)
The second-year soccer finals.

The score was 1-0.
Time was winding down in the second half.

"Run, run!"

I could hear the opposing class cheering.

A striker dribbled the ball toward me.

This would probably be the opposing team's final attack.

"Hup!"

The guy pulled his right foot back. Anyone could see he was positioning for a shot.

—"While pretending to kick!"

Thump—!
The ball quickly rolled to the side. It connected with the left striker who had been following.

It wasn't offside.
The defense had hurried back close to the goal.

And then.

Bang—!

The ball was fiercely shot.

Exactly.
It flew to the position I'd anticipated.

—"It's in—!"

Minime's expression, which had been filled with joy, froze.

The ball was blocked by my palms. The shot was so powerful that my hands stung.
But it didn't result in a goal.

I quickly hugged the ball to prevent it from bouncing away.

"Phew..."

A sigh of relief escaped me.

...That was a close one.

Beep— Beep— Beeep—!

The whistle sounded at the same time.

The game was over. Our class won 1-0. It was a narrow victory.

—Wooooah!

I could hear Class 1's cheers from here.

"Wow, Seung-ho!"

Shin A-young looked genuinely happy. She came running over with a cheer.

She held out both hands.

I raised my hands to match hers. We exchanged high fives.

Seeing how happy she was.
I realized she must have quite a competitive streak.

"..."

Then.
Shin A-young subtly backed away. She retreated step by step.

"...?"

What's this?

As I wondered about that.

—"Do I... smell bad?"

Minime backed away. She sniffed her own clothes.

Her pupils trembled anxiously.

'...It's fine though.'

Sweat mixing with your scent is normal when exercising.

She's being overly self-conscious about this.

'It's not even an unpleasant smell.'

There was a scent, but nothing offensive.

Like warmed lavender...

A peculiar fragrance that made me wonder if she'd sprayed perfume.

* * *

The third-year area.
Lee Sol was lying there.

"Yawn..."

She made herself comfortable using Senior Min-ji's lap as a pillow.

Everyone had gone out to play in the games, so there wasn't much to do. She'd come to visit and ended up staying.

Somehow, she found herself surrounded by third-year female seniors, receiving all their affection.

"Want some of this too?"

"Thank youuu."

What she received was a handful of jelly.
Lee Sol stuffed it all into her mouth.

She chewed it thoroughly.

Each time she did, the female seniors giggled with delight.

"...Hmm."

Well...

This isn't so bad.

Being here actually feels pretty nice.

—Crackle.
—Crackle crackle.

The sound of the speaker turning on could be heard.

—Ah. Ah.
—Attention. The obstacle race will begin soon. Would all class representatives please gather at the center of the field.

Ugh...

As soon as Lee Sol heard the announcement, her expression soured like she'd eaten a sour lemon.

"Oh, you said you were participating in that, right?"

Park Min-ji squeezed Lee Sol's cheeks as she lay on her lap.

"...Somehow I ended up doing it."

It couldn't be helped.

Everyone had to participate in at least one event, so she'd unintentionally signed up.

Honestly, she didn't want to do it.

"...Sigh."

Lee Sol's expression became languid.
Like everything was too much trouble. Like she might fall asleep any moment.

Seeing this, Park Min-ji chuckled and poked her cheeks.

"You dislike it that much?"

"..."

Lee Sol nodded slightly.

"But it's fun."

"...It makes you sweat. It's really uncomfortable."

And sweating would cause unpleasant odors...

Yes, smelling bad. That had been bothering her lately. That was the biggest issue.

"Hmm..."

Park Min-ji nodded as if she understood.

"I guess the obstacle race is more fun to watch than to participate in. There are those weird notes mixed in too."

"...Weird notes?"

Lee Sol expressed her confusion.

By notes, she must mean the ones used in the "find and bring" part.

The game where you bring back specified items or people.

But what was weird about it?

"You know, things like that."

Senior Min-ji grinned.

"Like 'bring the person you think is prettiest' or 'bring your crush.'"

Notes with romantic elements were mixed in.

If you really couldn't do it, you could draw again, but there was a penalty of having to redo the previous course.

"...Really?"

Lee Sol suddenly sat up. That was an interesting bit of information.

"You didn't know? They did it last year too. I guess they're doing it again because it was popular."

"Ah..."

No wonder it sounded unfamiliar.

"I barely came to school last year."

"Huh?"

"I was busy with work."

"Oh, right. That's how it was."

Park Min-ji remembered something she'd forgotten.

Noticing Lee Sol's mood becoming a bit gloomy, she cleared her throat.

"...Anyway. It should be fun to watch."

"She was really enthusiastic about running last year too."

Kim Yi-soo, the Counseling Club President, who had been listening nearby, snickered.

His face looked somewhat teasing.

"That was before we started dating...!"

She raised her voice unnecessarily and slapped his back.

"..."

Lee Sol gave them a blank stare. She wished they'd take their lovey-dovey act elsewhere.

Up we go.

She got up from her seat.
It was time to get moving.

"...I'll be back."

Her steps were light.

After all, she'd heard some good information.

.
.
.

In the end...
It was these three.

"..."

Lee Sol rolled her eyes to look around.

Three participants gathered on the field.

"Let's do well."

"Yeah."

Ji Nu-ri spoke while stretching her body. Shin A-young smiled brightly in response.

Including herself, these three.

By some coincidence, the three who always hung out together had chosen the same event.

'Will this be okay?'

She felt a bit anxious. Lee Sol kept checking on the other two.

"Phew..."

Ji Nu-ri exhaled deeply, staring straight ahead.

Her will to win was evident.

That seemed to be all there was to it.

'...This one seems fine.'

Lee Sol soon lost interest in Ji Nu-ri.

That side didn't seem to need much attention.

Ji Nu-ri just appeared friendly with Lee Seung-ho. There were no signs of romantic interest.

'Rather...'

The problem was this one.

Lee Sol observed Shin A-young.

"..."

Shin A-young was twirling her hair.

Whatever she was imagining, a faint blush colored her cheeks.

"Hmph..."

It was certain.

She understood the true nature of this game.

For someone who didn't like being in the spotlight, she had voluntarily signed up for two events.

Clap clap—

Ji Nu-ri clapped lightly to get their attention.

"Tell me if it gets hard. I'll help from behind."

"Okay."

Lee Sol answered halfheartedly.

The current obstacle race was a team event.
The goal was for the 'entire' team to finish before the opposing team.

So ultimately, it was a competition where teammates needed to help each other.

However...

Tweeeeet—!

The whistle blew. The race began.

"Hup!"

Shin A-young and Lee Sol rushed forward.

"..."
"..."

Their gazes locked for a moment. They were probably thinking the same thing.

They ran side by side along the track.

The obstacle course appeared quickly.

The first challenge, hurdles.

Lee Sol hopped over the hurdles energetically.

They must have lowered the height deliberately, as it wasn't difficult. She passed through smoothly.

'Good.'

Lee Sol was fired up.
She casually flipped her swinging pigtails behind her.

'This isn't so bad.'

There was hope. The obstacles weren't too difficult for her.

Running under hula hoops, crossing nets, and so on.
Perhaps because there were many sections requiring crouching, she sometimes passed through faster than others.

"Ugh...!"

Shin A-young, who was trying to rush ahead, hit her forehead on a hula hoop.

Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes.

"..."

Lee Sol quickly ran through that gap.

She kept running.

And running...

"Hah!"

Lee Sol's face crumpled as she exhaled roughly.

Her legs were trembling.

She ran with wobbling thighs, but gradually fell behind. The other two were already far ahead.

Sweat poured down.

"Hah, huff..."

At this moment, she cursed her weak stamina.

She should have exercised regularly.

Such regrets flooded in, but those thoughts were useless in the current situation.

"Huff... huff..."

She was panting.

Finally arriving at the "bring someone" course.
Several papers were placed on a desk.

...Huff huff.

Lee Sol caught her breath with hands on her knees. She wiped her sweat with her sleeve while looking around the desk.

'There are so many.'

There were quite a few papers.

Which one should she choose?

"Huh."

Her deliberation was brief. It was all about luck anyway.

Lee Sol picked up a random paper based on intuition. It was a "whatever happens, happens" approach.

She unfolded the crumpled paper.

[Bring one person you consider your closest friend.]

The content was ambiguous.
It was a bit disappointing, but not bad in its own way.

It would have been problematic if something more extreme had been written.

"Hmm..."

That's certainly true.

Her face probably turned visibly red at the thought of approaching him.

Even now, a subtle embarrassment was rising, so it was obvious.

'Where...'

Where could he be?

Lee Sol turned her head around looking for Lee Seung-ho.

'Ah, found—'

Just as she was about to head toward him.

She saw a hand grabbing Lee Seung-ho's arm.

"Hey, hey, run!"

Ji Nu-ri appeared.

"?"

Lee Sol's expression went blank. Lee Seung-ho's wasn't much different.

He got up awkwardly.
With a confused expression, he followed behind her.

The two of them running while holding hands.

To be precise, she was just holding his wrist, but...

"..."

To Lee Sol's eyes, it looked the same.

Seeing that, her lips parted slightly. Sweat trickled down.
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I ran through the forest after Ji Nu-ri.

Thanks to our quick pace, we were the first to cross the finish line.

Of course, according to the rules, all team members needed to finish for it to count. But it was a good start.

"Here. I brought him," she said.

"Let me check that."

The student council staff member took the paper Ji Nu-ri held out.

"...Yes, confirmed."

The staff member returned the paper with a look that suggested they'd seen something awkward.

— "Sigh... who came up with this idea anyway?"

My Minime grumbled, clicking her tongue in disapproval.

Seeing that reaction made me curious.

"What was written on that paper?"

I looked down at the paper Ji Nu-ri was holding.

She slightly unfolded it to show me.

[Someone with whom you share a secret.]

"That's..."

I wondered if we had such a thing between us.

...Come to think of it, we did.

I recalled the animation event. That was indeed something of a secret.

"Hmph."

Ji Nu-ri let out a soft snicker. It was a triumphant laugh.

She seemed pleased to have found a friend who shared her interests.

"Huff... huff..."

Shortly after, Shin A-young reached the finish line.

She was holding a snack bag she'd found somewhere. Apparently, some of the tasks involved finding ordinary items like this.

"..."

Shin A-young caught her breath while looking back and forth between Ji Nu-ri and me.

— "...What's going on with these two?"

Minime spoke with a somewhat dissatisfied tone.

Step, step—

She approached us quietly.

"You got here really fast? My task was to bring snacks."

Shin A-young showed us her paper.

Ji Nu-ri looked at it and made an impressed sound.

"Oh— you got something tricky but managed it well!"

"I got it from the Korean teacher."

Shin A-young pointed behind her. The Korean teacher could be seen sitting on a bench, snacking.

"But what was written on your paper?"

"Huh? What?"

Caught off guard by the sudden question, Ji Nu-ri couldn't hide her momentary confusion.

"...I was just wondering, since you brought Seung-ho."

Shin A-young created a subtle atmosphere. She naturally moved closer.

"Well, that's..."

Ji Nu-ri's pupils darted around in all directions.

— "---What the heck!?"

Her Minime couldn't contain her panic and released noise.

"It was nothing special...!"

Her voice cracked.

Ji Nu-ri noticed it too and froze like a stone.

She forced a "ha-ha" smile, but anyone could tell it was the expression of someone flustered.

"..."

The sweat on her forehead looked like cold sweat. Or maybe it really was.

— "Tsk..."

At that awkward excuse, Shin A-young's Minime made a subtle expression.
Her brow furrowed slightly.

"Come on~ What's the big deal?"

"..."

"If it's nothing, just show it to me. Okay?"

She smiled sweetly. With a gentle eye-smile and soft voice, she made her request.

— "...What could it be that she's hiding?"

But inside, she felt differently.

Shin A-young's Minime was already filled with suspicion.

That expression. It seemed familiar.
I'd seen it mostly from Lee Sol.

The feeling was different, but the essence was the same.

"..."

Watching it made it hard to breathe.

The cause was clearly Ji Nu-ri and me.
I wondered why she was reacting this strongly. The question came to mind first.

I didn't think I'd done anything, but her reaction seemed disproportionate to any distance between us.

'...I'll think about that later.'

I put that thought aside for now. There was something more urgent.

For now...
I needed to help Ji Nu-ri.

She looked like she might collapse any moment, like a sunfish out of water.

"It's nothing special."

I jumped into their conversation while thinking quickly.

"Oh? What was it then?"

"It just said to bring a male friend."

I spoke casually.

"What??"

Shin A-young's expression suddenly froze.

At those unexpected words, her gaze lost its focus and wandered.

"I think it meant a friend who's male... But you know... the wording sounds a bit awkward."

I added that this was why Ji Nu-ri had hesitated to explain. That was my excuse.

I thought this was probably the best explanation. It was the best I could come up with.

"Ah..."

Shin A-young glanced at Ji Nu-ri briefly.

Then she nodded in understanding.

— "Right, it's Nu-ri after all. I figured it wasn't anything serious."

Shin A-young's Minime showed an understanding attitude.

She nodded while making "mm-hmm" sounds.

— "Phew..."

Seeing this, Ji Nu-ri let out a sigh of relief internally.

She wiped away her cold sweat, glad the situation was resolved...

— "Seriously, if you're going to make excuses, at least make better ones. You're so obvious."

She muttered.

Her Minime fanned herself as if embarrassed.

"..."

...That was a bit irritating.

* * *

"Ugh...!"

The last person to arrive was Lee Sol.
She crossed the finish line with a desperate sprint.

The person she brought was Park Min-ji.

In the sudden situation, she had hurriedly brought the only person she could call somewhat close.

"Haa... haa..."

"Huff... huff..."

Lee Sol and Park Min-ji were panting, dripping with sweat. Both lacked exercise.

— Class 2-1! Arriving in 3rd place!

The student council president's voice echoed through the speakers.

Since Lee Sol was the last to arrive, Class 2-1's ranking was determined as soon as she crossed the finish line.

"..."

Lee Sol, wiping sweat with her sleeve, pushed back her falling bangs.

Through her hair, she could see Ji Nu-ri celebrating.

"Good job everyone. We did pretty well!"

Ji Nu-ri seemed satisfied with the result, crossing her arms and nodding her head.

On the surface, she appeared genuinely happy. Normally, Lee Sol would have taken it at face value, but...

The moment she realized Ji Nu-ri had brought Lee Seung-ho.

She couldn't stop the thoughts swirling in her head.

"...Senior Min-ji, are you okay?"

"Ugh..."

Lee Seung-ho handed a sports drink to Park Min-ji, who looked about to collapse.

"..."

Lee Sol hovered around Ji Nu-ri. She couldn't keep still because she was so concerned.

She checked to see if Ji Nu-ri was holding a paper, but unfortunately, there was none.

No trace of it could be seen.

"? What is it?"

Ji Nu-ri noticed her and made eye contact.

"...Hmm."

Lee Sol avoided her gaze. She shook her head as if it was nothing.

'That paper.'

What could have been written on the paper Ji Nu-ri drew? It bothered her greatly, but...

With Lee Seung-ho right beside them, she didn't have the courage to ask directly.

'Besides.'

If what she imagined was true.
If Ji Nu-ri really felt that way.

Honestly, she wasn't confident she could maintain her composure.

.
.
.

The sports festival continued.

"..."

Lee Sol sat quietly on the bench, staring blankly at the field.

In the distance, two people stood on the artificial turf. Lee Seung-ho and Ji Nu-ri.

They were waiting to start the mixed relay race.

Lee Seung-ho was naturally fast, and among the girls, Ji Nu-ri was one of the quickest.
So once again, those two were paired together.

'I wonder what they're talking about.'

Lee Sol's eyelashes drooped.

"..."
"..."

The two chatted about something, and then...

Ji Nu-ri burst into a slight laugh. She seemed excited about something.

The distance was too great to hear their conversation, but the atmosphere was clearly visible.

"..."

Lee Sol wiped her damp palms on her thighs.

She felt a sense of crisis.

Had she ever seen Ji Nu-ri with such an excited expression before?

...No, she hadn't.

At least not recently. Not at school. The only time was during the school trip.

Whether there was any affection was ambiguous. But it didn't seem like there wasn't any either.

"Hmm."

No matter how she looked at it, that's how it seemed.

She didn't feel the same certainty as with Shin A-young, but in its place was a strange sense of crisis.

She wondered what she should do.

'...And she's not reacting at all.'

Lee Sol turned to look at the girl beside her.

"..."

Shin A-young was munching on potato chips.

'What's going on?'

Had she not noticed? Or was she just observing for now?

She was watching the two with the same expression as always.

'This won't do.'

As soon as the relay ended, Lee Sol stood up abruptly.

If Shin A-young wasn't going to move, she would.

"Where are you going?"

"To Nu-ri."

Lee Sol answered Shin A-young's question briefly and started moving.

Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

She walked toward Ji Nu-ri. Her steps were stiff.

Finding her wasn't difficult. She was quite noticeable.

Lee Sol found her gulping down water at the water fountain.

"Ji Nu-ri."

"...?"

At the call, her eyes widened.

She was surprised by how she was addressed. Since Lee Sol rarely used her surname when calling her.

"Ahem... Nu-ri."

Lee Sol corrected herself.

Acknowledging that she was somewhat excited, she calmed herself down.

"What is it?"

Ji Nu-ri smiled casually.

"Nu-ri. Do you perhaps..."

What should she ask? She had already thought about it.

Despite having prepared it in her mind...

"...Perhaps."

The words wouldn't come out easily. Her lips pressed into a straight line.

Her gaze fell to the floor.

...For no particular reason.
Her eyes followed the lines on the tiled floor.

"..."

...Still. Feeling she had to say it.

Lee Sol suddenly lifted her head and...

"Do you like Seung-ho?"

Finally.
Impulsively, she blurted out those words.
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"Are you interested in Seung-ho?"

With that single question, Ji Nu-ri's expression went blank.

"...Huh?"

It was an unexpected, embarrassing question.

"..."

Lee Sol quietly waited for Ji Nu-ri to answer. She didn't move a muscle.

"Um..."

What should I say?

Generally, the Lee Sol that Ji Nu-ri knew was like that.

Either laughing meaninglessly or nodding off after lunch due to food coma.
She had no serious side and was always languid.

Honestly, Ji Nu-ri couldn't have imagined her asking such a question.

"..."

But.

The current Lee Sol was strangely serious.

Her appearance right now felt somehow unfamiliar.

"...What did you say?"

Flustered, Ji Nu-ri ended up asking again awkwardly.

"..."

Lee Sol's long eyelashes blinked slowly.

Taking a breath.

"...I asked if you're interested in Seung-ho."

She definitely hadn't misheard.

At that question, Ji Nu-ri's thoughts became tangled like knotted thread.

"So, by 'interested,' you mean..."

What does she mean by interested?
Ji Nu-ri wondered what kind of interest she was talking about.

No.
Surely not, but.

With a mind to just ask, she continued.

"...Romantically?"

No matter how much Ji Nu-ri thought about it, this was all she could come up with.

What else could "are you interested" possibly mean?

"..."

Then Lee Sol quietly nodded.

"H-hmm."

So that's it.

It was indeed about romance.

Ji Nu-ri fidgeted at the unexpected topic.

Setting aside why she suddenly brought this up.

"...W-why do you think that?"

Ji Nu-ri tapped the ground with the toe of her shoe. She couldn't keep still.

"..."

Lee Sol was silent as if thinking.

Then, avoiding eye contact, she answered.

"...Just, you seem that way."

"Really...?"

A feeling, she says.

When someone answers like that, it's hard to know what to say.

"Then which part?"

Ji Nu-ri asked as she climbed up the stairs.

She moved to find a place without people. It felt awkward to have this conversation in front of the water fountain.

"You two talk well together."

Lee Sol followed behind her, answering.

"That's because we're friends."

"And you're physically close."

"Um... were we?"

At Lee Sol's words, Ji Nu-ri reflected on herself. She tried to recall if that was true.

"Your expression is different when talking to Lee Seung-ho compared to when you talk with us."

"? No, it's not different."

Ji Nu-ri glanced at Lee Sol with just her eyes.

"It is different."

Lee Sol gave her a look that said "what are you talking about?"

"You look super excited."

She pointed to the corners of her mouth with her finger.

...Ah.

So that's what it was.

*This is bad...*

Ji Nu-ri broke out in a cold sweat. She was shriveling up like seaweed.

This was a mistake. She acknowledged her own blunder.

*I couldn't control myself...*

She had enjoyed the otaku talk with Lee Seung-ho too much.

It couldn't be helped.
It had been a while, and since there was no one at school to have such conversations with, she got too excited without realizing it.

*Compared to usual, it must have been really obvious...?*

Ji Nu-ri herself knew that she didn't usually laugh like that.

With others, she would only give polite, casual smiles.

Thinking about it that way, her current behavior was different from usual.

Interested in Lee Seung-ho...

It made sense that people around her might see it that way.

"..."

But that wasn't it.

The guess wasn't completely wrong, but the direction was off.

It was the opposite.

...Let me make an excuse first.

It was for herself, but also for Lee Seung-ho.

"Nah—"

Ji Nu-ri scratched the back of her neck as if embarrassed.

"I don't have any feelings for him."

"Really?"

"Yeah, we're just friends, just friends."

His thoughts might be different, but.

At least that's how it was on her side.

* * *

"We're just friends, just friends."

Ji Nu-ri waved her hands from side to side.

On the surface, it really seemed that way.

She truly appeared to have no feelings at all.

"..."

Lee Sol cooled her head while watching this.

*But still...*

She couldn't completely let go of her concerns.

Even while hearing her answer, Lee Sol didn't take it at face value.
She couldn't feel greatly relieved. She already had experience with this.

She knew that emotions could always change.

*Well. That's true.*

Wasn't she herself a perfect example?

Just a few months ago, she had no interest in Lee Seung-ho at all.

She had been in a position where she didn't even know who he was.

Look at her now.

"...Ahem."

Lee Sol cleared her throat softly. Thinking about it made her a bit embarrassed.

How would her past self react if she saw her current self?

She would probably be shocked and trembling. Saying it's impossible.

"..."

That's how much.

These feelings brought about that level of change.

*It doesn't seem like Nu-ri is lying, but...*

It didn't feel completely true either.

Just like Shin A-young who hadn't noticed her own feelings, there was no guarantee Ji Nu-ri wasn't the same.

*Should I probe further?*

She felt the need to find out for certain.

Lee Sol carefully broached the subject.

"By the way... what were you talking about with Seung-ho earlier?"

"U-um?"

"...Just, I'm curious too."

What was so interesting?

The usual Ji Nu-ri wouldn't react much to any topic. She didn't seem very interested in anything.

The only thing she seemed somewhat interested in was music talk. But even then, she didn't seem to enjoy it that much.

But with him, it was different.

The expression she had while talking with Lee Seung-ho wouldn't leave Lee Sol's mind.

"Uh, um..."

Ji Nu-ri's eyes darted around. She looked quite flustered.

Was she wondering how to answer?

"Well..."

Her voice trailed off strangely.

"What was it? It was probably nothing? Um, just small talk."

Ji Nu-ri tried vaguely to change the subject.

She was pretending not to know. It was obvious.

"..."

Lee Sol's expression slowly sank. Her forehead became damp.

*There's that expression again.*

Ji Nu-ri's ears were turning red. It was an embarrassed face.

She was acting like someone hiding a secret she couldn't tell.

If it was nothing, why would she need to hide it like this?

Lee Sol felt a sense of crisis about it.

"..."

Lee Sol puffed her cheeks and fidgeted with her fingers.

*...This is all because of Lee Seung-ho.*

Lee Sol grumbled, thinking of him who wasn't here.

There's a saying that a man who's too nice isn't good either, and now she understood what it meant.

Above all, there were too many competitors.
The problem was that there were so many impressive girls involved.

If they were ordinary girls, she could have overwhelmed them with her looks. But the women involved were not ordinary. Even that wasn't easy.

*Ah.*

Lee Sol sighed briefly.

*...I should have asked for help.*

She was starting to regret telling Lee Seung-ah that she would handle it herself.

"..."

A feeling of resentment welled up inside her.

The whole situation felt cruel.

After all, I liked him first.

* * *

"Phew..."

I washed my face and came out to the field.

After playing several games, my face was covered in sweat, so it seemed better to just rinse it with water.

I wiped off the dripping water with my sports towel.

When I returned to the bench like that, I couldn't see the others anywhere.

More precisely, only Shin A-young was sitting there.

"Where are the others?"

I plopped down next to her.

"Don't know? I think they went to get water?"

Shin A-young shrugged. She naturally held out a bag of snacks.

I looked down at it.

"I haven't seen this before. Is it new?"

"Yeah."

"Oh—"

I can't resist this.
I quickly grabbed one.

Munch munch.

It was salty and crispy, with a good chewing texture.

— "...I want to squeeze those cheeks."

Minime muttered absently.

—Ahem!

I hurriedly gulped down some water.

...I almost spit out the snack.

Shin A-young. She sometimes blurts out unexpected thoughts like this.

"Eat slowly. There's plenty here."

"...Yeah."

"..."

Shin A-young watched me quietly for a moment, then asked.

"How many points?"

She was asking for a rating of the snack.

"Hmm... 7 points... no. 7.5 points."

"Out of 10?"

"Yeah."

"Hmm..."

Shin A-young nodded.

— "That's a pretty good response."

Minime laughed proudly as if she had been praised.

— "...Didn't you say these were promotional samples? You mentioned they weren't released yet... Should I ask Dad to bring more?"

I thought I hadn't seen them before, and it seems they really were unreleased products.

— "------."

"?"

Hearing sudden noise, I turned my head slightly to see Ji Nu-ri and Lee Sol walking over.

They were coming side by side, but somehow there was a strange atmosphere.
Lee Sol seemed the same as usual.

...But Ji Nu-ri was walking awkwardly.

She really stood out.

"...Oh, you're here?"

Because of that atmosphere, I greeted them awkwardly without realizing it.

"Yeah."

Lee Sol took a seat next to me.

She sat with her legs crossed, rested her chin on them, and glanced over here.

— "------"

Lee Sol's Minime emitted noise.

Then she turned her head sharply.

"...?"

Wondering what was going on, I looked at her more carefully.

Minime's profile was different from usual. Her cheeks were subtly puffed out.

"..."

Maybe.

Is she sulking?
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"Sigh..."

Ji Nu-ri, Lee Sol, me, and Shin A-young were sitting in a row.

But no one was saying anything.

The atmosphere was suffocating.

Usually when just the four of us are together, either Ji Nu-ri or Shin A-young leads the conversation.
With both of them silent, we ended up like this.

*I wonder if something happened between those two?*

Shin A-young seemed to sense the subtle tension between them and was carefully observing.

"......"

Maybe I should try to figure out what's going on.

I discreetly glanced at Ji Nu-ri sitting next to Lee Sol.

"Ahem."

I cleared my throat softly toward Ji Nu-ri.

"...!"

When I sent her a subtle look, Ji Nu-ri startled and shook her head frantically.

*Oh no, not now...!*

"?"

*I managed to avoid getting caught earlier. If this continues, they'll find out I was talking about anime!*

Ji Nu-ri desperately averted her eyes.

"......"

Seeing her almost desperate plea, I looked away.

...Whatever this anime talk was about.

It was clear something had happened between them.

At least judging by Lee Sol's Minime, she was upset with me too. That much was obvious.

"Ah. Right."

Just then, Shin A-young made a move.

Perhaps trying to break the tension.

She reached into her eco bag in the corner and, with a rustling sound, pulled out a snack package.

"If you liked the ones from earlier, I have something else too. Want to try these?"

She opened the package with a giggle. A savory aroma wafted out.

She took my hand and poured some snacks onto it.

"......"

Seeing this, Lee Sol's Minime twitched her brow. Her expression grew even worse than before.

The situation seemed to be spiraling downward.

The good thing was that Shin A-young was looking after everyone else too.

"Here. You guys try some too."

Shin A-young extended her hand with the package toward the other two.

"..."

Seeing this, Lee Sol's expression gradually softened. She seemed to be calming down a bit.

"Here, take some—"

Since we were sitting in a row, Shin A-young leaned her upper body forward across me.

I felt weight on my left shoulder. Perhaps to keep from falling, I naturally placed my hand there to steady her.

"..."
"..."

My eyes met Shin A-young's. We were almost nose to nose.

*...Ah.*

A short sound escaped her. Her Minime noticed what she'd done.

"..."

She looked at her own hand resting on my shoulder.

Then she turned her head to the opposite side and hopped back to her original position.

"Ahem, ahem."

She appeared composed on the outside, but her Minime was in complete disarray.

*---------*

Then Noise burst out.

Perhaps surprised by her own actions, it was static filled with embarrassment.

And she wasn't the only one.

*---------*

Lee Sol's Minime trembled at the sight. Noise erupted simultaneously.

Sound crashing into both my eardrums from left and right.

Just listening to it was draining my energy.

Bzzz—

I put on my earphones and turned on the noise-canceling function.

The static became almost inaudible. Finally, I could breathe.

"......"

However, this suffocating atmosphere continued unbroken.

The subtle tension persisted.

*What do we do now?*

I wondered where the problem started.

I was struggling to figure out how to resolve this.

*Wow, what is this? It's really delicious.*

Ji Nu-ri munched on the snacks along with her Minime.

*...Are there any more of these?*

Ji Nu-ri's Minime glanced furtively at Shin A-young.

She smacked her lips. One clearly wasn't enough.

"......"

I narrowed my eyes slightly watching her.

I'd never felt so envious of Ji Nu-ri's nonchalance before.

But I couldn't just sit here doing nothing.
There must be some way...

"Hey, hey, Lee Seung-ho!"

I looked toward the voice and saw the Vice Class President below the bench.

"Can you come over here for a minute?"

He seemed somewhat urgent.

"...?"

What's this about?

I stood up, wondering what was going on.

* * *

She wasn't feeling good.

That was the simplest way to describe Lee Sol's current state.

"......"

Her lips fidgeted up and down. Her fingers, neatly gathered on her knees, squirmed.
It was a sign of the anxiety she was feeling.

This couldn't continue.

She was feeling that more acutely today than ever.

"Sol."

"...Yeah?"

"...Earlier, what were you talking about with Nu-ri?"

Lee Sol's eyes widened at the whispered question.

No way.
How could she bring this up so openly with everyone around?
That's what she thought, but...

"?"

Looking around, she realized no one else was there.

Neither Lee Seung-ho nor Ji Nu-ri was in sight.

Somehow, only she and Shin A-young remained on the bench.

"...Where did Seung-ho and Nu-ri go?"

Lee Sol turned her head around searching for the two.

Had she been too lost in thought? She hadn't even noticed them disappear.

Could they have snuck off together again?

As that anxiety began to creep up...

"Seung-ho was called away by the Vice Class President earlier. Nu-ri said she was going to the School Store to get something to drink."

Shin A-young answered casually while tapping on her phone.
She was texting Ji Nu-ri who had gone to the School Store.

That brought some relief.

"...So, what were you talking about with Nu-ri?"

"It wasn't anything—"

Lee Sol hesitated, wondering whether to tell her or not.

Then decided to open up.

The reason was simple.

Because this was Shin A-young.

Though she was a rival, she was also the only one who could truly empathize with her feelings.

"I think..."

"Yes?"

"...Nu-ri seems interested in Seung-ho."

"Nu-ri does?"

Shin A-young blinked at those words.

She didn't seem particularly surprised.

It was probably something she'd already considered.

"Why do you think so?"

"Just looking at her..."

"Mm-hmm."

"She's similar to you."

"......"

Shin A-young's shoulders flinched.

She rolled her eyes awkwardly, her lips pressing together then parting.

"...I'm sorry."

A brief apology slipped out.

Lee Sol turned her gaze toward her and asked flatly:

"...So are you going to give up for her?"

As she said those words.

Lee Sol felt a pressure in her chest.

Even as she spoke, she felt she might have gone too far with that question.

"......"

A moment of silence passed. Shin A-young didn't answer.
Only the sound of her repeatedly swallowing could be heard.

Instead, she subtly curved her eyebrows. There was a hint of apology there.

From the silent gaze directed at her, Lee Sol could sense her feelings.

*I thought so.*

Lee Sol turned her gaze back toward the field.

She had no intention of backing down.

Perhaps it was an answer she already knew. Just a pointless process of confirming what she already understood.

"That's fine then."

Lee Sol didn't accept her apology.

If that was her conclusion, it was an unnecessary statement at this point.

"......"

Shin A-young didn't mention that part again either.
She smiled awkwardly, looking up at the innocent sky.

"But..."

Shin A-young straightened her back.

"Is Nu-ri really like that?"

She was asking if Ji Nu-ri truly was interested in Lee Seung-ho.

"From what I've seen, she isn't..."

"......"

Lee Sol partially agreed with Shin A-young's words.

That was probably right.

Ji Nu-ri didn't seem to have romantic interest in Lee Seung-ho. That's how Lee Sol felt.

At most, she was probably just maintaining a friendship.

*...Though she does seem to cross the line occasionally.*

In any case.

As expected, she didn't seem to like him that way. Lee Sol had no disagreement there.

Of course.

*For now.*

That's how it was for now.
Who knows what might happen later.

At first it was just her, but then one became two... and then three...

She worried about how many more might appear.

"Sigh......"

She couldn't help but sigh.

She looked at the spot where Lee Seung-ho had been sitting. Only a drink bottle he'd left behind remained in the empty space.

Didn't they say the Vice Class President called him?
It was obvious without seeing. He'd disappeared to help someone again.

"..."

Lee Sol's eyes drooped downward.

He felt vexing to her. His kindness to everyone made her feel so unsettled.

It wasn't his fault.
He had always maintained a consistent attitude. It was just that many people were drawn to him.

*But still...*

Feeling hurt was feeling hurt. To say otherwise would be lying to herself about her feelings.

How nice would it be if emotions worked according to our wishes?

Emotions aren't rational.

That's probably why they're called emotions.

"..."

Lee Sol looked down at the ground sulkily.

Her chest felt congested.

She just wished he would pay attention only to her.

That desire arose.

But reality wasn't like that. And that made her peevish.

She found herself grumbling at Lee Seung-ho for no reason.

"Huh?"

Shin A-young, sitting beside her, raised her voice.

"...? What's wrong all of a sudden?"

Startled by the sudden outburst, she turned to look where Shin A-young was staring.

"...?!"

Lee Seung-ho was running toward them from the field, dripping with sweat.

A white paper in one hand.
Was he just doing the obstacle course?

"Huff, huff..."

He stopped right in front of them, breathing heavily.

And then—

"Lee Sol, let's go."

"...Huh?"

Her wrist was lightly grabbed.

Whoosh—

She was pulled away so easily. Her feet followed automatically.

*...Ah.*

She didn't need to see her face to know exactly what it looked like.

Heat rose to her head. Sweat trickled down.
She couldn't bring herself to look at him, only able to stare down at the dirt.

Simply.

Following his grip on her wrist, she ran one step at a time.

Ch.66 - Sports Festival (9)
Lee Seung-ho followed the Vice Class President to one side of the field.

With the next event about to begin, students from other classes were busy finding their places.

"What's going on?" I asked casually.

The Vice Class President hesitantly began, "Nothing major... but could you possibly fill in for the obstacle race?"

"Me? Isn't someone already assigned to that?"

Events were predetermined before the sports festival began. For him to ask now meant something had happened.

"Well... Ji-hoon twisted his ankle earlier and went to the nurse's office."

So that was the reason. The original participant was injured.

"I see," I nodded slightly.

This was something I'd already heard from Minime.

"You're the only one I can ask. Please, just this once."

The Vice Class President gave me a desperate look.

I remained silent briefly, and as my silence continued, Minime's expression grew dim.

— "Sigh... Seung-ho is the best option among those left..."

Hmm. Complimenting me internally won't get you anywhere.

"Alright," I nodded.

It wasn't a problem. I just needed to run once.

"Oh, thank goodness," the Vice Class President exhaled in relief.

"It's starting soon, so let's go right away."

"Sure."

I followed him to the waiting area.

The third-year boys' obstacle race was currently underway. It was nearly finished, so our second-year race would begin soon after.

"Good luck," he said.

"Yeah," I nodded appropriately.

The event staff raised a flag high—the signal to prepare.

— Pheeeeeeet!

The whistle blew energetically. Everyone immediately dashed forward.

"Huff..."

Perhaps because I'd been moving non-stop since soccer this morning, I was getting winded faster than usual.

Still, I could manage.

After passing the first, second, and third obstacles in sequence, only one table remained.

The "Retrieve what's written on the note" course.

Several notes were scattered across the desk.

I picked one up at random.

"Oh."

After reading its contents, I felt a bit perplexed.

The content wasn't troublesome. It wasn't a difficult task, but...

"What is it? Something hard?" the Vice Class President asked as he arrived behind me and selected his own note.

"No," I shook my head.

I needed to move.

"..."

Finding the person mentioned in the note wasn't difficult.

Lee Sol was sitting right where she had been all along.

"Hmm..."

I hesitated slightly about approaching her.

She was clearly in a bad mood. This was something I could tell even without Minime's voice.

She sat with her chin propped up, visibly sulking.

From the beginning, Sol was never good at hiding her feelings.
That was obvious at a glance.

Still.

"Sol, let's go."

I ran over and gently grabbed her wrist to lead her.

Her body followed along limply.

"...Huh?"

A small squeak escaped from her tiny mouth. Her lips parted in surprise.

As we ran...

"Eek!"

Sol's body pitched forward. Her hair floated in the air.

"!"

I quickly grabbed both her shoulders.

Fortunately, I managed to steady her before she fell.

Perhaps because we'd been running all day, her legs seemed to give out without warning.

"Are you okay?"

"...Yeah. I'm fine."

Sol nodded up and down.

— "---------"

Despite her words, the Noise grew stronger.

"..."

Sol, seemingly embarrassed by her stumble, crossed her arms and partially covered her face.

"Let's go."

I led her as we ran.
Slower than before.
I noticeably reduced our pace, making sure she could keep up.

We needed to run all the way to the distant finish line.

"Huff, wheeze..."

How far had we even run? Sol already looked exhausted, waddling like a penguin on a track field.

I wondered if I should make her exercise sometime.

Since she's close with Seung-ah, they might do well training together.

— Beep.

While I was thinking about this, we crossed the finish line.

Perhaps because I'd brought her immediately after checking the note, we were the first from our class to arrive.

"Let me check your note," the event staff approached us.

"Oh, what do you know."

I thought he looked familiar—he was a friend from my class last year.

"...Confirmed."

He glanced at the paper and handed it back.

No greeting despite seeing me after so long.
He just gave me a sidelong glance.

— "Lee Seung-ho, you lucky bastard."

Minime cursed internally. His voice was bitter.

I had nothing to say to that.

"..."

Having finished, I was about to wait in the standby area when—

Tug, tug— Someone pulled at my collar.

"?"

When I turned around, Sol was looking up at me with a hesitant expression.

— "...Let's ask her."

Minime muttered to himself.

The Noise had disappeared, evidence that Sol's mood had improved.

"Oh."

I was secretly surprised by this.

It was a good thing, but also puzzling.
All I'd done was bring her along, nothing more.

I had expected something more dramatic would be needed, but was this enough to improve her mood?

"Um..."

Sol, in an awkward posture, brushed her hair back and asked,

"...What was written on the note?"

"Nothing special."

"But what was it?"

She persisted.

"..."

I rolled my eyes, avoiding her gaze.

I hesitated whether to tell her directly. I recalled the phrase written on the paper and fell silent.

...'Person who looks like a hamster.'

Not a rabbit, not a cat, but a rodent.

No matter how I thought about it, saying this outright didn't seem right.

— "..."

Minime was watching me with expectant eyes. Her round eyes blinked eagerly.

That added to the pressure.

"...Someone to rely on when needed."

I made up something appropriate.

"..."

Sol blinked.

She remained dazed for a while, then—

"O-Okay."

With a light sniff, she walked ahead.

— "Hmph."

Minime's footsteps had become lighter.

Pitter-patter.
I could see her bouncing along behind Sol.

"..."

I was glad her mood seemed better, but—

'Was this really the right thing to do?'

That remained a concerning question.

It wasn't a major lie.
Sol was capable when she needed to be. She might be helpful if the situation called for it.

"......"

I pushed the paper deeper into my pocket. It seemed like something I should keep secret.

* * *

......A little earlier—

"Sigh......"

Shin A-young observed Sol, who was sighing.

She'd been like that for a while.

"..."

A-young decided to ignore it.

She thought it best to leave her alone.

She hoped time would solve the problem. It didn't seem like something she could fix by intervening right away.

'When will he come back...'

A-young's feet fidgeted restlessly.

She sat quietly, waiting for Lee Seung-ho to return.

'...Is that Seung-ho?'

A-young spotted him at one side of the field.

She was quite surprised to see him.

He should have finished all his events for today. Why was he over there?

Perhaps he was substituting for someone else?

'The next event is...'

A-young searched for the sports festival program schedule. She was sure she'd put it in her bag.

Ah, here it is.

She unfolded the paper. Today's schedule was listed in detail.

She slowly traced the table with her finger. At this time...

...Second-year boys, obstacle race.

"..."

A-young jerked her head up to locate Seung-ho.

The race had already begun.

"Huh?"

A-young's voice rose. Seung-ho was running toward them.

His gaze was fixed in their direction.

The distance between them grew shorter.

...Gulp.

Anticipating something, she unconsciously clenched her hand.

And then.

Tap—

He grabbed Sol's wrist.

Sol's body was lightly pulled along.

'...Ah.'

A-young's gaze followed them blankly. She couldn't take her eyes off them.

Their backs grew more distant.

"...Ugh."

A-young didn't know what to do. Her eyes darted around.

She had unconsciously gotten her hopes up.

Embarrassment, bewilderment, envy—these emotions mixed together, making it hard to control herself.

Her ears felt hot. A-young forcibly furrowed her brow.

'...No, it's nothing special.'

It's fine.
He's just helping her in the race, that's all.

The note probably wasn't anything special either.
Sol just happened to be chosen by chance, that's all.
That's all it was.

Even as she tried to reassure herself...

Watching them made her chest feel tight, as if she'd eaten something disagreeable.

"...?"

It was strange. A truly unfamiliar feeling.
Even she was confused by her own emotions.

Her fingers unconsciously gripped the hem of her pants.

Honestly, she felt disappointed.

She was extremely curious about what was written on the paper Seung-ho was holding.

"I'm back—"

Ji Nu-ri appeared suddenly, walking down the steps.

"......"

A-young abruptly stood up.

"Hm? Hey, where are you going? I bought drinks."

"......"

A-young left without answering.

She couldn't bear to keep watching.

She was definitely falling behind.

She had only just realized this fact.

* * *

......What's going on?

Ji Nu-ri narrowed her eyes as she watched A-young leave unexpectedly.
She didn't understand what was happening.

"...What's with her all of a sudden."

Nu-ri scratched the back of her neck.

A-young's expression had looked awkward.

She was smiling, but it didn't feel like a real smile at all.

Like someone who couldn't act trying to force a smile...

That kind of feeling.

"Hmm."

She couldn't figure it out.

No point in overthinking it.

Nu-ri sat down in her spot, humming a tune as she took out the drinks she'd brought.

"Nnngh...!"

The plastic bottle cap was sealed tight and wouldn't open.

"Seung—"

She was about to call his name when she realized he wasn't there.

"...Oh."

Come to think of it, he was gone. Not just Seung-ho, but Sol too. They had disappeared somewhere.

Fortunately, she found the two of them quickly.

"...Huh?"

She spotted them on the field. They were running together.

She wondered why they were there, but then realized they were participating in the obstacle race.

Setting aside why they were there...

"..."

Nu-ri watched them quietly, then awkwardly scratched her cheek.

As she observed them...

Sniff.

She unconsciously sniffled once.

Ch.67 - Karaoke Room (1)
* * *

"......"

A figure is seen running across the field.

Dark black hair fluttering in the wind.
Unlike how I remember, he seems to have grown quite tall. Perhaps because of that, the lines of his jaw have become more defined.

Compared to his middle school days, he's changed so much I almost couldn't recognize him at first glance.

"Huh..."

But there's no way I wouldn't recognize that distinctive indifferent gaze.

That arrogant look in his eyes, as if he knows everything.
That was what made him recognizable again.

Lee Seung-ho.

No matter how I look at him, it's definitely him.

"..."

Ha Seo-rim. From the moment she saw Lee Seung-ho's face, her expression had noticeably hardened.

She was even radiating a visible sense of distance.
Her lips were twisted slightly, and her eyes had narrowed subtly.

*Why is that guy here?*

She never expected they'd be attending the same school.

It was more surprising that they hadn't run into each other until now.

"Seo-rim, what's wrong?"

Her friend called out to her. She noticed something was off about the frozen Ha Seo-rim.

"...Do you know that Senior?"

Ha Seo-rim gestured toward the field with her eyes.

He was running across the middle of it. Conveniently, he was in plain sight.

"Ah—"

Her friend looked over and nodded.

"Senior Lee Sol? Of course I know her. She's really famous at school."

"No, not that Senior. The one right next to her."

"The guy next to her?"

"Yeah."

Ha Seo-rim nodded.

Her friend tilted her head.

"No... I don't really know that Senior..."

She gave off the impression that she couldn't recall no matter how hard she tried.

"Why? Do you know him?"

At that question, Ha Seo-rim closed her mouth.

"Hmm..."

What should she say?

They were acquaintances from middle school. They didn't talk much.

Just exchanging a few words in passing. That was the extent of their relationship.

If she had to put it in one word, he was someone she knew through someone else. A friend of an acquaintance, perhaps.

Except.
That "acquaintance" and "Lee Seung-ho" had been in a budding relationship.
A relationship that didn't end particularly well.

So, when asked if she knew him.

"No."

Ha Seo-rim could answer that firmly.

Hmph...
Ha Seo-rim snorted and turned off her attention.

There was no need to pretend to know him now. Even if they attended the same school, that wouldn't change.

* * *

"Everyone worked hard today~"

The homeroom teacher stood at the podium, chuckling. He seemed pleased with our class's good performance at the sports festival.

— "Today I'll be treating the Korean teacher to a meal."

Minime laughed heartily.

It seems the teachers had made some kind of bet without the students knowing, and he was in a good mood about it.

"Our class won the soccer tournament, right?"

"Yes—!"

The class answered energetically.

"Good, we'll have pizza and chicken next week. For today, go home early and rest~!"

That was the end of the closing ceremony. The teacher left with quick steps.

I looked at the clock on the podium. It was just past 1 o'clock.

This is why sports festivals are great. They end earlier than usual and there are no classes.

"..."

As I was putting my gym clothes in my bag and getting ready to go home.

"Seung-hooo—"

Poke. Poke.

Lee Sol pressed her finger against my back. The ticklish sensation called for my attention.

But I didn't respond.

That's because she'd been doing this for a while.
Calling me for no reason. It was simply meaningless.

— "Heheh."

Look at that Minime snickering. There was no reason at all. She just found it fun.

Lee Sol seemed to be in a better mood now, wearing her usual expression.

No, she looked even better than usual.

Her squinting smile was subtly visible behind the hand covering it.

"..."

As I continued to ignore her.

"This time it's real. Really. I have something to ask you."

Her tone rose slightly.

Poke poke poke. Her finger-poking became faster.

"...What?"

I turned around slightly, and Lee Sol peeked her head out.

"Hey. Do we have club activities today?"

"...Club?"

The deliberation was brief.

"No, not today."

I had almost forgotten about it myself.

I nearly would have walked all the way to the club room out of habit without thinking.

"Huh? No activities today?"

Ji Nu-ri turned around as if hearing this for the first time.

I nodded.

"Because of the sports festival."

The entire school wasn't having club activities today. It was actually obvious.

The teacher had announced this a few days ago.
Ji Nu-ri probably didn't hear it because she was daydreaming.

"Then, you're going straight home, right?"

"Yeah."

I nodded at Lee Sol's question and got up from my seat. I slung my backpack, lighter than usual, over my shoulder.

Lee Sol and Ji Nu-ri also stood up, but...

Shin A-young remained seated. Still as a stone.

"......"

She was just staring out the window with a blank expression.

— "......"

Her Minime was equally silent.

Shin A-young wasn't thinking about anything. She was just staring blankly at the scenery outside.

"Hey, hey."

Tap tap.
I lightly tapped the desk, telling her to snap out of it.

"Shin A-young, the closing ceremony is over."

"Ah...!"

Jump—!

She who had been sitting in a daze, jumped up in surprise.

"Ugh!"

Thud—!

In her hurry to stand up, Shin A-young banged her knee against the desk.

Her waist bent and trembled.

"Hey, are you okay...?"

I looked at her with concern.

"I-I'm fine."

No, she doesn't look fine.

Tears were forming in the corners of her eyes as she forced a smile. Her round pupils wavered with moisture.

— "Oww...!"

Shin A-young's Minime touched her knee and stamped her feet.

— "Ugh... I hope it doesn't bruise..."

"I'm fine, let's go."

Shin A-young grabbed her bag and pushed us along.

— "Haah..."

The Minime looked at me with a gloomy gaze.

I had just resolved the issue with Lee Sol, and now this one was in a bad mood.

"Sigh..."

...It was becoming a complicated situation in many ways.

* * *

"..."

Step, step.

Shin A-young watched the two people walking ahead.

Lee Seung-ho and Lee Sol walking side by side caught her eye.

*Haah...*

She had to suppress the sigh that threatened to escape every time she saw them.

Still, she couldn't help but keep looking.

What especially caught her attention was Lee Sol's face.

*She was in a bad mood just a moment ago.*

Look at her face now.

Unlike her usual expressionless face, a subtle smile was spread across it.

She even checked her appearance on her phone screen.

Even while walking, her gaze kept following him. Her slightly reddened ears made even the observer feel embarrassed.

*Ugh...*

Shin A-young could only feel frustrated by the situation.

"Should we split up here?"

Suddenly Lee Seung-ho stopped walking and asked.

"Huh? You're leaving already?"

Shin A-young asked in surprise.

Realizing how startled she sounded, she cleared her throat with a "hmm hmm."

With a calmer mind, she spoke again.

"Where are you going? Do you have something urgent?"

"No, not really."

Lee Seung-ho pointed at Lee Sol.

"She asked me to help her study. The final exams are coming up for real now."

"Huh? No... wait... wait a minute."

Shin A-young pressed her forehead, trying to process what she'd just heard.

She asked again with a suspicious look, wondering if she'd heard correctly.

"You're going to study?"

"Yes."

The answer came from Lee Sol.

"Now?"

"...Yes."

Shin A-young fell silent. She couldn't help but be surprised by her statement.

This wasn't right.
Lee Sol. She had lost her mind over a crush.

That wasn't the answer she would normally give. At least not on a day like today.

She would have said she was going straight home to roll around in bed.

*Are they trying to be alone...?*

Could that be it?
Shin A-young figured out Lee Sol's scheme.

Was she using studying as an excuse to exclude her? The thought made her head spin.

"No, what kind of studying on a day like today...!"

Ji Nu-ri raised her voice in disbelief.

Shin A-young brightened at that.

Good. Well done!

"Yeah, today of all days we should go have fun."

Shin A-young quickly sided with that opinion.

"B-but..."

"You study better when you rest properly when you should."

Shin A-young calmly countered Lee Sol's words.

Meanwhile, she was thinking of activities the four of them could do together.
She needed to push forward quickly with momentum.

Ji Nu-ri wasn't particularly fond of games, so thinking of other activities...

"How about going to a karaoke place?"

"Karaoke sounds great!"

Ji Nu-ri nodded enthusiastically.

Since she loved singing, it was easy to predict she would agree.

The important thing was the reaction of the other two.

"Karaoke?"

Lee Seung-ho's face showed interest. He seemed intrigued. A positive signal.

"...!"

Lee Sol's eyes trembled when she saw that.

Seeing Lee Seung-ho's positive reaction, she seemed to be in an internal conflict as her eyebrows twitched.

After such deliberation.

"O-okay, karaoke."

Watching Lee Sol reluctantly nod, Shin A-young felt relieved inside.

At least she could prevent them from being alone.

"..."

...But seriously, studying on a day like today is just wrong.

She's going this far?

Lee Sol. She was scarier than I thought.

Ch.68 - Karaoke Room (2)
We arrived at the karaoke place.

Ji Nu-ri said she knew a good spot, so that's where we went.
Apparently, the facilities were nice and clean.

"..."

Lee Sol seemed unfamiliar with the place, coming down the stairs with hesitant steps.

— "So this is a karaoke place..."

Her Minime looked around the building curiously.

"Have you never been to karaoke before?"

"No."

Lee Sol nodded shyly in response to my question.

Well, it makes sense since this isn't really the kind of place someone with her personality would enjoy. She prefers staying at home, so it's understandable.

On the other hand, there was someone who was the complete opposite.

Just look over there.

"Hello, manager~"

Ji Nu-ri was chatting amicably with the staff.

"Well, look who it is! How have you been?"

"Same as always."

"Haven't seen you in a while. Been busy with school?"

"Yeah. We came today because of the sports festival."

They seemed to know each other.
Ji Nu-ri was talking comfortably with the manager lady.

"You came with friends? I should give you all a service~"

The manager lady laughed heartily.

We got an hour for free. This is why having connections is good.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri turned around and gave us a triumphant smile.

I'll admit, that was impressive.

"Which room?"

"She said room 12."

Ji Nu-ri answered and took the lead. We walked down the hallway and arrived at our assigned room.

Lee Sol peeked inside.

"...It's really dark. Don't they turn on the lights?"

She looked around for the light switch.

— "Here it is."

Click—!

When Lee Sol pressed the switch, party lights came on.

Colorful bulbs spun around with a whirring sound.

"Huh??"

She blinked in surprise. I turned the lights back off.

"That's how karaoke rooms are supposed to be."

"R-really...?"

I let out a slight laugh at her reaction. She really did look like a first-timer.

"Where's the microphone..."

Ah, here it is.

I grabbed the microphone placed next to the karaoke machine.

Meanwhile, Lee Sol had already moved to the inner seat.

"..."

Then she patted the spot next to her.

Was she asking me to sit there?

Just as I was about to move toward that seat—

—Swoosh.

Shin A-young slipped in there. She quickly claimed the spot.

The two exchanged brief glances with slight smiles.

"..."

"What are you doing? Hurry up and sit down."

Just then, Ji Nu-ri returned from buying water. She put the water bottle on the table and pushed my back.

I plopped down on the sofa.

Somehow, I ended up sitting next to Ji Nu-ri.

— "...So calculating."

Lee Sol's Minime narrowed her eyes. She shot a sulky glance at Ji Nu-ri.

— "...Hmm. Interesting."

Shin A-young snickered. But her eyes weren't smiling.

*...Hmm.*

The atmosphere made me wonder if I should voluntarily change seats.
It was quite heavy.

...While the mood was going in this direction.

"Hmm hmm hmm~"

Ji Nu-ri was humming and looking at her phone.

She really is carefree.

Either she's oblivious or just indifferent to others. She doesn't seem to notice the situation at all.

Maybe she's accepted how things turned out.

"What's everyone going to sing?"

Shin A-young, back to normal, asked while holding the karaoke remote.

"Wait, let me think about what to sing..."

Ji Nu-ri had been looking at her phone the whole time.

When I checked what she was doing, she was searching for songs to sing.

— "Ah, what should I sing? What popular songs are there these days?"

Her Minime scratched her head.
She was deep in thought.

For Ji Nu-ri, who usually sings Japanese songs, this was already a challenge.

"I need to think about it too."

It had been a while since I'd been to karaoke, so nothing came to mind immediately.

"Then..."

Shin A-young's gaze shifted to the side. Toward where Lee Sol was sitting.

"I'll go later."

Lee Sol shook her head desperately.

Being unfamiliar with the place, she seemed to prefer observing for now.

"Alright. Then I'll go first?"

"Sure."

She must have already decided on a song, as Shin A-young quickly pressed buttons on the remote.

— ♩♬♪♬♪♬♪

The intro started playing immediately.
An upbeat melody filled the room. It was a song that had been popular before.

"Ahem."

Shin A-young cleared her throat lightly. The sound echoed through the speakers.

It was too dark to see clearly, but her ears seemed faintly red. Her eyes were cast downward.

— "Haah... I'm getting nervous for no reason."

Her Minime paced back and forth.

She seemed quite embarrassed about singing in front of others.

But now she had to sing.
The intro was quickly ending, and it was time for the lyrics.

— I've been wondering many times what kind of greeting would be appropriate~

A clear, bright voice burst forth.

"Wow..."

She's singing well despite being nervous.

She was singing really decently.
It wasn't that she had any special technique, but her clean voice just suited the song well.

— Ah. Ah. I guess I'm still not ready~

Gaining confidence from our reaction, the slight tremor in her voice gradually disappeared.
Her stiff posture also relaxed.

— "Ah. Ah. I guess I'm still not ready~"

Her Minime also sang along, bouncing her shoulders. She danced with little movements.

The initial tension was gone, and she was now enjoying the situation.

That's how the first turn ended.

"Phew—"

Exhaling, Shin A-young sat down.

— ♩♬♪♬♪♬♪

As if pre-reserved, the intro for the next song started playing. This time it was a gentle ballad.

It wasn't me. Wondering who it was, I turned my head.

"Who chose this song?"

"...I reserved it."

Lee Sol stood up with a determined face. After searching for a while, she must have decided on a ballad.

— Diffi...... Difficult tears falling at the end of a hard day.

*...She's good?*

Except for missing the first beat, she started well.

Lee Sol, she's pretty good at singing too.

It was a melancholic song, but when Lee Sol sang it, the feeling changed. It conveyed more innocence than sadness.

She seemed to struggle a bit with the high notes, but she didn't go off-key.

Her Minime's face turned red as she gripped the small microphone with both hands and sang passionately.

Lee Sol herself looked satisfied.

— "I sang pretty well, didn't I...?"

Her Minime blew a small puff of air through her nose.

Now it was Ji Nu-ri's turn. She had chosen her song first.

— "Sigh... This should be decent enough."

Ji Nu-ri showed no signs of nervousness.

She just seemed dissatisfied with having to sing a mainstream pop song.

After the intro ended.

— Hmm~

A light humming came out. The vibe was already different.

"Wow..."

I couldn't help but be impressed. There was a reason she got into the practical music department.

While Shin A-young and Lee Sol weren't bad singers, comparing them to Ji Nu-ri would be unfair.

I listened intently until the second verse ended.

"Whew..."

The song concluded with a short breath.

Clap, clap— There was light applause. All three of us had the same reaction. It was like a small concert.

"Come on~ Don't make me embarrassed."

Ji Nu-ri waved her hand dismissively. She sat down quickly, saying she was shy.

— "It's fun coming with friends too. Though it's a bit disappointing not being able to sing what I want..."

Her desire to sing anime songs was evident.

— "I can just come with Lee Seung-ho and Seung-ah next time."

She was already thinking about the next outing. But my opinion wasn't included in that plan.

"It's your turn, Seung-ho."

I took the microphone. It had been a while since I'd sung, so I was a bit nervous.

Whew—

After taking a light breath, I started the first line.

***

...The intro gradually faded.

That's how my song ended.

"..."

...But a strange silence followed.

"Um... who wants to go next...?"

Shin A-young offered the remote with an awkward smile.

"...Y-you have a unique singing style...!"

Lee Sol nodded.
It was a forced compliment, delivered with half-closed eyelids.

"..."

While those two were at least trying to be polite,
Ji Nu-ri wasn't even doing that.

I glanced to the side.

— "...Hold it in, hold it in."

She was trying not to laugh.
Ji Nu-ri's Minime's cheeks were puffed up. They looked like they might burst if touched.
Her tightly clenched hands were trembling.

"...Was it that bad?"

"Ahem... maybe it'll get better with practice?"

Ji Nu-ri cleared her throat. She patted my shoulder as if to encourage me.

She meant that if I wanted to sing well, I needed practice.

"..."

I didn't go to karaoke often, and when I did, I usually went alone.

This was the first time I'd received such objective feedback.
It was a bit of a shock.

*Come to think of it...*

No wonder Lee Seung-ah said she wouldn't go to karaoke with me.

She did complain that I couldn't sing.

Since she's always cursing under her breath about something, I just thought it was one of those things.

It's a bit sad.

"...Sigh."

Fine. I let it go.

Yeah, what's the point of singing well? It's not like I'm going to be a singer.

I knew I wasn't that good to begin with. I just thought I was average.

"...I need to use the bathroom."

I quietly got up from my seat.

Still, a shock is a shock.
I decided to step out briefly to clear my head.

As I opened the door and went out.

"Are you going to Olive Young right away?"
"Yeah, let's go."

Some female students were walking down the narrow corridor, chatting.

I stopped and pressed myself against the wall to let them pass.

Then, among the passing girls.

Our eyes briefly met with one of them.

"..."
"..."

Her appearance caught my eye immediately.

Platinum blonde hair, short bangs revealing her eyebrows, and tied-back hair.

"...?"

She looks familiar. I have that feeling.
But I can't place it.

Soon, she looked away. She passed by me and moved on.

I continued on my way too.

— "-----"

Somehow, I was bothered by the faint Noise I heard.

But I soon ignored it.

It was a common occurrence.
That's how it is when you're out and about. It's not like that's the only instance.
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Ha Seo-rim felt her heart pounding as she walked down the hallway.

*Wow, that startled me...*

She was surprised by the sudden encounter with Lee Seung-ho.

She already had low tolerance for jump scares. When faced with this unexpected situation, her heart raced.

*How did we end up meeting right here?*

Even though it was a karaoke place near school, this was too coincidental.

This was already the second time today.

Fortunately, he didn't seem to notice her. Maybe it was because he had dyed his hair.

"Hey, Ha Seo-rim, where are you going?! The room is here!" An Bo-ram called out to her.

"Oh."

Only then did her steps come to a halt.

She must have been too lost in thought. She had kept walking without realizing they'd reached their room.

If her friend hadn't called out, she would have kept walking all the way to the end.

"..."

Enough. Don't worry about it.

Seo-rim quickly turned off her concerns. It was just a chance encounter anyway.

Unless she deliberately sought him out, they wouldn't run into each other again.
Fretting over such a brief encounter would be a waste of energy.

"Oh, right."

An Bo-ram put her bag down on the sofa.
She suddenly turned her head.

Seo-rim looked at her, wondering what was up.

"Shouldn't we ask about that soon? Who wants to do it?"

"...About what?"

Seo-rim tilted her head in confusion.
She had no idea what Bo-ram meant.

"You know, that thing."

Bo-ram, seemingly frustrated by Seo-rim's confusion, made various hand gestures.

"What we talked about before. That thing we said we'd try together."

"Oh, forming a club?"

"Yeah, that."

She should have just said so from the beginning.

"Once finals are over, the first semester will be ending too."

Club formation had been impossible during the first semester under the pretext of giving first-years time to adjust, but summer vacation was approaching.

Seo-rim was planning to leave her current band club and form a new one.

Since multiple clubs in the same category of music were allowed, it wouldn't be difficult as long as they had the connections.

There was just one problem...

"We need to get a guitar, so you said you'd ask Senior Ji Nu-ri about it."

As Bo-ram pointed out, they didn't have a guitar.

Seo-rim played bass, An Bo-ram was on keyboard, and their male friend Jin Hyun-woo played drums.

"But is that really okay? Doesn't that senior already belong to another club?"

"I told you about this last time. Weren't you listening?"

An Bo-ram narrowed her eyes accusingly.

"...Huh? You mentioned it?"

Seo-rim was surprised and asked again. She had no memory of this conversation.
No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't recall it.

It seemed like maybe they had discussed it, but maybe not.

"I told you there's no rule against it."

Apparently, there was no problem with joining multiple clubs.
Of course, it would be physically demanding, but that was for the individual to handle.

"We're just asking. If it doesn't work out, that's fine."

"Then we might as well ask tomorrow since we're thinking about it now."

At Seo-rim's words, both of them fell silent. An Bo-ram did, and Jin Hyun-woo too.
They exchanged glances.

Jin Hyun-woo scratched his head.

"Ah... it's kind of awkward to ask... Isn't it hard to approach her?"

"Hmm."

Seo-rim nodded in understanding.

True, she did have an intimidating presence.
That senior always looked expressionless from a distance.

"Oh, are you guys really getting nervous about that?"

An Bo-ram snickered at their hesitation.

"..."

There was no response.
Jin Hyun-woo narrowed his eyes but didn't answer.
He was quite timid in these situations.

"Fine. I'll ask tomorrow."

An Bo-ram raised her voice unnecessarily.

Then she subtly clung to Seo-rim.

"...Seo-rim. You'll come with me, right??"

That was a bit ridiculous. A small scoff escaped her.

"Sure."

Seo-rim nodded.
It wasn't that difficult a task anyway.

It shouldn't be a big deal.

* * *

"Whew..."

Ji Nu-ri entered her room, vigorously drying her wet hair with a towel.
Steam rose from her fair white skin.

A bath after a day out was truly the best.

Ji Nu-ri flopped down on her bed.

She'd had a fulfilling day. A satisfied smile spread across her face.

*That was fun.*

Perhaps because it had been a while since she'd gone to a karaoke place.

She usually went alone, but going with friends felt different.
It was a novel experience.

"...Yaaawn."

A languid yawn escaped her. Tears formed at the corners of her eyes.
Her eyelids felt unusually heavy.

*Did I eat too much...?*

Ji Nu-ri's eyes blinked slowly. Food coma was creeping in.

Her stomach was full, her body was warm, and the blanket was cool yet cozy.
It was the perfect environment for falling asleep.

*I should practice my daily amount though...*

She needed to do her daily instrument practice.
She couldn't fall asleep yet.

"Nngh...!"

With a shout of determination, she forced herself to get up.

But getting up like that made her feel even more drained.

"Sheesh."

What could she do? She had to practice even if she didn't want to.

Ji Nu-ri accepted this fact. She trudged over to her desk.

"Hmm..."

She tapped on her phone, contemplating what to practice today.

*Lots of people are using NewTube and TakTok these days.*

She noticed many solo guitarists doing this.
They would upload short videos of themselves playing while hiding their faces.

Plus, there were cosplay performances too.

"Hmm. Hmm hmm."

The outfits were a bit embarrassing, but it was a new area to explore.

...So this is what's trending these days.

*Should I try uploading one too?*

She was confident in cosplay. And in her playing too.

As long as she didn't expose too much...

"Yaaawn..."

Ji Nu-ri opened her mouth wide. Her eyelids slowly drooped.

"..."

This wouldn't do.
She needed to finish today's practice quickly and go to bed.

*Is there anything good to try?*

She scrolled through her social media to check the current trends.

*...Ah, this.*

She discovered that Shin A-young had posted an Instagram story. It was from their karaoke session.

Curious about what she'd posted, she played it.

"Wow..."

An exclamation escaped as soon as the video started. She was suddenly wide awake.

It was a video of her singing with Shin A-young, but Lee Seung-ho's voice particularly caught her attention.

He was trying his best to sing well, eyes tightly shut with effort.

"..."

Seeing that, she couldn't help but laugh. She found herself chuckling alone.

He really couldn't sing well.
But it was nice to see him trying so hard.

*...Maybe I'll teach him some basics when I have time.*

Ji Nu-ri liked the video and stretched.

"Hmm."

She should do that if she ever went to karaoke with Seung-ah. That wouldn't be a bad idea.

"Ah."

She needed to practice.

Now that she was awake, she felt like she could focus properly.

* * *

With the sports festival over, final exams were just around the corner.

"..."

Lee Sol was staring blankly at her test paper. Her pencil refused to move.

She struggled with the text, groaning.

— "This is so hard..."

Finally, her minime whined with a gloomy face.

It trudged over and collapsed dramatically on top of my worksheet, as if protesting.

*Her concentration is gone.*

I checked the time. She had definitely studied longer than before. For Lee Sol, this was effort.

"Let's take a ten-minute break and then continue."

"!"
— "!"

Lee Sol and her minime simultaneously raised their eyebrows.

Their expressions said this was welcome news.

"Mmmmm—!"

Lee Sol stretched out fully and then slumped onto the sofa.

I looked to the side. Lee Sol wasn't the only one studying with me. Shin A-young was there too.

She was methodically marking her paper with a pen.
She drew red circles.
After grading the last question...

"..."

Shin A-young looked down at it with a slightly surprised face.

"...I got them all right."

Shin A-young muttered blankly.

Looking at it, she really had. There wasn't a single mark.
Just red circles everywhere.

"I got everything right."

She said it again, looking at me proudly holding out her test paper.

— "Is there... anything...?"

Her minime excitedly waved its arms.

I blinked slowly, looking at it.

...What did she want?

I searched my pockets but didn't have anything to give her.

"Oh, you're pretty good."

I gave her a small compliment.

"Hmph. Of course."

She smiled subtly and straightened her back. She accepted the praise as if it were natural.

— "...Ahem."

Meanwhile, her minime covered its face with its hands. Its shyness was clearly visible.

After being bashful for a moment,
it suddenly looked at me with sparkling eyes.

— "But you really are a good teacher. You can pinpoint exactly where mistakes are made, so it's easy to correct them."

The minime's help was significant in that.

I awkwardly cleared my throat.

"Argh...!"

Just then, a loud voice came from inside the counseling room.

Senior Min-ji came out, fuming. She had a workbook in one hand.

But that didn't last long.

"Sigh......"

Her face turned gloomy. Angry one moment, depressed the next. Her mood was all over the place.

— "Why am I so stupid?"

Her minime became pessimistic.

"It's okay, Min-ji. Don't be like that. Let's go get some fresh air."

The President comforted Senior Min-ji.

"We're going to the school store."

"Okay, see you later."

I nodded calmly as usual.

It seemed better to act natural rather than show concern.

"W-what's going on...?"

Lee Sol, who had been sprawled on the sofa, sat up straight in surprise.

Her minime also perked up like a meerkat, looking in the direction the seniors had gone.

"They're third-years. They probably feel time is running short now."

"Ah..."

Lee Sol nodded in understanding.

With finals coming up and it being June, there were only about 150 days left until the college entrance exam.

Not enough time to study, and not getting the grades they want—it must be stressful.

"They'll probably be like that for a while. We'll have to handle the counseling ourselves."

At the beginning of the semester, the seniors frequently came to help Lee Sol and Ji Nu-ri adjust as new members.

But that would decrease now.

Later on, we'd probably be on our own.

Knock knock—!

Just then, there was a soft knock at the door.

"? Did we have counseling scheduled today?"

"Hmm..."

Lee Sol thought about it and then shook her head.

"...Not that I remember."

Not that I knew of either.

"Yes, come in—"

I raised my voice toward the door. I'd let them in first.
We could just ask them directly.

The door slid open—

"Excuse us."

"Hello..."

Two girls cautiously walked into the room. White name tags. First-years.

— "---?!"

The minime of one of them suddenly produced a faint noise. It was startled.

"?"

The strange thing was that it happened when she saw me.

What could it be?
Curious, I examined her more closely.

"Uh, um..."

The platinum-blonde girl rolled her eyes around, avoiding my gaze. Her expression was peculiar.

"What brings you here?"

"Is Senior Nu-ri here?"

The other girl asked.

"Just a moment?"

I called to Ji Nu-ri, who was dozing off behind me.

"Hey, Ji Nu-ri, someone's looking for you."

"Huh, what?"

She slowly opened her eyes and stretched.

"Yaaawn... What's up?"

"Don't know."

I said that, though I'd already heard everything through the minime.

Besides, there was something else bothering me now.

— "Oh, seriously, why am I like this... She doesn't seem to recognize me yet. I won't get caught, right?"

The platinum-blonde girl's minime muttered.

I narrowed my eyes at her.

There was a strange sense of familiarity.

*I've seen her somewhere before...*

...Ah.

I froze.

I remembered.

In middle school, there was a junior who was close friends with the girl I had a crush on.

I didn't recognize her immediately because her hair color had changed.
Compared to back then, she'd grown taller and her appearance had changed quite a bit.

*...Ha Seo-rim.*

I recalled her name as I looked at the girl before me.

A name I hadn't thought of in a very long time.

It's not like she did anything wrong.

But now that I remembered, I felt somewhat strange.





Ch.70 - Exam Period (1)
* * *

I stood still, just blinking. I carefully observed the situation.

"..."

The uncomfortable silence continued.

The encounter was so sudden that I lost my words. I couldn't find anything to say.

— "Ah, seriously..."

Ha Seo-rim's minime looked at me while scratching her head. Her platinum blonde hair became disheveled.

— "...Why is this person here? Don't tell me they're part of the Counseling Club?"

She observed me with an uncomfortable expression.

*She recognized me.*

I thought she might not recognize me since it had been quite a while. But she knew me right away.

— "Tsk... ah, what should I do? It seems like they recognized me too..."

She also noticed that I recognized her.

It seemed impossible to pretend not to know each other now. I had no choice but to greet her naturally somehow.

Ha Seo-rim rubbed the back of her neck awkwardly. She seemed to be contemplating how to respond.

"...Hello."

She greeted me first.
Ha Seo-rim awkwardly nodded her head.

"...Oh. Hi."

I awkwardly accepted her greeting.

I tried my best not to be awkward, but it didn't work out well.

"Huh, what's this? Do you two know each other?"

Ji Nu-ri looked at us and asked. Her eyes were suddenly full of curiosity.

"...Just a Junior from middle school."

Not extremely close.
The kind of relationship where we stopped contacting each other after graduation.

"Oh, really?"

"...Yeah, but I didn't know you went to our school."

I really didn't expect to run into her here.

"..."

As if she felt the same way, Ha Seo-rim slightly narrowed her eyes.
As expected, I could feel distance from her.

"...?"

At that moment, her friend beside her momentarily showed a puzzled expression.

— "...She said she didn't know this person before... Did she mean they weren't close?"

It seemed Ha Seo-rim already knew I attended this school.

Meanwhile, Ji Nu-ri stepped forward.

"...So, what brings you here? You said you had something to tell me?"

She casually leaned against the sofa.

"...Ah, about that."

Ha Seo-rim explained their situation.

"We're thinking of creating a band club, and we were wondering if you'd like to join our club?"

"Huh?"

Ji Nu-ri's expression twisted strangely. Her face filled with questions.

"...Huh? You're making a club? But you're first-years."

First-years can't make clubs—that's what she was saying.

"...First-years can make clubs starting from the second semester."

I whispered an explanation to Ji Nu-ri.

"Oh, really?"

Ji Nu-ri nodded as if learning this for the first time.

Then, after briefly considering that there was no problem.

"But I'm already in the Counseling Club, so..."

"That's fine. You can join up to two clubs."

"Oh, really?"

Ji Nu-ri nodded at Ha Seo-rim's explanation, as if that was also news to her.

"..."

Ha Seo-rim's expression became strange.

— "...She's different from what I expected."

She looked at Ji Nu-ri with a subtle gaze.

I inwardly nodded. I could relate to that.

"Hmm..."

Ji Nu-ri let out a sigh. She seemed to be contemplating what to do.

During that silence, Ha Seo-rim quickly added:

"Of course, I'm not asking for an immediate answer. We're planning to form the club in the second semester, so there's still plenty of time."

Ha Seo-rim continued while scrolling through her phone.

"You're probably curious about our performance skills, so I'll send you a recording through Instagram later."

"Hmm."

"Please think about it and let us know."

"Okay, got it."

That was enough. Ji Nu-ri nodded with her arms crossed.

"..."

Having said all she needed to, Ha Seo-rim subtly created an atmosphere of leaving the club room.

It must be an uncomfortable situation, mostly because of me.

"Then we'll be going."

Ha Seo-rim moved to leave.

"Oh, if you ever need counseling, feel free to drop by. I'll give you something tasty when you come. Ah, take this too."

Ji Nu-ri offered alphabet chocolates to the three of them with a casual laugh.
Seeing this, Ha Seo-rim waved her hands in refusal.

"No, no, it's fine. You really don't need to worry about us."

"It's okay~ You're Seung-ho's Junior, right?"

"...Ah, yes."

Ha Seo-rim awkwardly accepted it.

"Excuse us."

The three of them finished their greetings and left the club room.

The door closed with a slide—

And so we were left alone in the club room again.

— "...Did something happen between you two?"

— "...I thought I was going to suffocate."

Shin A-young and Lee Sol's minimes each muttered a comment.

The two of them watched me with subtle gestures.

"Wow, Korea really is small. Running into a middle school Junior here of all places."

Ji Nu-ri murmured as if finding it fascinating.

"Are you close with that kid?"

Ji Nu-ri asked nonchalantly.

— "?"
— "?!"

The two minimes jumped. They seemed more surprised than I was.

"I guess."

At her boldness, I couldn't help but let out a chuckle.

— "Phew..."

Watching the two of them sigh in relief, I reflected on myself.
I gently wiped my mouth.

*...Was my expression that bad?*

It certainly seemed so.

I was taken aback, and old memories resurfaced.

Even though it's all in the past, and I thought I shouldn't care about it anymore...

It wasn't that easy. I guess some things can't be helped.

* * *

"..."

Ha Seo-rim left the counseling room with a sullen expression.

She shoved both hands deep into her large coat pockets and buried the lower half of her face in her tightly closed collar.
Only her crescent-shaped eyes peeked out halfway.

On the other hand—

"Wow, that went really well...!"

Ha Seo-rim's friend.
An Bo-ram had a broad smile. Her steps were light and bouncy.

"That Senior and Senior Nu-ri seemed really close... Maybe if you ask nicely, something could work out?"

"...As if."

"Huh? Why?"

"Because we're not on good terms."

Ha Seo-rim glanced at her with a sullen look.

She continued grumbling.

"You should stay away from that Senior too. Nothing good comes from getting involved with him."

"...Really? That bad? In what way?"

"..."

Ha Seo-rim fell silent for a moment.

She wondered how much she should explain, if at all.
But she decided to tell her friend.

"...Didn't you see just now?"

"What?"

"He was surrounded only by girls."

And every one of them was known for being pretty.

"Huh?"

An Bo-ram tilted her head.

"...Oh, that's true."

Jin Hyun-woo, the male friend who had been quietly listening, nodded as if he just realized.

"But they're in the same club, so isn't that normal? Our school has more female students anyway."

At An Bo-ram's words, Ha Seo-rim let out a scoffing laugh and shook her head.

"No, he's been like that for a long time."

To be precise, he wasn't always like that, but became that way at some point.

He cut ties with his original friends and only maintained relationships with certain people.

Mostly girls, which was strange.

It even felt like he was selecting people to befriend in some peculiar way.

"Plus, that Senior made one of the Unnies I know cry."

"In middle school?"

"Yeah."

Ha Seo-rim was quite close to that girl.

She heard many stories directly from her.
So many that it became tiresome.

...But the ending wasn't good.

She was rejected by Lee Seung-ho. He cut her off very coldly. Ha Seo-rim witnessed it firsthand.

The next day, the expression on that girl's face was still vividly remembered.

*And yet...*

Lee Seung-ho was living carefree. He even seemed friendly with other girls in the club.

He was nothing but a playboy.

"..."

That person.
He'll probably end up with girls on each arm later in life. Like a typical womanizer.

She didn't want to get involved with him in any way.

The only thing that slightly concerned her was:

*...I wonder if those Seniors are okay.*

The fact that Ji Nu-ri and the other female Seniors were involved with Lee Seung-ho.
That worried her a bit.

...Should she say something?

"Hmm..."

Ha Seo-rim shook her head internally.

Forget it. Don't worry about it.

Even if she said something, nothing would change. She'd just end up looking like she was badmouthing him.

*I'm not in a position to worry about them anyway.*

Ha Seo-rim laughed self-deprecatingly to herself.

She was busy too.
She needed to prepare for final exams, get ready for performances, and she had several part-time jobs.

Oh, she was also thinking of trying TikTok. She heard it pays well. Things were a bit tight financially these days.

...Anyway, she had more than enough to worry about.

"Sigh..."

Thinking about it all made her sigh involuntarily.

One body wasn't enough.
Let them handle their own business.

She didn't have the energy to worry about those people too.

* * *

At the bus stop after school.

Lee Sol was waiting for the bus with Lee Seung-ho. Ji Nu-ri and Shin A-young had already boarded an earlier bus and left.

Screech— Hiss—

Lee Seung-ho waved his hand lightly as he boarded the stopping bus.

"I'm going. Solve what I told you about by tomorrow."

"Okay, see you tomorrow."

Lee Sol raised her hand slightly in response.
She greeted him as they faced each other.

"..."

After Lee Seung-ho left, she was alone.
While waiting for the bus home for a moment.

What had just happened crossed her mind.

The three Juniors who visited the Counseling Club.

Among them—

*A Junior from middle school...*

She recalled that girl.

She had distinctive platinum blonde hair and looked really cute. The type who would clearly be adored by everyone around her.

The notable thing was that she seemed to show some aversion toward Lee Seung-ho.

"Hmm..."

While Lee Sol felt relieved about that fact...

On the other hand, she felt annoyed—what's wrong with Seung-ho? Her lips pouted.

*Maybe...*

She suspected the girl might know about what happened in middle school, which she had heard from Lee Seung-ah.

*...What was her name again?*

Lee Sol thought carefully.

She definitely heard it but was confused. She couldn't remember properly.

Lee Sol put her hand in her pocket. She took out a crumpled piece of paper and unfolded it.

*...Right. Ha Seo-rim.*

The name was written in squiggly handwriting.

She had written it down in advance so she wouldn't forget.

Hmph.
Well done. Lee Sol praised herself.

*Should I ask Seung-ah?*

They might know each other.
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* * *

"Hmm..."

—Swish, swish.

Shin A-young sat on her bed in her room, scrolling through her phone.
She wasn't doing anything in particular. Just had nothing else to do.

She sat there blankly. Lost in her own thoughts.

"..."

—Flop

Like a roly-poly toy falling sideways, Shin A-young collapsed onto her blanket.

*I've never seen that expression before...*

Lee Seung-ho's face was still vividly clear in her mind.

That stunned, blank face. It wasn't something you could see often.
Seung-ho was usually such a composed person.

The atmosphere had become quite awkward then. Only Ji Nu-ri had remained calm in that space.

*What's up with that girl...*

Shin A-young drew in a deep breath.

When she thought of Ha Seo-rim, her eyes narrowed slightly.

*It does seem like something was going on between her and Seung-ho...*

Though she didn't know exactly what it was.

*Is that why he's not falling for me?*

She had her suspicions.

Watching Lee Sol's efforts, any other guy would have fallen for her several times over by now...

Yet there didn't seem to be much progress in their relationship.

"Hmm."

In a way, it was fortunate for Shin A-young herself.

...At least that was something to be grateful for.

"Ugh!"

Shin A-young rolled around on her bed. She hugged her long cat plushie and buried her face in it.

Bang, bang—she pounded the blanket with her shins.

Thinking about it made her regretful all over again.

"Aah... why did I do that..."

Why had she helped Lee Sol realize her feelings?

No, that part was fine. She would have figured it out eventually on her own.

But.
If only she hadn't offered to help. Then she wouldn't be feeling this conflicted.

"Hah—"

Sighs kept escaping her. It was too late for regrets now.

Not that she was planning to give up on Lee Seung-ho, but she did feel uncomfortable about the situation.

"..."

Shin A-young fidgeted with her phone for no reason. There was no other way to express her complicated feelings.

*Oh.*

Just then, a notification popped up on her phone screen.

*...Seung-ho's sister posted something?*

That's what the notification was about.

She had followed her before. Hoping to see something related to Seung-ho.
And that thought had proven exactly right.

[Going to work out ㅎ]

Along with those words was a single photo.

Lee Seung-ah had taken a selfie in front of a mirror wearing a tracksuit. Exercise equipment was lined up in the background—probably a gym.

"Ah."

Shin A-young's eyes widened.

There he was.
Looking closely, Lee Seung-ho's figure was reflected in the mirror. He had a blank expression on his face as he watched what his sister was doing.

"...Heheh."

Seeing that, she couldn't help but let out a silly laugh.

"!"

Startled by her own reaction, her shoulders jerked. Her eyes darted around.

"Ugh..."

About saying she'd help Lee Sol...

Yeah, that's it.

...How was I supposed to know I'd end up like this?

"Uuugh!"

Regret washed over her again, and she buried her face in the blanket. Her body curled up like a shrimp.

"..."

Slowly raising her head.
Shin A-young stared at the screen from behind the pile of blankets.

"...Wow."

Probably because he was working out, he was wearing short sleeves and shorts.

His thighs were quite thick. This was something different. The exposed skin made her heart flutter.

...Gulp.

She swallowed involuntarily. Shin A-young observed the photo with a strangely flushed face.
Her fingertips tapped her lips.

*The image quality is a bit disappointing...*

That was the only flaw. It couldn't be helped since it was an accidental capture.

Tap, tap.

She liked the post that Lee Seung-ah had uploaded and saved the photo.

"...Maybe I should work out too?"

Seeing that made her think. It genuinely seemed like a good idea.

*My shoulders have been feeling stiff lately too...*

Shin A-young tapped her shoulders. Every time she tilted her head, there was a cracking sound.

The reason was simple.
It was because they were unnecessarily large.

*...Wait a minute.*

Shin A-young's movements suddenly froze.

Her face faintly heated up and her eyes rolled around. Her fingers fidgeted.

*...I wonder if Seung-ho likes big ones?*

Aren't all boys like that?

That's what she'd heard. Sometimes during PE class at school, she could feel the boys' gazes.

Remembering those times would normally make her feel bad, but...
Thinking about Seung-ho looking at her that way.

"...Phew..."

An excited breath escaped her without her realizing.

*...I, I think it would be okay.*

In its own way, it didn't feel so bad.

*...Eek!*

Shin A-young patted her cheeks.

Her feelings were getting a bit dizzy.

She even felt pessimistic, wondering if she had always been this kind of person. Her mood was all over the place.

"..."

Shin A-young sat up with a strange expression.

Tap tap tap—

She quickly typed on her screen.

> [Does working out make your chest smaller?]

...It was just something she was a bit concerned about. She just wanted to check.

*That's not the case. Thank goodness.*

Shin A-young was relieved. There seemed to be no scientific evidence for it.

Then there would be no problem with working out.
Her next action was quick.

— Tap. Tap tap tap.

Shin A-young typed on her phone. She immediately sent a DM.

[Shin A-young — Seung-ho!]

[Shin A-young — Which gym do you go to??]

[Shin A-young — I've been wanting to work out lately but can't find a good place ㅠㅠ]

[Shin A-young — I want to go to the same place as you ㅎㅎ]

She rapidly sent the messages to Lee Seung-ho.

*...And here.*

Shin A-young looked through the emoticons she had purchased.

She selected a good one.

This would be good.

[(Retriever hugging a heart emoticon)]

...She was about to send it.

But paused. She fell into thought for a moment.

"...Is this too much?"

Is it too obvious? That thought occurred to her.

It was blatant flirting.

What if he found it burdensome? She hesitated.

"..."

After staring at the send button for a long time.

Whatever, I don't even know anymore.

Click—

[Shin A-young — (Retriever tightly hugging a heart emoticon)]

Shin A-young closed her eyes and went for it.

She had a "whatever happens, happens" mindset.

*Oh my god, oh my god...!*

After sending it, she panicked all by herself.

Shin A-young put her phone far away. She didn't have the courage to see his reply.

"..."

She jumped up from the bed and paced around the room restlessly.

Then.
She caught her reflection in the mirror.

Come to think of it, this was no time to be idle.

*...I need to buy workout clothes!*

...And I mean the kind that captivates men's hearts...!

* * *

"Good. Hold that pose—"

I came to the gym near home with Lee Seung-ah. To maintain my routine of at least one hour of exercise every day.

"Nnngh...!"

Seung-ah's face turned red as she barely managed to lift the barbell.

Looking at me with desperate eyes, as if she'd reached her limit.

But it's not her limit yet. From what I can see, she can still do more.

"Good, now just one more."

"Huff...!"

"Just one more time."

"Hnngh...!!"

"Good, good. Oh, just one more."

"...Kk."

— "You, crazy bastard...!"

A curse burst out.
Minime's voice had definitely gotten louder. I could hear the Noise coming up. Time to stop.

Now she's at her limit.

"Heck— Hack—"

She gasped for breath, her body swaying.

— "I'm, I'm dying..."

I can still hear Minime's voice clearly, so I ended it at just the right time.

With practice, I've become skilled at gauging the limit.

"Ugh..."

"Where are you going? Let's jog a little before we leave."

I caught her as she was heading to the shower room. She must have thought that was the last exercise, but there's still more.

We still need to run on the treadmill as the final workout.

"Bathroom first."

— "...Should I make a run for it?"

Minime glanced around nervously. Checking to see if the coast was clear.

"If you try to escape and get caught, look forward to tomorrow."

"Hey— You don't trust me enough. I'm serious."

Seung-ah burst into laughter. She waved her hands, telling me not to worry.

— "Damn. He's gotten so quick to catch on."

Minime scrunched up her face. Those petulant lips pouted.

She scurried away like she was escaping.

"..."

After watching her with a stern gaze.

With nothing else to do alone, I got on the treadmill first.

I adjusted the speed to something not too intense.
As I jogged slowly like that.

"...Hmm."

Suddenly that girl came to mind.

Ha Seo-rim, I mean.

*It has been quite a while.*

Almost a year.
Though it's not that long, maybe because she dyed her hair. Her impression was quite different from what I remembered.

Back then, she had a more childlike face.

"...Sigh."

Enough.
Let's not think about it anymore.

She probably feels uncomfortable around me too, and now I can't treat her casually either.

When I see her, I naturally think of the past.
Even though it doesn't have much to do with her.

Maybe it's because she's close friends with that girl.

"..."

— Click click click!

I increased the speed of the treadmill for no reason.

"Huff...!"

Forget about it.
We probably won't run into each other at school anyway.

"..."

...But.

Seung-ah. Why is she taking so long?

Ch.72 - Exam Period (3)
"That's all for today's class..."

With about 10 minutes left, the teacher tapped his book on the podium and continued.

"For your performance assessment, second-years will be making short films."

Here it comes. Everyone had that same reaction.

"Form your groups before class ends and submit them. This will significantly affect your grades, so prepare well."

With that, the teacher sat down in the chair beside the podium, as if signaling he wouldn't interfere any further.

Students began standing up one by one, searching for teammates.

"Seung-ho, you'll team up with me, right?"

Shin A-young quickly approached me.

"Yeah."

Of course I accepted. I didn't have anyone else to team up with anyway.

As we formed our group, I overheard some boys from another section:

"He's with Shin A-young again? I was hoping to team up with them this time."

"Do you think they're... dating? No, probably not..."

I'd grown used to ignoring such comments by now.

"Hmm..." A-young hesitated.

*I'm fine with just us, but it might be too much work for Seung-ho with only two people.*

As she said, our group consisted of just the two of us. That's how it was with department classes. Ji Nu-ri from Practical Music and Lee Sol from Acting and Modeling weren't in this class.

"Wait. I'll find more team members."

A-young took the initiative like an automated hunter.

Watching her, I felt relieved. It was nice having teammates gather without me having to do anything.

"I brought some others."

A-young returned quickly.

*That was fast.*

She had walked off somewhere, exchanged a few words, and brought back two people.

"This is Kim Ji-min, and this is Choi Hyun-woo. They're both from Class 1. We're in Drama Club together."

A-young introduced them.

So that's why she was so quick—she already knew them.

The two gave me a nod of greeting.

*Plus, they're dating.*

A-young's Minime nodded with a satisfied smile, as if that were the most important detail.

"..."

I checked the time. About 5 minutes left.

"Since we're all here, let's divide up the roles."

With little time left, we decided to just settle that and finish.

"There's not much to divide, really, but let me organize it."

Since the people she brought were from Drama Club, the roles were practically decided already.

"You two will be the actors."

They nodded in agreement, seemingly having no intention of doing anything else.

"I'll handle the camera and directing, and for the script—"

"I'll take care of that."

A-young raised her hand. I nodded.

"So that's all settled?"

A-young is surprisingly good at writing. She didn't enter the school as an acting major, apparently.

That makes sense since A-young isn't an aspiring actor but a screenwriter.

*I was surprised when I first learned that...*

Thinking about it now, it seems obvious. A-young gets uncomfortable with people staring at her, so she couldn't possibly be an actor.

She says she joined the Drama Club because she wanted to write scripts.

*The group turned out pretty well.*

I nodded with inner satisfaction. This was good enough.

* * *

Back home, I was checking video editing software when—

"Huh?"

Something was wrong with my computer. The screen flickered strangely and then went black.

"Damn it..."

I tried banging on it, but it wouldn't turn on. The system that had gone bad was now completely dead.

"I've had it for a while..."

It was so old I couldn't even remember when I bought it, but I hadn't expected it to die so suddenly.

This was quite troubling.

*I'll have to go to an internet café to work on the project.*

No choice there.

While I could handle the assignment that way for now, I needed a new computer.

*Since I'm getting a new one, I'd like something good.*

Video editing requires quite a bit of computing power.

*Let's see...*

I checked my bank account balance on my phone.

I had made some decent money from the last event I worked, but it wasn't quite enough for a high-spec computer.

*Someone I could borrow money from...*

Only one person came to mind.

*Lee Seung-ah is my only option.*

My expression hardened at the thought of her.

My parents don't readily give money for most things. They're basically hands-off—they don't interfere much with anything, but they expect me to handle things on my own.

This was my only option.

"..."

Knock knock—

I knocked on Seung-ah's door, calling out in the gentlest tone possible.

"Seung-ah, do you have a minute?"

*Come in.*

I opened the door and went inside.

"..."

Seung-ah, sitting at her desk, swiveled her chair around.

"What?"

Her brows were furrowed. She didn't look particularly pleased.

She must have been worked hard at the gym yesterday.

*One look and I can tell you want something.*

Her Minime burst into laughter. She became instantly smug.

Sharp little thing.

"Ahem..."

I cleared my throat quietly before cautiously asking.

"Could you lend me some money?"

"No."

That was a quick and firm answer.

*The nerve of this guy.*

Her tone suggested she found it absurd.

I expected that response. It was somewhat anticipated.

But I couldn't back down now.

"I promise I'll pay you back by next month. Can't you help me out?"

"Hmm..."

*I really don't want to lend it to him.*

Her Minime scratched her stomach with a disgruntled face, showing complete disinterest.

This wasn't going to work.

I reluctantly offered a deal.

"I'll give you one more day off from working out each week."

"..."

A spark of interest flashed in Seung-ah's eyes.

"...When?"

"Every Monday."

Sunday was already our regular rest day, so including Monday would make it two days.

"..."

Seung-ah tilted her head slightly. She seemed to be considering it.

*That's not bad.*

Her Minime nodded with satisfaction.

"So, how much do you need?"

Seung-ah rested her chin on her hand, speaking with an expression straight out of a noir film.

*I've always wanted to try something like this.*

Seems like she'd been wanting to do this.

......

"Sigh."

I sat cross-legged on my bed, deep in thought. Now that I'd borrowed the money, I needed to work.

*Finding a part-time job isn't easy.*

Being a high school student made it even harder.

"Ah."

I finally found a job I could take.

A fast food restaurant. They didn't care about age, and I already had a health certificate from a previous job, so that was fine.

This was the only job I could get around here right now.

I had no other options.

*It's a bit far from home, but...*

That's not a big problem. I could just run there and think of it as exercise.

I immediately contacted them.

* * *

— Beep beep beep. Beep beep beep.

[Part-time Job]

An alarm with that name went off.

Ha Seo-rim turned off the alarm while putting on her shoes. It was her usual routine.

"I left dinner in the fridge, so heat it up yourself. And don't just eat ramen like last time because you're alone, okay?"

"I got it already!"

Seo-rim's two younger brothers grumbled, telling her to ease up.

But her nagging didn't stop. How could she not worry about her middle school first-year brothers?

With their parents both working and never home, and her coming back late every night from her part-time job, she couldn't help but worry.

"Finish all your homework today."

"I said I got it. Just go already."

"Alright, take care of the house."

Seo-rim went out the front door.

— Beep beep.

Just then, the door lock beeped with a low battery warning.

*We need to change the battery too.*

She'd have to mention it later. She could already hear her parents complaining about having too many expenses.

"Huff..."

She let out a light breath. Seo-rim ran toward her workplace as usual.

She did this to save on bus fare. Those costs added up over time.

Plus, running was good exercise.

"Huff, huff...!"

Seo-rim slowed down as she approached her destination. Her breathing had become somewhat rough.

"..."

She took out her phone to check her bank balance. It was her pre-work energy boost.

A pleased smile spread across her face as she looked at it.

*Almost there.*

She had nearly saved up the amount she wanted. She was working part-time to buy a new bass guitar.

Honestly, her family wasn't well off.

She couldn't comfortably ask her parents for money.

*But I've almost saved enough.*

Not much longer now.

"Mate Seo-rim reporting for duty~"

Seo-rim entered through the back door and energetically greeted the staff inside. It was the standard greeting at her workplace.

"Oh, Seo-rim. You're early today?"

The manager, who was moving boxes inside, welcomed her.

"I came to relieve the earlier shift. Was it busy today?"

"A bit?"

Being Friday evening, she figured it would be.

*Unnie must be completely exhausted.*

She could easily imagine the face of her coworker from the earlier shift. Better get in there quickly.

Seo-rim bowed her head to him.

"I'll head in now."

"Sure, good work~"

The manager was about to continue on his way when—

"Oh, right."

He stopped in his tracks.

He called Seo-rim back, saying he'd forgotten something.

"A new employee is coming today. When he arrives, could you show him the ropes?"

"Is it a girl?"

"No, not a girl. I'm thinking of putting him on floor duty once he gets used to things."

Planning to put him on floor duty meant he must be quite good-looking.

"Not right away, of course. But since you work the floor too, I wanted to let you know."

"Yes, sir!"

Seo-rim answered energetically. Or at least, she made it seem that way.

"Hello~"

After changing into her uniform in the locker room, Seo-rim walked out. Passing through the tray area to the floor, she saw her senior coworker nearly collapsing.

"Is that you, Seo-rim...?"

She turned to look at Seo-rim with a weary smile.

"Nothing unusual today, right?"

"No, nothing special."

"Confirmed."

After completing the handover procedure, Seo-rim took her place on the floor.

"Ugh— Whew, finally I can rest."

"Good work."

"I'm off then. Take care~"

"Yes, good work!"

Seo-rim watched her leave with a slightly envious look. Even though she had just started her shift, she felt that way.

*Well...*

It wasn't too busy yet.

Thinking she should clean the floor before customers started pouring in, she was wiping tables when—

"Hey, Seo-rim."

A male senior approached with a subtle smile. He was a year older and attended a high school nearby.

He was still in his regular clothes, having just arrived for his shift.

"...Hello."

Seo-rim gave a slightly awkward smile.

"I'm going to get coffee before starting. Want anything?"

"Ah... I don't really like coffee."

It had been tiring for a while now, with him making unnecessary conversation during work. It just distracted her and sometimes got her scolded by the manager.

Seo-rim turned her gaze away and scrubbed the table hard.

A clear signal not to talk to her right now.

"Really? Something else is fine too."

He obliviously continued asking.

"I'm really fine."

"There's nothing you like? I'm treating."

He was persistently trying to talk to her.

If she accepted this favor, it was obvious he'd ask her to buy him a drink next time.

She also didn't like being indebted to others.

"Seo-rim Mate?"

Just then, the manager called for her.

"Yes, coming!"

Seo-rim dashed over, not missing the opportunity to escape.

"Oh, you're here."

The manager smiled kindly at Seo-rim. He pointed his thumb behind him.

"This is the new guy starting today."

"Hello. I'm Lee Seung-ho. Nice to meet you."

"Oh, me too..."

As she was about to greet him naturally—

"?"

She jerked her head up. Seo-rim's mouth opened silently.

"...Oh."

"..."

The other person had the same reaction. Lee Seung-ho faced her with a strange expression.

...Sigh.

Seo-rim barely managed to hold back the sigh that threatened to escape.

Oh, what kind of day was this?

Ch.73 - Exam Period (4)
* * *

In front of the employee break room behind the hall.

I followed Ha Seo-rim, learning the code of conduct from her.

*How did I end up meeting her here of all places?*

Sure, Korea is small. And yes, there aren't many part-time jobs suitable for high school students.

But I never expected to run into her here. And with the same shift, no less.

"See this timer? You can adjust it by pressing this."

Ha Seo-rim maintained an expressionless face.

As if keeping work and personal life separate, she continued her explanation without showing any dislike, despite her initial surprise.

"—Did you understand everything up to this point?"

"Yeah."

"Are you sure you understood? If you're confused about anything, don't wander around lost—just ask."

Ha Seo-rim double-checked, apparently wanting to make sure.

"It's fine. I memorized everything."

There wasn't much to worry about.

But my confident answer seemed to irritate her.

"...Then may I ask you something?"

Ha Seo-rim hid the employee manual behind her back and lifted her head.

Since it didn't seem like a problem, I nodded.

"When a potato order comes in, what's the product order?"

"R size is 'big one,' L size is 'big large one.'"

"What about cheese sticks?"

"Standard is 'stick one,' large is 'long stick one.'"

"And chicken fries?"

"Original flavor is 'chi-fry one.' Habanero is 'haba one.'"

"What are the cooking times for each?"

"...Potatoes are 2 minutes 20 seconds. Cheese sticks are 1 minute 30 seconds. Chicken fries are 4 minutes."

I rattled off the answers without hesitation.

"...You really did memorize everything."

Ha Seo-rim looked stunned. Her round eyes examined me carefully.

"...Hmm... Yes, well done."

She quickly regained her composure and nodded.

— "What's with this person... they memorized everything already?"

Her Minime muttered with an incredulous expression.

"..."

I hadn't expected her to quiz me like this. Halfway through, I started answering by reading her thoughts.

That's how I managed it. I'm not a genius who could memorize all this in one go.

"Here."

Ha Seo-rim handed me some clothes.

"You can change in the changing room at the back of the employee area, and make sure to wear this name tag properly."

"Okay."

"Again, if there's anything you don't understand, feel free to ask anytime."

"Sure."

That was it.
With that, Ha Seo-rim turned around and left.

After that, we didn't exchange any more words.

Work was extremely busy, and Ha Seo-rim seemed determined to maintain indifference toward me. I didn't make any effort to approach her either.

Moving around busily like that, closing time approached.

"Good work today...!"

And so my first day at the part-time job came to an end.

* * *

After school, inside the Counseling Club Room.

The inner counseling room is being used by the President and Vice President, while the second-year students are studying together on the sofas outside.

Everyone is busy preparing for the final exams.

In the midst of this.

"..."

Shin A-young couldn't fight her heavy eyelids.
Her long eyelashes drooped. Her gaze slowly closed.

— Nodding off.

A-young's head wobbled from side to side.

Just as she was about to collapse onto Lee Seung-ho's shoulder beside her.

— Tap.

A hand caught her head.
Lee Sol's fingertips barely managed to stop her forehead.

It was an impressively quick movement. Lee Sol wasn't going to fall for the same thing twice.

"...Ah."

A-young woke up from her doze and rubbed her eyes.

She had fallen asleep without realizing it.

"Ugh—"

A-young straightened her stiff body.

"Hwaaam~"

Still, a yawn escaped. She covered her mouth as she exhaled. Tears welled up slightly.

"...Did you stay up late yesterday? If you're sleepy, go home and get some rest."

Lee Sol asked with a curious look.

"...Mmm... I was working on an assignment over the weekend."

"Assignment?"

Lee Sol leaned in curiously.

"Right. You guys are making some kind of movie, right?"

Ji Nu-ri joined the conversation.

"Yeah."

That's why she went to bed late last night. The script just wouldn't come together.

*...I need a cup of coffee.*

At this rate, she was going to fall asleep right there.

A-young got up unsteadily and rummaged through the teacups.

"Hmm..."

Where was it?
She remembered seeing coffee sticks here last time.

*Ah, found it.*

[Energy Potion!]
[Fighting!!]

Cute drawings and small letters were written on the instant coffee mix.
Probably written by the President.

Since it seemed to be for Senior Min-ji, she chose a different one.

*...They have such a cute relationship...*

Looking at it made her feel a bit envious.

"..."

A-young's gaze slowly shifted sideways.

*Speaking of which...*

She was observing Seung-ho and Lee Sol sitting across from each other.

She could faintly overhear the voices of the two sitting at a distance.

"Oh... You only got a few wrong?"

"..."

When he praised her score.
The corners of Lee Sol's mouth rose upward, trying not to be obvious.

"..."

A-young's lips pouted.

I get scores like that too, you know.

"I don't think I need to go over the details anymore. Just keep doing what you're doing."

"Huh?"

Lee Sol's expression became subtle.

She seemed pleased that her scores had improved, but disappointed that he wouldn't be helping her anymore.

Her eyes darted back and forth.

"B-but I still get confused about some parts. And I make small mistakes..."

"Why? You're doing well."

"...R-really?"

He says it's good.

Again, she grins at the compliment.

"..."

A-young sipped her coffee with an uneasy feeling.

"Hot...!"

She didn't realize it was still hot...!

"...Are you okay? Be more careful."

Seung-ho turned around, startled.

"...Ugh..."

It felt a bit unfair.
A-young cooled her burning tongue with cold water.

"..."

A-young became more certain in situations like this.

This wouldn't do.

She was falling one step behind Lee Sol. She felt the need for a change.

...Fortunately, today was the day she had already laid the groundwork for that.

* * *

I turned my body this way and that in front of the mirror. I did some light stretching.

I stopped by the gym as part of my usual routine.

Maybe because I'd been going with Lee Seung-ah a lot lately, being alone felt awkward.

"Phew—"

As I was lightly stretching my body.

I spotted someone walking in through the entrance.

I saw Shin A-young looking around.

"Shin A-young."

"...!"

She walked over hesitantly. Her steps were much more awkward than usual.

Maybe because of her different outfit.

— "...Oh, these clothes feel too tight..."

Her Minime made an uncomfortable expression. She covered her body with both arms and bent her waist slightly.

Embarrassed, small noises of discomfort mixed in.

Meanwhile—

"What?"

She tilted her head nonchalantly. She asked while brushing her hair behind her ear.

Her acting skills impressed me every time I saw them.

"...No, it's just the first time I've seen you in clothes like that."

Unlike other students at school, Shin A-young never wore casual clothes over her uniform.

"Huh? I always dress like this. Is something wrong?"

— "Does it not suit me...?"

Her Minime immediately became depressed.

I shook my head.

"No, it looks fine."

Shin A-young was silent for a moment.

"...Really?"

She raised her eyebrows and gave a crescent-moon-like eye smile.

"..."

While moving around the gym with Shin A-young, looking for suitable equipment.

Shin A-young, who had been looking around, asked:

"By the way, where's Seung-ah? Don't you usually work out together?"

"Today's her day off."

"Really?"

"She'll probably come tomorrow."

The reason my statement sounded uncertain was because Seung-ah would definitely resist coming.

Tsk. I clicked my tongue.

It was a bit disappointing. She seemed like she'd be good at exercise if she tried. But she showed absolutely no interest.

***

"Good, you're doing well."

"Huff—"

Shin A-young followed my instructions quite well.

Although her movements were awkward at first since it was her first time, she generally adapted quickly.

*...At least she doesn't whine like Seung-ah.*

Unlike Seung-ah, who tried to slack off the moment I looked away, Shin A-young diligently did what she was told.

Just one problem...

*Hmm.*

...I didn't know where to look.

"Hoo— Huff—"

Shin A-young pulling the dumbbells while breathing heavily was subtly stirring my male instincts.

"..."

I couldn't stare openly, but awkwardly avoiding looking was also strange.
It was a somewhat difficult situation.

I realized for the first time what happens when you work out with a girl.

"..."

Noticing this, Shin A-young occasionally flashed a mischievous smile.

"...Should we call it a day soon?"

"I can do more."

"It's your first day."

Since it was her first day, I thought it would be better not to push too hard. The virtue of exercise is consistency.

"Phew—"

After finishing our showers and coming outside, a cool breeze ruffled our hair.

This is the best feeling. Quiet, with a refreshing sensation in your head.

"This is nice~"

"Right?"

We walked down the street sharing protein shakes.

Shin A-young seemed to like the chocolate flavor, so I shared some information about protein with her.

As we talked about various things on the way back, the topic naturally shifted to our common interests.

"How's the script coming along?"

It was about the short film.

"Umm... well..."

Shin A-young's expression became a bit complicated.

"I'm still thinking about it. There are so many ideas..."

She looked apologetic.

We didn't have much time left.

We needed to consider filming and editing time, plus studying for other final exams.

"Do you think you can finish it by Wednesday this week?"

"Hmm..."

— "...Can I?"

Her Minime's tone lacked confidence.

— "Or maybe—"

Shin A-young's Minime suddenly turned her gaze toward me.

"About that..."

Shin A-young stopped walking abruptly.

A thick silence followed.

After fidgeting with her fingers as if choosing her words...

"If you have time, do you want to come to my place now?"

Her voice was mixed with noise, so I couldn't be certain.

But Shin A-young's voice seemed to be trembling slightly as she said this.





Ch.74 - Exam Period (5)
I arrived at Shin A-young's apartment complex.

3... 4... 5...

The elevator numbers kept rising.
As I approached her floor, reality set in, and a question popped into my mind.

I remembered what she had said before.

"Didn't you say your parents don't really like having people over?"

I recalled hearing that since her father was an actor, he found it uncomfortable when strangers visited.

"It's fine. No one's home right now."

Shin A-young waved her hand dismissively.

"...?"

Her answer gave me a strange feeling.

*Isn't that more of a problem...?*

Before I could complete that thought, Shin A-young flung open the front door.

"Come on in."

Following her invitation, I stepped inside. After removing my shoes, I entered the living room.

"...Wow."

The exclamation escaped my lips involuntarily.

This was different from an ordinary home. An impressively spacious living room greeted me.

She moved with familiar steps.

"Let's go to my room..."

Shin A-young's feet suddenly stopped. It was an abrupt halt.

"Oh."

She had been about to take me to her room, but remembering something, her expression froze.

Her Minime was sweating profusely, like a waterfall.

*...What condition is my room in? Did I clean it?*

So that's why she stopped—she was worried about that.

Her Minime glanced at me furtively, seemingly contemplating what to do.

"Would you mind waiting here for a moment? Make yourself comfortable in the living room."

Shin A-young backed away smoothly and quickly disappeared into her room.

She was probably going to clean up first. A quick decision.

"..."

I settled onto the living room sofa and looked around while waiting.

*This place is really spacious.*

The TV was a large screen, and each piece of furniture exuded luxury.

It made sense—this was the home of a popular Korean actor. Of course it would be like this.

While not all actors live this way, Shin A-young's father clearly wasn't the type to live modestly.

*This looks like something out of a drama.*

A large family portrait hung on one wall. Everyone in it was strikingly good-looking.

"Sorry for the wait—"

Shin A-young emerged from her room with light steps.

She had changed into comfortable clothes: a white tank top, cotton jacket, and shorts.

*Sigh, the room is hopeless.*

Her Minime was shaking its head with a bitter expression.

*So she gave up.*

It seemed she decided her room was too difficult to clean right away.

"Hmm..."

Perhaps thinking she should offer some hospitality, she glanced toward the kitchen and asked:

"Seung-ho, would you like a snack?"

"Huh?"

"Is there anything you'd like? We have lots of options."

"It's okay. I just came from working out anyway."

"Well, we have fruit too. Do you dislike fruit?"

"I do like it..."

I just felt bad about eating at someone's place after showing up unexpectedly.

"I'll cut some up for you. Look around a bit more."

Shin A-young disappeared into the kitchen.

Then.
She peeked her head back out.

"You don't have a peach allergy, right?"

"No."

"Got it~"

I nodded. Her question showed thoughtful consideration.

After a short wait, Shin A-young returned with sliced peaches on a plate. They were unevenly cut. Not expertly sliced, but her effort was evident.

"Come in."

The door she opened led to a room at the end of the hallway. According to her, it was her father's study.

"Is it really okay for us to just come in here?"

"He gave me permission to use it freely before. Besides, my dad hardly uses it anyway."

As we entered, I was greeted by neatly arranged bookshelves.

Most of the books were novels, drama scripts, and movie screenplays. There were also some writing guides scattered among them.

"Oh."

As I slowly walked around looking at what was there, my eyes fixed on one book.

"Wow, no way, this is...!"

I froze in surprise.

I'd found the screenplay of a movie I really enjoyed watching before. And it was the authentic copy used by the actors. The traces of use were still visible.

*Wow, I can't believe this is here...*

Well, of course. It was a movie he starred in, so naturally he'd have the script.

I swallowed hard. I was curious about what was inside.

"...?"

Feeling someone's gaze, I turned around.

"..."

Shin A-young was watching me with an amused expression.

"...Ahem."

Embarrassed by my overreaction, I cleared my throat and averted my gaze.

"Want to take a look?"

Shin A-young asked with a subtle look.

"Huh? Is that okay?"

"Yeah, feel free."

She gestured for me to do as I pleased.

I was tempted by her offer. If it was okay, I did want to see it.

I thought about taking just a quick look, but...

"...No, let's work on the assignment first."

I shook my head. That seemed more important right now. I could look at the screenplay later.

"Shall we?"

*Hmm, we could take our time though...*

Her Minime looked somewhat disappointed.

"Let me see what you've written."

"Just a moment."

At my words, Shin A-young opened the laptop she had brought.

She opened a document program and turned the screen toward me.
She hesitantly pushed the laptop toward me.

*Ugh... I'm nervous...*

Perhaps feeling burdened about showing her writing to someone else.
Her Minime paced back and forth around me restlessly.

"It's a romance?"

Looking at the proposal, it described a love story centered on male and female protagonists.

"Is that... not good?"

Shin A-young's speech slowed. She kept checking my reaction.

I shook my head.

"No, I was just wondering if there was a reason."

"Well... since it's a short film, I thought that would work well. And we have two actors, male and female."

"Hmm."

After that, I calmly read through the script.

"...What do you think?"

Shin A-young asked in a cautious tone.

I tapped the desk, considering what assessment to give.

"It's good. Not just a typical romance."

It wasn't an ordinary love story.

It depicted the process of a cohabiting couple breaking up and separating.

"I like that it's not just a simple love story."

"Yeah, yeah."

"But..."

"But...?"

Shin A-young leaned forward. Her eyes reflected anxiety.

"Breakups usually don't end this amicably. I think it could be more intense."

"Oh? You think so?"

"Plus, that would make the process of packing up belongings in their shared home more compelling to watch."

"Hmm..."

Shin A-young tilted her head in thought, then nodded as if convinced.

"Okay. I'll try revising that part."

......

An hour had passed since we started working.

At some point, soft music had started playing in the study. The music filled the silence that had settled while we worked.

"..."

Shin A-young quietly revised the script.
The clicking sound of keyboard keys echoed.

While waiting for her to finish, I was sketching out a storyboard.
Planning how to shoot each scene and how to direct it.

*Hmm hmm~♪*

Shin A-young's Minime hummed along with the playing music.

*"If you feel a flutter, it's you~♪"*

She thought she was being quiet, but I couldn't help hearing the song she was murmuring to herself.

"...Hmm."

Stuck on something, Shin A-young pouted and tapped her forehead.

*Sigh... maybe I should look for some references...*

Shin A-young brought out a ladder from the corner. The ceiling was high, so she needed it.
She needed it to reach the books up there.

*I put all those organized scripts here last time...*

She rummaged through the bookshelf.

*They're not here...*

Her Minime crossed her arms, deep in thought. She closed her eyes and stroked her chin.
She seemed unable to remember where she put the materials.

"..."

I subtly observed her.

*Did I put them somewhere else?*

Her Minime turned her head sharply to the side, examining the adjacent shelves.

I watched her with a wary eye. Quietly, I rose from my seat.

*This seems dangerous—*

Whoosh-!
Shin A-young's body tilted sideways as she tried to come down quickly.

"!"

Without time to think, I supported her waist.

Thud—!

I managed to catch her just in time, but I slipped and fell, unable to withstand the impact.

"Ugh..."

I frowned and blinked. Fortunately, nothing hurt too badly.

Just a slight ache in my back.

"...Hey, are you okay?"

I knew this would happen.
Uneasy premonitions always come true.

"..."

Shin A-young, who had been lying on my chest like it was a bed, turned her head.
She looked quite startled, with eyes wide like a rabbit's.

— Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep.
— Click!

At that moment, the sound of the security code being entered came from the front door.

"Hey?"

I called to her urgently, but there was no response.

*---------*

Noise rang out. Her Minime stared down at me through the noise.
Those small eyes quietly took in my face.

"Shin A-young?!"

"...Ah."

As if finally coming to her senses, she startled and tried to get up, but.

"..."

A man was already standing at the study door.

Someone who resembled Shin A-young.
Or rather, someone Shin A-young resembled.

"...Ah, hello..."

I awkwardly greeted him.

I could tell at a glance that he was Shin A-young's father.

*---------*

With noise accompanying him.
He looked down at me without saying a word.

I could definitely tell that I'd made a terrible first impression.

Ch.75 - Exam Period (6)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will now provide a natural English translation that follows the glossary and style guidelines.

* * *

How should I describe this?

— "------!"

Noise rang out in all directions. I had no choice but to listen to it quietly.

My eyes squeezed shut. Just for a moment, but still.

In short, the situation was a complete mess.

— "------!"

Shin A-young's Minime trembled with quivering lips. She was clearly flustered, moving about in confusion.

I gently patted her shoulder.

"...Let's get up first."

"Ah...!"

She quickly lifted herself up.

"A-are you okay?"

Shin A-young realized she had been on top of me the whole time and broke into a sweat.

Even in this situation, she was worried about whether she'd been too heavy.

"Yeah."

I nodded casually.

But that wasn't the real problem. The real issue was elsewhere.

"..."

It was her father, who had been silently watching us this whole time.

"...Hello. I'm Lee Seung-ho."

I greeted him first.

I might have ruined my first impression, but that didn't mean I had to keep making things worse.

"So, you're A-young's friend?"

He accepted my greeting naturally, but his expression remained unchanged. Unlike how he appeared on TV, his face was cold.

That was only natural.

Finding his only daughter in such a position with someone in the study—it would be stranger if he wasn't concerned.

"We're classmates. We have an assignment to work on together."

Shin A-young stepped in, answering the question for me.

"...Is that so?"

Shin Jin-seob's eyebrows lowered in a peculiar way. He didn't seem to believe it entirely.

Shin A-young noticed this and raised her voice.

"I-I almost fell, and he caught me, and that's how we ended up like that."

"In the study?"

"Well... I was looking for something I needed..."

Shin A-young's voice grew smaller again.
She must have realized how ridiculous the situation sounded even to herself.

"...I see. You're not hurt anywhere?"

Shin Jin-seob nodded. He carefully examined Shin A-young.

"I'm fine."

"And your friend?"

"I'm okay too, sir."

I quickly responded.

"...Good. Be more careful next time."

Shin Jin-seob seemed to understand the situation and didn't press further.

*But the Noise isn't going away, which is strange.*

Shin A-young seemed to have calmed down and returned to normal, but Shin Jin-seob's Minime remained unchanged.

— "---------"

His Minime was still watching me with sharp eyes.

"..."

I turned my head away from the Minime's gaze.

The peach I'd eaten earlier felt like it was sitting heavily in my stomach.

"I'll be inside, so take your time with your assignment."

He turned his back.

It was a kind remark directed at his daughter's friend, but it felt quite different to me.

The word "assignment" seemed particularly clear.

Somehow, it felt like he was telling me to just do the work and leave quickly.

"Yes, thank you..."

I could only nod awkwardly.

***

Click—

The study door closed again. Shin A-young carefully locked it.

"Phew..."

Only then did I let out a sigh of relief. I thought my heart was going to drop.

"...I thought you said no one would be home today..."

I gave her an aggrieved look.

"No, I didn't expect him to come home this early either..."

Shin A-young defended herself.

— "Wow... that really startled me... how could he come in at exactly that moment..."

Her Minime also clutched her chest and took a deep breath. She looked just as wronged.

"Forget it. Let's just hurry and finish the assignment."

I figured that since things had turned out this way, I should just finish quickly and go home.

I moved back to where I had been sitting.

"Huh?"

Suddenly, Shin A-young's voice rose.

"...!"

Throb—!
A sudden pain shot through my forearm. I jerked in surprise and pulled my arm behind my back.

The unexpected pain caught me off guard.

"??"

Wondering what happened, I looked back.

Shin A-young was in a position with her hand slightly extended, as if she had just touched me.

"...!?"

She was startled and covered her mouth.

— "Oh, uh... what should we do? It looks like it really hurts."

Her Minime's eyes shook intensely.
She wore a stunned, bewildered expression.

"Ssss..."

I checked the area where I felt pain.

*...Is it bruised?*

Did I hit something hard when I fell earlier?

The pain was coming from the back of my upper arm.
Due to its location, I couldn't see the area properly.

Once I became aware of the injury, the pain intensified. It stung quite a bit.

"Let me see."

She looked at the injured area with an apologetic expression.

I asked her:

"It's bruised, right?"

"...Wait, I'll get some ointment."

Shin A-young left the room.

She rushed out and came back quickly. Her hair was disheveled from running.

"Hold still. I'll apply it for you."

She grabbed my shoulder and pulled me down. I followed and sat on the floor.

"...It might sting a little."

"Okay."

"..."

Smooth— Smooth—
I could feel her hands applying the medicine.

As she had warned, the area where she applied the ointment began to sting.

"...Ssss."

It wasn't unbearable, but my brow furrowed slightly.

"..."

Shin A-young's expression also creased, mirroring mine.

She didn't need to feel that sorry about it.

"Hoo—"

She gently blew on the area. The coolness helped ease the pain.

"..."

Separately, it created a somewhat strange feeling.

Her parents were probably in the living room.
Being alone together in a locked study felt rather odd.

"Hoooo—"

...But how long was she planning to keep blowing?

Between the coolness of her breath, I felt a peculiar warmth.

"..."

Knock knock—!

Just then, there was a knocking sound from outside the door.

"!"

Shin A-young was startled and quickly stepped away.

"Kids, come have some snacks while you work."

A deep voice came from beyond the door.

"..."
"..."

We briefly made eye contact, then awkwardly got up from our seats.

Let's pretend nothing happened.

That was our silent agreement.

* * *

"...Has your friend gone home?"

Her father's voice called for Shin A-young.

"Yes, he just left."

Shin A-young returned to the living room with a deliberately disappointed expression.

Even though they hadn't finished the assignment, he had left rather quickly.

*That's too bad...*

...She had been planning to eat a late-night snack with him if possible.

Not being able to do that left her with a slight regret.

*I wonder if he got home okay.*

She was worried that she might have caused him too much trouble today.

"A-young."

The deep voice called to her.

"...Yes."

Shin A-young answered, feeling like she knew what was coming.

"..."

After a slight hesitation, Shin Jin-seob spoke.

"When no one's home, I'd prefer if you refrained from bringing friends over. At least have someone around when you invite them."

His tone was careful but direct.

"..."

Well, that was...

Unexpected.

She had anticipated him telling her not to bring friends over at all, but telling her to have someone around when inviting them—honestly, she hadn't expected that.

"...Dad, don't you dislike meeting my friends?"

"It's fine, so next time, do it that way."

"Yes, I understand."

Shin A-young nodded obediently.

She wasn't sure what he was thinking, but she had received permission to bring Lee Seung-ho home.

However.

*Next time, we should go somewhere else.*

After what happened, she had no intention of bringing him home again.
Lee Seung-ho also seemed uncomfortable about meeting her parents.

*Hmm...*

While Shin A-young was considering where to meet next time.

"...By the way, he's not your boyfriend, is he?"

Shin Jin-seob cautiously broached the subject. He seemed quite concerned about it.

"..."

Shin A-young half-closed her eyes.

"He's just a male friend."

"...It's okay, you don't have to hide it. It's not like you're going to be an actor anyway."

"I'm telling you, he's really not. He's just a friend who happens to be a guy."

How nice it would be if that "just" could be removed.

But the reality was that they weren't dating, not even as a lie.

"Hmm, I see."

Shin Jin-seob's gaze gradually settled. He seemed somewhat relieved.

"..."

Shin A-young watched him with a displeased expression. She didn't like his reaction at all.

What was wrong with Seung-ho?

He was perceptive, good-looking, and had a nice body.
Wasn't that prime boyfriend material?

"..."

Moreover.
The moment she fell from the ladder.
When she recalled how he caught her. When she replayed that moment.

Thump—thump—

Her heart was still beating wildly. Her face flushed with a strange heat.

"..."

Shin A-young tightly clenched her hands in her pockets.

If she didn't, she felt like she might start stomping her feet right there.

That's why Shin A-young was dissatisfied with her father's reaction.

"...For now, at least."

This kind of small protest burst out impulsively for that reason.

"Huh?"

Her father's expression turned strange at her words. He didn't quite understand.

"For now... he's just a male friend."

With those words, Shin A-young fled to her room. She ran away quickly.

From the corner of her vision, she might have seen Shin Jin-seob's dumbfounded face.

But that was fine by her.

"..."

Shin Jin-seob stared blankly after her.

For a moment, he considered whether he should go after Lee Seung-ho who had returned home.
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* * *

"..."

A man stands in an empty room, staring blankly out the window.

A quiet stillness hangs in the air.
Only the sound of wind gently sweeping through the room fills the silence.

He soon steps out of the camera frame and—

Thud—

With the sound of the door closing, the room returns to its initial empty state.

"Cut!"

I call out as I stand up from my seat.

We were in the middle of filming our short film assignment.
We just finished shooting the final scene.

Since we needed to show the process of clearing out a room,
finding an empty room was our biggest challenge, but fortunately, there was a vacant acting practice room at school, so we could film without much difficulty.

"What do you think?"

I watch the recorded footage side by side with Shin A-young.

"Hmm... this one is definitely the best."

"You think the last one is the best too?"

"Yeah. Should we go with this one?"

Shin A-young nods in agreement with my question.

Since I had the same thought, we decided to use this footage for the final scene without much debate.

Clunk—

A few seconds later, Choi Hyun-woo, who played the male lead and had gone outside, returned. Kim Ji-min, another team member, was with him.

I stood up from my seat.

"Good work, everyone."

The filming was now complete.
Of course, it wasn't finished yet as we still needed to edit it, but the actors' roles were done.

"Seung-ho, want to go get some tteokbokki after we wrap up? To celebrate finishing the shoot."

Choi Hyun-woo approached me, slinging his bag over his shoulder.

Tteokbokki. It does sound tempting after so long. But I couldn't nod right away.

I said with an awkward expression:

"Sorry, I have things to do after this."

"Huh? What things?"

"I have my part-time job. And I need to edit the footage."

I wasn't making excuses to avoid the gathering. I really did have a lot to do.

"Really? That's too bad..."

Choi Hyun-woo looked genuinely disappointed.

And he wasn't the only one.

— "That's a shame..."

Shin A-young's Minime also felt the same way.
Though I didn't show it, I was sighing inside.

"Let's go next time. After the exams, I should be free then."

"Alright, let's do that then."

I made that promise and parted ways with them.

As Shin A-young walked away in the distance, she mouthed words to me as if whispering:

'See you later—'

That's what it looked like. She meant she'd see me at the gym later.

"..."

I nodded slightly and left.

"Hwaaam..."

My mouth opened wide. A languid yawn escaped.
My eyes blinked. Drowsiness washed over me.

But I had no time to feel sleepy. Now I needed to go home and edit the footage.

After that...

'Right. I have my part-time job today. Then after that, I'll go work out with Shin A-young...'

And I had to study for exams with Lee Sol.

'Things are intense these days...'

I gently rubbed my eyelids.

Filming at school. Editing at home afterward. Working out after dinner.
On days with my part-time job, I work and then study for finals with Lee Sol.

This had become my daily routine.
I didn't even have time to visit the club.

'Busy, busy.'

I rushed to my next destination.

It was almost time. I had no room to spare.

......

"Thank you for your hard work!"

I called out energetically as I grabbed my bag from in front of the employee break room.

"Thank you for your work..."

"Oh, yeah. You worked hard too."

After casually accepting Ha Seo-rim's awkward greeting, I hurried outside.

"I'll be going first!"

"Oh, okay, see you—"

After bowing quickly to the manager, I picked up my pace.

'Ah, crap... I'm going to be late...?'

The part-time job ended later than I expected.

Looking at my phone, if I left now, I'd probably arrive a little past our meeting time.

'Good thing I suggested meeting at a nearby café.'

Otherwise, it would have taken even longer.

On my way, I sent a DM to Lee Sol. A message saying I might be late.

Then I started running again.

After running for a few minutes...

"..."

I could see the café across the street. I slowed down at the crosswalk.

"Huff, huff..."

Only then could I catch my breath a bit.
I passed through the jingling café entrance and went inside to look for Lee Sol.

I spotted her sitting by the window, wearing earphones and tapping her foot.

"Whew... Sorry. Did you wait long?"

I sat down across from her and tried to calm my rough breathing.

"...Did you run here?"

"I was afraid I'd be even later."

"You could have taken your time..."

Lee Sol looked at me with wide eyes.

"Here."

She handed me a coffee.

"Café mocha, right?"

"Yeah."

I accepted it somewhat absentmindedly in my flustered state.

She must have ordered it in advance since she arrived first.

But wait.

"...How did you know?"

I hadn't told her, but she seemed to have predicted what I would drink.

"You've been drinking that every day lately."

"Have I?"

"You have these past few days."

I took a sip of the café mocha.

I don't usually drink coffee much.
But lately, I've been having it more often. Borrowing the power of caffeine.

— "...Or I was going to drink it myself... Good thing."

Her Minime wiped her forehead with a satisfied expression. It really was just a guess.

I looked at the workbook she had placed on the table.

"Where did we leave off last time?"

"Up to here."

"We were reviewing what we'd already done, right?"

"That's right."

Lee Sol nodded slightly.

I wiped the sweat from my forehead with my sleeve and put down the bag I had been carrying on my shoulder.

"...Want to try solving this problem?"

I examined Lee Sol's workbook despite my scattered state.

"..."

Lee Sol looked at the problem sheet and then glanced at me.

— "...Look at that sweat."

She was more concerned about that than the immediate studying.

"..."

Was I sweating that much?

It would be nice to have a handkerchief, but I don't carry such things. I had no choice but to wipe it roughly with my sleeve.

— "You didn't have to rush so much..."

Her Minime pouted.

— "Even if I tell him to take it easy, I know he'll just say it's fine..."

I felt a bit guilty.
With the urgent final exams, I probably would have said exactly that.

"..."

Lee Sol rested her chin on her hand, looking down at the workbook, when—

— "...That's it."

As if remembering something, she lifted her head again.

With her usual languid expression, she relaxed her shoulders and leaned back fully in her chair.

"...I'm going to order cake now."

Lee Sol asked in a sluggish voice.

"Can't we just eat that and then study...?"

Her eyes were filled with longing.
Like she was pleading. As if she really wanted to eat it herself.

"..."

My eyebrows twitched. I stared at her blankly.

I understood her intention. She was deliberately trying to create a break.

"...Sure."

Grateful for her consideration, I nodded, pretending not to notice.

* * *

Licking the cream left on the fork from the plate that once held cake,

Lee Sol put her pen down on her notebook with a tap.

"...Done."

She seemed to have solved it pretty well. Lee Sol looked up for Lee Seung-ho with a confident attitude.

"Seung-ho, I finished the prob—"

The next moment, Lee Sol pressed her lips together.

"Ah..."

She had to quiet her voice.

'He fell asleep...'

His eyebrows had drooped down.

Sss— Sss—

Short, flowing breaths. His head had slumped downward.

Despite the coffee, he couldn't overcome the heavy drowsiness that found him.
Leaning on the desk, he had fallen into a gentle sleep.

'He has seemed really busy lately...'

Lee Sol quietly observed him as he slept.

He'd seemed busy lately with filming and whatnot. And apparently, he'd started a new part-time job too.

She had no intention of waking him. It would be fine to leave him like this for a while.

'Should I cover him with a blanket?'

That was her first concern.

Lee Sol lifted the blanket that was covering her knees. It was her favorite blanket with a soft, fluffy texture.

"..."

Lee Sol moved as carefully as possible. She gently placed the blanket on his shoulders.

'Phew...'

Thankfully, he didn't wake up.

Lee Sol returned to her seat.

"..."

There was nothing else to do. Just quietly watching him sleep.

Pfft—

Before she knew it, a small laugh escaped.

It was strange to see him sleeping so peacefully. Come to think of it, she'd never seen Lee Seung-ho this relaxed before.

"..."

Her hand fidgeted in her pocket, playing with her phone.

'One picture should be okay, right...?'

Yes, this was a small punishment.
A penalty for falling asleep during study time.

Lee Sol found her silent camera app and carefully switched to selfie mode.

"..."

Lee Sol positioned it so that both she and he were in the frame, then made a V-sign with one hand.

The shutter made no sound.

With that one shot taken, Lee Sol examined the photo with satisfaction.

"Hmm hmm..."

A strange excitement rose from her impulsive act.

Even after that, Lee Seung-ho remained fast asleep, oblivious to the world.

"Hmm..."

Lee Sol leisurely observed him. She rarely got to look at him so directly like this.

Well, it would be embarrassing if their eyes met.

'His hands are really big.'

Bigger than hers. This was the first time she'd compared them.

"..."

Lee Sol watched them quietly.

She slid her left hand across the desk. A subtle urge to hold his hand arose.

"..."

Stretching her body as if doing yoga, she slowly extended her hand.

The two hands drawing closer.

"..."

Lee Sol froze with an expression that looked like she might burst.

She had come very close, almost touching, but couldn't find the courage to make contact.

"...Mmm..."

Just then, Lee Seung-ho shifted his body as if turning over.

Lee Sol froze in place. Holding her breath, wondering if he had woken up.

He soon stopped moving and fell back into silence.

'Phew...'

The moment she felt relief inside—

"Uh... ack...!"

Lee Sol covered her mouth. Her face flushed hot.

For good reason—Lee Seung-ho's ring finger had overlapped with her own.

It wasn't a major contact, just a slight brushing, but that alone was enough to make Lee Sol unable to think straight.

"..."

The sensation felt strange.

The texture and weight of his skin felt distinctly real.

Her chest fluttered. It was like the ticklish feeling of riding a roller coaster.

Hnnng...

That subtle trembling mixed vibrations into her exhaled breath.

"..."

Lee Sol barely managed to control her breathing. Her throat gulped.

She couldn't move.

...Well, because Lee Seung-ho might wake up.

So just for a very brief moment.
Let's stay like this a little longer.

After all, it wasn't something she did—Lee Seung-ho had done it while falling asleep.
He would understand this much.





Ch.77 - Exam Period (8)
* * *

Tap tap.

I felt a light tapping on my shoulder.
I didn't react to it.

Then, I felt the touch again.

"Seung-ho."

I flinched at the soft voice calling my name.

"...Ah."

My eyes flew open.
I looked around in a daze. I wasn't in my room but in a cafe.

*...Oh, I fell asleep.*

I couldn't even remember when it happened.

My neck felt stiff from sleeping in an uncomfortable position. I massaged it while stretching lightly.

"...What time is it...?"

My voice was hoarse. A scratchy tone came out.

"They say it's almost closing time. We should get going now."

It's already that late? I must have slept for over an hour.

"Here."

Lee Sol handed me a cup of water.

"...Oh, thanks."

My throat was parched, so I gulped it down.
I appreciated her thoughtfulness.

We gathered our things and left the cafe.

— Whoosh.

As we stepped outside, the chilly night air touched my skin.
Only then did I start to feel more awake.

I remembered the studying we hadn't finished. I felt bad about not being able to help her properly.

"Let's make up for today's studying later."

That was what I wanted to do.
Hearing this, Lee Sol gave a faint smile.

"We study together every day anyway. The exams are the week after next."

"...Right."

I nodded with a stiff expression.

Come to think of it, that's true.
There was no extra time to make up for it. We studied every day, and exams were right around the corner.

When I showed an apologetic expression, Lee Sol smiled softly.

— "...Maybe I should just say it."

My Minime fidgeted with her fingers, contemplating something.

After taking a deep breath, she continued.

"It's not exactly a substitute... but..."

"?"

I waited to hear what Lee Sol was trying to say.

"Summer vacation is coming soon, right...?"

Lee Sol looked at me with nervous eyes—

* * *

Tick— Tock—

"..."

How much time has passed?

I don't know.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri, lying on the club room sofa, just blinked her eyes quietly. Blink, blink. She did this several times.

Up, down, left, right. She moved her gaze slightly, following the patterns on the ceiling.

After a while.

"...Ah..."

A single syllable slipped out between Ji Nu-ri's lips.

*I'm bored!*

Suddenly coming to her senses, she exclaimed internally.
She was extremely bored.

*Nothing to do either.*

One might wonder why she wasn't studying for exams at this time.

But she had already finished that long ago.

Besides, Ji Nu-ri placed more emphasis on practical skills.
She had already completed everything she needed to do today, focusing on that aspect.

And still had time left over.

*...These days, the others won't hang out with me.*

That's what bothered Ji Nu-ri.

Look at this—there wasn't a single second-year student in the club room. Whether it was Shin A-young, Lee Sol, or Lee Seung-ho. They were all busy.
In the midst of being busy.

And it wasn't like she could cling to the third-year seniors either.

Just look at that.

"Ugh... that's wrong too...?"

"The approach is correct, but you made a calculation error. Here, this part."

Hearing the voices coming from inside the counseling room, Ji Nu-ri pressed her lips together.

The seniors were busy preparing for the college entrance exam. She couldn't disturb them.

The others were the same.
With final exams coming up soon.

*Everyone's working so hard...*

Especially Lee Sol, who was visibly putting in effort to get results for these finals.
She was working harder than Ji Nu-ri had ever seen her before.

Lee Seung-ho was helping her in the meantime.

Shin A-young also seemed busy with filming.

"..."

As a result, Ji Nu-ri often found herself alone after school these days.

Hmph.
Being alone made her feel sad. She needed someone to talk to.

With nothing to do, she ended up fiddling with her phone.

As she was scrolling through Instagram...

"...Oh."

A photo caught Ji Nu-ri's attention.

[Fighting today too!]

A story posted by Shin A-young.
A photo of a hand firmly gripping a dumbbell. That kind of post was up.

"This place..."

The gym visible in the background. It was a familiar place.

The position of that water dispenser, the air conditioner, the arrangement of each piece of equipment.
It was the gym she used to go to.

Although she quit soon after starting. She remembered it clearly as her first and last gym.

*...Come to think of it, I still have that...*

Ah, there it is.

Searching through her phone gallery, she found the one-day free pass coupon she had saved before.

It was still valid.

"Hmm..."

Ji Nu-ri looked at it, her lips moving slightly.

She didn't want to disturb their studying, but...
This was about working out. So, maybe it would be okay?

......

"..."

Ji Nu-ri stopped in front of a commercial building.

She ended up coming here for fun.

It might sound strange to say she came to a gym for fun, but Ji Nu-ri was that bored.

She needed someone to talk to.

*...It's been a while since I've been here.*

Since she rarely had reason to come to this area after quitting, the changed scenery felt fresh.

"Hmm hmm."

Ji Nu-ri hummed a tune as she got on the elevator.

— Ding.
After a brief wait, she got off at the floor where the gym was located.

The scenery was still the same. The array of equipment visible from the entrance.

...But.

"?"

Ji Nu-ri noticed a girl pacing in front of her.
Black bob hair and a familiar impression.

"...Seung-ah, is that you?!"

"Oh."

"It is you!"

Ji Nu-ri grabbed her hand excitedly.

"Ah, wait, that's..."

She looked around restlessly, seeming uncomfortable.

What's going on?
Lee Seung-ah seemed quite urgent.

As Ji Nu-ri was wondering about this...

"Hey, Lee Seung-ah. What are you doing here?"

"Eek."

Lee Seung-ho walked out from the entrance.

"You're not trying to run away again, are you?"

"No, that's not it..."

Lee Seung-ah hurriedly pointed at Ji Nu-ri.

"I just spotted Nuri Unnie here...!"

"What."

Lee Seung-ho made a bewildered expression, then...

"...Oh, what the."

His face changed to surprise when he actually saw Ji Nu-ri.

"Do you work out here?"

Ji Nu-ri shook her head at the question.

"...It seemed like A-young works out here. I was just bored and came to look around."

"...Hmm."

Lee Seung-ho nodded.
His look said he had figured as much.

At his matter-of-fact response, Ji Nu-ri couldn't help but get irritated.

"I do exercise too. I just don't go to the gym."

"Who said anything?"

"..."

Ji Nu-ri closed her mouth again.

When he put it that way... he really hadn't said anything.

"If you're looking for Shin A-young, she's inside."

Lee Seung-ho pointed toward the interior.

Then he moved, taking Lee Seung-ah with him. It seemed they were going to use different equipment.

Lee Seung-ah was dragged along as if being pulled. Their eyes met briefly, and she looked wronged.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri deliberately avoided her gaze.

Pretending not to see, she walked in with light steps.

As he had told her, she found Shin A-young lifting dumbbells inside.

"A-young, hi~"

Ji Nu-ri waved her hand lightly.

"Huh...?"

Shin A-young, in the middle of lifting a dumbbell, opened her eyes wide.

For a moment, her eyelashes drooped slightly.

Rather than joy or surprise, it looked more like confusion and wariness.

*Hmm?*

Ji Nu-ri blinked.

This wasn't the reaction she had expected.

"...Wow, you startled me."

Soon, Shin A-young greeted her with a bright smile.

It must have been just a misunderstanding.

Thud– Thud–
Shin A-young put the dumbbells down on the floor and asked.

"But how did you know about this place...?"

"I used to come here too. I recognized it right away."

Ji Nu-ri giggled.

"So, are you two working out together?"

"It just happened that way."

Ji Nu-ri nodded at the answer.

Well, there aren't many gyms in this area.

"But..."

Ji Nu-ri's gaze scanned her up and down.

"Your clothes... are so..."

They were quite revealing.

Wearing clothes that showed off her body...
And doing so confidently in a place where a male classmate was present.

Doesn't she feel embarrassed?

"Wh-what, this is what you're supposed to wear when working out."

Shin A-young raised her voice, noticing her gaze.
Even as she spoke, her face was strangely flushed.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri tilted her head.

This was news to her.

"Look, everyone dresses like this."

Shin A-young gestured with her chin. Telling her to look around the gym.

"...I guess they do."

Most of the women in the gym were dressed like Shin A-young.

So it wasn't that strange after all.

*...So I was the only one wearing borrowed clothes?*

I wore what they lent me because I thought that was normal.

"Are you going to start working out?"

Shin A-young asked while drinking a sports drink.

"I've been thinking about it."

I feel like I've gained some weight lately, and my shoulders have been stiff.
I've been considering whether I should exercise.

*...Though I've only been thinking about it.*

But I should do it.
Summer is coming soon too.
It was really time to start before it got too late.

"I'm planning to."

"I see...?"

Shin A-young made a humming sound and nodded.

Her eyes quietly observed Ji Nu-ri.

"?"

Why is she looking at me like that?

Ji Nu-ri awkwardly scratched her neck.

"...Since you're here anyway, want me to teach you some exercises?"

"Really?"

"Yeah."

"That would be great."

Ji Nu-ri smiled brightly.

This was practically like getting free personal training. This is why it's important to make friends.

"Since it's your first day, we'll take it easy."

Shin A-young smiled softly and seated her at a machine.

Ji Nu-ri stretched with a confident face.

*Starting today, I'll work hard...!*

She extended her arms, burning with determination.

......The next day, Ji Nu-ri didn't show up at the gym.









Ch.78 - Exam Period (9)
After the final exam ended, I was reviewing my notes when someone tapped my shoulder. It was Lee Sol, looking at me expectantly. I knew what she wanted—chocolate. Just like I'd been doing all exam period, I naturally reached into my pocket and handed her a piece. In exchange, she gave me a mint candy, which I immediately popped into my mouth. The refreshing taste helped wake me up.

Her mini-me happily munched on the chocolate, cheeks puffing out adorably.

*She really enjoys it.*

Since the first day of finals when she'd looked nervous, I'd started sharing my snacks with her. Now it had become our regular exchange. If it helped her do well on exams, that was good.

The bell rang, signaling the end of the test.

"Everyone put your pens down. Anyone who touches their test from now on gets zero points," the teacher announced in a deep voice.

After collecting the answer sheets, the teacher left with a brief "good job," and the classroom erupted in chatter.

"Haaah..." Sol stretched out on her desk.

Her mini-me immediately took on a drowsy expression, looking ready to fall asleep any moment.

I tapped her desk lightly. Unfortunately, we had somewhere to be.

"Park Min-ji Senior wants to see us at the club room."

"Hmm? Now?"

"Yeah."

"What for...?"

"She said she'll tell us when we get there."

"Ugh..." Sol reluctantly got up, looking annoyed.

When we arrived at the club room, Min-ji Senior was sitting in the center of the sofa, sipping orange juice from a teacup with a refreshing smile. She was giving off the vibe of someone who'd done well on her exams. She seemed to be getting stranger as a third-year student.

"How did everyone do on their exams...?" she asked.

"How about you, Senior?" I asked.

"Just okay?" she replied casually, but the corners of her mouth were twitching.

Her mini-me was grinning. "Ah, I can't openly brag about this."

She must have done as well as she'd hoped.

"So why did you call us...?" Sol asked, sprawling on the sofa.

"Oh, right," Min-ji Senior got to the point. "I was thinking we should decide where to go this year in advance."

"Summer vacation?" I asked, and she nodded.

"Yes, it's easier to plan if we decide early."

Min-ji Senior already seemed excited about the trip.

I wondered if she shouldn't be studying instead, being a third-year, but I guess if your grades are already beyond saving, one day off won't make a difference.

"We get a vacation...?" Sol perked up, suddenly interested.

Min-ji Senior nodded. "Well, it's more like a trip for bonding."

We'd gone on a bonding trip last year too, with the third-years who have now graduated. I wonder how they're doing now.

"Oh..." Ji Nu-ri also looked pleased at the mention of vacation.

"Of course, if anyone can't make it or doesn't want to go, feel free to say so."

No one responded.

The atmosphere was like that of subordinates unable to refuse their boss's subtle pressure in a drama.

"Can we really speak freely?" Min-ji Senior asked, waving her hands in confusion.

"Sol, are you okay with this?"

"Huh? Why...?" Sol tilted her head, surprised at being singled out.

"I thought you might not like going on trips? If you'd rather rest at home, that's really fine."

"It's okay...!" Sol flinched and shook her head vigorously.

"Really?"

"Yes."

"I see..."

Relieved by Sol's confirmation, Min-ji Senior finally relaxed.

Her mini-me rubbed under her nose with a satisfied smile. "Have I gotten closer to Sol?"

The reality was a bit different, but since everyone seemed satisfied, I decided to stay quiet.

Then I noticed a mini-me fidgeting awkwardly.

Shin A-young's mini-me was playing with her hair, looking uncomfortable. "Everyone's going on a trip together..."

She clearly wanted to join in.

I realized A-young had come along too. Since she wasn't officially a club member, she was standing awkwardly at a distance.

Before I could say anything, Min-ji Senior spoke up.

"Oh, A-young, you're coming too, right?"

"What?" A-young's eyes widened in surprise. "Is that okay?"

"I was just about to ask. It was bothering me."

A-young was practically an honorary club member. She'd helped us out several times when we were busy.

Since this wasn't an official event but just a bonding trip, having one more person wouldn't be strange.

"Of course, if you don't want to—"

"I'll go."

"Oh... okay."

Min-ji Senior nodded, a bit surprised by A-young's assertiveness.

Back home, I lay on my bed scrolling through my phone.

*Should I buy a new swimsuit?*

Most of the locations being suggested in the group chat were water-related, so I'd probably need one.

Last year's didn't fit anymore. I must have grown taller—I'm now a bit over 174 cm.

"Oppa."

Lee Seung-ah peeked her head through my doorway.

"Want to order late-night snacks?"

"What are you getting?"

"Tteokbokki."

"Are you treating?"

She gave me a look that said "what nonsense," so I nodded. As usual, we'd split the bill. For someone with plenty of money, she was quite strict about payments.

"Fine, order it then."

"I'll get the usual."

"Okay."

Tteokbokki for a late-night snack. I'd have to exercise later to work it off, but Seung-ah left, giggling, unaware of that fact.

The tteokbokki arrived quickly.

"Mmm..." Seung-ah was enjoying the steaming food when she suddenly remembered something.

"Oh right," she said, still chewing. "Mom asked where you want to go for vacation."

"Really?"

I realized we had a family trip planned too.

Even though summer break hadn't started yet, my schedule was already filling up. This summer was going to be busy.

* * *

*Summer break is finally here.*

Shin A-young shook her wet hair, lost in thought.

"Hmm..."

She liked summer breaks. Who wouldn't? But her reasons were somewhat different.

She liked not having to be self-conscious at school every day.

*It's break time...*

Yet she wasn't as happy as she used to be. She felt a bit empty.

The reason was simple.

A face suddenly came to mind, and A-young covered her face with a towel. Heat rose through the damp towel, warming it instantly.

*At least I'm going on the Counseling Club trip together with him.*

A-young cooled her excited face with the wet towel.

That was certainly a good thing.

But she wished there could be a day when they'd meet just the two of them.

During the break, they'd have even fewer chances to run into each other.

*Is there a natural way to meet...*

She didn't want to be too forward, as rejection would be mortifying.

She needed to find a natural reason to meet.

Even after entering her room, she continued pondering.

A-young flopped onto her bed, hugging her pillow.

"Ah."

An idea struck her.

Through the gap in her towel, her eyes sharpened with strategic calculation.

She immediately texted Lee Seung-ho:

[Shin A-young: Seung-ho, are you free during the break?]
[Shin A-young: Want to see a movie later? We could study too!]

Seung-ho liked movies.
So did she.
Since they were both in the "Theater and Film Department" and shared this interest, it would seem like a natural invitation.

It was a perfect plan, in her opinion.

[Shin A-young: My dad gave me tickets]
[Shin A-young: (smiling retriever emoticon)]

...She hadn't actually received any tickets.

It was just a little embellishment to make her approach seem more natural.

Soon, his reply came.

[Lee Seung-ho: When?]

A-young, who had been lying down, suddenly sat up.

[Shin A-young: How about the Saturday after break starts?]

Her heart began beating a little faster.

[Lee Seung-ho: Ah]

A short response, followed by more messages.

[Lee Seung-ho: I can't then]
[Lee Seung-ho: I have something else.]

A-young's face fell.

Trying to shake it off, she quickly replied.

[Shin A-young: Then... how about Monday the following week?]

[Lee Seung-ho: That works.]

"Phew..."

She sighed in relief.
He wasn't rejecting her—he really did have plans.

That was fortunate. At least they had set a date.

A strange silence fell over A-young.

Her black hair slid down her shoulders.

Somehow, an odd uneasiness arose.

[Shin A-young: Sol, are you free on the Saturday when break starts?]

A-young quickly texted Lee Sol.

"..."

No, it couldn't be.

[Lee Sol: I have plans then, so I can't]

"Ah..."

A-young's lips parted slightly, a faint breath escaping.

This was definitely not a coincidence.

Two people with plans on the same day.

[Lee Sol: (grinning hamster emoticon)]

"..."

A-young's eye twitched ever so slightly, but unmistakably.

Ch.79 - Summer Vacation Begins (1)
* * *

Summer vacation had begun.

I looked out the window. The scenery was quite different from usual.

With students who should be in school wandering outside instead, there was a distinct holiday atmosphere in the air.

From now on, everyone would be taking breaks and going on trips. On such a day...

"We're almost out of fries here!"

A hurried call came from behind me.

I quickly turned around.

"Coming right now!"

I was in the middle of my part-time job.
Standing in front of the fryer, I was sweating profusely while frying batches of food.

Wow.
Making money really isn't easy.

Without a moment's rest, time flew by as I kept moving.

"..."

As customers began to leave one by one, I finally got a brief break.

"Phew..."

I caught my breath and sat down on a chair in front of the employee break room.

"Pretty tough, isn't it?"

When I turned my head, a girl was standing there.
Her name was Choi Soo-hyun. A high school student one year younger than me.

"Here."

She held out a disposable paper cup to me. It was filled with cola.

"...Thanks."

I nodded and accepted the cola she offered.

Gulp, gulp—

I downed it in one go.

"Whew—"

Now I feel a bit more alive.

"By the way, is it okay to drink this freely?"

I drank it since she gave it to me, but I wondered if it was store merchandise.
Or maybe Choi Soo-hyun paid for it herself.

"It's fine. Don't worry about it."

She shrugged lightly.

"The manager said we can drink beverages freely. Oh, but we can't take them home—just enough to drink here."

"Really?"

Seems like some kind of employee benefit.
This was news to me. Ha Seo-rim never mentioned anything like this.

"It's going to get even more intense from now on. Drink up and keep your strength."

Her eyes took on a self-deprecating look.

I followed with an awkward smile. It wasn't someone else's problem but mine too.

"..."

Tap, tap—

Just then, I heard firm footsteps approaching.

Ha Seo-rim walked over with a sulky expression.

"...Don't you have a lot to do?"

Ha Seo-rim stood stiffly between me and Choi Soo-hyun.

"..."

Looking at the time, it was exactly when my 30-minute break ended.

When did that much time pass?

That aside, she's really meticulous about timing.
She approached right as the break time ended.

"Oof—"

I immediately got up from my seat and twisted my stiff neck from side to side.

I was planning to get moving anyway.

"..."

After nodding, Ha Seo-rim sharply turned her head to the left. It was in Choi Soo-hyun's direction.

"If you don't have anything to do, don't just stand around. The cups and lids are running low, so restock them."

"Oh... okay, got it."

Choi Soo-hyun moved away from the irritated Ha Seo-rim.

— *"I wonder if Seo-rim is interested in Seung-ho Oppa?"*

Choi Soo-hyun muttered that thought as she walked away.
But that wasn't it at all.

— *"..."*

Ha Seo-rim's Minime shot a sharp glance at me.

Her involvement wasn't about interest or affection, but vigilance.

— *"Already flirting with girls..."*

"..."

That was an unfair misunderstanding.
She approached me first.

"..."

I avoided Ha Seo-rim's gaze and headed out to the hall.
While I was out, I planned to clean the dining area.

— *"I can't take my eyes off him."*

Ha Seo-rim's gaze followed me.

— *"...Innocent girls like Soo-hyun might fall for him completely."*

I had no such intentions, but that's how Ha Seo-rim saw me.
She was determined to keep watching me.

"..."

I looked at Ha Seo-rim as she returned to her duties after cleaning the hall.

It's fine for now. It doesn't really bother me.
Besides, I'd rather not bring up old stories if I can help it.

I just thought that if this gets worse, I might need to clear up the misunderstanding with Ha Seo-rim someday.

Or maybe just wait for it to resolve naturally.

......

"Good work today...!"

I changed into my regular clothes with a tired expression.
Finally, it was time to clock out.

Everyone, without exception, was preparing to leave with exhausted faces.
We finished our closing tasks faster than usual.

"...Good work."

Ha Seo-rim gave a curt nod and quickly walked past me.

— *"Hmph..."*

Her Minime didn't look like it thought I'd done good work at all.

It stuck out its tongue like a cat with its fur standing on end.

Maybe because the Minime looked so cute, rather than being annoyed, I found it amusing.

"..."

As I was leaving with a small chuckle—

Ding!

My phone rang in my pocket.

— [Lee Sol: (Hamster emoticon with sparkling eyes)]

A message like that had arrived from her.

*'It's already tomorrow, huh.'*

Come to think of it, I had plans with Lee Sol.
I'd been so busy I'd forgotten.

If I want to wake up early tomorrow, I should get home and sleep soon.

"..."

Step, step—

I hurried my footsteps toward home.

* * *

— [Lee Seung-ho: What time do you want to meet tomorrow?]

A message from Lee Seung-ho.

"Hmm..."

Lee Sol lay on her bed, staring at the message and falling into thought.

*'I do want to see him soon.'*

Meeting in the morning would be better than the afternoon.

Meet early, have lunch together.
After spending the day together, maybe even dinner...

"..."

Hmm. That's a good plan.

Lee Sol tried to suppress her emerging smile, tapping her feet on the bed. The bedspread sank under her movement.

[Should we meet at 9? l ]

She typed that in the chat, then—

[At 9 l ]

Tap, tap, tap.
She deleted it again.

*'9 o'clock... 9 o'clock...'*

Lee Sol's eyes narrowed. She crossed her arms and agonized.

...Could she really wake up by then?
That was her concern.

She might somehow make it to school on time, but this was a weekend morning appointment.
That was a different story altogether.

"..."

Lee Sol made her decision. She slowly opened her eyes.

She corrected the message and sent it again.

— [Lee Sol: Should we meet at 10?]

Lee Sol accepted and acknowledged her own nature.

She would definitely wake up late.

If that was the case, it would be better to push the schedule back a bit.

"Hmm...!"

Lee Sol sat up abruptly.

There was only one issue left.

What clothes should she wear tomorrow?

Fling—!

Lee Sol opened her closet door.
Having bought clothes frequently lately, her closet was even more packed than before.

*'Might as well wear the best thing I have.'*

Lee Sol laid out her clothes one by one and tried them on.

She twisted her body this way and that in front of the mirror.

"Hmm..."

She tilted her head slightly.

*'...Something's not right.'*

It didn't seem right.
It wasn't that the clothes weren't pretty. She just felt there might be something better.

Soon, the clothes she'd taken out covered her entire bed.

"Ah..."

Seeing that, Lee Sol pressed her forehead.

When would she clean all this up?
The thought made her head throb again.

*'Maybe I should search online instead.'*

She had no idea what to wear at a time like this.

She turned to the internet to see what others wore for reference.

[What to wear on a date...]

Pause—

"..."

Lee Sol's fingers stopped moving.
The words she had typed stared back at her.

Come to think of it.
This is a date.

She had told Lee Seung-ho there was something she wanted to try, asked him to go out together.

*'That's right.'*

What they were doing tomorrow could certainly be considered a date.

As she typed it out in her message, it started to feel real.

"..."

Lee Sol fidgeted with her lips. Her ears turned red.

Flop—

This wasn't the time, but she found herself diving onto the bed again.

***

The next day.

Murmur... murmur...

On a street where people came and went.
Lee Sol sat alone on a bench near the subway station, endlessly watching the scenery.

Click— Click—

She turned her phone screen on and off again.

Click— Click—

She turned it on once more to check the time.

Click— Click—

Just one more time.

"..."

Current time: 9:30 AM.

Time wasn't moving.

She had arrived early after all.
Somehow her eyes had opened early on their own.

If she'd known this would happen, she should have just said to meet at 9.

"Excuse me."

Rather than sitting here bored, maybe she should look around.

"Excuse me...?"

No, maybe she should scout out lunch places in advance.
Yes, that would be better...

"Excuse meeee."

A hand waved in front of her face.

What's this? It wasn't Seung-ho.

Lee Sol turned her head.

"Hello."

A man gave her a flirtatious smile.
As expected, he was a stranger.

"How old are you?"

"..."

Anyone could see he was trying to pick her up. She'd gotten caught in an awkward situation.

Lee Sol racked her brain for a way to escape.

"...I'm a high school student."

"Oh? Really? Me too. What grade are you in?"

She thought he would back off if she said that. Instead, it seemed to be exactly what he wanted to hear.

Having found common ground, he became even more aggressive.

"I really like you, so if you don't mind, could I get your number?"

"No."

"...Oh, do you have a boyfriend?"

"..."

At that question, Lee Sol's brow furrowed slightly. She couldn't help feeling annoyed.

"If you don't have a boyfriend—"

"Sol."

A familiar tone.
At that voice, Lee Sol's eyes widened.

There stood Lee Seung-ho, blinking calmly.

"Who's this? Someone you know?"

"No."

Lee Sol shook her head vigorously.

"Really? Then let's go."

"Okay."

Lee Sol quickly moved to his side.

The man who had approached her left awkwardly, but it wasn't something worth worrying about.
He had come on his own and left on his own.

Her mood, which had been dampened until just now, returned as if nothing had happened.
A small smile crept onto her face.

"You came early?"

Lee Seung-ho looked at her as they walked.

Lee Sol laughed awkwardly.

"Somehow it happened."

"You didn't wait long, did you?"

"Not long at all."

In truth, she had waited over 30 minutes, but she decided to keep that a secret.
If she mentioned it, he would just feel bad.

"..."

Lee Seung-ho's expression turned slightly crooked.

Had he noticed?

"...But will you really be okay?"

"With what?"

Lee Sol blinked and tilted her head.

"...Well, you said this is your first time."

"It's something I've wanted to try. And there's no one else who could help me but you."

Tap, tap, tap—

Lee Sol took the lead with quick steps toward their destination.

The place she had arranged to visit with him today was somewhere she had wanted to go with him.

...The Ice Rink.
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* * *

"..."

Lee Sol looked up at the ice rink building as she slowly walked forward.

Lee Seung-ho, walking beside her, asked, "Have you been here recently?"

"...Once during elementary school for a field trip?"

She couldn't even remember when exactly. Only a vague trace of memory remained—just the knowledge that it had happened.

"Really? That was a long time ago."

"Yeah."

Of course it was. Since it wasn't a place she particularly enjoyed, she rarely visited.

She wasn't good at ice skating, nor did she like the cold.

*I hate moving around...*

Especially when it came to exercise.

Nevertheless, the reason Sol had chosen this place for their date was simple.

*Shin A-young...*

It was because of her.
Because Shin A-young had come here with Seung-ho.
That time when they used counseling as an excuse.

"..."

Sol narrowed her eyes as she recalled that moment.

She still remembered the post A-young had uploaded, almost like she was showing off.

"Should we take a picture?" Seung-ho asked.

"...A picture?"

"As a memento."

"..."

Seung-ho hesitated slightly before awkwardly nodding.

"Sure, let's do that."

* * *

...What's with that? It's scary.

"..."

I felt strange after reading Lee Sol's thoughts.

She was determined to do the same thing just because Shin A-young and I had visited the ice rink.
Her determination was frightening.

So that's why she suggested coming here—she had this intention all along.

"I'll take it then."

Sol extended her phone forward and made a small V sign.

I moved closer to her so my face would appear in the frame.

"..."

Sol flinched slightly, then pressed the shutter button.

Click-click-click-click—

It must have been set to burst mode, as multiple photos were taken.

Sol looked at them and nodded with satisfaction.

"Let's go in."

Inside was more crowded than last time.
Perhaps because school break had started, there were especially many children. A buzzing noise filled the air.

We bought tickets and moved to the rental counter.

"What's your size?"

"Just a sec..."

After renting skates, we chose helmets from those laid out in front.

They were arranged by size: yellow, blue, and black.

"..."

I picked up a blue helmet, and Sol followed suit.

"Ah..."

Whoosh—
The helmet Sol put on kept sliding down.

"That won't work."

The blue helmet was too big.
I switched her helmet for a yellow one.

"Want to go straight in?"

"Yeah, yeah."

Sol nodded eagerly.

She waddled behind me.

"..."

I stepped onto the ice first.

Perhaps because the sensation from last time remained, I was becoming more accustomed to the smoothness of the ice than before.

Sol followed me inside.

"Huh?"

Thud—!

She barely made it a few steps before slipping and landing on her bottom.

"Are you okay?!"

Somehow this scene felt familiar.

"..."

Sol blinked with a dazed expression.

"I'm... I'm fine."

Flustered, she hurriedly tried to get up from her spot. Tried to.

Unable to do so, she grabbed at the ice with both hands and feet, struggling. She flapped around like a wet hamster.

— "Ugh...!"

Her Minime wiped her face. Steam was rising from it.

"Come here."

I helped her up and guided her to the wall.
It was dangerous to stay still while people were zooming past.

"...It's, it's slipperier than I thought..."

Only then did Sol let out a sigh of relief.

Her face was still flushed, perhaps from the aftermath.

"Try following me slowly while holding onto the wall, okay?"

Sol was even more of a beginner than Shin A-young.

She needed to be taught balance from scratch.
Still, if I taught her slowly, she might be able to skate by the end of the day.

"You do it like this. Position your feet this way—"

I demonstrated for her.

Sol held onto the wall and inched forward one step at a time.

"Yes, that's right. One foot at a time."

I nodded and encouraged her.

Giving her compliments along the way.
Teaching her the techniques as we moved slowly.

Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

Sol moved her body diligently. Left foot, right foot, alternating as she tapped the ice.
It looked almost like walking.

— "Should I try it?"

Perhaps I'd given too much praise.
Filled with confidence, Sol let go of the wall.

She drifted away from the wall like a ship leaving port.

"?!"

Soon. Her body began to sway from side to side.

— "---------!"

Noise burst out like an alarm signal.

Confusion twisted across Sol's face.

She stretched her arms out to maintain balance, but the wobbling wouldn't stop.

I quickly grabbed her hand.

Somehow I knew this would happen.

"---------"

Once the Noise started, it wouldn't easily stop.

"D-don't let go for a moment."

Sol gripped my forearm tightly.

— "H-heeaah...!"

Her Minime had already jumped off its host and was dangling from me.
It had a genuinely terrified expression.

"Calm down and follow me slowly."

I gently guided her toward the wall.

Sol followed, her legs trembling like a newborn goat.

"Phew......"

She only relaxed once both hands reached the railing.

— "It's... it's not easy..."

The Minime on my head muttered, gulping nervously.

"..."

Indeed.
It really wasn't easy.

* * *

Two hours had passed since we arrived at the ice rink. It was approaching lunchtime.

"..."

Sol sat alone on a chair outside the rink. Seung-ho had gone to return the skates.

"Haah..."

Sol let out a deep sigh.

The plan had gone a little awry.

"..."

Correction.
The plan had gone very awry.

There had been one variable.

She was worse at skating than she'd imagined.
She'd overlooked that.

*Well, being bad at skating is one thing...*

When she got on the ice, her mind went completely blank.

Because she was afraid of falling.
She'd practically used Seung-ho as a pillar. Clutching his arm tightly, she was almost dragged around.

"Urgh..."

Thinking about it made her flush with heat. It was a complicated, subtle feeling.

"Sssip..."

Worried about messing up her hair or smudging her makeup, she couldn't bring herself to touch her face.
Her fingers, with nowhere to go, fidgeted in the empty air.

They'd ended up having physical contact, but she was too frantic at the time to feel anything special about it.

*This isn't right.*

This was far from the natural skinship she'd been imagining.

She thought if she was moderately bad at skating, they could naturally hold hands...
Like... um...
That's what she'd expected...!

*Even so, this isn't it.*

This was just rescuer and rescued, wasn't it?

"..."

Sol gulped.

What if. Just maybe.
Though it probably wouldn't happen...

*...What if Seung-ho thinks I'm annoying?*

Sol broke out in a cold sweat.

She'd been like that the entire time skating. Choosing the ice rink despite not being able to skate properly.

Honestly, even she would find it unappealing.

"Ah..."

If she'd known it would be like this, she wouldn't have done something unnecessary and would have chosen a different place from the start.

"..."

Just then, she saw Seung-ho returning from returning the equipment.

"Hoo—"

Sol exhaled sharply, shaking off the thoughts she'd been having.

Yes, she shouldn't think about it now.
This time was too precious to waste.

"..."

Sol quietly rose from her seat.

Seung-ho accepted the bag she held out. Then he asked,

"Should we go get something to eat?"

"Yeah."

Sol followed behind him.

Their destination was the shopping mall next to the ice rink.
They planned to have lunch at the food court there.

"Hmm..."

The two stood in front of the kiosk.

"What do you want to eat?"

"Umm... I'll have rice cake ramen."

"Then, two rice cake ramens and..."

Seung-ho tapped the kiosk to add menu items.

"Like this?"

He pointed at the selected items, seeking her approval.

"Yes."

Sol nodded with satisfaction.
He'd chosen dishes she liked without her having to say anything.
The portions weren't too large, just right.

The food came out quickly.

"Hoo— Hoo—"

Sol blew on her ramen and ate it slowly.
The taste was decent. Just typical food court ramen.

Munch, munch...

She was eating more slowly than usual, though. Trying to eat as daintily as possible.

"..."

It had been like this for a while.
She became conscious of every little thing in front of Seung-ho.

Even now.

She worried whether he was enjoying himself properly, whether she was the only one having fun.

"...Seung-ho."

"Hm?"

"No, um... how was the ice rink...?"

Sol gathered her courage and asked.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, did you have fun today...?"

Ah. Maybe she shouldn't have asked.

No. If she hadn't asked, she would have worried about it anyway.

"..."

Seung-ho looked at her quietly, then said:

"...You were starting to get the hang of it toward the end."

"Hmm?"

"If we come again, you'll probably skate even better."

"..."

Sol blinked.

Did he mean he wanted to come again?
Or was he saying he couldn't enjoy himself because he was too busy looking after her?

Which was it?

"..."

While she was pondering this, Seung-ho added:

"I took a video. Want to see?"

Seung-ho played the video.
On screen was footage of her floundering around.

"...!"

Sol hastily grabbed the phone. Her face burned hot.

Was this when she was struggling to skate by herself?
When had he recorded this?

Tap, tap, tap.
She kept pressing the screen.

Why wouldn't it turn off?

"..."

Seeing her reaction, Seung-ho let out a small laugh.

"..."

Seeing him laugh, Sol's lips curled into a small smile too. It was a natural smile.

It seemed he had enjoyed himself in his own way.
Relief washed over her. That was good.

"...?"

Ding—

Just then, his phone rang. A message notification appeared at the top.
It was from Shin A-young.

— [Shin A-young: What time should we meet on Monday?]
— [Shin A-young: Is there any movie you want to see?]

"Hmm..."

Sol rested her chin on her hand after accidentally seeing the message.
She forcibly pulled up the corners of her mouth that wanted to droop.

"..."

So they had plans for next Monday?

And it was to watch a movie.

A movie...

"..."

In that case.

"...Seung-ho, want to go see a movie now...?"

I want to do that too.
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* * *

Tap tap—

Shin A-young lightly tapped the panel to turn off the screen.

Her face reflected in the black screen.
She wore a rather sullen expression.

"..."

Shin A-young had just sent several consecutive messages to Lee Seung-ho.

She rose quietly from the sofa and paced around the living room.

For no particular reason.

"..."

She chewed on her lip.
She was clearly bothered by something.

*Ah, this is really bothering me—*

It wasn't just bothering her—it was extremely bothering her.

This was all because of Lee Sol.

"Ugh..."

She wanted to interfere somehow.

That was her honest feeling.

*...No.*

She shouldn't do that.
She pushed that thought down deep. She decided to put it on hold for now.

It wasn't about playing fair.
There was no rule saying the other person couldn't do what she had done.

Was this what they called mutually assured destruction?

*Right, Monday is our appointment.*

Shin A-young tried to soothe herself.

She already had plans with Lee Seung-ho.
If Lee Sol tried to interfere as revenge, she couldn't complain.

Ding—!

An alert sounded.
Shin A-young quickly picked up her phone.

— [(Advertisement) Just 3 days! 5000 won coupon!]

"Oh, damn..."

She almost lost her temper.

"Sigh..."

She flopped back onto the sofa. Her hair spread out like a fan.

Ding—!

Another alert sounded.

Well, it probably wasn't him.

Shin A-young lowered her expectations and leisurely picked up her phone.

— [Lee Seung-ho]

His name appeared at the top of the screen.

"..."

She bolted upright.

"Hmm."

Shin A-young put the phone back down.

She shouldn't check it right away.
If the notification disappeared too quickly, it would look like she'd been waiting.

After waiting about a minute or two, she opened her phone.

— [Lee Seung-ho: How about 8 o'clock? Let's catch an early show.]

— [Shin A-young: (Nodding retriever emoticon)]

Eight was rather early, but that was good news for Shin A-young.

It meant they could meet sooner.

— [Lee Seung-ho: Any movie is fine]

— [Shin A-young: Then how about Animal Utopia 2?]

A movie made by a famous animation studio had recently been released.
It was a family film, and one that wouldn't be too taste-specific and that he'd probably enjoy.

"Hehe."

Shin A-young let out a soft laugh.

Even to herself, it seemed like a brilliant movie selection.

"..."

The smile that had been playing on her lips suddenly—remarkably—vanished.

*Ah.*

Reality had dawned on her again.

By now, Lee Sol would be alone with Lee Seung-ho...

"Ugh..."

The thought immediately made her depressed again.

When would Monday come?

"..."

After a brief silence, a small laugh escaped her lips.

Even to herself, it was a funny thought.

"Sigh..."

On any normal weekend, time would fly by in the blink of an eye.
But today, it seemed to crawl.

*Maybe I should hang out with Nu-ri instead.*

She really meant it. Perhaps that would be better.

She needed to go out and meet someone.
That might help ease this loneliness.

— [Shin A-young: Nu-ri, want to hang out now?]

She sent the message and put her phone down.

Ding—!

— [Ji Nu-ri: Sure!]

The reply came immediately.
As if she had been waiting.

"Hmm."

...She must have been bored too.

* * *

I arrived at the movie theater with Lee Sol.

The movie theater wasn't originally part of the plan.
But it became so after I saw the text about making movie plans.

"..."

It's a bit scary.

Obviously, a woman's goodwill shouldn't be taken lightly.

I had a feeling I'd be seeing more of this kind of thing in the future.

"Is there any movie you'd like to see?"

If there was, I planned to watch that.

Lee Sol gently shook her head at my question.

"Anything is fine with me."

"...Really?"

If that's what she says.

"Then, how about this one?"

I pointed to one of the posters on the wall.

— "So Seung-ho likes this kind of movie...?"

Not particularly.

Since I had plans with Shin A-young, I chose what seemed like the best option among movies excluding the one she wanted to see.

It was a compromise choice.

"Sounds good."

Lee Sol nodded up and down.

With that, the movie was decided.

I headed to the concession stand with her.

"You'll have popcorn, right?"

"Caramel, please."

"And cola for your drink?"

"Yes."

After ordering at the kiosk and waiting a bit, our snacks came out quickly.

I picked up the popcorn and drinks and moved along.

— "Oh, the popcorn..."

Lee Sol hesitantly moved her hand.
Apparently, she wanted some popcorn.

I lowered the popcorn cup slightly to make it easier for her to eat.

— "!"

Her Minime's eyes sparkled.

Crunch- crunch-

— "It's delicious."

Her Minime chewed the popcorn happily with a giggle.
She was eating heartily.

"We have some time left..."

I checked the time.

There were about 20 minutes until the movie started.
Considering the advertisements, it would be even longer.
We needed something to do during that extra time.

"Hmm..."

I looked around and found a suitable place.

"Want to go there?"

"Oh, an arcade?"

It was a good place to kill time.

We walked in side by side.

"It's quite spacious."

Probably because it was next to the movie theater, it was considerably larger than street claw machine shops.

"...Oh."

While looking around to see what was inside, my steps halted.
There was a familiar doll there.

"Do you know that character?"

Lee Sol suddenly poked her head out.

"A little?"

It was that cat-eared character that Lee Seung-ah had sold at the event.

Having seen it so much back then, the design felt somewhat endearing.
She made quite a profit from it.

"..."

Lee Sol examined the claw machine from different angles.

— "...It looks like I'll just waste money."

A cold-headed judgment.

Whirrrr—

Yet she was already inserting money.

"Ah."

Thud—

As expected, the claw lost its grip.
The cat doll that had been lifted halfway up dropped back down.

"..."

Lee Sol's face immediately turned sulky.
Her Minime's cheeks puffed out.

— "...I think I could get it if I try just a little more."

Her Minime twisted her lips crookedly. She stretched her body this way and that.
As if saying, let's see who wins.

"Hey, hey."

I tapped Lee Sol's shoulder. I needed to stop her before she spent all her money here.

"Let's forget this and play games over there. There's a basketball game too."

"Really...?"

Lee Sol didn't seem very interested.

Right, she doesn't like moving around.

"..."

I searched for something else.

Something that costs a reasonable amount but doesn't require movement.

*Ah, there was that.*

Fortunately, there was such a thing.

"How about a different kind of machine?"

I nodded toward the capsule machines.

At least with those, you get something for your money.

"...Shall we?"

Lee Sol seemed interested in this. She quietly took her hand off the joystick.

That's a relief. I could divert her attention elsewhere.

Rattle— Rattle—!

As we played with the capsule machines, quite a bit of time passed.
Before we knew it, it was time for the screening.

"Let's head in now."

"Okay."

"Do you have the tickets?"

"I've got them right here."

Lee Sol took out the movie tickets and waved them.

"I'll check your tickets~"

The theater employee approached with a friendly smile.

— "...Wow, is she a trainee somewhere?"

The employee's Minime exclaimed in admiration upon seeing Lee Sol.

He showed no interest in me.
Right. That made sense since I'm a guy.

"Theater F is inside and to the left. Enjoy the movie~"

"Thank you."

After the customary greeting, we went inside.

"Where are our seats?"

"Just a sec...?"

The lighting was dim, making it hard to see, so Lee Sol narrowed her eyes.

"Let me see."

I leaned in to look at the tickets she was holding.

I checked the seats using my phone's screen light.

— "---!"

Lee Sol's Minime emitted a faint noise.

She seemed startled by my sudden approach. I could see her pupils dilate.

I quickly turned my gaze away. Slowly increased the distance.

"Let's go."

"O-okay."

I climbed the stairs.

Let's see.
Row D...E...F...G...

*Here it is.*

I sat in the inner seat, and Lee Sol took the seat next to me.

*It's been a while since I've been to a movie theater...*

I watch movies often, but it had been a long time since I'd seen one in a theater.

For good reason.

— "Oh right, I need to turn off my sound."
— "Hmm... when does it start...? Is it still far off...?"

The Minimes of nearby audience members were chattering loudly.

"..."

I silently sank my back into the chair.

Right, this is why I don't come.

The Minimes' voices were already interfering with the movie experience.
If it was this noisy now, it was easy to imagine how it would be once the movie started.

"..."

Though I was prepared for this, actually experiencing it made me think I wouldn't be able to concentrate.

That's why I always went to early morning showings for movies I really wanted to see in theaters.

— "Ah, it seems to be starting now."

Lee Sol's Minime wriggled and adjusted her posture.

Swish—

The dimly lit lights turned off completely.

Soon the movie began.

— "Ooh..."

I could hear Lee Sol's vivid reactions from the seat next to me.

— "Wow..."

"..."

This felt more like a film study than movie appreciation.

Through Lee Sol's reactions, I could see in real-time which parts people liked and which parts made them confused.

This was new in its own way.

* * *

"Ugh—"

As we left the theater, Lee Sol stretched slightly.

— "That was fun..."

She seemed pleased with the movie, showing a satisfied smile.

"The song during the highlight was really good. I want to listen to it again later."

Lee Sol talked non-stop about the movie.
It had clearly made quite an impression on her.

"Oh, and besides that—"

Trudge trudge—

We walked side by side, chatting about various things.

...After that, we did a bit of shopping, then talked about summer vacation plans at a café before parting ways before dinner.

And so, my day with Lee Sol came to an end.

It had been quite a fulfilling day.

* * *

The following Monday.

— "Hehe, this will be fun...!"

I followed Shin A-young's Minime as she walked with tiny steps.

We were visiting the movie theater together.

Somehow, it was the exact same place I'd been to last weekend.

"I'll check your tickets~"

The theater employee approached with a business smile.

— "?"

Soon, his Minime's eyes narrowed.

— "This person... from the other day..."

He seemed to remember me.

I could see his Minime's pupils trembling.

"..."

I quietly avoided that shocked gaze.

...Somehow it felt like I should.
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* * *

...Time briefly returns to the morning.

"Hwaaam..."

I let out a big yawn as I walked into the living room.

It was nearly 7 o'clock sharp.
Since our meeting was at 8, if I started getting ready now and left soon, I'd arrive with plenty of time to spare.

While I was quietly rustling around in the dark living room—

Click—
The door on the opposite side opened.

"Hwaaam..."

Lee Seung-ah came out, yawning and shuffling along.

"...What's this."

She blinked when she saw me.
Her expression asked what I was doing up so early.

I looked at her and asked quietly:

"What brings you up? You're up early?"

It was strange.
It was vacation time, and she wasn't the type to be up at this hour.

"Yeah, just happened that way."

Seung-ah brushed past me.
She took a water bottle from the refrigerator and gulped it down.

— "...Actually, I just haven't slept yet..."

Her Minime muttered with a sleepy face.

"..."

That makes more sense.
I wasn't particularly surprised.

Vacation had barely started, and Seung-ah's sleep schedule was already completely reversed.

She tilted her head at me.

"...But where are you going so early?"

"Just hanging out."

"..."

Seung-ah's expression fell flat.

— "Come on, who wouldn't know that much?"

She grumbled expressionlessly.

Soon, realizing I wasn't going to elaborate, she started piecing things together herself.

"...Are you going out with Sol Unnie? But didn't you see her last week? You're meeting again?"

"No."

I shook my head.

"Huh? Then who?"

"With Shin A-young."

"Eh?"

Seung-ah expressed her confusion briefly.

— "Now that I think about it... A-young Unnie was giving off that vibe too..."

The two of them had become close recently from going to the gym together.

Seung-ah was naturally perceptive.
She must have picked up on the subtle atmosphere A-young was giving off.

— "Wait a minute..."

Her Minime suddenly stopped.

— "...What is this guy doing?"

Seung-ah narrowed her eyes in disbelief.

What's wrong with her?

"...Oppa, you went out with Sol Unnie last week."

"Right."

"And now you're going out with A-young Unnie?"

"Yeah."

I nodded. That was correct.

— "...Does he seriously not see the problem?"

Her Minime smacked her forehead.
She seemed to be considering where to even begin.

— "...This is just two-timing."

At that blunt statement, I tried to find words but soon closed my mouth.

*That's true.*

I had nothing to say.

I'd just thought of it as hanging out with friends, but reflecting on my actions, it really was like that.

— "Or maybe... he's not even aware of what he's doing?"

She hit the nail on the head.

"..."

Seung-ah looked at me with a complicated expression, then—

"Sheesh."

She let out a deep sigh.

"Just figure it out yourself."

She tossed those words at me before turning back toward her room.

"Don't make them cry like before."

"...Right."

It was easy to say, but not as easy to do.

To avoid two-timing, I'd need to end one of the relationships.

The solution was simple, but that's what made it difficult.

"..."

To choose just one of them right now...

I still felt more of a friendly affection than romantic interest.

"Sigh..."

I scratched my head vigorously. A sigh escaped me.

The feelings they had for me and the feelings I had for them were different in intensity.

I found myself agonizing over what kind of distance I should maintain.

* * *

I arrived at the movie theater.

"..."

I got off the elevator and moved around looking for Shin A-young.

Being Monday morning, there weren't many people.
But it wasn't completely empty either, probably due to the vacation season.

*Where is she?*

I couldn't spot A-young anywhere.

— "Ah, it's Seung-ho."

I heard a familiar voice. It was A-young's Minime.

— "...Will he recognize me?"

In the direction of that voice was a woman wearing sunglasses and a hat pulled down low.

There she is.

I strode right over to her.

"You're early?"

"How did you know it was me?"

A-young chuckled and patted my shoulder.

She put her mask, hat, and sunglasses into her bag.

"Why were you so covered up?"

"People approach me a lot, you know?"

If someone else said it, it would sound like narcissism, but coming from A-young, it carried weight.

It happened last time with Lee Sol too. It made sense.

"Let's get popcorn. Popcorn."

I followed A-young's lead toward the concession stand.

"What do you want to eat?"

"I'll take half and half. Caramel and original. How's that?"

"Sure."

We bought the popcorn and went straight into the theater.

Since it was an early morning showing and we'd arrived just in time for the start,
we didn't have time to stop by the arcade like last time.

So, we entered the theater, but—

*These are couple seats.*

A-young, noticing my confusion, cleared her throat awkwardly.

"This was the only theater available?"

"...Really?"

Listening to her inner thoughts, I could tell she was telling the truth.

The film she wanted to see wasn't very popular, so there was only this one theater showing it.

— "...I hope he's not uncomfortable."

It couldn't be helped, so I didn't worry about it too much.

Besides, it was actually quite comfortable here.

The seats were spacious, I could stretch my legs out.
Honestly, it was nice.

— "Oh, it's starting..."

After a short wait, the movie began.

The theater was relatively empty.
Besides us, there were only about two other groups,
so we could watch comfortably.

Unlike last Saturday, it was engaging enough to get immersed in.

"..."

...And so, I slowly became absorbed in the movie...

"..."

With my eyes fixed on the screen, I naturally reached my hand to the side.
I was looking for the popcorn A-young was holding.

Tap—

Just then, our fingertips touched inside the container.
I felt a cool sensation.

"!"

A-young seemed startled too. Her eyes widened for a moment.

"..."

She darted her eyes around, then
suddenly, gently grabbed my wrist.

My shoulders flinched. I hadn't expected that action at all.

*Here.*

A-young whispered softly.

With a fox-like smile, she placed a handful of popcorn in my palm.

— "---------"

Meanwhile,
the noise I heard was pounding like a heartbeat.

"..."

She was trying hard in her own way.

The emotions A-young was trying to hide,
all her efforts were completely exposed.

I could see it even if I didn't want to.

"..."

I wish I hadn't known.
Or if I had to know, I wish I could have discovered it more gradually.

That's how it should have been, but—

Her Minime told me directly, without the slightest gap.

"..."

Crunch—

I chewed on a piece of popcorn she had handed me.

In the theater filled with the chatter of Minimes, I quietly looked up at the screen.

"..."

Should I match the rhythm of her outward actions?
Or should I follow her inner feelings?

I didn't know how to respond to her behavior.

* * *

Swoooosh—

Water flowed from the bathroom sink.

The movie had ended a while ago, and A-young had stopped by the restroom on the way out.

"..."

After washing her hands thoroughly, she checked her reflection in the mirror again.

"..."

She tidied her bangs with her fingertips.

Hmm.

*Not bad.*

Today had been a day of effort in many ways. She'd dressed more carefully than usual and deliberately bought one large popcorn.

As she'd hoped, their hands had touched in the middle.

*I, I even held his hand.*

A-young interlaced her own fingers. Her lips fidgeted.

She had tried.
So far, everything had gone according to plan.

Lee Seung-ho was enjoying himself, just as she'd initially hoped.

*But...*

Separate from that,
she wasn't sure if he felt any excitement toward her.

Despite her courageous actions, Seung-ho hardly showed any dramatic reactions.

"..."

A-young scratched her forehead.

She wondered if perhaps she lacked charm,
and her confidence dropped a little.

*No.*

Let's not think negatively for no reason.

"Phew..."

A-young exhaled deeply, then immediately headed outside.

She didn't want to cause any misunderstandings by taking too long in the bathroom.

"...You're back?"

Seung-ho, who had been waiting in front, pushed himself off the wall when he spotted her.

"Should we go eat now?"

"Yeah, let's do that."

The two of them walked out of the shopping mall.
Eating at the food court wouldn't have been bad, but they decided to explore outside.

"Is there anything you want to eat?"

"There's a good pasta place around here."

Just as they were walking side by side, chatting about what to eat—

"Huh?"

Plop- Plop-

She felt something cold on her forehead. Raindrops.

"...Ah, it's raining."

Plop— Pitter-patter—

The raindrops started coming down more frequently.

A-young quickly took out a folding umbrella from her bag.

*Thank goodness.*

There hadn't been any forecast for rain, but since the weather was cloudy,
bringing an umbrella had turned out to be a smart move.

"Here."

A-young held the umbrella over Seung-ho's head.

He apparently hadn't brought an umbrella.

However, there was no time to feel the excitement of sharing an umbrella.

"Let's hurry...!"

It seemed to be a sudden shower. The rain was getting heavier.
They needed to move quickly to find shelter.

Pitter-patter——!

They ran side by side under the same umbrella.

A-young entered the building where the pasta restaurant they'd just discussed was located.

"Ugh... I'm all wet..."

Despite coming in quickly.

The umbrella was clearly too small for two people.

Her clothes were damp.
The moisture that had run down from her shoulders had soaked the outer part of her chest area.

*...I hope it's not see-through?*

A-young made a distressed face as she patted her clothes with a handkerchief.

She was already concerned because she was wearing white...

"..."

Seung-ho's gaze subtly shifted to the left.

*...Oh.*

A-young's eyes followed his.

Somewhere,
the tips of his ears had turned faintly red.

*...Aha.*

So that's it?

*How much longer until our trip to the water park with the Counseling Club?*

A small smile spread across A-young's lips.

...It seemed like buying a new swimsuit would be a good idea.









Ch.83 - Puberty (2)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will now provide a natural, accurate translation that follows the glossary and style guidelines.

* * *

A few more days passed after our trip to the movie theater.

"......"

Creeak—
I leaned back in my desk chair and looked down at my phone.

— [President: Everyone, tell me where you want to go!]

A single message in the Counseling Club group chat.

We were in the middle of deciding where to go for our summer trip.

Senior Min-ji added an explanation to the President's message.

— [Vice President: Places you don't want to go are fine too!]

— [Vice President: (fist-clenching emoji)]

— [Vice President: I think somewhere with water would be nice.]

Senior Min-ji subtly pushed her own preference while saying that.

— [Lee Sol: I'm fine with anything except the beach.]
— [Vice President: How about the beach?]
ㄴ [Vice President: (deleted)]

The timing overlapped.
The message was quickly deleted.

— [Vice President: Really? Why??]

— [Lee Sol: Well...]

— [Lee Sol: I don't really like getting sand on me.]

Makes sense.
Cleaning off sand is quite annoying.

Given Sol's personality, it would bother her even more.

— [Lee Seung-ho: I'm not big on beaches either.]

— [Lee Sol: (jumping hamster emoji)]

For similar reasons, I also preferred other water spots over beaches.

— [Shin A-young: How about a valley stream then?]

— [Lee Sol: That sounds good.]

I like valley streams too.

— [President: So are we going with a valley stream?]

— [Vice President: (emoji throwing a vote of approval)]

Not just Senior Min-ji, but everyone else agreed as well.

It seemed the location was decided: a valley stream.

— [President: Now we need to decide on a time.]

— [Vice President: How about next week?]

"......"

I tilted my head at that message.

Next week wouldn't work.
I have plans then.

— [Ji Nu-ri: (surprised cat emoji)]
— [Ji Nu-ri: I can't make it then.]
— [Ji Nu-ri: I'm going on a family trip next week ㅠㅠ]

— [President: Then how about the week after?]

That would work.

— [Lee Seung-ho: That works for me.]

I sent my reply right away.

Knock knock—

Just then, there was a light knock from beyond the door.

"Yes—"

As I answered, Seung-ah poked her head through the gap.

"Mom says come out and eat watermelon."

"Oh."

I put down my phone and followed her to the living room.

"Oh, son. Sit down and have some of this."

My parents were sitting on the living room floor eating watermelon.

— Chomp.

I joined them and took a big bite of a slice.
The sweet flesh spread through my mouth like a wave. It was really delicious watermelon.

As we were all enjoying the watermelon...

"Oh, right."

Seung-ah, who had been chewing watermelon, suddenly stood up.

She positioned herself in the middle of the living room.
Ahem— she cleared her throat.

"......"

What is she up to now?

My parents and I all turned our attention to her.

"We're going to Gimhae for our vacation this year."

Seung-ah announced it like a declaration.

"...Gimhae?"

My head tilted in confusion.

It was a rather random statement. Hadn't we already decided to go somewhere else for vacation?

"What is this child saying all of a sudden."

"..."

Mother had an incredulous expression.

Father didn't say anything, but he seemed to be thinking the same thing.
Minime let out a light chuckle.

"Hmph."

Seung-ah stood even more proudly.

— "Everyone's making exactly the faces I expected."

Her Minime wore an innocent smile.
She gave off the impression that this was all intentional.

"Ta-da."

Seung-ah pulled out several pieces of paper.

"...Tickets?"

Four long paper tickets.

"Water Park tickets?"

"And not just any—tickets to the biggest water park in the country."

Seung-ah waved the tickets back and forth.

"...Where did you get those? Did you buy them?"

"Of course they were a gift."

"A gift? From whom?"

"Remember when I told you about that unnie who was supposed to come to the event but didn't show up?"

"Ah..."

Come to think of it, that did happen.

"She gave them to me. As thanks for helping with sales that day."

"Really?"

These tickets.
They were package tickets that included accommodation at a nearby hotel.

Either she made a lot of money from merchandise sales, or she was wealthy to begin with.
Either way, she was quite generous.

"She gave them to me a while back to use during summer."

— "I almost forgot about them after receiving them..."

So that's why she didn't mention it earlier and is only bringing it up now.

— "Seriously, it's a good thing the other kids reminded me..."

From what I gather, the other kids who shared the booth also received tickets.

If they hadn't mentioned it, this gift would have been lost forever.

"...Hmm?"

I narrowed my eyes at the text written at the bottom of the tickets.
I read the words slowly.

The expiration date is...

"...Hey, these are about to expire."

"Huh?"

Seung-ah checked the tickets again.

"Oh..."

Her pupils moved rapidly from side to side. She read the text over and over.

After a brief moment of waiting,
she slowly raised her head.

"...You're right?"

Seung-ah put on an awkward expression with a hint of aegyo.

Seriously.
What am I going to do with her?

* * *

On the day of our family trip.
We ended up leaving earlier than originally planned.

Fortunately, we didn't need to change the vacation dates.

The last day of the ticket validity period was the first day of our vacation, so we could use them just in time.
I'm not sure if I should call this good luck.

Anyway, it worked out well.

"......"

...That said.

"......"

I was standing at a rest stop with just Seung-ah.

"Haaah..."

Seung-ah looked like she was about to die.
She was suffering from severe motion sickness.

It was because of the long-distance travel after a long time.

"Ugh..."

Seung-ah used my shoulder for support as she gasped for breath.

— "I feel so fucking queasy..."

I couldn't hear her Noise. She must be doing better than it seemed.

She was being overdramatic.
Her Minime was already slumped over her shoulder.

"...You're really something else."

I sighed deeply as I looked at Seung-ah.
I couldn't help but comment.

"That's why I told you to take motion sickness medicine."

I knew this would happen from the moment she refused to listen.

"..."

Seung-ah didn't respond. She didn't seem to have the energy.

— "...Who knew I'd get motion sickness."

Instead, she grumbled internally.

"Food?"

"Don't want any..."

"Then just sit outside for a bit."

"Mmm..."

I helped Seung-ah sit down on a bench in the corner.

She closed her eyes slightly.

I should leave her like this.
She'll probably feel better after getting some fresh air.

"Where's Seung-ah?"

My father, who had just parked the car, looked around for her.

"She said she'd sit on the bench for a bit."

"Really? Food?"

"She doesn't want any."

My father nodded.

We headed to the food court inside the rest stop to get lunch.

I ordered a bowl of ramen, and my parents got a traditional Korean set meal.
The same menu we always get when traveling.

After waiting a bit, the bell rang. I brought the hot food back to the table.

"Mm."

Slurp— slurp—

Ramen at a rest stop really is something special.

Slurp—

I happily slurped up the noodles.

"......"

As I continued eating,

I spotted Seung-ah walking in from the other side. It was a coincidental discovery.

She looked around, searching. After spotting us, she trudged over.

Screech—

She pulled out a chair. She plopped down in the seat across from me.

"Feeling better?"

My mother gave her a concerned look.

"Better than before."

Seung-ah gave an awkward smile.

Her complexion had definitely improved compared to earlier.
Seems like she's feeling better.

Slurp—
I sucked up the noodles with satisfaction.

"......"

Seung-ah stared at me intently.

It was an oddly distracting gaze.

— "Smack."

Seung-ah licked her lips.

"...Just one bite."

"Just order another one."

"It's a bit late for that... I'd have to wait too long."

Ah, right.
I thought this might happen.

"I already ordered another one, so go get it."

"Huh? Really?"

Seung-ah's face showed surprise.
Her expression asked why I would do that if she wasn't going to eat.

'As if she wouldn't eat.'

I had calculated this thoroughly.

I could roughly tell her condition by looking at her Minime.
More than anything, I had years of experience.

I knew Seung-ah would definitely come to steal a bite.

"Hehehe."

Seung-ah brought back the ramen with a big grin.

Slurp—!

Look at that.
She's eating very well.

......

"Wow, what is this!"

Seung-ah had returned to her normal self in no time.

After just one meal, she had completely recovered and was bouncing around energetically.

"This view is insane...!"

She walked around the room, constantly exclaiming in amazement.

'It is nice.'

A hotel built next to the water park. This would be our room until tomorrow.

It was different from the start, as expensive as it was.
There was a living room, a capsule coffee machine, and many other things...

Good hotels really are different.

— "Holy shit! The room is huge!"

Seung-ah's Minime jumped up and down on the bed.

She was having so much fun.

After enjoying herself there for a while, she dashed off to another spot.

"......"

Hmm.

I slowly looked around. Everyone had gone somewhere, and no one else was in the room.

I quietly climbed onto the bed.

I tried jumping on it.

Bounce—!

"Hmm."

It really is soft.

Very much so.

"Phew—"

I got down from the bed, feeling refreshed.

Come to think of it, there was a café in the lobby.

— [Lee Seung-ho: I'm going down to the first floor for a bit..]

I informed my parents of my destination and went out.

'This is it.'

The café I arrived at.
The extremely clean interior caught my eye.

They sold bread, and of course, coffee too.

I texted my parents asking if they wanted coffee.
Everything looked delicious, so I figured I should buy something.

'I'll get this too...'

As I was putting bread items in my basket one by one.

— "Wow, there's even a café...!"

A familiar voice came from somewhere.

I instinctively turned toward it.

"...?"

I stopped in my tracks.

There was a familiar figure there. It was Ji Nu-ri.

As she walked along with an innocent smile,

"..."
"..."

We came face to face in the café.

Our gazes met briefly.

Nu-ri blinked her eyes blankly several times.

"?!"

It didn't take long for her voice to rise.

'What is this, seriously.'

I narrowed my eyes.

...Why is she here?





Ch.84 - Puberty (3)
I carefully analyzed the text, identifying all character names and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

* * *

"W-What?!"

Ji Nu-ri opened her mouth in shock.

"......"

I felt the same way.
I was genuinely surprised.

Why on earth was she here?

It wasn't like we ran into each other somewhere in Seoul—we literally met all the way down in Gimhae.
Talk about an unbelievable coincidence.

"...Why are you here?"

Ji Nu-ri's eyes narrowed suspiciously.

I answered her question calmly. There was nothing to hide.

"I'm here on vacation."

"On vacation?"

"Yeah."

There wasn't much else to say.
That was the honest truth.

"To Gimhae?"

"Yeah..."

"Today? At this hotel?"

"......"

When she put it that way, the situation did seem a bit strange.

—"I didn't think he would be... he's actually quite aggressive when it comes to romance..."

Minime's large eyes trembled dramatically. She covered her mouth with her hand.

Ji Nu-ri exclaimed, —"I knew it!" while making a fuss.

*I saw this coming.*

It was exactly the reaction I'd expected.

I couldn't help but smile wryly.

—"I mean, I do prefer guys who make the first move..."

Ji Nu-ri glanced at me repeatedly.

—"But this is too obvious! Following me all the way here... Even if you like me, this is too much...!"

Minime squeezed her eyes shut.
She shouted excitedly, her tiny fists waving up and down.

"......"

Ji Nu-ri's misunderstanding was getting more and more out of hand.

It was becoming increasingly difficult to maintain my composure.
I barely managed to keep a straight face.

Whether I reacted or not, she continued with her own train of thought.

—"...This isn't right."

Ji Nu-ri's expression suddenly hardened.

—"...As a friend, I should say something firm about this."

What exactly was she planning to say?

"......"

This couldn't go on any longer.

For Ji Nu-ri's sake, I should stop her before the misunderstanding got worse.

I parted my lips to speak.

"Hey, listen..."

Just as I was about to say something.

"Oh? What? It's Nuri Unnie!"

Lee Seung-ah appeared out of nowhere, her eyes widening at the sight of Ji Nu-ri.

—"What's going on??"

Seung-ah's Minime squealed excitedly.

She rushed over, grabbed both of Ji Nu-ri's hands, and shook them enthusiastically.
A clear sign of her excitement.

"Did you come here for vacation too, Unnie?"

"Huh??"

Ji Nu-ri's mouth fell open when she spotted Seung-ah.

"Did you follow Seung-ho all the way here too?"

"Hmm? What?"

Seung-ah tilted her head, confused by the question.

Their words weren't connecting. They just stared at each other blankly.

This wasn't good.

I stepped forward before the misunderstanding could deepen.

"She came because she got tickets for this place."

I patted Seung-ah's shoulder.

"Tickets... Oh."

Ji Nu-ri seemed to remember something and rummaged through her pocket.

"...Is it this?"

She pulled out a ticket from her wallet.

It looked identical to the ones we had.

"What? You got one too?"

"No, that's not it... Da-bin said she was going abroad for vacation, so she gave hers to me."

"Da-bin?"

Who was Da-bin?

While I was pondering this, Seung-ah poked me in the side.

"You know, my friend."

"Ah."

Was that the name of the girl I saw at the event?

It had been two months since then. I couldn't quite match the face with the name.
My memory was hazy.

But I had a general idea of who she was.

"......"

Hmm.
So Ji Nu-ri had been keeping in touch with them.
I didn't know that.

—"Oh, I thought..."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime exhaled deeply.

The misunderstanding seemed to be clearing up.

In the end, it was all because we had received the same tickets.

—"It really was just a coincidence...?"

Ji Nu-ri finally accepted the fact.

—"Well..."

She started to say something, then stopped.

—"So he does make the first move after all...?"

Ji Nu-ri tilted her head with a strange tone, letting out an awkward laugh as if realizing something.

"......"

I turned my head away.

Now that the misunderstanding was cleared up, I should go back to choosing bread.

Just as I was about to move away.

"Nuri, is everything okay?"

A middle-aged woman I'd never seen before approached with unhurried steps.
She resembled Ji Nu-ri somewhat. I could see the family resemblance.

"Mom, well..."

"Is this someone you know?"

"He's my classmate. Say hello to my mom."

I bowed as Ji Nu-ri instructed.

"Hello, I'm Lee Seung-ho, Nuri's classmate."

"Oh my, Nuri's friend?"

She seemed surprised by this, covering her mouth.

She clapped her hands lightly and let out a gentle laugh.

"What a coincidence! Are you here on a family vacation?"

"Yes, we received tickets as a gift."

"Tickets?"

She pondered for a moment.

"Ah. So you're that boy from the same club she mentioned?"

I opened my eyes wide in surprise. I looked at Ji Nu-ri.

It was unexpected that she would talk about me to her family.

"Mom, please...!"

Ji Nu-ri exclaimed, seemingly embarrassed.

"Alright, alright."

She gave a mischievous smile.

Then she glanced around.

"Hmm... since we've met by chance like this..."

She looked at the plate of bread I was holding and asked.

"Were you planning to eat that bread?"

"What? Yes."

"Give that to me."

Ji Nu-ri's mother quickly took the tray.

Then she strode toward the cashier.

I hurriedly followed behind her.

"Oh, you don't have to do that."

"Don't worry about it. Consider it a thank you for looking after Nuri."

She said this while completing the payment in no time.

Then she set the tray down on the table.

"Here, enjoy your food."

"Thank you."

"I'll head up first, so take your time chatting."

Ji Nu-ri nodded at her mother's words.

"I'll call when I'm coming up."

Only Seung-ah, Ji Nu-ri, and I remained in the café.

"......"
"......"

After the commotion died down, a strange silence fell.

Come to think of it, it had been a while since I'd seen Ji Nu-ri.

We'd texted occasionally.
But facing each other like this was the first time in about two weeks since vacation started.

"Um..."

I wasn't sure what topic to bring up after so long. That awkwardness was evident.

"Hmm~"

Meanwhile.

—"Looks delicious...!"

Seung-ah licked her lips and immediately grabbed a piece of bread and started munching.

At least she was comfortable.

"What have you been up to lately?"

I threw out that question. Just a casual topic.

As I was about to pick up a piece of bread to eat.

"?"

I noticed Ji Nu-ri sitting quietly on the sofa.

"...Aren't you going to eat?"

"Oh, yes. I should."

Ji Nu-ri's tone was strange.

It was stiff somehow, with a subtly dissatisfied look.

What's going on?
Why is she acting like this?

I shifted my gaze to find Ji Nu-ri's Minime.

—"...Now that I think about it, they've been hanging out together all this time. Without including me..."

Minime puffed her cheeks. Her eyebrows drooped downward.

So that was her complaint.

She must have spent a lot of time alone in her room lately.

"......"

What should I say?
It felt a bit unfair from my perspective.

Besides, if she had asked to hang out, I would have agreed.

That thought rose to my throat, then sank back down.

—"Hmm... umm..."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime's cheeks wobbled like pudding.

As she ate the bread, Ji Nu-ri's mood gradually improved.
It was obvious at a glance.

"......"

...What should I say?

Her moods changed so easily—she was quick to get over things.

......

Slurp slurp—

"Wow— but how did we all end up meeting here?"

Seung-ah said while noisily drinking her milk.
She was still amazed by the coincidence.

"I know."

I found myself nodding.

It was truly an incredible coincidence.
Even though we had the same tickets, we could choose the dates freely.

To meet on the same day at the same hotel? That part was genuinely a product of chance.

Ding—!

The elevator we were waiting for finally arrived.

As I stepped into the elevator, I asked Ji Nu-ri.

"What floor is your room on?"

"Um... 7th floor. Yeah, 7th floor."

Ji Nu-ri answered while checking her key card.

"7th floor?"

"Yeah. Us too."

As Seung-ah said, we were staying on the 7th floor.

Ji Nu-ri also looked surprised and asked.

"Really? What room number do you have?"

"We're in room 731..."

"I'm in 710."

I nodded at Ji Nu-ri's response.

Not right next door, at least.

Still, we were on the same floor.

Since the tickets were the same type, it seemed the assigned rooms were in similar areas.

"Ah, there you are."

Mom smiled demurely when she saw me.

Ji Nu-ri's parents were standing in front of her.

No wonder her smile seemed different than usual.

"Hello."

Even though we'd just parted, I bowed once more.

"...What's going on?"

Ji Nu-ri whispered to her mother.

I was wondering the same thing.

I hadn't expected to run into them again so soon.

Ji Nu-ri's mother smiled brightly and said.

"We ran into each other on the way up. Turns out we're on the same floor."

"Ah..."

"I recognized Seung-ho right away because he looks just like his father. I thought I should properly introduce myself, and I did."

Ji Nu-ri's mother laughed softly.

She claimed they met by chance, but her approach without hesitation reminded me of Ji Nu-ri.

"Oh, right."

My mom clapped her hands lightly.

"Since we've met by fate like this..."

"...Yes?"

"We decided to go sightseeing together tomorrow. You kids are friends, right?"

That plan was announced.

After exchanging just a few words, they seemed to have already become friendly.
That was quite the social skill.

As expected of my mom. True to her capital-E extrovert nature.

—"Oh...!"
—"Wow...!"

Ji Nu-ri and Seung-ah's inner thoughts harmonized like a duet at the announcement.
Both of them waved their arms excitedly.

They seemed pleased about being able to hang out together.

"Is that so?"

I nodded appropriately.

Honestly, it didn't matter much to me.
If it had been someone awkward, that would be different, but this was Ji Nu-ri.

Going together would be fun, and Seung-ah seemed happy about it too.

—"...Seung-ho totally lucked out."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime looked at me with a smug smile.

As annoying as that was.

Looking at Ji Nu-ri.
I couldn't really deny it.





Ch.85 - Water Park (1)
* * *

The next morning.

Lee Seung-ah followed me while grumbling.

"I told you I don't want breakfast..."

She was so sleepy she could barely open her eyes.
After tossing and turning late into the night, this was the result.

I responded to her complaints.

"And later you'll complain that you missed out."

I could already picture her regretting not eating the buffet.

"...No I won't."

No matter how she avoided my eyes, her denial wasn't convincing.

If Mom hadn't told me to bring her along, I would've just left her be.

"......"

When we arrived at the restaurant, I spotted Ji Nu-ri eating with her family.

"Good morning."

Ji Nu-ri greeted me with her mouth full.

"Yeah."

I nodded.

Somehow it reminded me of the school trip...

— "...This reminds me of our school trip."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime mumbled while chewing her food.

Somehow we had the same thought.

Well, we were in the same class and went together.

"......"

I grabbed some food and sat at the table across from Ji Nu-ri.
The tables weren't far apart; they were actually right next to each other.

"Hwaaaaah..."

Lee Seung-ah, who followed with her food, let out a lazy yawn.

"Hmm?"

Ji Nu-ri noticed and tilted her chin.

"Didn't sleep well...?"

"Umm..."

I answered for Lee Seung-ah, who was practically dozing off.

"Her sleep schedule is messed up."

"Hmm..."

Ji Nu-ri looked at her with slightly worried eyes.

"......"

I calmly chewed my bread.

There was no need to worry.
She'd perk right up once we got to the Water Park.

"Oh right. We're heading straight there after breakfast, right?"

I asked Ji Nu-ri who was peering over.

"Yeah, we can just walk there."

Since the Water Park was right next to the hotel, we didn't need to drive.
That meant we could leave at our leisure.

*Being right next door is convenient.*

There was a reason it was expensive.
I guess location really does determine value.

......

After breakfast.
We arrived at the Water Park on foot.

"See you later."

Lee Seung-ah, whose eyes were now bright and alert, waved her hand slightly.
She disappeared with light footsteps.

"......"

I headed to the changing room with the two fathers.

Standing in front of the locker, taking off my shirt.

Undressing between the two fathers.

"......"

Somehow.
It felt strangely suffocating.

"Wow. You must work out a lot?"

Ji Nu-ri's father raised his eyebrows as he looked at my bare body.
It was pure admiration.

— "Ah, to be young again."

He nodded, reminiscing about when he was like that too.

I played along with a polite smile.

"......"

Thinking about it again, it was an odd situation.

How did I end up in a changing room with my friend's father?

It still didn't feel real. It lacked reality.

*...Are they still not out?*

We left the changing room first.
Women probably take longer to change and shower.

"Want something to eat?"

The older man asked.

"Um... I'll have a cola."

Since we had nothing else to do while waiting, I bought a churro and a cola from the nearby store.

Thankfully, the older man paid for it.

"..."

Slurp—
I took a sip of cola.

While eating my snack and waiting.

*Ah, there they are.*

In the distance, Ji Nu-ri and Lee Seung-ah were walking out.
Their mothers were behind them.

"......"

Lee Seung-ah's expression seemed dazed as she trudged over.

— "...Wow, they're huge."

"Kup!"

My eyes instinctively shut tight.

At Lee Seung-ah's mumbling, I almost spat out my cola.
I immediately knew who she was referring to.

"Kek, khup..."

Cola dripped from the corner of my mouth.

— "So soft and—"

Lee Seung-ah continued.
I turned my head away. I heard her words with one ear and let them slide.

"......"

Ji Nu-ri stared at me intently.

— "...Heh, look who's embarrassed."

Her Minime gave a sly smile.
She snickered smugly.

"......"

My eyebrows lowered when I saw that.

It's not because of you.
Well, technically it is because of you.

"We'll save some seats, so you kids go ahead and have fun."

Ji Nu-ri's mother waved as she inserted a key card into a bench.

— "Hehe. We can finally spend some quality time together."

The aunt hummed excitedly as she looked at her husband.

*I see.*

The reason they invited us to come along with their friend's family. This was part of the intention.

They wanted some intimate time as a couple.

After all, if Ji Nu-ri was with them, they'd have to play with her.

"We'll be back."

The three of us headed outside. The hot sun beat down on us.
The murmuring voices of people served as background noise.

People were everywhere.

"Where should we go first?"

"Just a moment...?"

Ji Nu-ri tapped on her phone in its waterproof case.
Seems like she had planned the itinerary in advance.

"Let's go rent life jackets first."

I nodded at her suggestion.

The rental shop was easy to find. It was right nearby.

"One large and..."

I started telling the employee, then turned to ask the two.

"What sizes do you guys wear?"

"Small."

"Oh, um. Small for me too."

Lee Seung-ah answered immediately.
Ji Nu-ri thought for a moment before responding.

"One large and two smalls, please."

"Yes, one large and two smalls. Here you go."

I took the life jackets the employee handed over.

Then distributed them to the two.

I quickly put on the life jacket I received.

"?"

My eyebrows raised.
Both Lee Seung-ah and I finished putting ours on quickly.

But for some reason, Ji Nu-ri was twisting her body around.

— "Nngh..."

Her Minime was struggling to zip up the jacket.

It just wouldn't close. It looked like it might burst if forced.

— "Ah..."

Lee Seung-ah's Minime watched the scene with a static gaze.
Perhaps she realized the reason.

"...Can I switch to medium?"

Ji Nu-ri quickly gave up and changed sizes.

The new one fit, though she had to loosen the straps a few times.

— "Tsk..."

Lee Seung-ah clicked her tongue lightly.

I could see her opinion of Ji Nu-ri dropping.

"......"

Now that we had our life jackets on.
It was time to really have fun.

"Let's go on that one first...!"

Ji Nu-ri pointed to a ride.

— "That'll be so fun!"

Her Minime jumped up and down. She seemed quite excited.

— "Eek."

In contrast, Lee Seung-ah's Minime stepped back hesitantly.
Her mouth opened wide.

— "What is that...?!"

She was terrified looking at the towering ride.

Right, that's how it was.
Lee Seung-ah has been afraid of scary rides since she was little.

When she was six or seven, I still remember her crying her eyes out inside a Ferris wheel.

She got better as she grew up, but that tendency hasn't completely disappeared.

"...Unnie? Isn't the line for that really long?"

Lee Seung-ah showed an awkward smile as she spoke.

"It's fine. We have fast passes so we can ride without waiting."

"Huh?"

Lee Seung-ah and I looked down at our wristbands simultaneously.

It's true.
So these tickets included fast passes.
That friend of Lee Seung-ah's... what a nice gift she gave.

"Let's hurry."

Ji Nu-ri excitedly took the lead.

"......"

Following behind her, I quietly asked Lee Seung-ah.

"Will you be okay?"

"...Yeah, I should be fine with just one."

Looking at how excited Ji Nu-ri was, Lee Seung-ah couldn't back out.
She put on a determined expression.

"Kyaaaaaaah—!"

But that quickly changed to a face of regret.

"Kyak! Kyaaaah!"

Lee Seung-ah screamed with a face that looked like she might cry.

After riding the first attraction, we returned to solid ground.

— "That was so fun...!"

Ji Nu-ri's Minime exhaled excitedly.

"My legs are so wobbly..."

Ji Nu-ri laughed as she looked at her legs.
She wasn't immune to fear, but she seemed to enjoy the thrill.

"Heuugh..."

Lee Seung-ah was barely standing, leaning on my shoulder.

— "I seriously thought I was going to die..."

She muttered quietly, hunched over.

"......"

Looking down at her, I blinked slowly.

*I thought my eardrums would burst...*

My ears felt muffled.
The noise from both Lee Seung-ah and her Minime screaming at once caused that.

"Let's go to the next one right away."

Ji Nu-ri flipped through her phone.

"Let's try something simpler this time to catch our breath."

"...What is it?"

Lee Seung-ah asked with an anxious tone.

"That one."

Ji Nu-ri pointed upward.

A long slide stretched from the sky down to the ground.

Lee Seung-ah's expression immediately froze.

— "You said something simple...!"

Her Minime shouted.

*No wonder Ji Nu-ri's parents like her.*

Ji Nu-ri enjoyed playing more than I expected.

I wonder how she managed to hold back during the school trip.

"...Wait, only two people can ride that at once."

Lee Seung-ah's eyes lit up.

Ji Nu-ri nodded at that. She wiggled her finger.

"That's true. But people with fast passes can ride alone."

"No, that wouldn't be fun...!"

Lee Seung-ah flashed a smile. It was an intentional smile.

"I'll wait here. You two go ahead."

"Huh? What?"

Ji Nu-ri raised a question.

"Go on."

Lee Seung-ah quickly pushed our backs.

"I'll be eating ice cream right over there, so hurry back~"

And then she left before we could stop her, almost like she was escaping.

We were left standing there dumbfounded.

Ji Nu-ri's gaze slowly turned toward me.

— "Ahem..."

Her Minime cleared her throat.

"......"

Somehow I felt like I knew what Ji Nu-ri was about to say.

I spoke quickly before she could.

"She's been afraid of scary rides since she was young."

"Ah..."

Ji Nu-ri nodded.

"She did seem that way."

She bobbed her head, recalling what just happened.

— "I'll have to change our course to the wave pool. We'll skip all the rides in between..."

Ji Nu-ri immediately changed the plan.

She must have had several options in mind already, as it didn't take long.

"......"

Despite this, we arrived at the next attraction.

"Ladies in front, gentlemen in back, please."

We climbed onto the tube following the staff's instructions.

— "This is going to be so fun!"

The Minime clung to the tube. She was so excited she was stomping her feet.

"Please put your feet between the arms."

"Ah, yes."

I placed my calves between Ji Nu-ri's armpits.

"......"

Ji Nu-ri turned back slightly and gave a teasing smile.
Her expression was slightly mischievous.

I motioned with my finger for her to look ahead.

Ji Nu-ri let out a small laugh and turned her gaze back.
Her mood was quite elevated from being on this trip.

"Hold the safety bar tightly. We're starting now~"

The tube we were on slid forward.

"Oh...!"

At first it seemed to descend slowly.
But then it gained momentum and got faster.

"Kyaak!"

Ji Nu-ri screamed.
It was more a shout of joy than fear.

Our bodies swayed back and forth with the tube's movement.

Swoosh—!

After speeding down, we reached the end.

Splash——!

Water sprayed over the tube from the impact of the descent.

"Cough! Cough!"

I started coughing.
I accidentally swallowed water. That's what happens when your mouth is open.

As I wiped my wet face with my hand.

"Pfft."

Ji Nu-ri burst into laughter seeing me like that.

Well.
It was such a childlike laugh.

=========

(!Sign!)
(Scroll down for AI illustrations!)

=========

(Ji Nu-ri in swimsuit 1)

(Ji Nu-ri in swimsuit 2)

+ She's not wearing a bikini because this is a family trip









Ch.86 - Water Park (2)
* * *

We rejoined Lee Seung-ah.

Ji Nu-ri scrolled through her phone screen and asked, "We're going to the wave pool. Is that okay?"

"The wave pool is nothing."

Lee Seung-ah shrugged her shoulders.

It meant she wasn't afraid of something like that.

"Right?"

Relieved, Ji Nu-ri took the lead and entered the water.
Splash, splash—she waded through the water.

The water rose up to her thighs.

But she kept walking.

"Hmm?"

Lee Seung-ah raised a question.
The water had risen to her waist. Ji Nu-ri didn't stop and went further in.

"Uh-oh?"

As the water reached her chest, Lee Seung-ah's expression began to falter.

Seems like she misunderstood.

Lee Seung-ah probably thought we'd be leisurely floating where our feet could touch the bottom.
But Ji Nu-ri, being the thrill addict she is, wouldn't settle for that.

"This seems a bit much..."

See?
She was licking her lips, planning to go even deeper.

Eventually, her feet completely left the bottom.

Now she was floating solely due to the buoyancy of her life jacket.

"...Don't push me."

I turned to look at her.
Lee Seung-ah was gripping my shoulder tightly. Almost like a cicada.

"I-I'm just holding on."

"......"

She's really scared.

"Hey, come over here—!"

Meanwhile, Ji Nu-ri was completely flying around. Flapping her arms and legs, she swam out to the deeper part.

Soon, something unusual happened.
The waves began to surge and showed strange movements.

Ji Nu-ri felt it and shouted.

"It's coming, it's coming!"

There was a sensation of water being pulled back.
It was a sign of an artificial tsunami approaching.

My body was pushed back as if being dragged by the flow.

Whoooosh——!

In an instant, the wave pushed my body forward like a shot.

"!"

Lee Seung-ah's expression froze. She instinctively closed her lips tightly to avoid swallowing water.

"Waaaaaaah!"

But that didn't mean her screams couldn't be heard.

The screams turned into Noise midway.

And it wasn't just Lee Seung-ah.
Noise erupted from all directions.

Sssssss——

As we were pushed to the shore, the waves gradually subsided.

"...Haa, haa."

Lee Seung-ah, who had been pushed to the shore, caught her breath.

"......"

The rides are all good, but having to endure the Noise is tough.

*I'm glad I brought these ahead of time.*

Disposable earplugs.
It would have been even harder without them.

I still don't understand the principle behind it. Is it a psychological effect?

"Are you okay?"

Ji Nu-ri examined Lee Seung-ah from head to toe.

"It's nothing."

Lee Seung-ah stretched her shoulders wide. She was putting on a brave face.

I can see her thighs trembling even from here.

I looked at her with an incredulous expression.

"Hmm..."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime flipped through her notes.

She seemed to think the wave pool wasn't a good idea.

"This won't work, and this probably won't either..."

Since Lee Seung-ah was afraid of almost all rides, Ji Nu-ri seemed to be in deep thought.

"Hmm..."

She's still contemplating.

"Then, want to try the river pool?"

I gestured in a different direction.

Ji Nu-ri looked up and asked.

"River pool...?"

"That one."

Just then, we could see people floating down on tubes.

It was an attraction where you float along a water path like a river.
It was good for a light experience. Not too scary either.

"Oh... yeah, that's fine."

Ji Nu-ri nodded.

Splash, splash—

We entered the river pool.
There were multiple entrances, so we could exit or enter from any desired entrance.

"Hmm..."

Shortly after, Lee Seung-ah lazily sprawled out, floating on the water like a sea otter.

"...This is kind of boring."

Ji Nu-ri had a dull look in her eyes. She seemed bored with the aimless movement.

"......"

I nodded inwardly.

I guess this isn't to her taste either.

Let's just catch our breath here for a moment, then go try another ride.

"...?"

Tap, tap—

Just then, cold water droplets touched my face.
Water was splashing.

When I turned my head, Ji Nu-ri was flicking her fingers.
She had wet her hand and was sprinkling water on me.

With a mischievous smile.

"......"

Tap- tap tap- tap tap-

She wasn't completely drenching me, just sprinkling water lightly, which strangely provoked me.

I couldn't just let her get away with it, so I put my hand in the water.

"Heheh."

Ji Nu-ri quickly fled without even looking back. She swam away.

How shallow.

I quickly chased after her.

"Yaaawn..."
"...They're having fun."

Lee Seung-ah didn't seem to care much about what we were doing. She was just enjoying sunbathing on the water's surface.

"Got you."

I quickly grabbed Ji Nu-ri's wrist.

"Eek."

Ji Nu-ri's eyes widened.
She looked surprised, not expecting to be caught so soon.

*She's really slow.*

She seemed to have tried swimming, but...
...maybe due to water resistance, she didn't get very far.

"Let me off just this once."

Ji Nu-ri let out a silly laugh.

"......"

I silently smiled faintly.

No way.

Splash——!

I tripped her.
Using my body weight, I mercilessly dunked her into the water.

We both went underwater simultaneously.

———!

Instantly, the surrounding sounds became muffled.

The scattered sunlight refracted on the water's surface, clearly illuminating the underwater scenery.

"Puha!"

Soon, Ji Nu-ri resurfaced.

After coughing a few times, she returned with a mischievous face.

"Heh..."

Her playfulness knew no bounds.

Splash, splash—!

She splashed water again.
This time, it even reached Lee Seung-ah who was lying down.

And then she ran away without looking back.

"...Ha."

A faint laugh was heard from the side.
Lee Seung-ah, who had been enjoying a pleasant nap, gently raised herself.

"......"
"......"

A brief exchange of glances occurred.

Without anyone taking the lead,
we both rushed to catch Ji Nu-ri at the same time.

* * *

...After playing for a while, around lunchtime.

We returned to the sunbed where our parents were.

"Oh my."

The aunt smiled faintly when she saw us.

"Looks like you had a lot of fun?"

We looked at each other.

We all looked like drenched mice. Hair was sticking to our faces in all directions.

"Everyone must be hungry? Let's go eat now."

We found a restaurant to have lunch.

After a short wait, our food arrived.

I placed the bowl on the table. I helped Lee Seung-ah and Ji Nu-ri move their dishes.

"That goes here."

"Here?"

"Yeah."

We moved the plates in order.

*I'm sure Dad and I had ramen, and the pork cutlet was for the uncle, aunt, and Seung-ah. Udon was for Mom and Nu-ri...*

I recalled what each person had ordered.
Maybe because of my part-time job, memorizing these things had become easier than before.

I moved those bowls to their respective positions.

*Done.*

After distributing the utensils,
I also took my seat.

*After playing in the water, ramen is the best.*

I took a big bite.

The ramen eaten here had a special quality, different from highway rest stops.

"..."

Smack.
Just then, Lee Seung-ah licked her lips.

This scene looks familiar.

"Just one bite."

"......"

I silently looked at her.

She has her own food but she's so greedy.

"...Alright. We can exchange."

Lee Seung-ah moved a piece of her pork cutlet to a small plate.

"Here."

She handed it to me.

"My pork cutlet..."

Yet she looked like she regretted it.

I moved enough noodles to match the value of one pork cutlet to the plate.
I even added some broth as a special touch.

"Here."

"Thanks."

When I handed it to her, Lee Seung-ah excitedly accepted the plate.

"......"

Ji Nu-ri watched this quietly, then cleared her throat.

"...So that's how it works?"

She alternately looked at her plate and me.

Then she moved her chopsticks busily.

"Give me a little too."

Ji Nu-ri scooped out some udon and offered it to me.

Did she want ramen too?

Since only Dad and I ordered ramen, I was the only one she could ask.

"No, um..."

"Why?"

As I hesitated about the food exchange, Ji Nu-ri gave me a disappointed look.

Her Minime puffed up her cheeks. Her eyes trembled.

"......"

She doesn't seem to understand what she's asking.

She's requesting food from a school friend in front of our parents.

She probably doesn't realize it.
She just sees the ramen.

"...Alright."

I nodded.
If I delayed any longer, she might get completely upset.
The food exchange continued immediately.

"...?"

Feeling a gaze from somewhere, I slowly rolled my eyes.

"......"

The aunt's Minime was staring at us intently.

More precisely, she seemed to be examining me more closely.

"...Are they closer than I thought?"

The aunt's Minime murmured softly.

"......"

I knew this kind of reaction would come.

If there's one fortunate thing,
it's that the uncle was busy talking with my dad and didn't pay attention to us.

"Nu-ri doesn't seem to dislike it much either..."

No, that's not it.

"Ah, I should have ordered ramen too...!"

She just likes ramen.

"......"

The aunt silently cut her pork cutlet.

"...Seung-ho. He's really sociable and nice."

I appreciate the positive view.

"I wonder if they might end up together someday."

Her Minime burst into a silly laugh.

"I've always had a good feeling about these things."

I'm not so sure.
Me and Ji Nu-ri?

I silently swallowed my ramen.

"......"

Unconsciously, I found myself observing Ji Nu-ri.

"?"

I could see Ji Nu-ri tilting her head. Our eyes met by chance.

"...Why is he looking at me?"

Ji Nu-ri blinked, looking in my direction.

"...Oh, he wants udon? This kid... I would have given him some if he just asked."

Ji Nu-ri rolled up some udon noodles and placed them on a plate.

She held it out and asked with a light smile.

"Exchange?"

"......"

Seeing that, a faint smile came to my face.
Ji Nu-ri was just Ji Nu-ri.

Roll, roll, roll—

I put some ramen on a plate and handed it to her.

Ji Nu-ri ate it with a bright smile.

"......"

I silently watched her.

Hmm.
No matter how I think about it, the aunt's prediction is off.
We're just friends who share food without thinking much of it.

It's hard to imagine us developing into that kind of relationship.

......

After finishing our meal, we headed to a café to rest for a while.

"Oh, before we leave, should we take a photo together?"

While walking,
the aunt suddenly made such a suggestion.

"...A photo?"

"Why not? It's all memories. It'll be really fun to look back on later?"

It felt like there was some intention behind the suggestion.

But I nodded. I was in favor of taking photos.

"Then, I'll take it for you."









Ch.87 - Last Day Of Vacation
The vacation lasted two days and three nights.
The water park schedule had ended yesterday.

I was in the middle of a "goat feeding experience" at a theme park in Gimhae.

Meh—
Mehhh—

The goat munched on the grass I held out.

"Wow! Wow!"

Seeing this, Lee Seung-ah opened her eyes wide and burst into laughter. She vigorously rubbed the fluffy fur with both hands.

"...Are you really not going to try? They don't bite."

I turned around and waved the grass in my hand.

Behind me, Ji Nu-ri was hiding, using me as a shield.

"I-I'm really fine."

Nu-ri's voice trembled. Her expression was pale.

"Come here, little ones~ Over here~"

Whether Nu-ri liked it or not, Seung-ah waved the grass around, acting like the farm owner as she darted here and there.

Meh— Mehhh—!
Clop clop— Clop clop—

The goats followed her, their hooves making sounds as they moved.

"..."

Swish swish—

As the goats moved, Nu-ri orbited around me like a satellite.

*This is something else.*

It was the complete opposite of the water park.
Here, Seung-ah was flying around, while Nu-ri showed an unusually timid side.

*All that big talk, and now look at her.*

Until just before we came, she had been laughing heartily, saying it would be fun, but that confidence had long disappeared.

— "Th-they're much bigger than I expected...?"

She was fine petting cats, but apparently weak with larger animals.

It seemed like something even Nu-ri herself hadn't known about herself, judging by her surprised look.

"..."

I stood still, unable to move.
Nu-ri was clutching my collar, so I had no choice.

But I couldn't just stand there forever.

I slowly stepped toward the goat.
Overcoming the grip on my clothes, I walked forward one step at a time.

"Hey, wait...!"

Nu-ri fidgeted anxiously before reluctantly following behind me.
Her steps were hesitant.

...And that's how it went.

Like this, we continued to hang out together even after the water park.

There were several reasons for this.
The most obvious one was that our parents had become friends.

"..."

I turned my gaze outside the fence.
From a bench in the distance, I could hear cheerful chatter.

"So when Seung-ho was little—"

"Really??"

Mostly, our mothers kept the conversation going, while the fathers quietly listened and occasionally agreed.

They became friends incredibly quickly.

*Anyone would think they've known each other for years.*

Both being naturally sociable played a part, but having common interests was the bigger factor. They both loved dramas, so they got along well.
The chatter from the bench showed no signs of stopping.

"Hmm..."

Figuring they'd be talking for quite a while longer, I turned my attention back.

There was a goat right in front of me.

The goat raised its head. Its long snout chewed slowly.

Meh—

I could only hear its bleating. As expected, no Minime was visible.
Of course not. Minimes can only be seen from people.

"Here."

I placed some grass in Nu-ri's hand.

"Huh?"

I pulled Nu-ri, who awkwardly accepted the grass, to my side.

"Try giving it to this one."

"..."

Nu-ri gulped.

It wasn't that she was afraid of animals. She didn't have a phobia.
She was just flustered by the new experience.

— "Ugh..."

As evidence, Nu-ri's Minime wasn't producing noise.
Though it was telling her not to do it, I could still hear proper language.

Anything done for the first time is like that.
It's natural to feel nervous and hesitant.

"It's fine, really."

I spoke softly.

I carefully reached out toward the goat in front of us.

"Good boy."

Stroke stroke—

I slowly ran my hand through its white fur.
The fluffy texture felt between my fingers.

Meh—

See?
It was a gentle creature. Perhaps because it was used to human touch.
It was quietly enjoying my petting.

"Here."

I gently grasped Nu-ri's wrist with my other hand. The one holding the grass.

I slowly guided it forward.

"!?"

Nu-ri flinched but didn't pull her arm back.

Even as her eyes narrowed nervously,
she finally extended her arm forward.

Munch munch—

The goat calmly chewed the grass she offered.

"That's it."

This little one is really gentle.
I softly stroked the goat's head.

"Ah..."

With a short sound, Nu-ri's eyes filled with surprise.

She turned her head sharply to look at me.

— "Hmph."

A light laugh from her Minime. At the same time, the corners of her mouth turned up.
A questioning look that seemed to ask, "How about that?"

The little thing quickly became proud, displaying a pure, clear smile.

*Oh boy.*

I followed with a faint smile of my own.

How should I put it?
Well, that was a very Nu-ri-like smile.

* * *

After the vacation that felt both short and long, we headed home.

Since we were going the same way, we traveled with Nu-ri's family.

In reality, we were just "traveling together" in name.
We only ate together at rest stops.

"Did they have what I mentioned at the convenience store?"

Seung-ah asked, holding a corn dog in each hand.
One of them was mine.

"They didn't, so I got something else."

"Really? Maybe because it's a rest stop? ...What did you buy?"

"Chocolate mushroom snacks, spicy potato chips... and some other stuff."

"You bought a lot, huh?"

Well, it wasn't my money.

Seung-ah got into the back seat first, and I followed her.
Then, Nu-ri got in after me.

"?"

When I turned around, Nu-ri was awkwardly climbing into the car.

"Wait, what are you doing?"

I couldn't hide my bewilderment.

Why isn't she getting into her own car?

"...Huh? What? I got permission."

Nu-ri tilted her head as if there was no problem.

It's not about permission or not.
The issue is what her parents might think.

— "Ah..."

Then, as if realizing something, she let out a small sigh.

Her Minime nodded. It continued in a confident tone.

— "...Isn't Seung-ho misunderstanding this...?"

What's that supposed to mean?

"I'm just tagging along to hang out with Seung-ah?"

Nu-ri held up a finger.

"...Oh, right."

I nodded casually.
It seemed pointless to argue further. A quick surrender.

"..."

Somehow,
I had a feeling the ride home was going to be noisy.

* * *

Nom—

Nu-ri stole some of his snacks.

Since Seung-ho was nodding off while holding the bag,
it was the perfect opportunity to snatch some.

Munch munch—

"Mm."

That was delicious.
Snacks always taste best when you steal them from someone else.

"Hmm... Rainbow."

Then she completed the word after "maple tree."
They were playing a word chain game.

"Daffodil."

Seung-ah immediately responded.

"We already used that one."

"Da... da..."

Seung-ah struggled to think of another word.

"?"

Buzz—

Just then, she felt a short vibration in her pocket.

*Is that Sol?*

Checking, she saw a DM from Lee Sol.

— [Sol: (link)]

*Huh?*

A link had arrived.
Looking at it, she saw it was a map showing the location of a shopping mall.

— [Sol: With A-young]
— [Sol: Shopping?]

More DMs followed.

"Hmm..."

Nu-ri looked out the window.

They were still on the highway.

They were still on their way home, and
she felt like she'd collapse as soon as they arrived.

Unfortunately, it was physically too demanding.

— [Nu-ri: Can't today ㅠㅠ]
— [Nu-ri: It's the last day of vacation!]
— [Nu-ri: (crying puppy emoticon)]

Ding!

— [Sol: (surprised hamster emoticon)]

The reply came immediately.
She must have been looking at her phone.

— [Sol: (nodding hamster emoticon)]

Sol seemed to understand.

By the way,
she must have mentioned today was vacation, but Sol probably forgot.

— [Sol: Was vacation fun?]

She was asking if the vacation was enjoyable.

Nu-ri browsed through her album.

Looking for a good photo to send...

— [Nu-ri: (selfie with swimming pool in background)]

Nu-ri sent a photo to Sol.

— [Nu-ri: They said it was the biggest in Korea, and it really was huge.]

She thought it would be fun if Sol came along next time.

For a graduation trip or something like that.

Or would they go abroad then?

"Ant...!"

Just then, Seung-ah spoke.

"We already used that one too."

"Da..."

Seung-ah fell into deep thought again.

— [Sol: ?]

At that moment, a typo arrived.

Nu-ri tilted her head curiously.
Right after, the next message appeared.

— [Sol: What's behind you?]

*Behind...?*

Nu-ri examined the photo she had sent more carefully.

Seung-ah was faintly visible in the background.

She must have been accidentally captured in the shot.

*Oh, I should mention this too.*

Nu-ri typed on her keyboard.

— [Nu-ri: I was going to tell you anyway]
— [Nu-ri: Guess who we ran into? Seung-ho's family!]
— [Nu-ri: We ended up hanging out together ㅋㅋㅋ]

Nu-ri chuckled softly.

Meeting someone you know while on vacation?
Even to herself, it seemed like an amusing topic of conversation.

"..."

She giggled while waiting for a reply.

"..."

Hmm.

"?"

That's strange.
The message showed as read.

Maybe Sol fell asleep while reading? For some reason, no reply was coming.

"Seaweed...!"

Seung-ah spoke again.

"Hmm."

Oh well.
She'll probably reply later.

Nu-ri responded to Seung-ah's word.

"Clam."

"Ah, darn it...!"
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Ch.88 - Valley (1)
* * *

"..."

Lee Sol kept staring at her phone.

She couldn't properly process the current situation.
Understanding and empathy were two different matters entirely.

Lee Sol read the text message, read it again, and then read it once more.

"Ah..."

After reading it repeatedly, she finally let out a short breath.

"Nu-ri with Seung-ho?"

Her previously relaxed nerves had been on edge for a while now.

"A family trip?"

Lee Sol clutched the blanket covering her tightly.

What an enviable situation this was.

"Ha."

A hollow laugh escaped her. It was ridiculous.

This was truly a coincidence.
It wasn't something that could have been planned. It was purely a matter of chance.

Not something she could replicate.

"..."

Lee Sol quietly got up from her bed.

What might have happened between those two on their trip?
The thought bothered her so much she couldn't keep still.

—Trudge, trudge.

She stopped in front of the mirror.

"..."

Her reflection stared back at her.

Her hair was disheveled, and her worn-out pajamas hung loosely.
Anyone could tell she had just gotten out of bed.

"Ah..."

Lee Sol ran a trembling hand across her lips.

Had she been too comfortable during the break?
She looked terrible.
A complete mess.

"This won't do."

Lee Sol jumped up from her spot.

She'd become too confident just because they went to see a movie and visited the Ice Rink.

She'd grown complacent.

Shin A-young was formidable enough, but even Ji Nu-ri wasn't an opponent to be taken lightly.

"In this state..."

She would definitely fall behind.
These weren't opponents she could afford to underestimate.

"Hoo..."

Lee Sol placed both hands on the mirror and leaned her face close to it.

Even her appearance, perhaps her only advantage...
In the current situation, it didn't seem like much of an advantage at all.

Of course not.

"They're both pretty too..."

Looks were relative.
Those two weren't far behind her in that department.

No, in other aspects, they might even be...

"..."

Her gaze naturally drifted downward.

"Ugh."

Lee Sol couldn't help but bite her lip in frustration. Her fist clenched tightly.

"Something..."

She needed a change.
Above all, it was time for a big step forward.

She had something in mind.
Something she'd been contemplating for a while.

"..."

Setting aside her concerns for the moment, Lee Sol went to the living room.
She saw her mom sitting on the sofa, reading a book.

As she lingered around her:

"Do you need some pocket money?"

Her mom asked.

Lee Sol shook her head vigorously.

"No, that's not it..."

"..."

Her mom put down the black tea she was drinking on the table and adjusted her posture.
She seemed to be preparing herself mentally.

"...Do you have something to tell me?"

She asked in a cautious tone.

"..."

Lee Sol was briefly silent.

"I'll ask her."

No matter how she thought about it, that was the best approach.
There was no one else she could ask.
Besides, her mom would probably give the most honest answer about this.

"Yes, I'll ask."

Just once.
She could at least ask.

Lee Sol took a deep breath before speaking.

"Mom. How would I look with short hair?"

At those words.

"..."

Her mom blinked several times.

"...Sol, what are you saying?"

* * *

"..."

I stood blankly in front of the convenience store by the subway station.

Buzz— Buzzz—

The cicadas were making an unbearably loud noise.
I wondered if those insects were the very embodiment of Noise.

Slurp slurp—

This time, sounds came from the opposite direction.

Slurp slurp slurp—

It was the sound of Ji Nu-ri and Shin A-young eating ice cream.

"..."

Today was the day the Counseling Club was going on a trip.
That's why I was with them.

We had agreed to meet at the destination, but the second-years decided to travel together.

"It's so hot..."

Ji Nu-ri, who had already finished her ice cream, whined.
I couldn't argue with that.

"...It is hot."

It felt even hotter than last week. Summer was definitely here.

— "Sol is late..."

Shin A-young's Minime checked her phone.

Actually, we had just arrived earlier than the agreed time.
If I had known, I would have come a bit later.

Speak of the devil.

"Seung-ho...!"

Just then, I heard Lee Sol's voice.

I turned around happily and.

"Oh."

I froze with my head raised.

I was surprised by Lee Sol's appearance.

The other two had similar reactions.
They looked dumbfounded.

"What? Did you cut your hair?!"

Ji Nu-ri exclaimed in surprise.

"It was still long when we went shopping for swimsuits?"

"It's not a haircut, it's a wig."

Lee Sol replied nonchalantly.

"Oh, really?"

"My mom talked me out of cutting it. She told me to try a wig first."

Somehow, her previously grayish hair now looked more silver.
So it was a wig.

"...Nothing happened, right?"

Ji Nu-ri asked with a concerned look.

"..."

Lee Sol looked at Ji Nu-ri and.

"Yeah."

She nodded.
Her response was subtly delayed.

"It's nothing. I just wanted a change of pace."

Lee Sol casually ran her fingers through her hair.
She glanced at me occasionally.

"...What, does it look weird?"

"It looks good. It suits you."

I nodded.

She definitely had a cleaner impression than before.
Anyone could tell she had put effort into her appearance. She looked like a model.

"..."

Lee Sol gave a small nod at my response.

— "What a relief..."

Her Minime let out a sigh of relief.

"...Shall we go now?"

We had been so surprised by Lee Sol's change that we forgot to move.

We had quite a journey ahead.

We needed to take the subway, transfer midway, then take a bus to reach the valley.

"Did you take motion sickness medicine?"

I turned to look at Lee Sol. It was a question born from concern.

"Ah."
— "Ah."

Both Lee Sol and her Minime flinched at the question.

— "I was too focused on fixing my hair...!"

Her Minime trembled like a rattling car.

"I thought so."

I inwardly chuckled.

Bad premonitions always come true.

Good thing I brought some just in case.

"Here."

I took out motion sickness medicine from my shoulder bag and handed it to Lee Sol.

Seeing this, Lee Sol's eyes widened and.

"...Thank you."

She accepted it with a small smile.

Even with a different appearance, Lee Sol was still Lee Sol.
People don't change easily.

* * *

Screech—

We got off the bus.

"I think this is the place..."

I looked around and was at a loss for words.

This is really rural.

Grass, trees, and dirt paths.
A long mountain trail stretched out ahead.

"Looks like we have to walk from here."

I checked the map app.
We needed to go straight up from here.

— "...I don't want to."
— "...Aah."

Lee Sol, who hated walking, and Ji Nu-ri, who was vulnerable to heat, both grimaced simultaneously.

"Come on, it's just a little further."

Shin A-young was fine. She actually encouraged the other two.

Perhaps due to her regular exercise, she followed behind me energetically.

......

"Are we still far?"

Lee Sol trudged along.

"We're almost there."

"...You said that earlier too."

"This time it's true."

"Really?"

"Yeah."

I gestured ahead with my chin.

"Hey, guys!"

Senior Park Min-ji, who was setting up a tent, waved at us.

She ran over with excited steps and.

"Oh, what?!"

She raised her voice when she saw Lee Sol.

"Sol cut her hair?"

"She says it's a wig."

"Oh, really?"

Despite Senior Min-ji's fuss, Lee Sol nodded calmly as if it was no big deal.

It was a stark contrast to her hesitant behavior earlier.
She even twirled around to show off her appearance.

Senior Min-ji clapped her hands, delighted by the cute display.

"..."

While I was watching the scene with some bewilderment.

— "Hehe, they'll be surprised?"

I heard the Minime's voice carried by the wind.

"Hey, Lee Seung-ho!"

Grab—!

I instinctively caught the approaching arm.
Just as I was about to tighten my grip.

"Hey, hey! It's me. Me!"

An urgent voice called out. I immediately relaxed my grip.

It was someone I knew.

"Wow, I can't even joke around anymore. Have you gotten stronger? How have you been?"

The man greeted me while rubbing his arm that I had grabbed.

"What? Why are you here, Hyung?"

I smiled at him warmly.

"Yuna is here too. Ah, there she is. Can you see her?"

"Oh? You're right."

Tug tug—
Just then, I felt someone pulling at my collar.

"...Who is that?"

Lee Sol whispered with an awkward expression.

"Ah..."

Come to think of it, they don't know who he is.

I formally introduced him.

"Say hello. He was last year's Counseling Club President."

"Hi, I'm Kim Ji-ho."

"Hello."

The trio bowed their heads with different tones of voice.

I turned my gaze back to Kim Ji-ho.

"But why are you here?"

"Why else? Your President called us."

"What?"

"If you want to use fire and stuff, you need adult supervision, right? And it would be awkward to call your parents."

Ah.
That makes sense.

I immediately understood the situation.

"I'll be on a date with Yuna over there. You guys have fun on your own. Just call us when it's time to eat."

I paused for a moment at his words.

"...Wait, are you two dating?"

"Ah... um, yes. That's how it turned out."

He nodded with a slightly embarrassed expression.

"Okay. Have fun then."

Too shy to continue the conversation, he left almost like he was running away.

His steps were quick.

"Well, that's unexpected."

I watched his retreating back with a somewhat incredulous look.

"Did Senior Min-ji know?"

"No, I just found out today too."

"Really?"

"I can't believe the Counseling Club Jinx continues!"

Senior Min-ji crossed her arms and let out a short laugh.

"...Jinx?"

Ji Nu-ri showed interest in the story.

"Huh? You guys don't know?"

"You never told us."

"Did I not?"

Senior Min-ji scratched her head and continued casually.

"It's nothing special... There's a jinx in the Counseling Club that the President and Vice President end up together."

It's probably a pretty old story.

The previous President.
That is, when the graduated senior was a first-year.
Apparently, the President and Vice President at that time also got together.

"I thought the streak had ended, but I guess not."

The previous President and Vice President didn't date until after graduation.
They were actually on bad terms.

"I never thought those two would date..."

"I know, right?"

Senior Min-ji nodded.
Her eyes grew distant as if reminiscing about the past.

"They fought all the time throughout the year."

I guess they developed feelings for each other despite their differences.
They ended up going to the same university, but I never expected this outcome.

Life really is unpredictable.

"...?"

Just then, I heard the Minime's murmuring.

When I turned around,
There was already a strange atmosphere flowing.

— "Ah..."

Shin A-young, who wasn't part of the Counseling Club, was rolling her eyes around in confusion.

— "...Vice President."

Lee Sol was raising the corners of her mouth with a low voice.

— "They're not going to make me Vice President, are they? That sounds like a hassle..."

Ji Nu-ri continued with her unnecessary worries.
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* * *

Splash, splash—

I walked along the water's edge carrying a watermelon in a mesh bag.

"Here?"

"Yeah. Just hang it there."

The President nodded at my question.

I submerged the watermelon in the water to cool it down.
Since I secured it well with a heavy rock, there was no chance it would float away.

"How did you find a place like this?"

"Nice and secluded, right?"

I nodded. It was exactly as he said.

No people around, a cool breeze flowing through the trees.
The sunlight was a bit strong, but not unbearable.

It was the perfect spot to hang out.

*It's so quiet.*

The area was peaceful, with few Minime voices due to the lack of people around.

Rustle— rustle—

Only the sound of swaying branches could be heard. It was incredibly peaceful.

"Finished...!"

"Not bad!"

Noisy voices echoed from a distance.

They must have finished setting up the tent they were working on.

"...Oh."

I quietly expressed my admiration at the completed tent.

Camping tables and chairs were neatly arranged.
These must have been items the President brought. He probably goes camping often.

"Not bad at all."

Seeing this really brought out the outing atmosphere.

"Right?"
— "I did a pretty good job."

Shin A-young's Minime raised its nose proudly, suggesting she had done most of the work.

"Hmm?"

As I was looking around the tent area, Lee Sol caught my eye.

"Phew..."

She was sweating profusely in the corner, wiping the flowing sweat with the back of her hand.

She must be really hot.
The weather was already warm, and wearing a wig would make it worse.

"..."

I casually approached Lee Sol's side and whispered quietly.

"Will that be okay?"

"Huh? What?"

"The wig. Won't it be uncomfortable when you get in the water?"

Even if it was secured with pins, it could come loose with vigorous movement.

"Ah..."

Lee Sol ran her hand through the ends of her hair.

"It's fine. I was only planning to wade in anyway."

— "...It's not like I'm a good swimmer anyway."

Her Minime muttered while looking at the water.

"I see?"

That's a relief then.
If that was her plan all along, I had nothing more to say.

I nodded and turned to walk away.

— "It's hotter than I expected..."

My steps slowed slightly at the comment I heard behind me.

"Seung-ho. Let's go change clothes."

"Ah, yes."

I turned toward the President's call.

* * *

"Sol!"

Ji Nu-ri jumped out and bumped shoulders with her.

Her energy was higher than usual. Maybe it was because we were out having fun.
She was more lively than when at school.

"Let's go change too."

"..."

Lee Sol looked at her for a moment before nodding.

"Okay."

The changing room was inside the tent.

There was nowhere else to change, and since there was no one around, it didn't really matter.

Park Min-ji slid open the tent entrance.

"Who wants to change first? I'll go last."

"I'll go first."

Lee Sol quickly raised her hand.

The tent was too small for everyone to fit inside at once.
They had to go in one by one to change.

*I need to change quickly.*

Swish— rustle—
She threw off her clothes and pulled out her swimsuit from her bag.

She was careful not to disturb her wig.

Zip— once the zipper was fastened.

"Hmm."

She twisted her body around to check if anything looked off.

*Good.*

It seemed fine.

"How do I look?"

She walked out of the tent.

Park Min-ji made a fuss over Lee Sol's appearance.

"Wow, is that a new swimsuit? It's really pret—"

Park Min-ji's lips slowly parted.

Her gaze traveled downward, and that's when it happened.

"No, what the..."

Park Min-ji looked at Lee Sol and couldn't continue her sentence.

Struggling to find words, she finally managed to raise her index finger.

"...What's with your swimsuit?"

"Isn't it pretty?"

"No, um, well... it is pretty, but..."

Park Min-ji continued with a strangely reddened face.

"...Isn't it a bit risqué?"

"Is it?"

"This zipper here is just..."

Park Min-ji kept glancing downward.

The straight zipper on the front of the bottom part seemed to bother her.

"..."

Lee Sol looked down and adjusted the bottom of her swimsuit.

Is it really that bad?
Honestly, she didn't think it was particularly risqué.

If we're talking from that perspective.

*Those two are way more provocative.*

Lee Sol shifted her gaze toward Ji Nu-ri and Shin A-young.

Just look at those curves.

"..."

Lee Sol's eyes naturally narrowed. Her gaze became half-lidded.

She almost wished she could get a share of what they had.

*Compared to them...*

This is nothing.
Yes, this was nothing at all.

No, this kind of swimsuit was necessary.
That's what made it a competition.

Besides, this outfit only looked like this, but actually—

"It's fine. It just looks like this."

Ji Nu-ri squatted down.

Zip—
She pulled the zipper straight down. Lee Sol's swimsuit zipper.

"See, it's lined with fabric inside, so nothing shows even when it's open."

"..."

Lee Sol furrowed her brows and covered her body with both arms.

"...You pervert."

Heat rushed to her face.
She didn't expect Ji Nu-ri to just pull it down like that.

Ji Nu-ri jumped up in surprise.

"No, that's not...!"

She waved her hands frantically.

"I was just trying to show you!"

Despite her protests of innocence, she was caught red-handed.
Ji Nu-ri was promptly restrained by Park Min-ji.

"...I'll go in and change now."

In the meantime, Shin A-young slipped into the tent.

After a short wait.
She emerged with hesitant steps.

"I'm done changing..."

Shin A-young turned around with a slightly embarrassed smile.

She wore a snow-white one-piece swimsuit with short jeans over it.
The wide-brimmed hat on her head added to her innocent charm.

"Wow..."

Park Min-ji's mouth fell open at the sight.

"..."

Lee Sol said nothing.

Since they had gone swimsuit shopping together, they already knew what each other had chosen.

That's why Shin A-young hadn't reacted much to Lee Sol's zippered swimsuit.

"Is that new? Your hair too—you've got great style!"

Park Min-ji gave two thumbs up. Her praise was generous.

Shin A-young smiled softly, hugging her braided pigtails.

*...Surprisingly, she went with a one-piece.*

It was truly an unexpected choice.

Lee Sol had thought she might wear something more revealing.
But Shin A-young had chosen a one-piece swimsuit.

She seemed to avoid revealing clothes.

*But she's Shin A-young after all.*

With her good figure, this style had its own beauty.
The art of concealment.

"..."

The problem was on the other side.
This one was quite bold.

"Ta-da!"

Ji Nu-ri, who had already changed and come out, proudly straightened her waist.

All she wore was a black bikini.

That's it.
That was all.

"...Wow."

Park Min-ji let out a short sigh.
The tone was different from before. Her gaze was lifeless.

"..."

Lee Sol remained silent this time too.

"How is it? How is it?"

Sparkling eyes.
An expectant look like a child waiting for praise.

"..."

The more excited Ji Nu-ri got, the more Lee Sol's expression sank.

*...Does she have no sense of shame?*

The exposure level of the swimsuit was ridiculous.

No outer clothes, no pareo wrapped around. Just a bikini.

Simple is best. If you have a good body, you don't need fancy techniques.

"Hmm..."

Park Min-ji seemed to share the same thought, as she started rummaging through her bag.

"Nu-ri."

She handed over some spare clothes she had brought just in case.

"You should put this on."

"What?"

"Quickly."

It was a sense of crisis.
No matter how much she trusted her boyfriend, this look would inevitably draw attention.

"Aww..."

Ji Nu-ri put on the outer garment with a dejected expression.

"..."

Lee Sol quietly turned away.

It was obvious she would be compared if she stayed next to them.

Moving away from Shin A-young and Ji Nu-ri, she stuck close to the Vice President.
This was a bit better. More normal.

"..."

Lee Sol observed the two from a distance.

"Huh... they're really pretty."

When Park Min-ji muttered those words, Lee Sol's shoulders twitched.

She reacted because the same thought had crossed her mind.

"...They really are."

She nodded. This was something she couldn't deny.

Height, proportions, face.
They had the physical attributes men liked. That was Ji Nu-ri and Shin A-young.

"So unfair..."

"..."

She agreed completely.

*...Seung-ho probably thinks so too.*

Lee Seung-ho was a man after all.
Sometimes she could tell where his gaze was directed.

She could vaguely guess the meaning behind those looks.

He probably preferred them over her.

"..."

Lee Sol ran her hand down her arm, gripping it slightly.

It was a small surge of jealousy.
A feeling she considered not particularly good.

*If I were one of them.*

I would have started dating Lee Seung-ho ages ago.

"..."

She suddenly stopped that train of thought.

She lowered her head and then touched the nape of her neck.

"...Huff."

That was a pointless thought. Lee Sol exhaled as if to shake it off.

Such things wouldn't happen. It was just something she almost imagined.

"Hmm."

So she changed herself.

Styling her hair short was part of that change.

She wondered if Lee Seung-ho might like short hair.

*...His reaction wasn't bad.*

Taking continuous action.
That was all she could do.

Swish—

Lee Sol reached deep into her handbag.
Her fingertips caught on something. She grabbed the sunscreen from between the folds of the bag.

*Sunscreen...*

Gulp—
Looking down at it, her Adam's apple bobbed.

"..."

Thinking about what she was about to do, a strange embarrassment welled up.

She worried whether she could really ask for this.

But from what she'd heard.

*...Guys are supposed to like this kind of thing.*

Valuable information obtained from a chat AI.

*Alright, let's do this.*

How to attract a man.
Step one.

Make him conscious of you as a woman.









Ch.90 - Valley (3)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will now provide a natural, accurate translation that follows the glossary and style guide.

* * *

I quickly changed into my swimwear and came out.

Though calling it swimwear was generous—it was just shorts and a plain black t-shirt.

*She's really playing over there.*

I spotted the two of them in the distance.
The former President and Vice President. They were too far away to see clearly.

I suppose since this is technically a social trip.
Maybe they're keeping their distance so the new club members don't feel uncomfortable.

"?"

Thump, thump.
I heard footsteps behind me. It was the President.

— "Wow, it really suits you. The others are nice too, but this color looks amazing!"

The President's Minime was making a fuss all by herself.
She gave an enthusiastic thumbs up.

"...?"

I observed quietly, trying to figure out what she was doing.

— "Is it too much? Maybe more natural..."

The Minime muttered, shaking her head.

*Ah.*

I understood now.
She was practicing how to react to Senior Min-ji's swimsuit.

So she worries about things like that too.

It's probably better to express something verbally rather than just being surprised and saying nothing.

— "Hmm..."

She seemed deep in thought, trying to come up with a natural reaction.

*Are they still not coming?*

The girls showed no signs of emerging.

Splash, splash—

I dipped my feet into the stream first.

"Whoa..."

The water was colder than I expected.
But because of the hot weather, it felt refreshing rather than cold.

I waded in deeper with big steps. The President followed behind me.

"The water's quite deep, isn't it?"

"Must be because of the rain last weekend."

The water came up to my hips.

"Want to race?"

The President made the suggestion.

"What kind of race?"

"Who can get over there faster. Oh, and no walking allowed."

We'd have to swim the entire way.
Thinking about it, it was quite a distance.

"Are you confident?"

"I'm pretty good at swimming."

"Alright then."

I nodded.
We had nothing else to do anyway. It was a good way to kill time.

"Hmm... just racing is boring, so how about a bet?"

The President added another suggestion.

"A bet? What kind of bet?"

"How about ice cream?"

"Is there a mart nearby?"

"Ah, right."

Realizing she hadn't thought of that, the President fell back into contemplation.

What could we bet on...

I looked around briefly before speaking.

"Then how about making watermelon punch?"

"Oh, that's a good idea."

The President nodded.

Someone would have to make it anyway. So we decided to settle it between us.

We stood side by side at the starting line.

"I'll count to three, then we start."

"Okay."

"Ready..."

I crouched down slowly. I positioned my heels, preparing to dash forward.

— "I should start before she counts to three."

I heard that mutter.

"..."

Seriously, this person.

......

"Huff, huff..."

— "This is really intense..."

The President climbed onto the shore, catching her breath.

"...You really didn't hold back."

She spoke between pants, looking at me.

Acting dramatic despite being just one year older.

I had arrived first and handed her a water bottle.

"It was a bet, wasn't it?"

"Tch... true."

The President took a swig from the water bottle with a bitter expression.

She seemed to accept defeat, not suggesting a best-of-three match.
Or maybe she was just too tired.

"Phew."

She reclined in the camping chair, looking exhausted.
It seemed more like the latter.

Trudge, trudge—

I could see the girls approaching from a distance. They were coming closer, chattering loudly.

I called out to the President who was lying down.

"Min-ji is coming with them."

"Oh, really?"

The President jumped up from her seat. She was immediately ready to respond.

So this is how a boyfriend should act.
Worth learning from.

*Oh.*

I couldn't help but notice Lee Sol's swimsuit among them.
My gaze was momentarily drawn to it.

*What kind of outfit...*

What was that design?
The zipper was in a strange place.
How was it structured inside?

My curiosity was naturally piqued about its construction.

Noticing my gaze—

— "...Perfect."

The Minime let out a small breath.
She placed her hands on her hips triumphantly.

I drew in a short breath at her reaction.

She seemed to have come prepared for something today.

"..."

Meanwhile, the President managed to keep her eyes fixed on Senior Min-ji.
That's impressive.

* * *

The water play continued for quite some time.

Lee Sol sat by the water, quietly watching.

Squeal, squeal—

Boisterous laughter.
Everyone seemed to be having fun.

"..."

Shin A-young was busy over there with Ji Nu-ri, distracted by fish.
They looked quite occupied.

Trudge, trudge—

Lee Seung-ho came out dripping water and took a sip of his drink.

She watched him quietly, when—

Their eyes met.

He tilted his head and asked.

"Are you okay not getting in the water?"

He seemed concerned about her just sitting there.

"..."

Is now the time?

"...Well."

Lee Sol slowly got up.

She swallowed hard. A strange tension rippled through her.

"...Seung-ho."

Lee Sol carefully called his name.

"Yeah?"

"Could you... put some sunscreen on me?"

"Huh?"

"It's just... I can't reach this part of my back..."

Her tongue felt like it would tie itself in knots.
Even as she continued speaking, the tension followed.

"Ah, then—"

"Here."

She moved first.
Lee Sol quickly placed the sunscreen in his hand.

"...A-apply it here."

She turned her back to him before he could say anything else.

She raised her hand to her nape to brush her hair aside.
Her fingers sliced through empty air. She felt a strange emptiness.

Right. She had short hair now.

She placed her lost palm directly on her nape.

"..."

A long silence followed.

"Is it far...?"

A slippery sensation climbed up her back.

The sunscreen touched her skin.

*Ah...!*

Her face grew hot. Her fingertips tensed.

His hands were longer and colder than she expected.

Was it because of the sunscreen?
Or were his hands naturally cold?

"There, all done~"

A strange tone. Pat, pat—her back was lightly tapped.

"?"

A question mark naturally formed in her mind.
It was a delicate voice. Not Lee Seung-ho's tone.

Lee Sol turned her head in confusion.

"I applied it super thoroughly."

Long black hair fluttered in the wind.
Shin A-young was standing there.

"Sol, your skin is so smooth. What do you use?"

"...Nothing. I don't use anything."

Lee Sol smiled, her eyebrows twitching.

She thought her timing had been perfect.

She had anticipated Shin A-young's interference, so she deliberately took advantage of the moment when attention was diverted.
But apparently, she had been keeping an eye on them all along.

"Sigh..."

It's okay.
Lee Sol reassured herself.

This wasn't the only opportunity, after all.

* * *

Lunchtime arrived.
Actually, it was a late lunch since everyone had been distracted by playing.

"Everyone, let's eat!"

The former President called out while lighting a fire at the campsite.

"Coming—"

At that call, the Counseling Club members came out of the water one by one.

Lee Sol moved her splashing body as well.

Her expression was somewhat blank.

"..."

In the end, she hadn't succeeded at anything.

When eating watermelon punch.
When trying to apply sunscreen to him in return.

The situations just didn't work out.

Between Shin A-young's interference and Ji Nu-ri's innocence, making a move proved quite difficult.

"..."

Sizzle, sizzle—

Meat was cooking deliciously on the grill.

There were three burners in total.
One for boiling ramen and two for grilling meat.
Lee Seung-ho was in charge of one of them.

"Mmm~ Food really does taste better outdoors...!"

Ji Nu-ri picked up a piece of meat and ate it. A happy smile spread across her face.

"..."

Lee Sol looked at her with a sulky expression.

Lee Seung-ho was busy working while she was just enjoying the meat without a care.

"..."

Pause—Lee Sol's movements slowed.

"..."

...No. This was actually perfect.

With a flash of inspiration, Lee Sol's eyes widened.
She quickly picked up her chopsticks.

Chop, chop—

She placed pork belly, ssamjang, chili pepper, and rice on a lettuce leaf and wrapped it neatly.

Round and plump.
Perfect. A delicious ssam was made.

"Seung-ho."

She softly called his name.

The intended recipient was obvious.

Lee Sol hesitantly approached him as he was busy grilling meat.

"Eat this."

"Ah, thanks."

He took the ssam with one hand.

She would have liked to feed him, but he took it before she could.

It was disappointing, but this was enough for now.

Lee Seung-ho put the entire ssam in his mouth.

Munch, munch—

"..."

Lee Sol silently watched him.

His cheeks, puffed up with food, looked cute.

As he was chewing—

"Kup!"

Lee Seung-ho's eyes narrowed.

Cough—!
Cough, cough—!

A series of coughs erupted from his mouth.

"Huh? What??"

Lee Sol stood up in panic. She looked around the table for something to drink.

"J-just a moment, water...?!"

"Here!"

Shin A-young quickly handed him a bottle of water.

He gulped it down.

"Phew...!"

Only then did he look like he would survive.

"Whew—that pepper was pretty spicy."

"...Was it very spicy?"

"A little?"

"..."

Lee Sol's eyes drooped.

Seeing him laugh it off saying it was fine made her feel even more sorry.

This didn't go well either.

"Ugh... I'm so full..."

"They say you get fat if you lie down right after eating?"

Lee Sol half-listened to Ji Nu-ri and Park Min-ji's conversation as she put down her dishes.

"..."

The messy table reflected her current mood.

"Now, let's decide who'll do the dishes? We'll be fair and choose the losers by rock-paper-scissors."

"How many people are we picking?"

"Hmm, about... two people?"

It was decided that the former President couple and Lee Seung-ho, who had prepared the meal, would be exempt.

Everyone else stretched their hands forward.

"If you don't show, you lose. Rock, paper, scissors!"

Hands came down quickly.

"...Ah."

With a short sigh, Lee Sol looked down at her scissors.
Everyone else had thrown rock.

......

"Phew... Sol, good job."

The dishes were done.
Park Min-ji shook her hands dry.

She was the other person who had been chosen for dish duty.

"Yeah..."

Her fingertips were numb.
They had forgotten to bring rubber gloves, so her hands had been in cold water.

Perhaps that's why the dishes weren't properly cleaned.

Eating took just a moment, but washing up took forever.

"..."

Murmur, murmur—

She could hear the others chatting in the distance.
They seemed to be having a great time.

"Let's move these and then join them."

"Okay."

Lee Sol stacked the clean dishes.
Once they carried them to the tent, they'd be done.

"Ugh..."

Wobble, wobble—she walked while holding pots in both arms.
The weight made it difficult to move as she wanted.

Perhaps because of her awkward posture.

"Ah."

Slip—
Suddenly her wig slid down.

The pin that held it in place must have fallen. It tilted, blocking her view.

She couldn't walk properly because she couldn't see ahead.

"Ah... ugh..."

She tried turning her head this way and that, but once twisted, the wig wouldn't return to its original position.

"..."

Beads of sweat formed on her forehead.
The wig was hotter and damper than she expected.

"Haah..."

Finally, a held-back sigh escaped.

Why is today like this?
It feels like nothing's going right.

Swish—

The hair that had fallen forward was lifted up.

"...Ah, thank y—"

Just as she was about to thank Park Min-ji.

"..."

Lee Sol's eyes widened.
Through the gap in her lifted hair, she saw someone different than she expected.

"..."

With his usual calm gaze, he was looking down at her.

After blinking as if examining something—

"Come with me for a moment."

Lee Seung-ho took the dishes she was holding and turned around.









Ch.91 - Valley (4)
Lee Seung-ho is always like this.

As if he knows something. He always appears at unexpected moments.

When my feelings are wavering, somehow he notices.
Before I realize it, he's quietly approached my side.

"..."

Trudge, trudge—
Lee Sol followed behind him, walking after his back as he led the way.

They arrived at the tent.
No one else was around. They must have gone swimming again.

"Thanks for doing the dishes. Sit here. I'll fix your hair."

He patted the chair set up in front of the tent.

"O-okay."

Sol sat down with hesitant steps.

"Ah, so this is how you secured it?"

Seung-ho found the pins through the disheveled wig.
He removed them one by one, then completely took off the hairnet wrapped around her head.
His hand movements were incredibly quick.

Swoosh—

Long hair flowed down along her neckline.

"!"

Sol was startled and leaned her torso forward. She pressed down firmly on the crown of her head with both hands.

*Does it smell? I hope it doesn't smell!*

More than anything else, she worried about whether there was any sweat odor.

Whoosh—

Just then, a cool breeze blew downward.

"Mmm..."

A sound escaped her lips involuntarily at the pleasant coolness.
Her expression softened.

When she looked up, a handheld fan was gently swaying her hair.

"What is it?"

A faint laugh came from behind her.

"Honestly, you're hot, right?"

"No, not really."

"Really?"

"..."

"Just be honest."

"..."

She nodded slightly.
Too embarrassed to say it out loud, she just moved her head.

"Do you have a comb or something?"

As the heat dissipated from her sweat-soaked hair, Seung-ho asked for a comb.
Was he going to comb it for her?

"Probably... probably in the pouch in my bag."

Her voice trembled slightly with subtle anticipation.

*Is the comb actually in the pouch?*

Sol wasn't entirely sure.

Since learning to apply makeup, she'd started carrying one around because she needed it...
Honestly, she couldn't remember exactly what was in there. She just tossed things in randomly.

"Ah, found it."

Seung-ho found the comb.
Fortunately, it was inside.

"Oh!"

Tap.
His fingertips touched the nape of her neck, startling her a little.

Swish, swish—

He moved the comb with quite practiced motions.

He gently brushed downward so her hair wouldn't tangle.

...Is he used to this?

"Back in elementary school, I think. When our parents weren't around, I often did this for her. Both of them were busy."

"For Seung-ah?"

"Yeah, now that she's older she does it herself. But back then, she found it annoying."

"Hmm."

So that's why he's good at it. Sol nodded.

She felt a bit envious of Seung-ah.
If it were me, I would have asked him to do it every day.

Brushing hair was such a bothersome task.
Especially drying it. It takes so long.

"All done."

"Thank you."

Thanks to him, her hair felt nice and fluffy now.

"What about the wig?"

She tried to put the wig back on, but it was nowhere to be seen.

"It's hot, you want to wear it again?"

Seung-ho's expression became slightly ambiguous.

"..."

Well, she was wearing it because she thought he would like it.

She wanted to show a different charm.

Ji Nu-ri has a bob cut too, doesn't she?
She wondered if she might have the same appeal.
That's why she tried it.

Maybe...

"...Does it not suit me?"

Sol turned her head anxiously.

"No, it's not that it doesn't suit you."

"...Tell me honestly."

Even as she asked, she couldn't help feeling a bit tense.

"Honestly?"

"Yes, it's okay, just be honest."

He moved the handheld fan. Her hair swayed gently in the breeze.

"No, you're a model."

"Yes."

"A bob cut suits you well too."

"Mmm."

Sol nodded slowly. Seung-ho's tone suggested it was obvious.

I see.

Then—

"But, I still think your current style suits you best."

"..."

Sol had no reaction to those words.

She tried not to react.

"...Really?"

She just uttered a short response. Her tone was neutral.

Sol was relieved about the current situation.

Of course.
They were facing the same direction.
At least she could hide how the corners of her mouth were twitching.

"Should we go join the others now?"

He turned off the fan. The spinning blades gradually came to a stop.

"..."

Sol gently grabbed the fan handle.
She relaxed her waist and sank back into the chair.

Whoosh—

She turned the handheld fan back on. The breeze blew again.

"...Just a little longer."

It was a bit stubborn of her.

"..."

He stared blankly at her for a moment.

"...Okay."

He nodded slightly.

Whoosh——
The gentle breeze created an extremely pleasant environment.

"..."

Enjoying the sensation leisurely, Sol's eyes slowly closed.

* * *

— "Sssss..."

Sol's minime exhaled softly.

*She really fell asleep.*

Well, Sol doesn't have the best stamina.

After being busy both mentally and physically, it was natural for her to be tired.

I turned off the fan and stood up.

"Mmm."

I twisted my body this way and that.
Staying in the same position for so long made me stiff.

"..."

I looked at Sol's minime again.

"Sss—"
— "Sss— Sss—"

It exhaled faintly along with Sol.

The noise that had been rippling until just now became quiet.

*It's back to normal.*

She seemed stressed in various ways until just now.
But now she seems to be in a better mood.

"..."

I can tell what Sol is thinking.
I can tell what she wants to do.

*I can see how hard she's trying...*

When I look at Sol like this.
Somehow. I feel like I should do something.

*...It's been a while since I combed someone's hair.*

From a rational perspective, how long has it been since I approached someone this directly?

"Haa..."

A quiet sigh escaped.

"..."

I carefully draped my outer shirt over the sleeping Sol and walked outside.

* * *

"Hmm..."

As the water play continued for quite some time.
Shin A-young squinted her eyes and quietly stared at the tent.

She caught glimpses of Lee Seung-ho and Lee Sol.

*Why are they taking so long?*

The dishes should have been done ages ago. What on earth are those two doing in there?
It really bothered her.

*Should I pretend to get a drink and just take a quick peek...?*

She seriously considered it.

"Hmm..."

A-young's lips twitched.
She had a plan, but she hesitated.

*...She looked scary.*

It was because Sol's expression came to mind.

"..."

Her eyes trembled slightly.

The way Sol looked up with that smile after A-young applied sunscreen for her.
It was rather intimidating.

*I've interfered with Sol a few times before...*

But those times were unintentional, so they happened naturally.
Now the situation is a bit different.

"A-young! Pass, pass!"

She heard Ji Nu-ri calling her.

"Okay."

A-young threw the beach ball with a light smile.

They were playing water volleyball.

Bang—!

The ball she hit hard flew far away.

*Hmm...*

To be honest, it wasn't that fun.

Rather than beach ball, she wanted to have a cozy chat with Seung-ho too.

"Ack!"

Park Min-ji fell into the water trying to catch the ball.

"Pfft-"

Seeing that, Nu-ri burst into laughter, "Ahaha-"

"..."

That's why she kept playing.

*Sigh... she's enjoying it so much. How can I say I want to take a break?*

A-young's tendency to care about others' perceptions remained unchanged. How nice would it be if people could change so easily?

Even though she tends to be more comfortable when she's with Seung-ho, she still cares about how others see her.

It was an act that had become a habit by now.

"..."

Meanwhile, A-young kept glancing at the tent where the two were.

*I don't want to interfere so blatantly.*

That bothered her.

If she really wanted to interfere, she wouldn't be standing here like this.
She was showing some restraint in her own way.

So while pretending to help,
She was trying to naturally get in the way.

"Oh, he's here."

At Nu-ri's words, she turned her head.
She saw Seung-ho slowly walking toward the water.

"Seung-ho, want to join us?"

Nu-ri held the ball up over her head.

"What are you playing?"

"Volleyball."

"Team game?"

"No, individual. ...Oh, but where's Sol?"

Nu-ri looked around.

*She's right.*

As she said, Sol was nowhere to be seen.

"She fell asleep for a bit."

"Huh? She fell asleep?"

"Yeah, seems like she was tired from playing."

"Really?"

A-young watched the conversation quietly and felt relieved inside.

It seemed nothing unusual had happened.

"Here, you serve."

Nu-ri tossed the ball.

"Okay."

Seung-ho caught it lightly and bounced it a few times as he entered the water.
He was joining the water volleyball game.

*Oh.*

A-young rubbed her lips with a curious expression.

How strange.
Suddenly, water volleyball started to become fun.

......

After playing for quite a while, evening time approached.

They needed to return before sunset, so A-young hurriedly packed her things.
It would be more troublesome if they missed the bus.

*Phone... swimsuit, change of clothes, wallet, fan, hat...*

Good, she hadn't forgotten anything.
A-young zipped up her bag. She was ready to leave.

She could see Seung-ho nagging at Nu-ri who was packing her things over there.

"Did you pack everything properly?"

"I told you I packed everything. How many times are you going to ask?"

"...You have a history, you know."

"Ah, no. Last time I really thought I had packed everything."

Nu-ri protested as if she'd been wronged.

*...Last time?*

A-young tilted her head slightly.
She faintly heard words she couldn't ignore.

She approached them discreetly.

"...Did you two meet during the break?"

A-young asked Nu-ri with a chuckle.

Nu-ri was always complaining about being bored and clinging to others daily.
This was strange.

"We happened to run into each other while traveling, you know?"

"R-really?"

"Our country is really small, I tell you!"

Nu-ri laughed it off as if it was nothing.

"..."

Sol has reason to be wary.
She's definitely someone you can't let your guard down around.

"Yaaawn~"

Sol walked by with a long stretch.

"...?"

A-young tilted her head.

Sol must have heard it too.
Surprisingly, she didn't seem bothered at all. She just blinked her eyes slowly.

The person who should have been most surprised seemed fine. That was odd.
Did she already know?

"Ah, right."

Sol stopped walking.
She twirled around.

"Seung-ho—"

She approached him with tiny steps, calling his name in a drawn-out tone.

"What? Did you forget something?"

"Nnnno. That's not it."

Sol shook her head.

"...My mom wants to see your face sometime."

......Huh?

=========

(!Sign!)
(Scroll down for AI illustration!)

=========

(Sol taking a nap)

Happy New Year!









Ch.92 - Second Semester (1)
I stared at Lee Sol, tilting my head in confusion.

"Me?"

The request felt out of the blue. We weren't close enough to make plans together. I'd only met her once before, hadn't I?

When I expressed my confusion at Sol's request, she explained.

"Well, my grades improved, remember? She wants to treat me to a meal because of that."

"Ah."

So that was it.
I figured she wouldn't call me without a reason. At least there was some explanation.

To be fair, Sol's grades had improved significantly during the final exams.

"If it's uncomfortable, you don't have to come."

Sol adjusted her bag and stared quietly at the ground.

*"...You really don't have to come if it's burdensome..."*

Her Minime fidgeted with its fingers.

She wasn't just being polite. It seemed like she genuinely wouldn't mind if I declined because I felt uncomfortable.

"..."

Now that she put it that way, I felt conflicted.
While I appreciated the invitation, it was also true that it felt a bit awkward.

Sol and I had completely different personalities, after all.

*"...Hmm."*

Her Minime rolled its eyes around, watching for my reaction.
I could tell it was secretly hoping I would come.

It would be hard to refuse when she was like this.

I nodded.

"Okay, tell her I'll visit sometime."

"...Got it."

Sol brushed back her hair and nodded indifferently.

"When works for you? Should we meet after school starts again?"

"Any day is fine except when I have my part-time job."

"How about next week?"

"Next week... Thursday would work."

"Thursday..."

Sol tapped on her phone screen. She seemed to be marking it on her calendar app.

"If there's anything you want to eat, feel free to let me know."

Sol blinked her eyes languidly and started walking ahead.

"Sure."

I nodded slightly and lowered my gaze.

Two figures walking side by side.
I could see Sol's Minime trembling at her feet.
It was bouncing around with a silly smile.

"..."

Seeing how happy it was, I guess I made the right choice by agreeing to go.

*"..."*

Shin A-young's Minime rested her chin on her hand with a serious expression.

*"I met with Nu-ri... and now with Sol..."*

She folded her fingers one by one.
Only one finger remained—the index finger.

*"...Should I invite them to my house too?"*

A small murmur escaped.

"..."

I felt my forehead getting sweaty.

Please don't.
Your father doesn't like me.

* * *

A few days after returning from vacation.

I was busy working at a fast-food restaurant.
Summer break or not, my part-time job continued.

But my shift was almost over.

Swish, swish—

I was polishing the floor with a mop until it gleamed.

"Just need to clean the dining area and we're done, right?"

"Yes."

Ha Seo-rim nodded indifferently to my question while organizing the area around the cash register.

*"Hmm..."*

Seo-rim's Minime held its head high with perfect posture.
Like a meerkat, it looked around the area.

*"Ah, there's sauce over there."*

She was right.
I noticed a faint sauce stain on the table.

She really is incredibly meticulous.

"..."

Swish, swish—
I wiped the table where the sauce had spilled.

"Phew."

I'd cleaned almost all the tables now. Just a few more to go before I could clock out.

While I was working, humming about going home soon—

"...Did you enjoy your summer break?"

Suddenly, I heard Seo-rim ask.

"..."

I glanced around.

The dining area was empty. Everyone else was busy cleaning the kitchen.
Was she talking to me?

"School starts again soon."

Seo-rim's gaze was directed right at me. She was definitely talking to me.

"Um... it was okay, I guess? I went to Gimhae this time."

I was so surprised by her sudden conversation that I blurted out where I'd been.

She doesn't usually do this. What's going on?

"Ah, I see."

Her response was rather flat for someone who initiated the conversation.

*"..."*

Her Minime's eye twitched.

The wariness was still there.
She was forcing herself to make conversation.

What's this about?

"...Where did you go during the break?"

I decided to reciprocate and ask her the same question.

"Me?"

"Yeah."

"..."

Her answer was strangely delayed.
I looked up from the table I was cleaning.

"..."

Seo-rim's eyes were shifting around.
She seemed uncomfortable answering.

*"It's a bit embarrassing to say Eulwangri..."*

Eulwangri? She must mean the beach.
She went somewhere much closer than I expected. Seems like she didn't travel far during the break.

That must be what was bothering her.

"...Just somewhere nearby."

Seo-rim gave a vague answer.

"Oh?"

I nodded lightly.
I had no intention of prying further. She didn't need to be so tense.

"Um..."

Seo-rim's lips moved slightly.
Apparently the small talk was just an icebreaker.

"You know Ji Nu-ri Senior, right?"

"Yeah."

"...Do you know what she's thinking about joining the band club?"

So that was her real question.
No wonder she approached me.

"She hasn't told you yet?"

"No."

Seo-rim nodded slightly.

*"I feel bad for keeping asking her..."*

She was afraid Nu-ri might reject her because of the pressure. She couldn't bring herself to ask directly.

Nu-ri isn't the type to mind that sort of thing.
But Seo-rim and the others don't know that. It's understandable.

"She did say she'd answer slowly when you asked..."

"And she still hasn't answered?"

"...No."

Seo-rim nodded quickly.

*"Still, this person is close with Nu-ri Senior..."*

She seemed uncomfortable having to ask me, her eyes downcast.

"If she still hasn't answered..."

I narrowed my eyes slightly.
My expression hardened as a reasonable conclusion came to mind.

I think she just forgot about it.

"...She's probably thinking it over carefully. She tends to overthink things."

I covered for Nu-ri.

"She'll probably answer if you ask her again after school starts."

"Ah..."

I moved away from Seo-rim as she nodded in understanding.

"...Hmm."

I should ask Nu-ri about it later.
Whether she's actually considering it.
Or if she really just forgot, which seems most likely.

* * *

Summer vacation ended.
Though the break was over, the heat showed no signs of letting up. The second semester of sophomore year began in that sweltering weather.

Slide—
Shin A-young opened the back door and walked into the classroom.

"..."

Plop. She sat down in her seat.

Though she didn't express it verbally, A-young was extremely tired.
It was because she'd been busy since morning.

*There are so many today for some reason...*

The number of people coming to confess was unusually high.
Almost as many as at the start of a new semester.
Things had been quiet lately, but suddenly they were active again.

"..."

A-young's eyes closed slightly.
The ones she might have wanted confessions from stayed quiet, while all these other students kept approaching her.

"?"

Looking around, she realized something was different from usual.

Lee Seung-ho and Lee Sol were nowhere to be seen.

"Where are those two?"

They had definitely been in their seats until she was called out.
But now they had disappeared.

"Don't you know? Seung-ho called her out somewhere."

Ji Nu-ri shrugged.

"Seung-ho did?"

"Yeah. Maybe they went to the School Store or something?"

As Nu-ri nodded casually, A-young narrowed her eyes slightly.

It wasn't Sol who called him out, but Seung-ho who called her. An inexplicable uneasiness crept up on her.

"..."

Since she didn't know where they went, she decided to wait for them to return.
Tap, tap. She quietly drummed her fingers on the desk.

Just then, the back door slid open.

There were Lee Seung-ho and Lee Sol.

"Oh, you're ba—"

A-young started to speak but then—

"Huh? What??"

She couldn't help raising her voice at the sight of them.
And for good reason—their posture was very strange.

Step, step—

Seung-ho was walking into the classroom with his arm linked with Sol's.

"...!?"

Screech—!

A-young's chair slid back. She jumped to her feet.

"W-what are you two doing?"

"...What do you mean?"

Sol tilted her head. She seemed confused about what the problem was.

"No, why are you like that?"

"Like what?"

"The two of you—"

"Hmm. Is it weird to be close to my boyfriend?"

Sol pressed her cheek against Seung-ho's arm and smirked.

A-young's expression went blank.

"...You're dating?"

"Yeah, for a little while now."

"..."

"I told my mom too. She was really happy about it."

Sol arched her eyebrows with a triumphant expression.

"Um... you're joking, right?"

A-young asked with a forced laugh.

"...It's not a joke."

Sol's face turned serious.

"Show me...?"

What did she mean by "show"?

A-young felt her brain wasn't working properly in this situation.
For some reason, her arms and legs felt heavy, as if they were tied down.

"..."

Sol pulled on Seung-ho's necktie.

Their faces gradually moved closer.

"...Ah."

All she could do was let out a small gasp, her lips trembling.

Their faces moved closer...
Very slowly...
And just as the two shadows completely overlapped—

"Ugh!"

Shin A-young's eyes flew open.

Tweet— tweet— tweet—

Morning birdsong filtered through the window.

"..."

After blinking blankly for a moment, A-young quickly assessed the situation.

"Ah."

It was just a dream.

"..."

A-young raised her trembling hand and wiped her face.

Her eye twitched.
She was extremely angry. What kind of dream was that?
After mentally running through a string of curses—

"Hnnng..."

She rolled over and buried her face in her pillow. Tears welled up in her eyes.

It was an ominous dream to have on the first morning of the second semester.





Ch.93 - Second Semester (2)
I noticed the man from before entering the counseling club room. He was one of A-young's seniors from the Drama Club, though I couldn't quite remember his name.

"Hello?" he said with a gentle smile, raising his hand slightly in greeting.

"Hello," I nodded casually in response.

*Ah, shit...* I heard A-young's frustrated sigh from under the desk where I'd hidden her just moments before. Seems I made the right call hiding her.

* * *

"Seriously—"

Ji Nu-ri's low grumbling filled the air.

"Of course I remember!"

Her lips jutted out in annoyance as she glared sharply while grabbing various items from the School Store shelves.

"..."

I just rolled my eyes.

I shouldn't have asked. This was what happened when I asked if she'd forgotten about the band club proposal.

"No matter what, I'm not that forgetful, you know?"

Maybe I'd been too dismissive. She seemed to have taken offense at how I regarded her. When I mentioned something she was already self-conscious about, it triggered her.

Ji Nu-ri narrowed her eyes.

"I was just still thinking about it, that's all."

I'd heard this explanation several times already.

"Okay, I said I'm sorry."

I nodded repeatedly in agreement with her words as I placed the basket she handed me on the counter.

Banana milk, an ice cream, several bags of snacks, and multiple drinks. She'd picked quite a lot.

We were splitting the bill, but I decided to pay for her banana milk at least, feeling a bit guilty.

"..."

Her gaze remained sharp, still not appeased.

*What do you even think of me?*

Her Minime puffed her cheeks like balloons, looking ready to burst if touched.

We exited the School Store.

"Here."

I took out Ji Nu-ri's banana milk from the bag. From what her Minime had said, this was what she wanted to drink first.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri silently accepted the banana milk.

She made a show of being upset, pouting as she inserted the straw into the banana milk with a sideways glance.

She took a sip.

"..."

Sip, sip.
With each sip of milk, her expression gradually softened.

*Mmm~ This is so good.*

Ji Nu-ri quietly appreciated the taste.

*I should stop by and get another one before going home.*

Her Minime's steps became lighter as she hummed to herself.

Though her outward expression remained sharp, inwardly she had completely mellowed out.

"..."

That was easy.

I'd been wondering how to appease her, and now I felt a bit deflated at how simple it was.

......

After buying what we needed from the School Store, we returned to our classroom.

Shin A-young was already sitting at her desk, having arrived while we were out.
Lee Sol didn't seem to be here yet.

"?"

What's up with her?

*Deep breath...*

A-young was fidgeting restlessly, her legs shaking. She looked like something was bothering her.

"!"

She soon spotted us and her eyes widened.

"...Oh, you're back?"

A-young greeted us with unusual enthusiasm.

"Did you go to the School Store?"

She asked, pointing at our bag.

"Yeah."

I nodded slightly.

*So that's where they were.*

A-young smiled briefly before returning to her seat.
She quickly turned her gaze toward the window.

*Ugh, seriously... having such dreams for no reason.*

Her Minime blushed, seemingly embarrassed by her earlier overreaction.

*...Dreams?*

Dreams, huh?
I wasn't sure what it was about, but it didn't seem like a pleasant one.

* * *

During after-school club time, I was, as always, hanging around the Counseling Club Room.
There wasn't much to do on the first day of the new semester anyway.

"Yes! Just one left."

Senior Min-ji held up an iced tea stick from the snack container.

"...Hmm."

She looked around the snack corner.

"We need to restock the snacks."

She muttered to herself.

"You're right."

After the break, the snack container was nearly empty.
Only candies and stick-type drinks like that one remained, as they were easy to store.
And even those were almost gone.

"Should we play rock-paper-scissors to decide who goes to the School Store?"

"Shall we?"

"Since we need to buy a lot, three of us should go and one should stay."

Since the President was out on an errand, only one person could remain in the club room.

Following Senior Min-ji's lead, me, Ji Nu-ri, and Lee Sol gathered in a circle.

*Today I'm definitely going to win.*

Senior Min-ji's Minime muttered while looking at me.

She crossed her arms. Through the gap, I could see her determination to win at all costs.

*...Rock?*

Ji Nu-ri's Minime shot a sharp glance at Senior Min-ji.

*Rock.*

The senior's Minime nodded, waving her hand to signal "rock."
She was secretly sending hand signals.

*Rock...*

Even Lee Sol, who found going to the School Store bothersome, joined in.

The three exchanged brief glances.

"..."

I blinked quietly as I observed them.

*Hmm.*

So they're planning to cheat together.

*Well, that's one person out of the way.*

Ji Nu-ri's Minime smiled deviously.
I could hear her low, scheming laughter.

I asked Senior Min-ji:

"...Just one round, right?"

"Of course."

"No complaining if you lose."

"Yeah, yeah."

She nodded quickly, trying to hold back her laughter.

"Not showing is losing! Rock, paper, scissors!"

......

Slurp—

"Mmm."

Senior Min-ji's abandoned iced tea was deliciously sweet.

I enjoyed a moment of leisure watching anime on my phone.

The door slid open—

"Hello."

Just then, the club room door opened and Shin A-young entered.

"...You're early today?"

She came earlier than usual.
Unless it was exam period, she either didn't come at all or came late because of Drama Club.

Maybe they didn't have club activities today.

"Just happened that way."

A-young nodded slightly and looked around.

"Where is everyone else?"

"Getting snacks from the School Store."

"All of them?"

"No, the President went to the teachers' office for something."

After I explained that everyone else had left, A-young chuckled and put her bag down on the floor.

"You won at rock-paper-scissors, huh?"

"..."

I silently nodded.

I had been winning a lot lately.

*Maybe I should lose next time.*

My reputation seemed to be getting established. Next time I should be more considerate and lose on purpose.

"What are you watching?"

A-young plopped down in the seat next to me.
She leaned over and peeked at my phone screen.

"...Someone recommended it to me."

It was Ji Nu-ri who recommended it.
I was vague about it since I didn't want to name her directly.

"Is it good?"

"It has a different kind of appeal compared to movies or dramas."

Especially works with strong fantasy elements.

If they had made it as a live-action, the CG work would have cost an enormous amount of money. There's a unique charm to animation-specific directing.

"Hmm—"

A-young let out a humming sound.

As she slightly shook her head, her black hair tickled the back of my hand.
She must have sprayed perfume; a subtle floral scent wafted toward me.

"..."

It was distracting enough that I couldn't focus on the content.

The distance between us felt strangely close.

She didn't do this when others were around. But whenever we were alone like this, A-young had started deliberately reducing the physical distance between us.

"..."

"..."

Our eyes met briefly.

A-young smiled brightly.

"..."

I turned my gaze away.
A-young also silently returned her attention to the screen.

"Should I join the Counseling Club?"

She suddenly brought up the topic.

"...All of a sudden?"

I naturally expressed my doubt.

I had thought this might happen eventually.
She had been considering it for a while, so it wasn't completely out of the blue.

But it was the first time I'd heard her say it directly.

"What about the Drama Club then?"

"I'll have to quit."

"Is it okay to leave so suddenly?"

"...I was planning to quit soon anyway. I've already dropped some hints about it."

"Really?"

Since she'd given them advance notice, that was good, but...

"Are you sure it's okay? The Drama Club is the only one of its kind at school."

Once she quits, it would be difficult to return to the Drama Club.

...Well, maybe it would be fine for someone like A-young.

There would inevitably be some pushback.
Given her personality, I didn't think she would overcome those stares and go back.

"Hmm— It's fine."

A-young stretched her legs as she continued.

"Lately they've been making me act all the time."

*...I joined to write scripts. Who said I wanted to just act?*

Her Minime rolled her eyes at the memory.

While her acting skills were too good to waste, that wasn't where her interest lay.

"..."

Moreover, from what her Minime was saying, that wasn't the only reason.

*...Plus, that senior keeps sticking to me. Ugh...*

She really seemed to dislike it.
Even rare profanity slipped out.

Her Minime grimaced and rubbed her arm in disgust.

"Have you submitted a withdrawal form yet?"

"Not yet. I'm planning to soon."

I see.
I nodded and turned my attention back to my phone.

*I wonder if she's here...*

A faint voice came from beyond the Counseling Club door.
It was a familiar tone.

"..."

I quietly stood up, looking toward the entrance.

"What is it?"

Shh.
I put my index finger to my lips, signaling A-young to be quiet.

"...?"

I gently guided A-young by the arm to the desk at the back of the counseling room.
Though hesitant, she moved obediently.

It was the office desk where the President or teacher usually sat.

*Hide under here for a moment.*

I whispered softly, helping A-young sit under the desk.

"..."

Then I sat down in the chair, positioning myself to conceal her.

*W-what, what are you doing all of a sudden?!*

Her Minime shouted with a bright red face.

"...?"

What's the issue?

Knock knock—

At the soft knock, A-young instinctively held her breath.

"Yes, come in."

As I raised my voice, the door slid open, and a man I'd seen before entered.

*...What was his name again?*

I couldn't quite remember.
All I recalled was that he was A-young's senior from the Drama Club.

"Hello?"

He raised his hand slightly as he saw me.
He had a kind smile with slightly drooping eyes.

"Hello."

I nodded casually.

*...Ah, damn it...*

Hearing A-young's sigh of realization, I was glad I'd hidden her.





Ch.94 - Duality (1)
I carefully analyzed the text, identifying all character names and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

* * *

"...Ah, right, that's who he was."

I could recall his name again after seeing his name tag.
Jung Jae-hoon.
Yes, that was definitely his name.

"...You're alone?"

Jung Jae-hoon's minime looked around the counseling room. He seemed puzzled to find me alone in the club room.

He glanced around briefly.

"I guess A-young isn't here."

That small thought reached my ears.

Just as I expected.
His purpose, as I had anticipated, was Shin A-young. By now, it wasn't even surprising.

"Can I help you with something?"

I asked the routine question in a calm voice.

"Is A-young not here?"

I didn't expect him to ask so directly.

I tilted my head to the side.

"Shin A-young?"

"Yeah, I need to talk to her about something."

"Hmm... I'm not sure."

I shook my head with a casual tone.

"Oh..."

Shin A-young's minime let out a small exclamation.

"...She's pretty good."

The assessment was that my acting was so natural it didn't feel like acting.

That made sense.
Even when I could hear others' thoughts, I had to pretend I couldn't on a daily basis.

Practice makes perfect, as they say. I was known for my ability to feign ignorance.

"Hmm-"

Shin A-young's minime let out a small gasp.

"...This is kind of fun."

The tension seemed to have eased, as a playful tone mixed into the minime's voice.

Was she enjoying this like a game of hide-and-seek?

"If it's urgent, couldn't you just text her?"

I calmly continued speaking, ignoring the thoughts I heard.

"It's faster to find her in person if she's still at school. Since I don't see her, I guess she went home."

"Is that so?"

"Yeah, A-young tends to check her messages late."

"..."

Is that right?
Doesn't she usually respond within three minutes?

"Hmm..."

I nodded vaguely.
I thought I knew why, but I kept quiet.

"So, is that all you came for?"

"That, and also..."

Jung Jae-hoon walked toward the wall of the counseling room, where the counseling application forms were hanging. He pulled out a sheet of paper.

...What? Is he planning to request counseling?

Since he came to the Counseling Club, that would be the natural reason.
But I was surprised that someone who didn't seem the type would do so.

"This is the application form, right?"

"Ye-es—"

I started to answer but my voice unexpectedly stretched at the end.

"...?"

Jung Jae-hoon briefly questioned this.

I quickly changed the subject.

"You can fill it out there."

"Oh."

He immediately stopped paying attention to it, dismissing my behavior as nothing significant.
That was fortunate.

"..."

I twitched slightly under my eyes.

Seeing Jung Jae-hoon's gaze move downward,
I lowered my head.

"...Her reactions are amusing."

Shin A-young was hiding behind boxes stacked under the desk.

From there, she poked my leg with her index finger. Each time, I felt a ticklish sensation.

That must have been what I just felt.

"Heheh."

Either her tension had completely dissolved,
Or she was confident she wouldn't be caught.
Her face was filled with mischief.

"This girl, seriously...!"

I gave her a look that said to stop.

"Why?"
"Why?"

Shin A-young's mouth and her minime spoke simultaneously.

The minime's eyes narrowed slightly, creating a fox-like smile.

"No, why do you think?"

It's because we might get caught.
Why would she want to play around in this situation?
What if we really get caught?

...Or does she want to be caught?

"...Hmm. This is quite detailed."

Jung Jae-hoon made a short humming sound as he looked at the application form.
At that sound, I straightened my back.

"But..."

Jung Jae-hoon seemed confused about something on the application form and showed me the paper.

"What's this section for?"

"Ah, that's..."

Sruuk—

Once again, I felt that ticklish sensation.

"...Just a moment?"

I pretended to check my phone, shifting my gaze downward.

Shin A-young was trying to hold back her laughter.
She raised her index and middle fingers like a little person, slowly crawling up my leg from the shin.

A ticklish sensation crept up my skin.

"..."

I lowered my left hand and firmly grabbed her wrist.

"...!"

Her minime was startled and emitted a squeaky noise.
I raised my head again.

"...That's where you choose your preferred counselor."

"I see."

Jung Jae-hoon nodded.

"...What kind of Counseling Club member doesn't know the procedures."

I heard that criticism, probably because I took some time to respond.
That was a bit unfair.

I continued my explanation.

"If you want more serious or professional counseling, you can mark the section below."

"Section below? Where?"

He walked up to the desk.

"...This question here."

I maintained my composure. I pointed with my index finger at the paper he held out.

He was now closer to Shin A-young.

Perhaps because of that,
Or because I was holding her hand, Shin A-young had become quieter than before.

"If you have someone specific in mind, write it here."

"Hmm."

Jung Jae-hoon nodded as he carefully examined that line.

Of course, writing someone's name doesn't guarantee you'll get them, but we try our best to accommodate requests.

"...Does the Counseling Club have professional counselors?"

"The counseling teacher."

"Ah..."

He must have thought we had a psychiatrist or something when I mentioned professional counselors.

"Nothing that serious."

Jung Jae-hoon shook his head lightly, indicating his issue wasn't that heavy.

After that, with the sound of pen on paper, he quietly filled out the survey,
And handed the completed application form across the desk.

"Here."

"...I'll text you the counseling schedule later."

"Okay, thanks for your help."

Jung Jae-hoon immediately turned around.
As if he had no further business, he left swiftly.

Drrrk—

The door closed completely.

One second... two seconds... three seconds...

I couldn't hear his minime's voice from outside. He had completely gone.

"Phew..."

Once I determined it was safe, a sigh escaped me.
The tension drained away, and my back slumped.

"I really thought we were going to get caught."

...Wait. Shin A-young was the one who needed to hide. Why was I the one feeling tense?

"Hey."

I glanced under the desk.
Shin A-young was still crouched there.

She stared at me blankly.

Her fingers were still wandering over my shin.

"What would you have done if we really got caught? Huh?"

I completely removed the hand that was roaming over my thigh.

"But we didn't get caught, did we?"

Shin A-young answered confidently, blinking her large eyes.
Her expression seemed to ask what the problem was.

"No, but..."

Her confidence left me at a loss for words.

"Heheh."

She let out a light laugh.

"I was properly hidden behind the boxes... who would think to check under the desk?"

Her minime tilted her chin.
Once she became certain she wouldn't be caught, was that when her playfulness emerged when we were alone?

I did tell her to be comfortable when it was just the two of us,
But I think she might be getting too comfortable lately.

"Even if by some chance we were caught... I could have used that to my advantage somehow..."

The tips of her ears turned slightly red.

"Ahem."
"Anyway, I would have figured something out."

Shin A-young cleared her throat slightly, scattering her thoughts.

Because of that, I couldn't hear the rest, but it seemed she had some other plan in mind.

"No, I'm telling you it'll definitely be delicious!"

Just then—voices could be heard from outside the counseling room.
A cheerful tone. Even at a glance, it was Ji Nu-ri's distinctive voice.

"..."

At that sound, Shin A-young's expression changed.

Her mischievous eyes softened, returning to her usual gentle impression.
A fresh smile that seemed kind to everyone—that kind of face.

It was more of an instinctive reaction than a conscious one.

"..."

I was dumbfounded by how quickly she transformed, as if it had never happened.

"What?"

"Nothing."

I shook my head.

That too was a talent in its own way.
It was a shame that someone like her wasn't pursuing acting.

"We're back."

Those who had gone to the School Store returned to the club room. All three were carrying bags full of items in both hands.

"...Hmm?"

Lee Sol looked at Shin A-young with her characteristically languid gaze.

"...When did you get here?"

"Just now."

"Really?"

Lee Sol nodded slightly. She walked past her and claimed a spot in the corner of the sofa.

Taking a big bite of her ice cream.

"...Something's off."

Lee Sol's minime tilted her head.

"It feels... strange."

Whether this was a woman's intuition or not,
She couldn't be certain, but she was sensing something familiar.

"Do you have ice cream for me too?"

As Shin A-young looked around the bags,
Senior Min-ji pulled out an ice cream.

"A-young, here."

"Ah, thank you...!"

With a bright smile, she accepted the ice cream and moved with light steps to find a place to sit.

Shin A-young passed by me and—

Poke-

At that moment, I felt something lightly prick my back.

"..."

When I quietly turned my eyes in that direction,

I saw an index finger slightly extended behind my back.

Shin A-young hid her body and, without anyone noticing, gave me a subtle, smiling glance.
It was that same mischievous expression I had seen under the desk.





Ch.95 - Duality (2)
* * *

Several more days passed after that.
When I spent my busy days at school, club time came quickly.

Tap— Tap tap tap—

I typed on the keyboard. After lightly pressing enter, I turned around and asked.

"Like this?"

"Yeah, that's right."

The President patted my shoulder, saying I did well.

"It's not difficult, is it?"

"It's definitely manageable now that I'm actually doing it."

Seeing is believing, as they say.
I was learning in advance what I needed to do in the club from the President.

The President flipped through files to show me.

"Just compile the reports well. Submit them on the last Wednesday of each month."

"Hmm, but..."

While listening, I expressed a slight doubt I'd been holding back.

"...Why am I doing this...?"

"Huh? Because you'll be the President."

The President shook my shoulder as if it was obvious.

"There's no one else who could do it anyway."

The President looked around the club room. I followed that gaze.

Ji Nu-ri snickering while reading a manga, and Lee Sol who was half-asleep.

"? What?"

Feeling our gaze, Ji Nu-ri looked up from her manga with a questioning look.

"Nothing."

"..."

Ji Nu-ri gave me a strange look.

— "If— you want some, just ask. Are you shy or something?"

Her Minime let out a "heh" laugh.

Then she rummaged through her bag.

"Want one?"

She held out a snack to me.

I gratefully accepted it.
Though unintended, I got a free snack.
It tastes good.

"Oh right."

I remembered something I'd forgotten.

I swallowed the snack and said to the President.

"About Shin A-young. She's quitting the Drama Club and wants to join our club."

Since Shin A-young wasn't in the club room, I delivered the message in advance.
She's currently wrapping things up at the Drama Club, so she's not here.

"Really?"

"She said she'll submit the application form today."

"Tell her she can take her time."

The President's reaction was calm, but...

"Whaaaat? Really? She's joining the Counseling Club?"

Ji Nu-ri turned around in surprise.
That's a first-time reaction.
Seems like she didn't know about it at all.

"Hasn't she been showing signs for a while?"

She had been subtly expressing dissatisfaction with the Drama Club when visiting our room.

I thought she might quit someday, but...

"I didn't think she'd actually join us though."

Ji Nu-ri shrugged her shoulders.

She came here to avoid a confession herself, but seems to have forgotten that.

— "At least we won't have to worry about the club disbanding next year even without new students."

A positive reaction.

— "When she comes, I should ask her for a game of chess."

Her Minime exhaled a pleased "hmm."

Ji Nu-ri welcomed Shin A-young's membership because a friend was joining.

"..."

Lee Sol's reaction was surprisingly calm.
She just sat quietly without any particular reaction.

— "...Here comes trouble."

Her Minime muttered softly.

That was the extent of her reaction.
She didn't seem particularly surprised. She accepted it calmly.

"Seung-ho."

Just then, the President called me.

"Yes?"

"You need to decide what we're doing for the Arts Festival and submit it to the teacher by next week."

Come to think of it, the Arts Festival was coming up soon.
It was scheduled for October.

I turned to the two sitting on the sofa and asked.

"Did you hear that? What should we do?"

"It's just us doing it, right?"

Ji Nu-ri turned her body.

"Yeah. The third-years probably won't have time."

The college entrance exam is coming soon.
They'll probably be studying in their classrooms even on the day of the event.

"But what can we actually do?"

Ji Nu-ri tilted her head.
Unable to think of anything, she let out a slight sigh.

We're the Counseling Club, after all.
The Band Club or Drama Club could at least perform, but we didn't have a set format.

And we couldn't actually do real counseling either.

"What did the Counseling Club do last year?"

"We sold cotton candy."

It was surprisingly popular.

"Then, this year too—"

"That was a loss."

Renting the cotton candy machine cost more than expected.

"We still have plenty of time, so let's decide later..."

I looked up at the clock. It was almost time for the client to arrive.
Jung Jae-hoon, that is.

"Are you really okay with this?"

I looked at Lee Sol.
She tilted her head.

"...With what?"

"The counseling."

"..."

Still no reaction.
Lee Sol just stared at me blankly. She didn't seem to remember properly.

"That senior's counseling. I told you it came to you. Don't you remember?"

"Ah..."

Lee Sol slightly parted her lips.

"Right, that happened? I've been forgetting things a lot lately."

She didn't seem to care about it at all.

"Are you really okay?"

"I'm fine."

Lee Sol nodded slightly.

She says it confidently, but I still felt uneasy.
Like a child left by the riverside.

— "Besides, it's getting risky if I don't participate in activities soon..."

Her Minime was sweating profusely.

Come to think of it, that was true.
Even if you're in a club, you get warnings if you don't participate in activities.

Lee Sol's acceptance seemed to be mainly for that reason.

*She has been slacking off a lot lately.*

Since Lee Sol hadn't conducted any counseling for a while, it was about time for someone to say something.

"Call me right away if anything happens."

"...Okay."

Lee Sol nodded slightly.

— "...It feels nice to have someone care."

Her Minime let out a faint smile.

Knock knock—!
Just then, there was a knock from beyond the door.

Looks like the client has arrived.

"Yes, come in—"

* * *

"Please, have a seat."

Lee Sol said this while comfortably leaning back in her chair in the private counseling room.

Being alone in here made her feel somewhat important.
Like she was an adult.

Ahem- She cleared her throat.

"Let's see..."

Lee Sol read through the application form he had filled out.

"Hmm..."

Lee Sol expressed confusion.

"You didn't write anything specific...?"

The content was completely empty.
It only said "love counseling," with nothing else written.

"Oh, I didn't write the details because I wanted to talk in person."

"Ah, is that so?"

Tap—
Lee Sol quickly closed the paper.

"..."

Jung Jae-hoon's expression became subtle.
He seemed to be wondering if this was really okay, despite being the one who requested it.

"Feel free to talk."

Lee Sol waved her hand.

"...I'll get straight to the point."

He cleared his throat slightly.

"You see... there's someone I like."

"Mmm. Yes, and?"

Lee Sol nodded appropriately, going along with him.

Since this was love counseling, it was natural that he'd mention someone he liked.

"It's A-young."

At the name dropped so directly, Lee Sol drew a short breath.

"...Hmm."

That was unexpected.
But it wasn't particularly surprising.
Shin A-young was popular, after all.

"For some reason, A-young recently said she's leaving the club."

That's right.
This was information she had just heard.

"And lately she seems to be getting closer to that guy in the Counseling Club..."

"..."

That guy—he must mean Seung-ho.

Contextually, that made sense. After all, the only males in the Counseling Club were Seung-ho and the President.

"So I was wondering if you could help me confess to A-young?"

"Hmm... you're planning to confess?"

"Since we're graduating soon. I want to do it before it's too late."

Plus, with her changing clubs, perhaps he was feeling more urgent.

Jung Jae-hoon looked quite determined.

"...But why ask me?"

Lee Sol was curious about that.
There were many other people he could ask, so why her specifically?

"You're close with A-young, aren't you?"

"...Yes, I suppose so...?"

Lee Sol nodded with an ambiguous expression.

They were close, yes.
If her relationship with Shin A-young couldn't be called friendship, then she probably didn't have anyone else to call a friend.

There was just one issue in between.

"...If that's the case, couldn't you just talk to me normally instead of requesting counseling?"

"I thought you wouldn't listen if I just called you."

"..."

Lee Sol understood.
That was true.
She didn't seem like the type to readily go if this person called. She'd probably ignore him.

"And..."

Trailing off, Jung Jae-hoon asked directly.

"You like that guy, don't you?"

"..."

Lee Sol silently tilted her chin.

"...How did you know?"

"So it's true."

Jung Jae-hoon looked surprised.

It wasn't a certainty, just a guess.

"When you walk around school, you run into people. I just got that feeling."

"..."

Lee Sol lightly brushed her lips.

She wasn't trying hard to hide it, but it was embarrassing that someone had noticed.

That meant others could easily notice too.

*No... is it actually better if other girls don't approach Seung-ho...?*

If it meant drawing a clear line for potential foxes who might approach Lee Seung-ho.
Thinking about it that way, maybe she should be more obvious.

"So can you help me?"

Did he think she would obviously agree?
Jung Jae-hoon continued in a strangely confident tone.

"If things work out for me, it would be good for you too—"

"I don't want to."

"Huh?"

Jung Jae-hoon's face suddenly filled with confusion.

"I don't think I can do that."

Lee Sol repeated, thinking he might not have heard properly.

"...Why?"

Why, he asks.

Even if she helped, she didn't think the confession would work.
She didn't want to get involved in a troublesome situation with no chance of success.

Moreover, as Lee Seung-ho had said before.
Her role was to counsel, not to be a problem solver.

But explaining all this from the beginning was bothersome.

"Just because."

She condensed her reasons into a short answer.

"All I can say is good luck trying."

With those final words, Lee Sol stood up.

"...The counseling. It's short, but shall we end here?"

Since that seemed to be all there was to discuss anyway.

Jung Jae-hoon nodded silently with a somewhat stiff expression.
Clunk—
He opened the counseling room door first and went outside.

"..."

Lee Sol leaned back lazily in her chair for a moment.

...This person and that person.
Why were there so many people trying to interfere?

Lee Sol was troubled by the number of people meddling in her love life.

*A-young must be really tired of this too.*

In Lee Sol's own estimation, she prided herself on having a good eye for people.

And in that regard, he was lacking.
That person was definitely not good.
The type who looks down on others due to unnecessary self-confidence.

So.
She didn't need help from Jung Jae-hoon.

Lee Sol wasn't that insecure about her own love life.
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* * *

"I'm sorry."

That was the first thing she said. A short, monotonous statement.
Shin A-young bowed her head deeply as she spoke.

"......"

When she raised her head again, she had to face the gloomy expression of the man in front of her.
The same expression she had to confront every time she received a confession.

"Ah...."

A short sigh brushed past her ear.

This atmosphere, which had once made her anxious and fidgety when she first received a confession.
Somehow, it had become familiar. At least now, it didn't bother her at all.

"...I see, so that's how it is...?"

Jung Jae-hoon covered his lower face with one hand, as if trying to hold back his drooping lips.
She could see his eyes darting around.

"...Is it because of your studies?"
"It's not just that."

Shin A-young shook her head lightly.

"Then......"

Jung Jae-hoon dragged his words slightly before raising his gaze.

"Or is there someone else you like?"

In that moment, Lee Seung-ho flashed through her mind.

"...No?"

The end of her response unintentionally lifted into a question.
She almost broke her composed expression.

No, I can't. I shouldn't.
Shin A-young tried to calm herself down.

She looked up at Jung Jae-hoon.

"......"

Ah, that did it.

"Then, let's at least try dating for a short while. It's not like you dislike me, right?"
"......"
"If we date, we might find more things to like about each other."

Dating will make things better.
She had heard this line several times before.

"I'd rather just remain good seniors and juniors with you, Senior."

A prepared answer. The response she had given many times before continued like a macro.

"......"

Jung Jae-hoon said nothing. He just stood there like a wooden statue.
It seemed he couldn't properly accept her answer.

...I can't say I don't understand.

Good friends, good senior-junior relationship.
What does "good" even mean? Honestly, she wasn't sure herself.

It just contained the meaning that she hoped for a nice conclusion. Nothing more than that.

"...I'll head in first."
"......"

Still no response.
Shin A-young bowed her head once more and took the first step. She quickly left the scene.

At the point of rejecting a confession, that would be better for the other person.

Trudge, trudge—
She slowly moved down the stairs from the end of the hallway where she had been called out.

"Sigh......"

As she walked, Shin A-young couldn't help but take a deep breath.

It wasn't particularly because of the confession. Just because of thoughts that naturally came to mind.

...Actually, she wasn't much different.

Following her train of thought, Shin A-young couldn't help but compare herself to the current situation.

"......"

Herself in Jung Jae-hoon's position.
Lee Seung-ho in her position.
Exactly that kind of situation.

*Ah. Damn...*

She shouldn't have thought about it.
Shin A-young's expression hardened. She was unnecessarily becoming anxious about something that might happen in the future.

How to reject a confession. How her confession would be received by the other person—she knew too well.
That's why it was difficult to easily express her feelings.

As this situation repeated, that's how it had become.

*...It's just needless anxiety.*

Shin A-young clenched her fist tightly.

There was no need to think about it, and she had never thought about it before.

She was afraid that someday she would receive the exact same words she had spoken.
That made her anxious no matter what.

* * *

Lunchtime.
I mumbled with my lips as I left the cafeteria. The meat was particularly tough today.

...Anyway, it seems she got rejected.

I looked at Shin A-young's Minime walking ahead.
I thought she seemed in a bad mood today, so that must be why.

"...By the way, what happened with the band club?"

A thought suddenly occurred to me.
I turned my head and asked Ji Nu-ri, who was walking beside me.

"Oh, that?"

Ji Nu-ri answered nonchalantly.

"I decided to try joining for a bit."
"Really?"
"Yeah, for about a month? If it's good, I'll continue. If not, I'll quit."

If it works, it works; if not, then not. A very cool attitude.

"I see."

I nodded. If that's what she wanted to do, I could only support her.

"Why, are you worried?"

Ji Nu-ri smirked.

"Of course I am."

I answered honestly.

"...Huh? What?"

Ji Nu-ri's expression turned blank.

"I'm worried you might cause trouble because you're so absentminded."
"......"
"Ah, do they not have snacks like we do? Since you're a senior, you might steal the kids' snacks—"

Smack, smack–! Ji Nu-ri swung her palm.

"...Ow!"

I got hit for teasing her.

"......"

I rubbed my arm.
This kid hits hard.

"...I'm going to stop by the School Store. Want to come?"

The weather was hot, and after eating, I felt like having something to drink.

Lee Sol skipped lunch today, and Shin A-young had walked ahead.
So I asked Ji Nu-ri, who was the only one left.

"No, I'm going to snack on something at the club room."
"Really?"

Well, there are things to eat in the club room too.
It's just that they don't have what I want.

"Don't eat too much."

Otherwise, there won't be any snacks left for people who come for counseling later.

"Hey, I don't eat that much, you know?"

Ji Nu-ri's eyes narrowed in annoyance.

I left the place as if escaping.

Whoosh—
As I entered the School Store next to the cafeteria, a cool air-conditioned breeze blew.

*Let's see...*

I looked around the store and picked up a peach juice.
Nothing beats this for cleansing the palate.
It's cheap too. Good amount and tastes nice.

Thinking I should pick something else as well, I continued looking around—

"Oh, what?"

Along with a faint Noise, a surprised voice was heard.
More precisely, a voice pretending to be surprised.

"......"

As I slowly turned around, Jung Jae-hoon was standing there.

"Well, look at you at the School Store too? What are you buying?"

Jung Jae-hoon spoke to me in a somewhat cheerful tone. Strangely friendly attitude.
It seemed unnatural for someone who had just been rejected.

"Hello."

I greeted him naturally as he approached.
While doing so, I rolled my eyes to look around. I searched for his Minime.

Ah, there it is.

The Minime was perched on his shoulder. Its expression wasn't particularly bright.
So there was indeed a reason why he came looking for me.

"Wow, you've grown a lot taller?"

Jung Jae-hoon approached with natural steps. He made a fuss about how different I looked from when we first met.

"Thank you."

I continued the conversation appropriately. I wondered why the sudden compliment.

"Have you been working out hard lately?"
"Sort of."

I answered while still looking around the shelves.

I wonder if we have this snack in the club room. It makes me think a bit.

"Seung-ho, you......"

As I was doing that, Jung Jae-hoon quietly opened his mouth.

"Do you have a girlfriend?"
"No, I don't."
"Anyone you like?"
"...Why?"

I turned my gaze toward him.

"No. It's nothing else."

Jung Jae-hoon gave a subtle smile.

"Want me to set you up?"

Then he tapped on his phone screen.

"I know this girl. She's pretty nice."

He held the screen toward me. An Instagram post was displayed.
Not someone I knew. Probably a third-year female student.

"What do you think? She's good, right?"
"...Why the sudden matchmaking?"
"There are quite a few girls interested in you lately. Didn't you know?"
"......"

I examined his Minime.
I couldn't tell if that was true or a lie.

— "---------"

That's because his thoughts were obscured by Noise.
It's not helpful at times like this.

"I appreciate it, but you don't have to do that."

I looked down at it and pushed the phone back.

"...You don't like her? Should I introduce you to someone else?"

I couldn't read his thoughts.
But his actions clearly revealed his intentions.

I didn't particularly want to get involved in that.

"I'm self-proclaimed narcissistic, so I'm good on the matchmaking."

I made up an excuse.

"...Really?"

Jung Jae-hoon nodded lightly.

"Alright then. Let me know if you change your mind."
"......"

I didn't bother to answer that question.
Because it probably wouldn't happen.

Jung Jae-hoon left the School Store. He had nothing in his hands.

— "Hmm... so Seung-ho is self-proclaimed narcissistic too...?"

Just as I was about to move to the counter, a voice from behind made me stop in my tracks.

What's that?

"......"

I tilted my head slightly backward.

Flutter, flutter-
Short limbs sticking out from behind the shelf corner.
That movement caught my eye.

"Uh......"

That's Ji Nu-ri.

Looking again, it was indeed her.
I thought it was someone I recognized—it was her Minime.

Setting aside why she was here.

"......"

I moved my steps toward her. I walked straight up to her.
I approached Ji Nu-ri, who was behind the shelf.

"Hey, when did you get here? Didn't you say you were going to eat at the club room?"

At that question, Ji Nu-ri's eyebrows shot up.

"Ah......"

A short breath spread quietly.
Then her expression quickly returned to normal. She turned her gaze forward again.

"No, well... there were no drinks in the club room. I came to buy something to drink to cleanse my palate."

Ji Nu-ri replied in a calm tone.
She yanked open the refrigerator door.

"The club room fridge is small, so things run out quickly."

Then she squatted down and picked up two drinks from the bottom of the refrigerator.
She seemed to be contemplating which one to drink.
At least on the surface.

— "...Rejecting matchmaking too...."

A quietly muttering voice.

— "Is he more serious about me than I thought...?"

No raised corner of the lips. No usual proud attitude either.
The Minime just muttered with a calm expression.

"......"

I blinked. I was a bit surprised by the reaction that was different from usual.

"Hey, aren't you going to pay?"
"Ah, yes, I should go."

I came to my senses at Ji Nu-ri's call.

Our eyes met briefly.

— "Hmph."

Soon the Minime's nose rose high. She let out a proud laugh.

"......"

Seeing that, I inwardly let out a sigh.

Yes, this is the usual Ji Nu-ri.
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I've carefully analyzed the text and will now provide a natural English translation that follows the glossary and style guidelines.

* * *

The Counseling Club Room. It was unusually quiet inside.
Shin A-young, sitting still on the sofa, looked up at the rustling noise.
Lee Sol, who had been dozing until just now, slowly raised herself up.

"Hmm...? Where's Nu-ri?"

Lee Sol spoke drowsily, rubbing her eyes and stretching her body.

"Nu-ri?"
"Yeah. She was here just now."

Shin A-young tilted her head at the sudden question.
She came and left right away. I guess you were too sleepy to notice.

"She said she was going to the School Store."
"Oh, really...?"

Lee Sol nodded slowly at Shin A-young's words.

"I see."

Shin A-young quietly got up.
Thinking she might eat something, she looked through the snack drawer.

"Something..."

There's plenty of food, but nothing I want to eat.
Everything feels too heavy to eat after a meal.
Is there anything bite-sized? While rummaging through the snacks...

"..."

Clunk- her hand stopped.

Ah, here I go again.

Squeeze.
Shin A-young's fingertips curled inward.
Maybe because she'd just witnessed someone's confession. The scene kept flashing through her mind.

She couldn't help but put herself in that situation.
What would she do if it happened to her? Her expression hardened at the anxiety that crept in.

She didn't want to be rejected by Lee Seung-ho.
If she were rejected...

"Ugh."

Just thinking about it made her heart feel compressed.
Did everyone she'd rejected feel this way? She felt a bit sorry for them.

Shin A-young firmly steeled herself.

*There's only one way forward.*

To advance her relationship with Lee Seung-ho.
It was an intuitive and simple approach. Difficult, yes, but there was no other path.

"..."

Shin A-young put down the snack and returned to the sofa.
The biggest problem in this situation was, without a doubt, one person.

"Hmm hmm..."

The person right in front of her.
That small girl humming softly and rolling around on the sofa.
As she watched her, Lee Sol turned her gaze toward her as well.

Lee Sol's lips slowly parted.

"A-young, you..."

A soft, flowing question followed her humming.

"You got confessed to by that Senior today, right?"

Freeze—
Shin A-young briefly halted at the question.
It was sudden and difficult to answer.

"..."

After a moment of silence, Lee Sol spoke first.

"Looks like you rejected him."
"Mmm... yeah, that's right."

She nodded slightly.

"Hmm."

Lee Sol let out a small nasal sound. Her reaction was nonchalant.
She didn't seem particularly disappointed, just naturally accepting the fact.
It was an indifferent response.

Then.

"That Senior asked me to help him confess to you."

She dropped that comment.

"..."

For the second time.
Confusion crossed her face again.

Shin A-young shook her head slightly to clear her mind and asked:

"...Really?"
"Yeah."

A short answer.
It was clear how she had responded.

"You refused."
"Yeah."

Another short answer.
Watching Lee Sol nod slightly, Shin A-young felt somewhat confused.

"...Why?"

That question came to mind.
Why would Lee Sol refuse? It seemed strange.
Honestly, it wouldn't have been odd if she had accepted.

"It seemed unnecessary."

That was her answer to the question.

"Unnecessary?"
"Yeah, why would I need to do that?"
"..."

Shin A-young immediately understood what she meant.
She wasn't desperate enough to go that far. She wasn't cornered.
She was fine without doing that.

"...Why."

Those words flowed from Lee Sol's small lips.
She straightened her upper body. Her head tilted slightly to the side.

"Not confident?"

And then.
A faint curve appeared at the corner of her mouth. It was clearly a provocation.

*I am confident, though.*

Somehow, she felt like she could hear those unspoken words.

"Ha..."

Shin A-young raised a helpless smile.

*This is why.*

This is why she was wary.

Despite her usually languid nature.
The moment she decided something needed to be done, there was no more hesitation.

She does what she sets her mind to.
That was Lee Sol's greatest strength.

"...No?"

Shin A-young raised her voice unnecessarily.
She could win fair and square. That baseless confidence rose within her.

Even knowing it was a provocation, it was one she couldn't ignore.

* * *

"Unnie, I'm back~"

Ji Nu-ri flung open the club room door and stepped inside. I followed behind her.

"Huh?"

Ji Nu-ri looked around the room.

"Where's Min-ji Unnie? Not here yet?"
"What are you talking about? She went to study with the President. For the college entrance exam."

I replied while placing a bag on the table.

"Ah..."

Ji Nu-ri let out a sigh.

"She probably won't come to the club room much anymore."
"...It's really just us now, huh."

The reality that the college entrance exam was approaching seemed to be sinking in. Ji Nu-ri's expression became somewhat subtle.

— "The club room already feels empty."

Ji Nu-ri had become sentimental early about the fact that two members would soon graduate.
Graduation was in February, so it was roughly half a year away.

But we had more immediate concerns to worry about.

"Anyway."

I sat down at the President's desk, which was currently empty.

"What should we do for the Arts Festival?"

We needed to decide soon.

This would be the first event we'd have to manage without the seniors.
In middle school, events weren't a big deal.
This was the first time we'd have such responsibility.

Because of that, I didn't want to just get through it carelessly.

"Hmm..."

Ji Nu-ri plopped down on the sofa and asked:

"Are there any rules for that? I can't remember clearly since it was a year ago."
"Not exactly rules, but..."

There were implicit expectations.

"Since it's a club activity, we should probably do something that fits our club."

Just like how the band club performs music and the drama club puts on plays. Generally, clubs stayed within their themes.

"Something that fits the Counseling Club..."

Lee Sol's voice spread softly. Everyone fell into contemplation.

"...What represents the Counseling Club?"

I muttered, and Ji Nu-ri, Lee Sol, and Shin A-young's inner thoughts burst out simultaneously.

— "Snacks?"
— "...Board games."
— "I can only think of things we do for fun..."

None of these had anything to do with counseling.
Well, that's the kind of club we are, so I couldn't really deny it.

"It's hard to decide..."
"Yeah..."

Ji Nu-ri and Lee Sol groaned.

"Ah."

Ji Nu-ri's voice grew louder, as if she'd had an idea.

"How about 'Beat Lee Seung-ho'? Something like that?"
"...Me?"

I looked at Ji Nu-ri with questioning eyes.
Why am I suddenly being brought into this? What is she trying to say now?

"You're really good at board games."
"..."
"Something that ends quickly. Hmm... Oh, right. Like Indian Poker."
"...Indian Poker?"

Lee Sol tilted her head. Her expression asked what kind of game that was.

"You know, the game where you stick cards on your forehead and compete to see who has the higher number."
"Oh, that one."

Lee Sol nodded. Ji Nu-ri continued:

"We charge a thousand won entry fee, and if they win, they get a ten thousand won prize."
"...But isn't that relying too much on luck?"

Lee Sol seemed worried that the club might lose all its money.

"...What are you talking about? Of course we'd secretly help from behind."

Ji Nu-ri shook her head.

"Are you trying to run an honest business or something?"
"..."

Lee Sol's eyes rolled around. She gave Ji Nu-ri a peculiar look.

I moved on to the next topic.

"Let's put that on hold."
"Huh? Isn't it a good idea?"

Ji Nu-ri raised her voice, surprised at the rejection.
We should hear other opinions too.
Besides, I'd have to keep working in that setup.

"Or... how about simply opening a snack stand?"

Shin A-young offered her opinion.
It was a safe suggestion.
Safe, but...

"Wouldn't cooking be difficult?"
"We could borrow the cooking room."
"Other students will want to borrow it too."
"Ah..."

Opening a snack stand was the simplest and most obvious idea.
But last year, competition for the cooking room was fierce. This year would be no different.

"I don't think the teachers will allow us to use fire outside the cooking room."
"Hmm..."

After a brief moment of thought, Shin A-young came up with another alternative.

"Then, we could sell pre-packaged snacks."

"We could prepare them in advance. Just put some snacks in cups and sell them."
"And charge way more than they cost."

Ji Nu-ri added her opinion, saying it was a good idea. She laughed and gave a thumbs up.

"..."
"..."

Weary gazes. Shin A-young and I simultaneously looked at Ji Nu-ri. We were speechless.

"What? Everyone does business like this at events!"
"This is a school event..."

It's not a university or local festival. That really feels like we're just trying to make money.
More importantly, the teachers would probably shut it down.

— "Come on, why else would you do business if not to make money—"

Ji Nu-ri's inner voice started complaining that we were being too picky with her.

"What about you, Lee Sol?"
"...How about doing both?"
"Both?"
"Yeah."

Lee Sol nodded.

"Sell snacks and do board games."

She said that would be most fitting for the Counseling Club.

"I guess so."

Board games and snacks.
Now that I hear it, it does sound right.
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The sound of soft admiration escaped Ji Nu-ri's lips as she surveyed the room. "Wow..."

She was impressed by how spacious the place was—more than she had expected.

"Is this the club room?"
"Yes, we got permission to use one of the spare practice rooms."

Ha Seo-rim nodded as she followed her in. She carefully set down the case she'd brought along and pulled out a sky-blue bass guitar. The other two band members were also busy setting up their instruments.

"Slurp."

Meanwhile, Ji Nu-ri was sipping on an apple juice pack while busily looking around the room.

"Oh, these speakers aren't bad."

She leaned forward, examining the speakers closely.

"...Um."

Ha Seo-rim finished tuning her bass and glanced around uncertainly. Should she wait?

"...Since this is our first time playing together, should we take it slow?"

At those words, Ji Nu-ri quickly sucked down the rest of her juice pack.

"No, no, let's jump right in."

Ji Nu-ri promptly picked up her guitar.
Tap-tap-tap-tap!
As the drummer counted them in, her playful smile gradually faded.

Soon, a serious expression took over her face.

...

Wooooong—

"Phew..."

Ji Nu-ri exhaled softly, her long fingers sliding across the strings. The final notes of their session gradually faded away as the volume diminished.

She caught her breath. Her dark brown hair was damp with sweat, sticking to her face.

"..."

Ha Seo-rim watched her while wiping her own sweat with a handkerchief.

She really is good.
The honest admiration surfaced naturally. Ji Nu-ri truly shined when playing an instrument.

Gulp, gulp—

"Ahh!"
"..."

Ha Seo-rim watched as Ji Nu-ri drank deeply from her water bottle.
After a moment of hesitation, she spoke up.

"Nuri Unnie."
"Yeah?"

Ji Nu-ri turned her head. Her eyes, still sharp from performing, looked back at Ha Seo-rim.
Ha Seo-rim flinched slightly. She still wasn't used to that intensity.
Perhaps because of this, she asked her question with even more nervousness.

"Um... would you like to perform with us at the Arts Festival?"
"Us?"
"Yes, I think we could do well with a couple of songs."

It's possible.
Ha Seo-rim genuinely believed this. Even though they hadn't practiced together much, she felt they matched well with Ji Nu-ri's playing.
More accurately, Ji Nu-ri was good at adapting to them.

She had already discussed this with the other club members—asking if they'd be interested in performing at the Arts Festival.

"That's a bit..."

Ji Nu-ri fell into brief contemplation, her expression suggesting she wasn't particularly keen on the idea.
Ha Seo-rim quickly pressed her case.

"I was thinking of these two songs."

She tapped on her phone and showed it to Ji Nu-ri.
Songs that she thought might suit Ji Nu-ri's taste.
They were pop rock genre music.

"...Oh, they're normal?"

Ji Nu-ri muttered quietly as she looked at them.
Having been playing only anime songs lately, she had naturally assumed they'd be performing something in that genre.

"Pardon?"

Ha Seo-rim, unaware of this context, could only tilt her head in confusion.

Normal?
She wasn't sure what Ji Nu-ri meant by "normal." Did she mean the songs were too simple?
Well, they weren't particularly difficult pieces.

"Yes, they're pretty standard."

Ha Seo-rim agreed.

"...Hmm."

Ji Nu-ri rolled her eyes as if considering something.
Finally, she tilted the corner of her mouth into a crooked smile. It was a smile with a hint of mischief.

"Alright. Let's do it."

Ji Nu-ri accepted casually. Unlike her hesitation moments ago, it was a refreshingly positive response.

"Practice is over anyway. To celebrate our first session, want to grab something to eat? My treat at the School Store."
"Oh—!"

The others responded enthusiastically to Ji Nu-ri's suggestion.

Ha Seo-rim silently followed along.
She's a good person, different from my first impression.
She often heard similar things about herself—that she looked prickly.

But with Ji Nu-ri, it felt somewhat different.
Like her exterior and interior were operating separately.

"..."

That's why Ha Seo-rim was curious about Ji Nu-ri.
Especially now that they were in the same band.
She carefully opened her mouth.

"...How did you end up joining the Counseling Club, Nuri Unnie?"
"Huh?"

Ji Nu-ri looked up from her food with a questioning expression.

"You were in the band club before, right?"
"Oh, that...?"
"If it's uncomfortable to talk about—"
"No, it's not really like that. There were some complicated issues, though."

Ji Nu-ri chuckled, saying it was funny to think about now.

"Everything's resolved now. Hmm, as for why I left the band club and joined the Counseling Club..."

She twisted open a bottle cap and continued.

"A close friend of mine was in the Counseling Club, so I jumped right in. I didn't have anywhere else to go anyway."

A close friend.

"You mean Lee Seung-ho Senior...?"
"Huh?"

Ji Nu-ri shrugged.

"We weren't that close back then. Just classmates."

So they became closer since then?

"...Do you find anything particularly uncomfortable there?"
"Uncomfortable? Not really?"

Ji Nu-ri tilted her head, puzzled.

"A-young takes really good care of everyone, and Sol is super cute."

Ji Nu-ri grinned.

"Seung-ho is really perceptive. He's always one step ahead, taking care of things."
"Ah..."

Ha Seo-rim nodded in understanding.
She knew what Ji Nu-ri meant.
She'd experienced something similar a few times at her part-time job.

Anyway, it was good that there were no problems.

"...?"

Ji Nu-ri tilted her head, watching Ha Seo-rim's reaction.

She thought they were just middle school seniors and juniors who knew each other by face.
Yet Ha Seo-rim seemed to empathize as if she was quite familiar with the situation.

That made Ji Nu-ri wonder.

* * *

In the Counseling Club room.
In the midst of time flowing as usual, Ji Nu-ri suddenly brought it up.

"Performance?"

I raised a questioning eyebrow.

"Yeah."
"You?"

My eyes narrowed slightly.
Hadn't she made a huge fuss about being embarrassed during the last event?

"No, that time...!"

Realizing what my look meant, Ji Nu-ri whispered with a reddening face.
She tapped my shoulder repeatedly.

"...What?"

Blink, blink. Lee Sol's gaze moved quietly between the two of us.
Ji Nu-ri let out an awkward laugh and changed the subject.

"...It's nothing."
"Hmm."
"Right?"

Ji Nu-ri nudged me with her elbow. A signal to agree with her.
I just stood there silently, giving off the impression that I truly knew nothing.

"..."

Lee Sol flopped back onto the sofa.

— "I wonder if something happened between those two..."

Her Minime collapsed face-down.
Her suspicion still hadn't faded.

"Ahem. Anyway, you'll be surprised when you see it."

Ji Nu-ri cleared her throat.

— "I can't wait to see what kind of expression you'll make."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime shrugged excitedly.
She seemed to be looking forward to that moment already.

I observed this quietly before asking.

"Do you have time to practice?"
"It's fine. If we just match our rhythm a bit more, I think we'll be good enough to go on stage."
"Is that so?"

I'm completely ignorant about music, so I just went along with it.
It's not like we're taking an exam or getting a reward for participating. We're just going out there to have fun.
Whether we do well or not doesn't really matter.

"Oh right. We should prepare too."

I stood up. I was referring to preparations for the Arts Festival.
Not that there's much to prepare, but there's a big difference between practicing once and not practicing at all.

"Let's just try the board game once."

We all moved to our positions.
Shin A-young naturally took on the role of the guest, and I sat facing her.

Tap-tap-tap-tap—

I shuffled the cards. After dealing two cards each, I placed one on my forehead.
And then—

— "It's a 5."

I could hear the Minime's voice in real-time, but right now I needed to use the trick.
I shifted my gaze behind Shin A-young.

"What was the trick again?"

At my question, Ji Nu-ri trotted over.
She stopped slightly behind Shin A-young, at a distance.

"When the game starts, you stand here naturally, then peek at the card from behind."

Ji Nu-ri leaned forward, demonstrating by glancing at Shin A-young's card.

"Then you give the signal."
"...How do we signal?"
"If the card is number 1, you blink your left eye once."

Ji Nu-ri demonstrated by moving her eyelid up and down.

"Now."

She gestured for us to try it, as if pushing with her palm.
Lee Sol was the helper.

"...Ugh."

Lee Sol tried to blink one eye but struggled, her eyelid trembling.

Blink—!
Despite her efforts, she ended up squeezing both eyes shut.

Some people just can't wink.

"..."

Shin A-young rose slightly from her seat and asked.

"...Should I do it?"
"Yeah, that might be better."

I nodded slightly.
The helpers switched. Lee Sol now sat across from me.
She looked a bit sulky.

"For number 2, blink twice."

Shin A-young blinked her eyes twice.

"Hmm."

I nodded.
Good. With this—

"...Wait, what about number 10?"

I stopped as I realized the problem with this trick.
I looked up.

Shin A-young was clenching her fist, desperately trying to wink rapidly.

— "Hnnnng...!"

Her Minime's facial muscles trembled.
She had done well up to 5, but after that, her eyelid was trembling so much she couldn't keep count.

The higher the number, the harder it became.

"Hey, this isn't going to work."

I put the cards back down.

"Hmm."

Ji Nu-ri let out a short groan as she watched.

"...What about using hand signals like in baseball?"

Shin A-young suggested while rubbing her eyes.
I asked while organizing the cards.

"Baseball?"
"Yeah, like touching your left ear for number 1, right ear for number 2... something like that?"
"Oh? That's not bad."

It was genuinely not a bad idea.
This way, we could communicate naturally while acting, and even represent higher numbers easily.

— "Hmph."

Shin A-young's Minime raised the corners of her mouth proudly.

— "...You're only being difficult with me."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime stuck out her lower lip.

...Well, she could have offered a better suggestion herself.









Ch.99 - Art Festival (3)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will now provide the translation following all guidelines.

* * *

After finishing her elective class, Shin A-young left the classroom and strolled down the hallway, fanning herself.

*Whew...*

Perhaps it was a late heat wave. Despite being well into autumn, there was no way she could switch to her fall uniform yet.
The weather was so unpredictable that she had even unbuttoned her shirt collar, something she rarely did.

*Maybe I should stop by the club room and sneak an ice cream...*

The thought seriously crossed her mind.
The School Store would be crowded, and it might be too late to go there now anyway.

*Oh.*

As she entered the bathroom, she noticed a female Senior from the Drama Club.
Shin A-young bowed her head politely.

"Hello—"

As the Senior turned around and shook water from her hands, a few droplets splashed onto Shin A-young's face. It felt unpleasantly refreshing.
The Senior pretended not to notice her, chatting animatedly with her friends as they left.

She might have genuinely not seen her, but...
Shin A-young could instinctively tell it was deliberate.
It was that subtle atmosphere that only girls could sense.

There was a likely reason for it.

*That Senior seems to have feelings for Jung Jae-hoon...*

She must have fallen out of favor.

"..."

She tried to get used to such looks, but it was impossible not to feel bad about it.

*Does she think I enjoy rejecting people?*

This wasn't a situation she wanted either. No one seemed to care about her position—being called out during every break time, agonizing over how to reject someone with minimal hurt.

There were confessions she'd like to accept.

...If Lee Seung-ho were to confess to her.

"...Mmph."

She bit her lip as her breath quickened.

It was just a fantasy in her head.
But Shin A-young felt herself getting excited just thinking about it.

*Ah.*

It was Lee Seung-ho.

She spotted his back at the end of the hallway. Was he returning to the classroom after a moving class?

Shin A-young quickly approached him.

"..."

Perhaps because they were on a different floor, there was no one she knew around. Only first-year students.
As long as they didn't make a scene, it was practically like being alone together.

"...Hmm."

A ticklish mischief slowly raised its head.

If she sneaked up and surprised him, how would Lee Seung-ho react?
He might grumble or laugh it off.
Either way, Shin A-young wanted his attention. Even for a brief moment, she wanted to be the sole focus of his gaze.

Tiptoeing—

Shin A-young carefully moved behind him. She raised her heels slightly, approaching quickly and stealthily.

Just as she was about to tap his shoulder and raise her voice—

"Waa—"
"Waah!"

Lee Seung-ho whirled around and shouted.

Hiccup!
Shin A-young's shoulders jumped up. Her youthful voice rang out.

"H-huh..."

Shin A-young clutched her chest and took a deep breath.
Her eyes trembled.

She was genuinely startled.
It was an unexpected counterattack. Her heart was pounding.
Her eyelashes fluttered nervously.

"..."

But she felt another kind of pounding beneath it all.

"W-what? How did you know?"

Shin A-young asked with a grin as she tried to calm her breathing.

"I could hear you walking. Plus, I saw your reflection in the window."

Lee Seung-ho replied with a casual nod.
She thought she'd been walking quietly, but apparently he'd heard everything.

"Coming back from your moving class?"
"Yeah."

Shin A-young naturally fell into step beside Lee Seung-ho.

She nudged his side playfully.

"Want to duo after a long time?"
"Duo? League?"
"Mm-hmm."

She nodded enthusiastically.
Come to think of it, it had been quite a while since they'd played together.

"Hmm..."

Lee Seung-ho seemed to be considering it.

"Just play with me once. Please?"

Shin A-young looked at him pleadingly, raising her index finger and opening her eyes wide.

"If not now, then when? Exam period is coming up soon, and we won't have time to play."
"That's true."

Lee Seung-ho nodded in agreement. Shin A-young's face brightened.

"After we finish?"
"Yeah. Right after."
"Okay."

Seeing Lee Seung-ho nod and agree to a few quick games, Shin A-young let out a pleased chuckle.

"You'll be surprised by my skills! I watched some new stuff on YouTube."
"...You're not going to try something weird again, are you?"
"This time it's really good, I promise!"
"Last time—"
"No, no! That was just practice...!"

Shin A-young chatted with Lee Seung-ho, her lips curling upward. Even when she tried not to be conscious of it, it happened naturally.

In fact, she didn't even realize her lips were curved up until she saw her reflection in the glass.

These moments were truly the best.

* * *

After all classes ended, after-school time arrived.

Scratch, scratch—
The sound of writing quietly filled the club room. I was teaching Lee Sol in preparation for the exams.
It was earlier than usual, but Lee Sol had asked me first.

— "So if you substitute this formula here..."

Lee Sol's Minime was struggling, scribbling with a pencil.

"Rather than calculating it that way, there's a better approach for that part."

I monitored Lee Sol's solution process in real-time and suggested a better direction.

"Like this?"
"Yes, exactly like that."

Lee Sol straightened her back proudly, raising her nose.

Meanwhile, the other two had slightly different expressions.
Perhaps it was because they had unintentionally started studying early due to the atmosphere.

— "This is so boring..."
— "This is so boring..."

The two Minimes swayed weakly with their arms around each other's shoulders.
It was an uncommon sight.

Minimes usually act independently, but when their thoughts overlap, they sometimes move together like this.
It just shows how boring they find studying.

— "Ugh... when will club activities end..."

Shin A-young was enduring, desperately waiting for the PC room visit.

— "I should have just said I was practicing..."

Ji Nu-ri regretted skipping band practice to hang out.

— "Hmm..."

Shin A-young's Minime quietly watched me teaching Lee Sol.
I could feel that gaze.

— "I can't pretend not to know something I actually know..."

Perhaps she couldn't bring herself to disturb someone who was studying hard.

— "Oh, I really don't know how to solve this one!"

Shin A-young, flipping through the test papers, found a difficult problem.
She approached me with a smile, having found a good excuse.

"Seung-ho, do you know how to solve this?"

I looked down at the problem Shin A-young held out.
At first, I tried to solve it, but...

"...That's tough. I really don't know."

There was no way I could easily solve a problem that even Shin A-young found difficult.
Shin A-young returned to her seat, looking dejected.

— "Oh right, I need to mention that..."

Lee Sol's Minime's eyes widened.
As if remembering something forgotten, she jumped up from her seat.

"Seung-ho."

She tugged at my collar insistently.
A voice calling me with a drawn-out tone.
When I turned toward the voice, Lee Sol had quietly moved next to me.

"Is there something you don't understand?"
"Nnn-no. It's not that—"

Lee Sol shook her head.

"That... appointment. The one I mentioned before."
"Oh, the appointment with your mom?"

There was only one appointment I could think of—the meeting Lee Sol's mother had requested.

"..."

For some reason, Lee Sol's shoulders twitched slightly at those words.

— "Mother..."

The Minime blushed slightly.
She stroked her chin, finding the word pleasant.

— "Mother..."

Shin A-young's Minime, who was listening to the conversation, murmured the word in a slightly different tone.

— "...I'm jealous you get to eat good food."

Ji Nu-ri wasn't interested.
She just expressed envy. She was simply envious.

"Hmm."

I cleared my throat softly before speaking.

"Anyway, why do you ask...?"
"We've been postponing it for a while now."
"Ah, that's right."

I nodded.
We were supposed to meet during the vacation, but when her mother suddenly had a schedule conflict and it was pushed back once...
After that, it kept getting delayed until school started again.

Since then, our schedules just didn't match up.
Lee Sol's mother had work, and I was going back and forth between school and my part-time job.

"Would next Thursday work for you?"
"Next week, right after the Arts Festival?"
"Yeah, Mom said she's available then."
"Let me check..."

I opened my phone. I needed to make sure I didn't have a shift scheduled.

— "..."

Lee Sol's Minime swallowed nervously. She crawled onto my shoulder and looked down at my phone with a tense expression.
Not that she could see anything if her main body couldn't.

"Yeah, that works for me."

I nodded as I flipped through my phone. Looking at my schedule, it wasn't a day I had to work.
— "!"

The Minime's expression brightened.

"...Okay. I'll let Mom know."

Lee Sol smiled brightly, then plopped down in the seat next to me.

— "Setting up an appointment like this... makes me nervous somehow..."

I rested my chin on my hand, agreeing with Lee Sol's Minime's quiet comment.

That's true.
Now that a specific date was set, I felt a bit fluttery too.





Ch.100 - Art Festival (4)
* * *

"Phew..."

A rough breath escapes me. I was doing push-ups in my room.
Since I haven't been able to go to the gym lately, I figured I should at least exercise at home.

"Phew..."

It's just bodyweight training, but I'm feeling the burn. Not bad for when I don't have much time.
Just a few more sets and—

"Op—"

Bang—!
The door swings open and smacks right into my head.
I grab my crown and roll backward.

Of all times, the door opened right when I was positioned in front of it.

"Oh."

Lee Seung-ah lets out a surprised sound. She looks down at me, frozen in an awkward position with the door half-pushed.
She looks me over, checking if I'm okay.

"Um... are you... alright?"
"Ssss..."

The throbbing pain on my scalp makes my mouth clamp shut.
I look up at Seung-ah with sharp eyes.

"...Hey. Knock before you come in."
"...Um, sorry."

Seung-ah rolls her eyes around.

— "I mean... who would've thought someone would be exercising right there..."

Her Minime puffs her cheeks. Upset at being scolded, her lips are pouting several inches out.

If I keep scolding her, she'll just get sulky. Such a troublesome younger sister.
I take a small breath to calm myself and ask why she's here.

"What is it?"
"...Mom told me to bring this to you."

Seung-ah holds out a plate of fruit.

"Oh, thanks."

I take it and place it on my desk. I'll eat it later after I finish what I was doing.

That seems to be all she came for. Seung-ah turns to leave.

"Oh, and."

She suddenly stops in her tracks.
I look at her with curiosity.

"I'm coming to the festival at Oppa's school tomorrow, okay?"

What a one-sided declaration.
I tilt my chin.

"? How will you get in?"
"Outside visitors can enter from 4 PM."
"Oh, really?"
"Yeah."

Seung-ah nods.

— "It's his own school festival and he doesn't even know?"

Her Minime snickers mockingly.

Well, I could not know that.

"...But is there anything worth seeing when you come?"
"Nu-ri Unnie said she's performing then and told me to come."
"Ah—"

So that's why she suddenly wants to come.
Ji Nu-ri must have mentioned it first.

"......"

I nod.
It doesn't really matter. Whether Seung-ah comes or not. If she wants to, she can. No reason to stop her.

"...But aren't you preparing for entrance exams?"

I was curious about this though.
She's a middle schooler, but still in her third year.

It's September now, so she'll be a high school freshman in just a few months. Since she's into art too, this should be a busy time for entrance exam preparation.

"If I can't pass because I took one day off, I would've failed a long time ago."

Seung-ah speaks in a calm tone. She doesn't seem worried at all.
She leans against the doorframe with a confident posture.

"......"

She has a point.
I nod in understanding.

— "It might have been fun to show up without telling him..."

Her Minime tilts her head with folded arms.
At least she told me.

"Anyway, just so you know."
— "Oh, I shouldn't tell the unnies."

With those words, Seung-ah returns to the living room.

Seems like she wants to surprise them.
I wondered if I should tell them... but it would be more fun this way.

Seung-ah and I match well in this kind of thinking.

* * *

"......"

I arrived at school early.

From the hallway, I could see others bustling about.
Of course, only first and second-year students. Third-years didn't come to school today.

Apparently, there were complaints last year when they made them study in classrooms. This year, they changed it so students could study at home.

"I wonder if everyone's here."

Thinking this, I opened the door to the club room.

"This is so goo—"

I see Lee Sol with her cheeks puffed out.
She's holding a bowl of popcorn.
Seems like she was tasting it.

In that state, our eyes met.

"......"

Sol quickly turned her head, chewed what was in her mouth, and swallowed it.

"...Oh, you're here?"

She tapped her lips with her hoodie sleeve, trying to move past the situation.

"...You're preparing early?"

I went along with it and walked inside.

Everyone came early.

Popping popcorn.
It's a microwave product sold at convenience stores. One bag makes enough to fill several bowls.
Good value for money.

[Win a 10,000 won gift card for just 1,000 won.]

A sign made by taping A4 papers together. We put it up in front of the counseling room.
With that, preparations were complete.

And after setting up floor desks and cushions in front of the Counseling Club room, everything was ready.
The reason for floor desks is that it makes it easier to secretly peek at cards from behind.

The event starts at 9 AM, so we just need to wait a bit.

...

After a short wait, the event began.
Students started wandering around, some just looking, others buying and eating food.

"......"
— "What's this...?"

A female student peeks at the Counseling Club.
She looks around curiously, interested because it says "game."

"Would you like to try?"

At my question, she cautiously approaches the desk.
Our first customer has arrived.

"The entry fee is 1,000 won, and if you win at Indian Poker, we'll exchange it for a 10,000 won gift card."

Since she wasn't someone I knew, I spoke as gently as possible.

She handed over 1,000 won decisively, thinking she'd give it just one try.
I took it and continued.

"Do you know the rules? Or would you like me to explain?"
"...Just once, please."
"Then I'll explain as we play."

I placed coins on the desk and began explaining.

"Here, you start with 10 coins."

I took 10 of them and handed them to her.

"When the game starts, we each get 2 cards."

I shuffled the cards and dealt two to her and two to myself.

"Place one against your forehead so you can't see it. Look at the other one yourself."

— "Like this...?"

She awkwardly followed my actions.

"For each round, you must put one coin in as an entry fee."
"Like this?"
"Yes."

I also placed one coin on the desk.
She follows along well.

"If you think the sum of your cards is lower than your opponent's, you can 'die' – that is, forfeit the coins you've bet and move on to the next game."

I added a tip that it's better to give up quickly if you have a bad hand.
I glanced at my card and said:

"I'll bet one more. Do you want to fold?"
"I'll match it."

Now there are 4 coins on the table.
We each bet 2.

"When the same number of coins are bet, we show our cards and..."

I put down the card from my forehead and showed the one in my hand.
The sum of her numbers is higher.

"The person with the higher sum takes all the coins."

I pushed all the coins toward her.

Now I have 8 coins and she has 12. She looked down at them with a slight smirk.

"We repeat the game, and if your coins reach 0, you lose. Understand?"
"Yes—"

She nodded lightly.
Having won the first round, she started the game with confidence.

"Then, let's go to the next round."

I shuffled the cards and quickly glanced around.

— "Let's see... she got a 6, so..."

I could faintly hear Sol's Minime, who was naturally hiding among the crowd.
I put my hand on my left cheek, making a small signal in that direction.
Sol, being shorter and less noticeable, was in charge of signals.

— "Hmm, this is tricky... should I bet? Or not?"

The girl in front of me fell into contemplation.
My number is higher, so it would be troublesome if she folded.

"I'll just add one coin."

I took a passive stance and invested minimally.

— "Seems lower than expected."

The Minime in front of me muttered.

"I'll add two."

She thought it was fine and added more coins.

"I'll go with three."

I added more coins on top of that.
At the suddenly increased stakes, she briefly hesitated.

— "...I can match it just once more."

Perhaps regretting the money already bet, she followed along.
The result was, of course:

"I won."

I swept up the coins.
Her expression stiffened slightly.

— "...I still have coins left, and I can win the next round."

...

"I have 10, and you have a total of 11. That means I win."
"Wow! No way...!"

Her voice rose. She seemed very disappointed to lose by just one number.

— "Nice."

Sol's Minime clenched her fist.
She looked proud, thinking the win was thanks to her.

"......"

The game business continued smoothly like this.
Looking around to see how other places were doing, they seemed to be going well too.

"Here you go. Enjoy~"

Shin A-young sold popcorn with a bright smile.
Business is quite good. Or maybe people were just drawn to see her.

Sol was in charge of signals, A-young was in charge of sales.
And Nu-ri was...

— "Heh... this is why I love doing business!"

Her Minime fluttered a fan of money. Her spirit was no less than a chaebol's daughter.
She smiled broadly while organizing the earnings so far.
It's not even that much money.

'Is she just enjoying the feeling?'

Maybe she should go into business instead of music.
That thought crossed my mind.

"Huh?"

Nu-ri raised her voice and jumped up from her seat.

"Where are you going?"
"Just a sec!"

With quick movements, she darted through the busy crowd.
Then she returned from the far end of the corridor, arm-in-arm with someone.

"Nu-ri Unnie? It's really okay...!"
"Come on, it's fine. It'll just take a moment. I'll grab it quickly."

The person Ji Nu-ri brought was none other than Ha Seo-rim.
Other band members followed behind them.

"Wait here a moment."

Nu-ri said this and went inside the counseling room.

"...Ah, hello."
"Yeah."

She bowed awkwardly.
I nodded to acknowledge her greeting.

— "This is why I didn't want to come...!"

Her Minime stiffened and subtly averted her gaze.

Nu-ri returned quickly as promised.

"Here."

Nu-ri handed Seo-rim some popcorn.

Maybe she wanted to act like a senior. She usually gets treats from Senior Min-ji, so perhaps she learned from that.

"Oh, that's..."
"It's fine— eat comfortably. It's my treat."
"...Thank you. I'll enjoy it."

Seo-rim glanced around nervously before accepting it.
Since things turned out this way, she decided to just eat it.

"While you're here, want to play a game? It's a chance to turn 1,000 won into 10,000."

Nu-ri rubbed her hands together with a slight smile. Just like a merchant's gesture.
She tempts her, saying it'll be fun.

...Was this her plan all along?

"...10,000 won?"

Seo-rim's eyebrows twitched. She looked intrigued.

— "...I'll just listen for a bit."

Was she hooked on the "10,000 won" part?

This one is surprisingly easy to persuade.





Ch.101 - Art Festival (5)
I've carefully analyzed the text and identified all characters, places, and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

* * *

"...Beat the counselor...?"

Ha Seo-rim muttered the name of the game. After reading the instruction sheet on the desk, she tilted her head slightly.

"...But why a game?"

She seemed curious about what connection games had with the Counseling Club.

"What comes to mind when you think of counseling?"

Ji Nu-ri stepped in to explain instead of me.

"...Verbal skills?"

Ha Seo-rim opened her lips after brief consideration.

"No. Counseling means psychology! And psychology means psychological warfare games!"

So that's why the Counseling Club had games.
Ji Nu-ri raised her index finger and declared in a confident tone.
I wasn't sure what kind of logic that was. But anyway, that's what she claimed.

"Ah, I see."

Ha Seo-rim didn't seem interested in understanding it fully and just accepted it.

"If you beat the best game player in our club, you can win a prize."

Ji Nu-ri smiled and patted my shoulder.
Pat, pat—
She was hitting quite hard.

"And if I win, I get a 10,000 won gift card?"
"Yes. The entry fee is 1,000 won per game."

Ji Nu-ri shook the fee container. I could hear the bills rustling inside.
I listened to the crinkling sound with satisfaction.

"But..."

Ha Seo-rim moved her lips as if choosing her words carefully.

"...Is it okay to do this at the festival?"
"Huh? What do you mean?"
"Well, it's just..."

When Ji Nu-ri asked with an innocent expression, Ha Seo-rim seemed at a loss for words.

— *...This is basically gambling.*

Her inner thoughts just muttered with a serious expression.

"It's fine."

I nodded calmly.
There was no need to worry about that. We had already received proper permission from the teacher.
That was the hardest part to get approved.

"We got permission because there's a limit on the number of attempts and gift cards. Each person can only try three times. And only the first five winners can receive gift cards."
"Ah... so it's like a prize draw game?"
"That's right."

I agreed with Ha Seo-rim's assessment. The emphasis was more on the game than the money.

...Of course, it was a game with a bit of trickery involved.

"So, do you guys want to try?"

Ji Nu-ri encouraged the Band Club juniors.

"...I'm good."

Ha Seo-rim shook her head.

— *...There must be some trick to it. Not worth wasting money.*

Ha Seo-rim thought she'd be better off spending that money on cup popcorn sold at the club room.

"...Hmm."

She's not clueless.
As if she knew what trick was involved in the prize game. She realized it wouldn't be easy to win.

But there are people who play even knowing that. Simply for fun.

"I'll play...!"

Ha Seo-rim's Band Club friend stepped forward.
I checked her name tag.
An Bo-ram. I recalled her name from the tag.

"Here."

An Bo-ram handed me a 1,000 won bill.

Seeing this, Ha Seo-rim raised a question.

"You're playing?"
"Why not? It looks fun."
"......"

She had the look of someone watching a friend fall for a scam.
Soon Ha Seo-rim withdrew her gaze and stepped back, letting her friend do as she pleased.

......

"Ahh- this isn't working out."

An Bo-ram sighed with disappointment.
She had used up all three of her chances.
Jin Hyun-woo, the male student from the Band Club, had also lost his money.

— *...As expected. There was a trick.*

Her inner thoughts narrowed her eyes. Ha Seo-rim fixed her gaze on Lee Sol.
Instead of focusing on the game, she kept looking around trying to find the trick. And finally, she found it.

"......"

Ha Seo-rim watched An Bo-ram who was smacking her lips in disappointment, then slowly took a seat.
Swish—
She pushed forward a 1,000 won bill.

"You want to play too?"

I asked while taking it.

"...Just one round."

I nodded and shuffled and distributed the cards.

"......"

Ha Seo-rim pressed the cards to her chest to check the numbers, then placed them face down on the desk again.
It was a quick movement.

— *Huh, what?*

Lee Sol, who couldn't confirm the number, raised her voice in surprise.
Indeed, once you noticed it, it was an easy trick to counter.

I put down my participation coin and asked Ha Seo-rim.

"How many?"
"I'll raise to 3."
"Alright. I'll call."

I put down my cards and fell into thought.

I remember watching a documentary once.
The psychology of games and the reasons for addiction... something with a title like that.

...It said:

First.
At the beginning, let them taste victory repeatedly. Make them enjoy it.

"One, two, three."
"!"

When we revealed our cards, Ha Seo-rim's expression brightened.
The sum of her numbers was higher than mine.

— *As expected, without the trick, my skill shows. If this continues, I'll win easily.*

Ha Seo-rim's inner thoughts raised the corners of her mouth.
First, build up confidence that she can win.

"......"

I watched this and shuffled the cards.

Tap— Tap—

The game continued.
Sometimes I won, sometimes Ha Seo-rim won.

"All in."

After watching for the right timing, I made an aggressive move. I pushed in all my coins.

"I fold."

Ha Seo-rim didn't get stubborn and immediately backed down. Her number wasn't high enough.

We revealed our cards.
Ha Seo-rim's number was actually higher than mine. It was a fake-out.

I quickly snatched up her entry fee.
Ha Seo-rim's eyebrows trembled. Not much, but enough to show she was annoyed.

"......"

The game continued.
The coins were now split 11 to 9.
Almost even, but Ha Seo-rim had 2 more coins.
She was slightly ahead in the situation.

"All in."

I bet all my coins.

"I'll call."

This time Ha Seo-rim followed.

"One, two, three."

We revealed our cards.

"Ugh...!"

Ha Seo-rim's expression hardened.
By a narrow margin, I won. The difference in our totals was only 2.
Since I won an all-in game, the situation reversed instantly.

"I won."

This game ended up as my victory.

If you lose at a moment when you thought you were about to win. When you feel like you could win by a narrow margin.

When you miss victory at that moment.

"......"

Tap—
Another 1,000 won bill came out of Ha Seo-rim's wallet.

"...Just one more round."

...Ah, that feeling of "if I just play one more time, I could win."
That's how you end up wanting to play another round.

"Sure."

I quickly shuffled the cards.

......

"That's the end."
"......"

The second round also ended with my victory.

"...One more round."

Ha Seo-rim was now determined.

"This is the last one."
"Yes, I know."

I distributed the coins and shuffled the cards.

I bet aggressively, wanting to end this quickly.

The remaining coins: Ha Seo-rim 2, me 18.

"......"

In this situation, Ha Seo-rim's expression was stoic.

Resting her chin on her hand, she tapped her index finger repeatedly, as if looking for a way to win despite the situation.

That's how she appeared on the outside.

— *...Two left.*

Her inner voice counted her remaining coins in a gloomy tone.
There was a slight moisture gathering under her eyes.

Ha Seo-rim was surprisingly competitive. Was she upset? Looking closely, her fingertips were white. She was gripping the cards tightly.

Maybe because money was involved.

*Was I too harsh?*

I wondered if I'd been too serious with a junior.
After all, I'd cleaned out three of them.

— *...I have to bet, but...*

Ha Seo-rim's inner thoughts were troubled.

Should she bet one to save the other?
Or bet everything for a chance?

She had to choose one of the two.

"I'll bet both."

Ha Seo-rim finally made her choice.
The number in her hand was 8. A fairly high number, so it made sense.
It was the wrong choice. The number on her forehead was 2.
The total difference was 4 in my favor.

"Fold."

I gave up this round and put down my cards.
One participation coin went to her.

"Phew......"

Ha Seo-rim let out a breath.

— *...Ugh!*

Then, noticing my gaze, she quickly composed her expression.
As if nothing had happened. She looked down at her cards with a serious face.

"......"

The game continued.
Winning and losing naturally. I drew out her coins.
And in the final round with a large bet:

I put down my cards.

"...I lost."

By a difference of 2.
Her cards had higher numbers.
In other words, Ha Seo-rim's victory.

"...!"

Ha Seo-rim's eyes widened.
An expression of disbelief at her win.

— *I-I won...!*

Her inner self jumped up from her seat.
Hopping up and down.
Seeing her so happy, I'm glad I let her win.

"Yay! Seo-rim!"

An Bo-ram clung to Ha Seo-rim and jumped around. She seemed as happy as if it were her own victory.

If it's a 10,000 won gift card, maybe she'll treat them at a café.
When you think about it that way, it's not unrelated.

"......"

Ha Seo-rim nodded briefly with a faint smile.

"Here's your prize."
"...Ahem. Thank you."

When I handed over the gift card, Ha Seo-rim managed her expression and received it with both hands.

— *Our precious gift card!*

Ji Nu-ri's inner thoughts cried out.

"Seung-ho..."

Lee Sol approached with a gloomy expression. She whispered softly.

"...Sorry, I got caught."
"Huh? You got caught?"

Ji Nu-ri whispered along.
I shook my head.

"It's okay. I was expecting it to be discovered soon anyway."
"...Still."

She regrets it, thinking we wouldn't have lost if she had done better.

It's not just about that. I shook my head.

"We need to let them win occasionally to attract more customers."

That's how games work.
People want to play against opponents they think they can beat, not ones who seem impossible to defeat.

I stood up from my seat.

"Let's clean up and go get some food."

It was already approaching 11 o'clock after doing business for a while.
Moving around so much had made me hungry quickly.
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After lunch, business continued. Only when the afternoon was well underway did I finally take down the sign. The customers had dwindled, and we'd sold all the prepared popcorn. There was no reason to keep going.

As I was cleaning up the booth...

"I'm here."

Lee Seung-ah appeared in her school uniform.

"Oh, you're here?"

Was it that time already? Seeing her backpack, she must have come straight from school.

"Where are the unnies?"

Seung-ah looked around.

"Shin A-young and Ji Nu-ri stepped out for a bit, and Lee Sol is in the back of the club room."
"Really?"

Seung-ah curled up her lips and lowered her posture. She seemed to be planning a surprise attack.

She carefully opened the club room door and waddled in like a duck.

Lee Sol was so busy organizing the back of the room that she didn't notice Seung-ah's approach at all.

"Boo!"

Seung-ah shouted loudly, grabbing Sol's shoulders.

"..."

Her head turned around slowly.
Sol gave her an expressionless stare.

"Uh... hmm... ahem..."

Seung-ah awkwardly cleared her throat. With no reaction, she looked embarrassed.

— "She's not very surprised."

The Minime's eyes drooped in disappointment. She was let down by the lack of reaction.
But that wasn't it.

— "---------"

Sol was actually frozen in shock. I could tell from the noise bursting out.

I carefully observed Sol's condition.

"Are you okay?"
"I-I'm just a little startled."

She nodded, saying she was fine.

— "Hoo-ha, hoo-ha."

The Minime spread her arms wide and took deep breaths. Her short limbs moved back and forth.

She gradually calmed down.

"Oh?"

Just then, Shin A-young, who had briefly stepped out, returned.

"Hey, it's Seung-ah? Did you come to enjoy the festival?"
"Yep! I wanted to check out the school I'll be attending next year."

Such a confident statement.
Well, with her good grades and excellent drawing skills, she has every right to be.

Shin A-young showed interest in the news.

"You're coming to our school? Which department?"
"The art department."
"Oh... art, huh?"

She nodded, saying this was the first she'd heard of it.

A-young seemed somewhat excited about Seung-ah coming to our school.

"By the way, what kind of booth does Oppa have?"

Seung-ah looked around the club room. It was neatly organized now, so there was nothing to see.

"Simple games and snacks."
"...Snacks? What kind?"
"Popcorn. You know, the kind they sell at convenience stores. The microwave kind."
"Oh, that?"

She looked a bit disappointed.

"I thought you were selling something delicious."

Anyway, we were out of popcorn, so I had nothing to give her.

"Buy something elsewhere."
"No, I wanted to try yours!"

Seung-ah patted the sofa, asking me to listen to her story.
I picked up the low table and moved into the club room.

"You wouldn't believe how long the lines were! Wow, they stretched all the way down the corridor. I'm telling you, they went all the way to the stairs!"
"Really?"
"So I wanted tteokbokki but couldn't get any. How can you resist when the smell is everywhere?"
"Really?"
"Oppa, are you actually listening to me?"
"Real—"

Just as Seung-ah's expression was about to crumple, I cleared my throat and changed the subject.

"...But there are plenty of other options. Waffles, parfaits. You could eat those."
"No, I said I want tteokbokki."

Seung-ah drummed her thighs in frustration.
She's my sister, but she certainly has strong preferences.

Shin A-young, who had been quietly listening to our conversation, subtly leaned forward.

"...Seung-ah. You wanted tteokbokki? Should I get you some?"

A-young casually asked.

"Huh? Really?"
"Sure, if you want some, I can get it for you."

Shin A-young nonchalantly brushed her ear.

— "...Better score some points in advance."

A-young's Minime opened her crescent-shaped eyes.

"...But the line is really long. Even if we go now, we'll have to wait a while."

Seung-ah waved her hand, saying it was fine.
Despite her words, her Adam's apple was honest. I could see her swallowing.

Shin A-young smiled faintly at the sight.

"It's okay. I know the friend running that booth. I'll ask if they can slip me just one cup for you."
"You really don't have to..."
"It might not work. I'm just going to ask if it's possible."
"If that's the case..."

Seung-ah nodded, pretending to give in.

— "I've helped them many times, so one cup should be fine. This is where image management pays off."

Shin A-young's Minime let out a low laugh. It was a seductive laugh.

So this is the power of connections.

— "...How shrewd."

Lee Sol's Minime's eyes trembled with indignation.

Even someone like her couldn't beat Shin A-young when it came to connections.

A little while later.

"...Wow, she actually got it."

Shin A-young returned with a cup of tteokbokki. I quietly marveled at the sight.
I didn't think it would work. She managed to get it somehow.

"Here, sit down and enjoy it."
"Thank you, Unnie!"

Seung-ah quickly took it and plopped down on the sofa.
Her Minime let out a silly laugh.

— "Hehehe."

She was happy.

"...Seung-ah."

Lee Sol, watching this, quietly offered a can of cola. It was from the club room refrigerator.

"...Have this with it."
"Really? Thank you!"

She didn't bother refusing the offer.
Seung-ah smiled like a happy quokka.

— "...Well, I'm finally getting some benefits from having an oppa."

Her Minime flashed a cold smile.
I wonder who she takes after. I should step in if she gets too much.

Seung-ah spoke to me while putting tteokbokki in her mouth.

"Wha kinda game ish it?"
"Finish eating before you talk."
"..."

Seung-ah's cheeks moved as she chewed.
Munch, munch.
Gulp—her Adam's apple bobbed. Then she asked again.

"...What kind of game is it?"

She looked around curiously. Her expression said she couldn't see anything.
I handed her the instruction sheet. It was easier than explaining everything verbally.

As she read through it, her head tilted.

"...There's a trick to this, right?"

She seemed suspicious about the large prizes.
I nodded.

"Yep."
"Then it's gambling fraud...!"

Seung-ah slapped my arm repeatedly. It stung quite a bit.

"Did the school really approve this? Didn't you do this secretly?"
"...There are limits on participation and prizes."
"Still, that's going too far..."

She clearly didn't believe me.

"It's fine. We don't keep the profits anyway."

I added an explanation.

"Huh? Then who gets them?"

She blinked, confused.

"It's all donated, of course."

The school would never have approved if we kept the money.

"The donations go toward school supplies or student support funds. The faculty office handles that part."

In short, the money students spent on games would return to benefit the students.
Not just our booth, but all the others worked the same way.

"All of this was made with funding provided by the school anyway."

That applied to the ingredients for popcorn and tteokbokki. Everything was made with support funds.
Otherwise, where would students get money for all those ingredients?

"And the 10,000 won gift certificates we prepared have all been claimed. There's just one left."

Students had taken 4 out of the 5 gift certificates.

"Huh? How?"

Her expression asked how we could lose if there was a trick.

"I deliberately lost to people who noticed the trick."
"...Ah, I see."

It wouldn't be fair to only let Ha Seo-rim win.
I lost to everyone who noticed the trick.
So the essence of this game was not about direct competition, but about noticing the trick during the game.

That's partly why the booth closed earlier.

— "...What a vaguely bad booth."

That was Seung-ah's assessment.
Her tone suggested it was still a scam, regardless.
I had no defense for that.

The door slid open.

"Oh? Seung-ah's here? When did you arrive?"

Ji Nu-ri entered the club room with a raised voice.
As the only one who knew Seung-ah was coming, she wasn't surprised to see her.

"Unnie, you're back?"

Ji Nu-ri had changed her clothes.
A black crop tank top and cargo pants. The guitar case on her back clearly showed she was in a band.
She said it was her performance outfit, and it looked quite hip.

Since this was a high school festival, the exposure wasn't too much, but wearing casual clothes at school created a different atmosphere.

"Where did you go, Unnie?"
"Just changed my clothes. How do I look?"

Seung-ah got up with sparkling eyes.

"Did you look around a bit?"
"There are so many fun things!"

As the two chatted happily...

I felt a cold touch on my nape. Shin A-young tapped it with her fingertips.

"...What's with those two? Were they always close?"

Shin A-young whispered quietly.
Come to think of it, maybe they hadn't seen Ji Nu-ri and Seung-ah hanging out before.

"It just happened."

It really was coincidental.
Both at the event venue and meeting during vacation—none of it was planned.
It was a connection formed by chance.

"..."

Lee Sol didn't say anything, but she seemed inwardly vigilant.

"Since you're here, want to see the band club's practice room?"
"Is that okay?"

Seung-ah, who had a romantic notion about the band club, showed interest.

"Do you all want to come too?"

At Ji Nu-ri's question, I shook my head.

"I'll pass."

The other kids might feel uncomfortable if I went.

"...I won't go."
"I'm fine too. You two go ahead."

The other two also expressed their refusal.

"Really?"

Ji Nu-ri seemed somewhat disappointed, but she didn't press the issue.

"..."

I watched Ji Nu-ri and Seung-ah walking away, lost in thought.
I felt a moment of concern, but it quickly faded.

It should be fine.
After all, Seung-ah doesn't know Ha Seo-rim.
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* * *

"Come on in!"

Ji Nu-ri opened the club room door and strode in with confident steps.

"Excuse me..."

Lee Seung-ah followed behind her timidly, carefully scanning the room. There was always a chance other club members might be around.

"No one's here? I guess they all went out somewhere?"

Just as Nu-ri said, the room was empty.
Everyone had gone somewhere, leaving the place deserted.
No, more than deserted—it was pitch dark.

Were the blackout curtains drawn? Coming from the bright hallway into the darkness made the contrast feel even more intense.

"Wait a second?"

Nu-ri fumbled through the darkness as if swimming through it.
Click, click.

"Not this one..."

She was trying to find the light switch among many buttons.
Click, click.
She didn't seem familiar with the room's layout yet, turning switches on and off repeatedly.

"Ah, here it is."

She finally found it.
Whoosh—the lights came on brightly.

"Ta-da."

Nu-ri spread her arms proudly.

"What do you think? Nice, right?"
"Wow..."

The inside was neat.
Speakers, drums, and instrument stands were all lined up in a row. The whiteboard eraser and ink pens were arranged tidily.

*It's cleaner than I expected...*

No, it was beyond expectations.

*I mean, the Counseling Club room is clean because Oppa is there, but...*

When thinking about a club room used by Nu-ri, she had imagined something much messier.
But this was surprisingly different.

"Did you clean this place, Unnie?"
"Clean? Probably Seo-rim did it? Oh, Seo-rim is the band's bassist. First year."
"I see."

Seung-ah nodded.
No wonder it was excessively tidy. Someone else must have done it.

While she was looking around the room following Nu-ri's guidance...

Knock knock—

There was a knocking sound from outside.
When they turned toward it, an unfamiliar female student was standing there.

"Senior Nu-ri. They're saying one representative from each performing team needs to come to the auditorium right now."

She didn't seem to be a club member. She just poked her head in from the hallway without entering.

"Huh? Really?"
"Yes, they said they just need to check something quickly."
"What's it about?"
"I don't know. I was just told everyone needs to gather."
"Ugh, seriously."

Nu-ri frowned as if annoyed.
She reluctantly got up from her seat.

"Seung-ah, would you mind waiting here for a bit? I'll be right back!"
"Sure, go ahead."

Seung-ah nodded, indicating not to worry about her.

"I'll be back super quick!"

With those words, Nu-ri left the club room.

"..."

The room fell silent.
Seung-ah remained alone, blinking her eyes.

"Hmm."

If she'd known this would happen, maybe she should have stayed at the counseling room.

At least she could have watched Seung-ho's love situation unfold.

"...No, that's not right."

Seung-ah shook her head.
If she had stayed, there would have been no point in giving them space.

While she was pondering this...

SLAM——!

The club room door burst open, and someone came in muttering to themselves.

"Of all times for the file to get deleted..."

Thump, thump—
A blonde female student entered with hurried steps. She frantically searched through a pile of boxes on the floor.

She didn't seem to notice Seung-ah.

The timing was awkward since Seung-ah was standing by the door, and the girl looked too preoccupied.

*Um... what should I do...*

She had missed the timing to say hello.

Seung-ah held her breath in an awkward position. Maybe pretending not to see her was the best option.

"...?"

Seung-ah tilted her head while looking at her.

She definitely looked familiar.
But she couldn't quite remember.
She didn't usually pay close attention to people's faces anyway.

"Tsk... where did I put it?"

The girl was still rummaging through boxes when she suddenly turned around.

"Eek?!"

She was startled to see Seung-ah, stumbled backward, and fell.
Thud!
She hit the back of her head on a box behind her.

"Nngh... ouch... ugh..."

She teared up after hitting her head.

"A-are you okay?"

Seung-ah hurriedly checked on her.
She felt guilty for startling her by staying quiet.

"...Who are you and why are you in our club room?"

The girl tried to maintain her composure, lowering her gaze.
Her ears turned red, seemingly more embarrassed than hurt.

"Well, I... I came with Nu-ri Unnie. She stepped out for a moment..."
"Oh. You're Nu-ri Unnie's friend?"

Ha Seo-rim finished assessing the situation and calmed her embarrassment.
She waved her hands dismissively.

"F-feel free to look around."
"Ah, okay."

Instead, an awkward atmosphere filled the space.
For several seconds.
A suffocating silence continued.

"Um..."

Seung-ah couldn't bear this environment.
That was her personality.
Unable to tolerate the silence, she spoke up.

"Please speak comfortably. I'm... in middle school, third year..."
"Ah, yes... I mean, sure, I will."

The awkwardness still lingered. That was normal for a first meeting.

"Oh?"

Seo-rim raised her voice looking at Seung-ah.

"Is that uniform from Yeongho Middle School?"
"Huh? You know Yeongho Middle?"
"Well... I also graduated from Yeongho Middle."
"Wow, really?"

Having found common ground, conversation suddenly flowed like a dam breaking. Once started, one topic led to another.

They talked about how Nu-ri joined the band club, which festival booths were worth visiting, and various other things.

"Unnie, do you have any favorite songs you're listening to these days?"

The conversation shifted to this topic as Seung-ah asked Seo-rim.

"Well... I listen to all kinds of music these days... it's hard to name just one..."

Ah, Seung-ah quickly caught on to Seo-rim's reaction.

It was like when you ask a casual anime fan about their favorite show and they mention One Piece. She was finding it difficult to name something specific.

Probably because she thought Seung-ah wouldn't know it anyway.

"What about you? What music do you like?"

Seo-rim turned the question back to her.

"I like Lilac."
"Oh, Red Apple's Lilac?"
"!"

Seung-ah's eyes widened.
She leaned forward eagerly.

"Unnie, you know Lilac?"
"Of course I know it...?"

Seo-rim leaned back, startled by Seung-ah's sudden closeness.

"No! Usually when I say that, people ask 'Don't you mean IU's Lilac?' and stuff like that."
"Ah, that song is good too... but personally, I prefer band sounds. Japan has a lot of good band songs, right?"
"Yes, exactly!"

Seung-ah continued excitedly.
While they were deep in conversation, Nu-ri returned.

"Oh? When did you get here, Seo-rim?"
"You're back?"

Seung-ah greeted her cheerfully.

"Did you two introduce yourselves?"
"Well, sort of."
"Did you ask each other's names?"
"Ah, right."

They hadn't done that yet.

Nu-ri chuckled at Seung-ah's expression and put her hand on Seo-rim's shoulder.

"This is Ha Seo-rim, our band's bassist."

Nu-ri then looked at Seung-ah.

"And this is Seung-ho's younger sister, Lee Seung-ah."

At those words.
For a brief moment, Seo-rim's expression changed and then quickly returned to normal.

It was such a subtle shift that someone less perceptive might have missed it, but Seung-ah caught it immediately.

"..."

Seung-ah tilted her head slightly with a somewhat curious gaze.

...What was that reaction?

* * *

After Nu-ri and Seung-ah left, only the three of us remained in the club room.

I put the mop back in the cleaning supply closet and asked.

"When did Nu-ri say her performance starts?"
"It's scheduled for around 5 PM. Might get pushed back later though."

Lee Sol answered while unfolding the schedule.

"That's pretty late, so we still have plenty of time."

I nodded and got up from my seat.

"Should we look around until then?"

We just closed our booth early, but there should still be plenty of open booths.
Enough to explore.

"Shall we?"

Shin A-young's voice brightened as if she'd heard something exciting.

"Yeah."

Sol also stood up, dusting off her skirt.

"Is there anywhere you want to go?"

I walked down the hallway with the two of them.
Each classroom had a booth.

"Hmm... nothing comes to mind right now."

Sol seemed fine with going anywhere.

"The snack booths are too crowded to visit right now..."

A-young muttered while looking at the festival guide booklet.
She was right.
The snack booths were still popular. The lines would probably remain long until they ran out of ingredients.

"Oh, should we go try that?"

A-young pointed toward something.

I turned my gaze in the direction she was pointing. I slowly read the booth's sign.

"...House of Prophecy?"
"Yep."

A-young nodded with an excited face.

— "There's no crowd and it looks fun!"

Her Minime bounced up and down on her shoulder.

"Yeah, I'm good with that too."

Sol agreed.

— "I don't believe in it... but it could be fun just for entertainment."

Sol's Minime snorted haughtily.

I agreed with that sentiment.
Honestly, I don't believe in such things either.

"Alright, let's go."

If they both want to go, there's no harm in checking it out for fun.

The line wasn't very long, so we could enter right away. That's good.

As we passed through the curtain and entered...

"Welcome! This is the House of Prophecy!"

A male student greeted us with an unnecessarily cheerful tone.

"Here."

I paid the fee listed on the price chart.

"Thank you!"

He stuffed the money I gave him into a container.
Whoosh—
With a short exhale, he completely changed the atmosphere.

"So... you customers have come because you're curious about what kind of romance awaits you?"

He leaned forward with a sharp gaze.

— "!"
— "Whoa...!"

A-young and Sol's Minimes widened their eyes.
Surprised, they covered their tiny mouths with their hands.

— "Hmm... there are two girls here. Judging by the atmosphere, it's definitely about romance."

His Minime muttered while crossing his legs.

"..."

I flinched, my shoulders tensing.
Feeling called out, I lowered my gaze like someone who'd done something wrong.

*Well...*

As expected, this is a bit off.

I don't really believe in prophecies, but these things should have a certain mysterious quality to be enjoyable...
And that was completely missing.

Knowing the secret in real-time instantly made it less interesting.

"Who wants to go first?"

Instead, I passed the choice to the other two.

"...Can I go first?"
"Sure."

When Sol nodded at that question.
She quickly pulled a chair forward and sat down.

"Could you pick three cards from here?"

He spread a deck of cards on the table.

Sol carefully selected her cards.

"..."

And then.
She fell into silence.

A skinny man. Countless red-eyed foxes. Women fighting over jewels.

Anyone could see these were bad cards.

— "Oh crap... what now? Why these cards..."

His Minime's expression hardened. Sweat poured down like a waterfall.

I silently cheered him on.

Come on, figure something out.
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I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

* * *

"......"

Lee Sol's expression darkened noticeably as she looked down at the cards.

"...What does this mean?"

Her question carried a slightly cold tone.

— "...Complete nonsense."

Even as she asked, her Minime poured out words of denial about the card's contents. Her cheeks were filled with dissatisfaction, looking like a dam ready to burst at the slightest touch.

"...W-well."

At that moment, he opened his mouth.

"W-wow, what a great card you've drawn...!"

He clapped his hands together and let out a hollow laugh.

"...A great card?"

Lee Sol looked down at the cards again.
A gaunt man. A red-eyed fox. Women fighting over jewels.

— "This?"

The Minime walked around the cards, looking at them and then at him, repeatedly shifting her gaze up and down.

I understood that reaction. I felt the same way.
There was a limit to how positively one could interpret this.

"Y-yes, it's a great card."

Knowing this, he continued his forced explanation.

"Separately, they might seem negative, but when cards are combined, their meaning changes completely."
"......"

Lee Sol remained silent.

— "...Seems like he's just winging it."

Her eyes narrowed skeptically.

— "Damn... she doesn't believe me at all."

Noticing her gaze, his expression stiffened again.

I defended him.

"Ahem. Well... I've heard that cards can be interpreted differently depending on their combination."
"Really?"

Lee Sol nodded without hesitation.

— "...Then I guess that's how it is."

The Minime's expression softened.
It was fortunate that she seemed willing to accept it, but that was excessive trust.

— "Think. Think. Think."

He bought himself some time.
Using that gap, his Minime busily moved around.

— "Ah!"

The Minime finally seemed to have an idea and exclaimed.

He rested his chin on the desk.

"You see this gaunt man here?"
"......"
"This card represents the psychological state of your romantic interest. It means he has let go of greed."
"...?"

For the first time, doubt clouded Lee Sol's eyes.
She seemed to be having trouble understanding, her face deep in thought.

"He's abandoned expectations and obsessions. In other words, he's ready to let go of past connections and meet his true destiny...! That's roughly what it means."
"......"

Lee Sol's long eyelashes blinked slowly.

"...True destiny."

As if she liked those words, her murmur spread softly.

"Looking at the second card, you can see the fox has many eyes, right?"
"...Yes."
"This means the man is in a period where his environment is complicated, with many things to worry about."
"Hmm."
"The reason he can't approach you readily is likely due to such internal or external issues."

Lee Sol was already nodding her head.

"Finally, this jewel."
"Yes."
"This card represents your emotions or concerns. Should I wait? Should I express myself first? It shows that you're harboring such thoughts."
"......"

Lee Sol's eyes widened.

— "...What's with this guy?"

The Minime jumped in surprise and clung to her human counterpart.
She looked startled.

'Wow...'

I inwardly admired him.
He spoke fluently as if his tongue was oiled. Is this why he works as a fortune teller?

— "Hmph......"

Meanwhile, Shin A-young's Minime crossed her legs indifferently.

— "He talks well, at least."

That was the extent of her impression.

Now it was her turn.

"Could you read my love fortune too?"
"Sure thing."

He shuffled the cards. He secretly removed the cards Lee Sol had drawn.
Then he offered the cards again.

"This one... this one. And this."

Shin A-young chose her cards.
Three cards were drawn.

— "Oh crap."

His Minime held his forehead.

A hand tightly gripping a thorny rose. A collar. Children sitting on shoulders.
The same situation repeated itself.

— "...Did I not shuffle properly? No, I did..."

When he drew a card, a normal one came out.
Neither particularly good nor bad... cards with plenty of substance to connect words to.

— "...Huh."

Lee Sol's Minime inhaled sharply.
Her shoulders were trembling. She was trying not to laugh.

"...So, what does this mean?"

Shin A-young asked with a sweet smile.
Somehow her smile didn't feel like a smile at all.

"Ah, well, you see...?"

He can do it again.
I silently cheered him on.

* * *

Ha Seo-rim felt her expression almost crumble at Ji Nu-ri's words.
It was because she was a bit surprised.

"......"

Lee Seung-ah was Lee Seung-ho's younger sister, she said.
Hearing that, they did seem to look alike. But also not.

"...Is something wrong?"

Lee Seung-ah tilted her chin and approached.
That piercing gaze. This strange atmosphere.
Ah, this was definitely right.
It seemed to confirm they were siblings.

"No, it's just... you two have completely different personalities."

Ha Seo-rim shook her head at Lee Seung-ah's question.

"Well, that's true."

Ji Nu-ri agreed with a laugh.

"Seung-ah is super energetic, while Seung-ho is quieter than he looks. Their personalities are so different you'd wonder if they're really siblings."

Ha Seo-rim nodded, but she thought they might not be that different after all.
Well, judging by the people they hang out with.

"But these days, I can tell they're siblings. They both have striking looks."
"......"

Ha Seo-rim didn't say anything but agreed.

"Seung-ho wasn't like that before. Maybe it's because he grew taller, but his features have become more defined."
"...Really?"

Lee Seung-ah tilted her head.
She seemed to be hearing this for the first time.

"Don't you think so?"

Ji Nu-ri looked like she couldn't understand that reaction.
Lee Seung-ah shook her head.

"I'm not sure."
"I guess since you're always together, you might not notice the changes."

She nodded, saying that could be the case.

"......"

Ha Seo-rim raised a question in her mind.

But aren't Ji Nu-ri and Lee Seung-ho together almost every day too?
They're in the same class, and the same club.

"Anyway, I'm glad there's nothing going on between you and my brother."
"...Yeah."

Ha Seo-rim nodded.

"If anything happens, feel free to talk to me."
"Yeah. Thanks for your concern."
"...But, you're sure nothing happened with my brother, right?"
"Nothing happened, I said."

Ha Seo-rim waved her hand with a faint smile. There was no need to worry.

At least not yet.
If anything, Lee Seung-ho seemed to be more attentive because of that awkwardness.

'He doesn't need to be nagged at the store either...'

There's less need to correct him compared to others.
He doesn't slack off. She could see he was actually quite meticulous and detail-oriented.

...Even so, she had no intention of letting her guard down.

Even if he's behaving himself now, isn't he the type to make girls cry?
She had no intention of getting caught up in that.

Ring-ring—! Ring-ring—!

Just then, the bell rang loudly. It was the alarm set before the performance.
It was time to head to the auditorium.

"Shall we go?"

Ha Seo-rim nodded at Ji Nu-ri's words and started walking.

* * *

The sound that had been playing gradually faded away.
Another performance had come to an end.
The students in the audience cheered and applauded continuously.

"......"

Tap tap tap tap. Feet drumming on the floor.
Ji Nu-ri crossed her arms and shook her leg nervously.

"Where on earth are they..."

Ji Nu-ri frowned and peered through the curtain at the audience.
Left, right, front, back, nowhere in any corner. She couldn't see him or any of the others.

And she had wanted to show off her skills in her element.

"Unnie?"

She hadn't originally planned to, but she decided to perform for that very reason.
During the last anime event, she was too shy, so this time she thought—what if she showed an unexpected side of herself to Lee Seung-ho and the others?

"Unnie!"
"Huh, yes?!"

Ji Nu-ri turned her head in surprise at the voice hitting her ear.

"Are you okay?"

Ha Seo-rim looked at her with a strange expression.

"I called you several times but got no response. Are you feeling unwell?"
"No, I was just lost in thought..."

Ji Nu-ri shook her head.

"What is it?"
"You really didn't hear me..."

Ha Seo-rim turned toward the stage and continued.

"The next team is coming out to set up. It's our turn now."
"What? Already?"

Has time flown by that quickly?
Ji Nu-ri moved to her position while frantically pressing buttons on her phone.

[Ji Nu-ri: Where are you??]
[Ji Nu-ri: The stage is about to start?]

Ji Nu-ri crouched in her spot and began her final check.

"Setup complete."
"Me too!"
"Me as well."

One by one, the band members signaled to the sound team.

"Senior Nu-ri?"
"Just a moment? The tone seems a bit off..."

Though she had finished setting up long ago, she fidgeted unnecessarily. Pretending to adjust her instrument, she stared at her silent phone.
The black screen remained unresponsive.

"......"

Should they start like this?
Just as she was contemplating this.

"Ah."

[Arrived.]

A short message had appeared.

"Are we still far from ready?"
"I'm all set."

At Ha Seo-rim's urging, Ji Nu-ri sprang to her feet.

...That jerk, making her worry for nothing.
If this was his intention, she had to give him credit.

Ji Nu-ri let out a snort and faced the slowly opening curtain head-on.
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"...that's what it means."

The student doing fortune-telling finished his passionate speech. The way he tailored his words to please Lee Sol was impressive in its own way. He seemed quite skilled at making people feel good.

"Hmm... is that so?"
— "Not bad."

The mini-me with the fierce eyes was now nodding with satisfaction.

"Phew... now it's the last person's turn."

He wiped his sweat with a handkerchief and shuffled the deck of cards.

"Could you also pick three cards?"
"Here."

I casually picked three cards and handed them over. I didn't put much thought into it, just wanting to get this over with quickly.

— "Whew......"

His mini-me exhaled in relief after seeing the cards I chose. It seemed I had drawn some harmless cards this time.

I let go of my tension and waited for his prediction without much concern.

"A magnet, an ear, and multiple bouquets. That's what we have."

He placed the cards down one by one.

"As you can see, a magnet has pulling power. This can mean you have the ability to attract people."

— "Hmm...."
— "Hmph..."

The two mini-mes groaned.
The reactions weren't coming from me but from elsewhere.

"Ears are for listening well. This card indicates that through attentive listening, you can communicate comfortably with anyone and become close to them."
"Mm-hmm."
"..."

The two of them nodded with satisfaction.

"This type of person often goes unnoticed at first, but gradually becomes quite popular."

At those words, the two of them froze noticeably, as if someone had hit pause.

"And these bouquets represent—"
"...Wait a moment?"

I stopped him before he could continue.

— "Heh... interesting."

Shin A-young's mini-me let out a short snicker.

— "Hmph... it's just for fun anyway."

Lee Sol's mini-me frowned with a displeased expression.
One thing was certain—neither reaction was positive.

Strange.
The more positive the prediction about me, the more the atmosphere seemed to sink.
What an irony.

"I think I'll pass on the rest."

I appealed strongly with desperation.

"...Ah, okay."

He carefully read the room and nodded.

* * *

I left the booth with the two of them.

"......"
"......"

Shin A-young was snickering quietly.
Lee Sol had a stern expression with downcast eyes.

The only similarity was that both remained silent.

"...The performance is about to start. Only a few minutes left."

I held up my phone screen.
It was almost time for Ji Nu-ri to take the stage. We had spent more time here than expected.

"Oh."
"...Then we have no choice."

Fortunately, both of them relaxed their expressions after hearing the reason.
Instead, urgency filled the space.
If we were late, I'd have to deal with Ji Nu-ri's nagging and sulking.

Tap tap tap tap—!

We moved with quick steps, united in purpose.

"There are so many people..."

I carefully entered the auditorium, looking at the crowd inside.

"This is today's highlight after all."

Shin A-young nodded.

'Well, this is better.'

The bustling crowd was preferable.
The mini-mes' voices were drowned out by the crowd and the speakers.
I didn't need to worry about hearing others' inner thoughts.

"There are no seats..."

As I was searching for an empty spot, I felt someone tugging at my clothes.
Tug tug.

"Oppa."

Looking down, it was Lee Seung-ah.

"Come this way."

She must have secured seats already. I followed her, relieved that I didn't need to search anymore.

"You were here already?"
"I came with Nuri Unnie."

She probably had nothing else to do and decided to enjoy the performance here.

— "...I don't know. She'll do whatever she wants—"

Seung-ah's mini-me was muttering something, but it was drowned out by the noise in the auditorium.

"But everyone who performed was really good. Is it because this is an arts high school? They're definitely different."

Seung-ah marveled at the performances she had seen so far.
Munch munch.
Her cheeks were moving as she ate something.

"Where did you get that?"

I was concerned she might be eating something strange.
That would be typical of Seung-ah.

"Nuri Unnie's club members gave me snacks."

Seung-ah proudly showed the bags in her hands.
She had a bunch of jelly packets.

"..."

Maybe I could taste just one.
As I reached out my hand—
Slap!
My hand was swiftly deflected.

"These are what Unnie gave me to eat, you know?"

Seung-ah hid the jelly bags against her chest.

"......"

Right, I shouldn't have expected anything.
I withdrew my hand.

"I'll give one to Sol Unnie."
"I'm fine, I ate a lot earlier..."

Lee Sol awkwardly smiled and waved her hands.

"What about A-young Unnie?"
"Thank you, I'll enjoy it."

She received a packet with a bright smile.
This was clear discrimination, but I didn't have the energy to complain. It was the giver's choice after all.

I gave up on the jelly and turned my attention to the stage.

"...When will it start?"

The waiting time between performances seemed unusually long.
I took out my phone to check the time.
The top of the screen was blinking.

[Where are you??]
[The performance is about to start?]

Ji Nu-ri had sent messages at some point.

[Arrived]

I sent a brief reply and put my phone away.

"Ah, I think it's starting now."

At Shin A-young's words, I looked up to see the red curtain slowly opening.

I raised my camera toward the stage.

"...Are you recording?"

Lee Sol raised a question at that.

"Yeah, she asked me to record it. She said she wants to watch it later."

Record it nicely, she said.
It was a request Ji Nu-ri made before going on stage.
There was no one else to ask, and she promised to treat me to something delicious next time, so I agreed.

"...Really?"

Lee Sol mixed in a faint nasal sound.

"Then..."

She suddenly stuck her face into the frame.
Her close-up was captured perfectly.

"...Put me in too."

She said that after already inserting herself.

"Alright, just at the end."

I nodded.
Knowing Ji Nu-ri, she'd probably like seeing everyone's reactions.
I'll record the performance properly and add reactions at the beginning and end.

— Wooooah!

Just then, cheers erupted from the audience.
As the curtain fully opened, bright lights illuminated the people on stage.
Even from a distance, I could tell that Ji Nu-ri was standing in the center.

Tap tap tap tap——!

The intro began with the beat of drums.

"Oh..."

A small exclamation escaped me involuntarily.

"!"

I quickly closed my mouth.
I was worried it might have been recorded.
Having the cameraman's voice mixed into a performance video would be a clear mistake.

"......"

I was just surprised by Ji Nu-ri's different appearance.
Although I'd heard her sing at karaoke before, hearing her on a big stage like this was different.

'...She's actually good.'

A different atmosphere from usual.
Ji Nu-ri continued her performance with a serious expression that she only showed on stage.
Her gaze was strangely sharp, creating a certain distance.

It reminded me of our first meeting.

"......"

At that moment, Ji Nu-ri's gaze turned toward the center of the recording screen.
Her eyebrow twitched slightly.

She sent a mischievous smile—I couldn't tell if it was playful or joyful—and continued her performance enthusiastically.

...Ji Nu-ri is Ji Nu-ri after all.

Seeing that expression brought back that thought.

I refocused on recording, capturing her image in the camera.

* * *

Lee Seung-ho's gaze was fixed on the stage.

"......"

And her own gaze had been fixed on Lee Seung-ho all this time.
Shin A-young knew this but couldn't look away.

Strangely, she couldn't focus on the stage.

'I don't like this feeling...'

It was natural to watch the stage when attending a performance.
But thinking about how his eyes were constantly fixed on another woman made it increasingly difficult to maintain her bright expression.

'Am I being greedy?'

She wondered if these feelings were strange.
Lee Sol seemed to be enjoying the performance just fine, which made her sink deeper into these thoughts.

'Why am I like this?'

Why was she feeling this way?

...Was it because Seung-ho was watching Ji Nu-ri?

No, that didn't seem right.
Thinking about it, she probably wouldn't feel any different if it were someone else.
She'd dislike it just the same.

'...I really have it bad.'

Shin A-young pressed her hand against one side of her chest.
She felt it more and more as time passed.
What started as a simple attraction was growing into something more.

But it wasn't a bad feeling.

Rather, she wanted to share this feeling with Lee Seung-ho.

"You're doing great, Ji Nu-ri!"
"Nu-Nuri, you're pretty...!"

As the first performance ended, Lee Seung-ho joined Lee Sol in cheering and applauding.

"...Ah."

Shin A-young's head drooped.

...This wouldn't do.

She had tried to endure it.
But she really wanted to turn his attention toward her.

"......"

And she knew how to do it.

The rustling sensation of the jelly packet lingered at her fingertips.

"Seung-ho."

During the second musical piece, she called his name softly and reached out.
Tap tap.
She poked her index finger into his closed hand and slipped a piece of jelly inside.

"..."

Lee Seung-ho's eyes turned toward her.
For a brief moment, she succeeded in drawing his attention to herself.

'Shh.'

She placed her index finger over her lips.
She gestured that this was a secret from Seung-ah, so don't get caught.

"......"

He nodded slightly and quickly popped the jelly into his mouth.
Watching his cheeks move as he chewed, she almost burst out laughing.

...Ah, why am I like this?

Shin A-young brushed her lips.
She was probably making a strange expression, maybe a foolish smile.

When she looked at him, an inexplicable happiness spread through her.

"Hmm......"

Shin A-young turned her gaze to the camera he was holding.

...The video might be a little shaky now.





Ch.106 - Art Festival (10)
* * *

"Ah, there they are."

It was Ji Nu-ri's voice.
Maybe because the performance was over, the Minime's voice came through more clearly again.

"Yap."

I felt a weight on my shoulder and turned around.

"You didn't stay with the band members and came straight here?"
"Nah. If I hung around, they'd feel awkward. Better to tactfully step aside and let the club members have their time together."
"Now that's what I call being considerate."

Minime flipped her hair and snorted.
Seems she thinks she showed senior-level thoughtfulness.

"Hmm."

Technically, isn't Ji Nu-ri a band member too?
She performed with them, even if temporarily.
I wonder if the others might feel disappointed.

"Oh, what's that jelly? Give me one too!"
"S-sure..."

Ji Nu-ri rushed over when she spotted the jelly Shin A-young was holding.

*I guess I'll leave it be.*

Seeing how happy she is, it's probably better to just let it go.

* * *



The broadcasting club member's announcement flowed from the speakers in the hallway.
The festival had already reached its final moments.

Click—
I locked the club room with the key.
We'd cleaned up thoroughly, made sure nothing was left behind, and packed everything up...
All checked.
I turned around after completing the final inspection.

"Done. Let's just drop the key off at the faculty office."

After hanging the key on the key rack in the faculty office,
our day was officially over.

Trudge, trudge—

I walked with everyone toward the school gate.

"Ah~ I feel kind of sad it's over~"

Ji Nu-ri stretched her arms wide. She looked like she wanted to play a bit more.

"Time really flew by. It's already past 6."

It was fun.
I had no idea it had gotten this late either.

"Should we go get dinner together? And then karaoke?"

Ji Nu-ri asked with sparkling eyes.
Unfortunately, I couldn't join them.

"You guys will have to do that without me."
"Huh? You're not coming?"
"I have something today."

At those words, Lee Seung-ah whipped her head around.

"What? Don't tell me you have a part-time job today too?"
"Yeah."
"Wow..."

She covered her mouth.

"Oh, you poor thing."

While saying that, Minime's lips quivered. She was trying not to laugh.
She even started dancing around, saying she didn't need to go to the gym today.

...I really want to give her a knock on the head.

"I'm heading out first. See you next week."

I waved my hand slightly. Tomorrow is Saturday, so I'll see them at school next Monday.

"Yeah, see you next week."

Lee Sol nodded with a faint smile on her otherwise expressionless face.

*See you tomorrow.*

Shin A-young mouthed silently.

"..."

I thought about what she meant.
Then I remembered she was referring to seeing me at the gym.

I headed to the bus stop across the street.
The bench was empty. I plopped down on it.

"Haah..."

An exhausted sigh escaped me.
I don't want to work.
That feeling was unavoidable.

"Haah..."

An identical sigh came from somewhere nearby.
When I looked over, Ha Seo-rim was standing there.

"...!"

She had been walking with her eyes on the ground, but when she saw me, she stopped abruptly.

"...Hello."

She gave a small nod.

"Oh."

She sat down at the far end of the bench. Since we were the only two at the bus stop, the distance between us felt particularly noticeable.

I looked down at my phone and spoke.

"...Heading to work?"
"Yes."

A small answer came back.

"Now that I look at her, she kind of resembles your sister."

I heard Minime's muttering.
Come to think of it, was that true? I think Seung-ah and Seo-rim ran into each other today.

"I heard you met my sister today?"
"...Yes, she was in the club room."
"She didn't cause you any trouble, did she? She can be a bit scatterbrained."
"...No, not at all. She seemed really nice actually...?"
"...Really?"

That's the first time I've heard that.

Still, I'm glad nothing happened.

I looked down at my phone and sent the videos I'd taken today to Ji Nu-ri.
Since I'd deliberately recorded them in segments, transferring the files didn't take long.

"..."

As I watched the videos being sent, I vaguely recalled Ha Seo-rim's performance.
She had played while practically bouncing around the stage.

It was somewhat unexpected.

At work, she always seemed so precise and put-together. I didn't know she could enjoy herself so freely like that.

"You performed well today."

I casually dropped the comment.

"..."

Perhaps it caught her off guard.
Ha Seo-rim was silent for a moment before responding.

"...Thank you."

She awkwardly averted her eyes.

"...So this is how you're trying to get closer to her."

Minime jumped up and down, saying she knew it all along.

"..."

I put my phone away and looked straight ahead.
Enough.
I'll just keep my mouth shut.

* * *

"I'm home!"

Ji Nu-ri kicked off her shoes carelessly as she returned home.
The sound of the TV came from the living room. There seemed to be some commotion.
Did both parents come home early today?

"Ahh— I'm tired—"

Just as she was about to grab a glass of water and collapse onto the living room sofa.

"Hey hey, I'm lying here."

A sharp, high-pitched voice accompanied by a pushing hand startled her.
A voice her body remembered.

...It was her sister's voice.

"What, what?! When did you get here?"

Ji Nu-ri jumped back in surprise.
She couldn't help being shocked. Why was her sister, who had moved out, suddenly lying on their living room sofa?

"...What do you mean?"

Ji Hyo-ri, Ji Nu-ri's sister, gave her an incredulous look.

"I told you I was coming up today. Don't you remember? You forgot again, didn't you?"
"No, I remember!"

Ji Nu-ri bristled.

...Come to think of it, that might have happened.
She didn't remember clearly since she hadn't been paying full attention, but it did seem vaguely familiar.

"I was just so busy today that I momentarily forgot."

Ji Nu-ri snorted as she replied.
She was too proud to admit the truth.

At that, Ji Hyo-ri adjusted her glasses and said:

"Busy with what? Your days at school are always the same."
"Today was the school festival, you know?"
"Ah~"

A brief acknowledgment.
Despite asking herself, she clearly had no interest in the topic.
She just nodded perfunctorily and sank back into the sofa.

Buzz buzz——

Just then, her phone vibrated in her pocket.

[What I filmed today.]

A link had arrived from Lee Seung-ho.
When she clicked on it, videos were uploaded to a cloud channel in sequence.
From the first song to the last, the videos were neatly divided by part.

"...That's thoughtful."

She'd have to treat him to something really delicious later.

[Thank you]
[(Thumbs-up dog emoji)]

Ji Nu-ri immediately replied.

"...Who's that? A crush?"
"Eek!"

Ji Nu-ri jumped in shock and backed away.
Her sister had silently approached from behind and was peering over her shoulder.
Her heart pounded.

"Ah, come on!"

Despite Ji Nu-ri's irritation, her sister pressed on with her curiosity.

"So who is it? Is he really your crush?"
"He's not my crush! He's just a friend, a guy friend."

Ji Nu-ri answered while hiding her phone screen against her chest.
Why was she so interested in other people's relationships?

"Ah~ Is this that guy? What was his name... Min-sik?"
"Seung-ho."
"Oh. His name is Seung-ho?"
"..."

Ji Nu-ri's eye twitched.
She'd fallen right into the trap.

"Wait... Seung-ho? Isn't that the guy? The one you went out with in summer?"
"Huh? What? How do you know?"
"Mom told me?"
"..."

Ji Nu-ri's expression crumpled.
She mentally called out to her mom.
She really didn't understand why her mom did this. Telling her sister unnecessary things.

"Heh..."

Look at her now. Snickering away.
The gleaming eyes of a predator who's found her prey.

"...Whatever. I'm going to my room."

Ji Nu-ri chose to escape to her room with a prim expression.

"Let me know how things go with him later~"

Her sister waved from the sofa.

"I told you, it's not like that...!"

Ji Nu-ri shouted as she closed her door.

SLAM—!!

"Th-that was just the wind making it close hard...!"

The sound was louder than expected.
Creak. Thud.
After making her excuse, she closed the door again more gently.

"Sigh..."

A sigh escaped her involuntarily.
Though it had been a while since she'd seen her sister, she was already stressed out.

Flop——

Ji Nu-ri sprawled out on her bed and played the downloaded video.

[Yo.]

Lee Sol's chubby face filled the screen.

"...What the heck."

Ji Nu-ri couldn't help but laugh at the sight.
Her furrowed brow gradually smoothed out.

Seeing something cute definitely improved her mood.

"Hmm."

Just like watching food videos makes you hungry, she felt an urge to squish Lee Sol's soft cheeks.

*Ah, it's starting.*

The curtain lifted and the lights came on.
The camera zoomed in, revealing herself on stage.

"...Ahem."

Somehow, seeing it like this was embarrassing.
So this is how others see her when she performs on stage.

[Oh....]

A low, deep voice was faintly heard near the intro.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri's eyes blinked slowly.
Blink, blink. Closing and opening.
She rolled over onto her stomach and rewound the playback bar slightly.

[Oh....]

That voice played again.

"...Heh. That's definitely Seung-ho."

Listening again, she was certain.

A smile broke out.

Was he that impressed by my performance?
Since Lee Seung-ho rarely showed surprise, even that small exclamation made her feel proud.

"...I was in pretty good form today."

Even by her own assessment, her fingering had been excellent.
Her voice was in good condition too, and the ensemble had come together satisfyingly well.

"Hmm?"

While watching the second video, the focus of the camera shook slightly.
It tilted to the side.
Why would such a mistake happen when he was filming so well?

"...Could it be."

Ji Nu-ri stroked her chin.
Did he take his eyes off the screen because he was focusing on the stage?
If that was the case, everything made perfect sense.
It seemed almost certain.
That must be what happened.

"Seriously..."

Ji Nu-ri shrugged with a smirk.

This guy is such a hopeless case.

* * *

...Nearly a week passed.

And finally, Thursday arrived.

"Hello. I'm Lee Seung-ho."

I bowed my head with a nervous tone.
It was a different kind of tension than a high school or job interview.

And for good reason.
The person sitting in front of me was creating that atmosphere.

"...It's been a while."

Long flowing hair and languid eyes.
A subtly evident distance.
An appearance that made me think this is what Lee Sol might look like when she grows up.

I was face to face with Lee Sol's mother.

It was the day of our appointment.

=========

(!Sign!)
(Illustration below!)

=========

I chose Lee Sol's mother because I couldn't think of anyone else.

I wonder if this is how Lee Sol will look when she matures...?
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I carefully analyzed the text and identified all characters, places, and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

* * *

A little while ago—

After arriving at the meeting place, I stared blankly up at the building.
I knew this place. It was famous for its good food.

"Is it here?" I asked Lee Sol, who was standing beside me.

"Yeah."

Her small face nodded.
She didn't show even the slightest hint of nervousness.

"...Isn't this place expensive?"

While it might not be luxury hotel level, I knew this was a pretty pricey meat restaurant.

"Probably?"

Lee Sol seemed indifferent. She didn't appear to care much about what we'd be eating today.

Does a mother usually treat her daughter's friend this generously?

Her mother hadn't arrived yet. Apparently, she was coming straight from work.

"..."
As I crossed my arms nervously and tapped my fingers,
Tap tap.
I felt fingertips lightly tapping my arm.
Lee Sol was looking up at me.

"Are you nervous?"
"...Of course I am."

It wasn't just a brief meeting—we were having a meal together. Wouldn't it be stranger not to be nervous?

"Hmm."

She let out a small laugh at my response.

"...Why are you laughing?"
"No reason."

She shook her head.

— "So Seung-ho gets nervous too..."

Minime looked at me with newfound interest.

"...Huh."

I wonder what she thought of me until now.
I'm human—of course I get nervous.

But more than that, Lee Sol's reaction was more surprising to me.

I thought she'd be more nervous, but she wasn't at all.
She seemed completely fine.
As if nothing bothered her. She had the same languid expression as always.

"...Are you okay?"

As soon as I asked, Lee Sol shrugged her shoulders.

"I took some anxiety medicine."
— "It works amazingly well."

Minime gave a thumbs up.

"...Ah."

No wonder she seemed so calm.

Tap tap.
Just then, Lee Sol tapped my arm.

"...There's my mom."

Lee Sol pointed toward the parking lot. A black sedan was pulling in.
The car parked smoothly.
Then a woman who looked exactly like Lee Sol got out.

Click, click.

She walked toward us with unhurried steps.

"Hello."

I bowed politely.

"...Yes, it's been a while."

She accepted my greeting rather curtly.

"..."

Her gaze briefly swept over me.

Though her eyes quickly moved elsewhere, I could clearly feel that glance.

— "...He's grown since then. Must be his growth spurt. Well, he is at that age."

The aunt's Minime muttered.

Come to think of it, it had been quite a while since we last met.
The previous time was during midterms in the first semester.
This was our first encounter in almost five months.

"Let's go in."

The aunt took the lead.
Lee Sol and I followed behind her.

"...I have a reservation under Kim Bo-young."
"Kim Bo-young... Yes, I'll show you to your table."

We followed the staff member down a hallway toward the inner section.

"This is room number 7."
"Thank you."

I sat across from the aunt.
Lee Sol followed and plopped down next to me.

— "..."

While putting her coat on the hanger, the aunt's Minime's eyes turned downward.

— "Well... I suppose that's fine."

Though she said that, she clearly felt disappointed by Lee Sol's seating choice.

Regardless.

— "...Hmm. What should I eat? Seung-ho likes pretty much anything."

Minime swung her feet back and forth like on a swing. She calmly examined the menu.

"..."

The aunt sat down and opened the menu.

"...Is there anything you'd like to eat?"

Her gaze had grown somewhat colder than before.

"I'll eat anything, ma'am."

I answered calmly, not showing any reaction.

"You can speak comfortably. Saying 'anything is fine' actually makes it harder to choose."

I really would be fine with anything, but when she put it that way, it seemed I should make a selection.

"..."

I looked down at the menu again.
It would be awkward to choose something obviously expensive.
But I also didn't want to pick something I wouldn't enjoy.

— "I'll order something he wants... maybe the marinated pork ribs would be good. Sol likes those too."

That's it.
I picked up on Minime's mutterings.

"I'll have the marinated pork ribs."
"...Do you like those?"
"Yes."

It wasn't a lie.
I like any kind of meat.

"What about you, Sol?"
"I'll have the same."
"Alright."

After our brief exchange, the aunt gently pressed the bell on the table.

Ding—

A clear bell sound rang out.
Shortly after, with a small knock, a staff member entered the room.

"Yes, are you ready to order?"
"Could we have 600 grams of marinated ribs, please?"
"Yes, 600 grams of marinated ribs. Would you like anything else?"
"Anything else..."

She looked down at the menu.

"And two bottles of cola, please."
"So that's 600 grams of marinated ribs and two bottles of cola, correct? I'll prepare that right away."
"Also, I'll grill the meat myself."
"Of course, please call if you need anything."

The staff returned with our food in less than two minutes.
That was really fast.
The meat was placed on the table along with various side dishes.

"Let me—"
"No, just sit still."

When I tried to pick up the tongs, the aunt firmly claimed both the tongs and scissors with a resolute tone.

— "...I don't want to be the person who invites her daughter's friend and then makes him grill the meat."

That's true.
Now that I think about it, that would be a bit awkward.
I obediently put my hands down, accepting her consideration.

The aunt picked up the meat and placed it on the grill.

Sizzle——

The delicious cooking sound stimulated my hearing.

Crackle, crackle—
The meat cooked on the grill.

The aunt cut the meat while sweating profusely.

*Hmm.*

The grilled meat was...
How should I put this?
Beyond crispy, it was somewhat blackened.

"..."

The aunt stared at her grilled meat for a while.

"...Do you like it well-done?"

She asked as if making an excuse.
Even she couldn't look me in the eye properly while asking.

Now I understand where Lee Sol's clumsiness comes from.

— "...It's burnt."

Lee Sol's Minime evaluated with a cold expression.
Don't be so harsh.
She tried her best, didn't she?

— "I should have flipped it sooner..."

She clenched her fist, acknowledging her mistake.
The aunt's Minime's face was red. She was embarrassed.

— "Maybe I should have asked the staff to grill it... but having staff nearby would make conversation awkward..."

That's true.
If a stranger were grilling meat next to us, we'd probably feel uncomfortable talking.

"...Eat up."

The aunt moved the grilled meat to my and Lee Sol's plates.

— "At least the less burnt pieces..."

She did try to select the better-looking pieces.

Yet the taste remained, apparently.

— "...Burnt flavor."

Lee Sol's Minime chewed with a subtle expression.

— "This time I'll do it properly."

The aunt's Minime burned with determination.

That made me nervous.

"...Would it be alright if I grilled?"

Unable to watch any longer, I raised my hand with the tongs.

"It feels awkward to just sit here being treated to a meal."
"..."

The aunt's eyes rolled.
She seemed to be deliberating whether to let me take over or continue grilling herself.

"...If you insist."

Though reluctant, she decided to give me a chance.

Sizzle——

To make the most of this opportunity, I carefully placed a piece of meat on the grill.

...A little while later.

"..."
"..."

Chew, chew—
Mother and daughter's cheeks moved busily without a word.

"...Seung-ho grills meat really well."

Lee Sol said with a bright smile.

"...Sol, finish eating before you speak."

The aunt covered her mouth and reprimanded her with elegant posture.

"...Yes."

Lee Sol's eyes drooped.

"..."

This aspect was different from Lee Sol.
Was this her natural personality? Or a habit developed over time?
As I pondered these questions:

"...You grill well. Do you do it often?"

The aunt asked.

"My parents are both busy with work. Since I sometimes prepare meals for my younger sibling, I naturally got better at it."
"Hmm... I see."

She nodded thoughtfully.

— "...So that's why he takes such good care of Sol."

While the situations were somewhat different,
Looking at the bigger picture, that influence certainly played a role.

After our brief meal ended.

"...Thanks for the meal."

The aunt wiped her mouth with an embarrassed expression.

"No, not at all."

I waved my hands.
Since the aunt was paying, I should be the one saying that.

"Sol, could you go buy some dessert?"

Just then, the aunt brought up something unexpected.

"...Dessert?"
"Yes. It seems dessert needs to be purchased directly. Could you do that for me, daughter?"

A statement with the clear undertone of asking for privacy.
Though hesitant, Lee Sol stood up.
She looked back several times as she left.
She seemed quite worried.

And so we were left alone.

"...First of all, thank you."

That seemed most appropriate to start with.
The aunt nodded with measured restraint.

"It must not have been easy teaching Sol."

I shook my head at her words.

"It wasn't like that at all. She followed along well."
"I'm saying this because she's my daughter. Sol isn't particularly bright. She lacks resourcefulness."

Lacks resourcefulness.
Her assessment of her daughter was certainly cold.

"...That's what made her easier to teach."

But.
I think Lee Sol's lack of resourcefulness is her strength.
Because she doesn't rely on tricks. Because she doesn't have other directions.

"She works diligently."
"..."

The aunt was silent for a moment, then:

"Working diligently doesn't necessarily mean doing well."

She calmly countered.

"..."
"Her current grades are partly her own achievement... but they're largely due to your help, Seung-ho."

That wasn't wrong either.

"Honestly, I'd prefer if Sol found something other than studying."

Her thoughts on this hadn't changed.

— "Next year, you'll likely be in different classes. There's no guarantee you'll get along as well as you did this year."

Minime's tone was cold.
It reflected reality.

"If she doesn't like modeling, there are other options. These days, many people make careers as influencers."

Whatever it might be.
She showed her wish for Lee Sol to pursue something that utilized her own strengths.

"Of course, a promise is a promise, so I won't force anything..."

The aunt showed me her phone screen.

"I heard you took this photo. Is that right?"

A photo of Lee Sol with Japan in the background.
Judging by the composition, it was taken during our school trip.

"Yes, that's right."

I nodded honestly.

"..."

Her gaze turned toward me.

— "He's perceptive, capable... takes good care of Sol..."

Along with Minime's quiet voice.

— "...But he's too kind."

She muttered.

Though her words were clearly complimentary, her tone didn't feel that way.

=========

(!Sign!)
(Illustration below!)

=========

Well, Sol





Ch.108 - Meal (2)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will provide an accurate translation following the glossary and style guidelines.

* * *

A child with kindness ingrained in their nature.

That's how Kim Bo-young, Lee Sol's mother, privately assessed Lee Seung-ho as she watched him.

"......"

Kim Bo-young's gaze fell on the two of them.

"Do you come here often?"
"Hmm... occasionally, like for birthdays?"

Even while conversing, his hands naturally took Lee Sol's outer garment.
He placed it on a hanger and hung it up.
Their rhythm was perfectly in sync, suggesting this wasn't his first time doing this.

It was kindness ingrained in his nature.

*He resembles him.*

That was Kim Bo-young's assessment of him.
He resembled her husband in that way.
That excessive kindness toward others. Someone who expected nothing in return.

This was the problem.
Because of that, there were so many women who flirted with him. She had quite a struggle getting rid of them all.

*This boy seems similar.*

Having that experience made her more wary of Lee Seung-ho.
He was the type who would make many women cry.
She could sense he was that kind of person.

Conversely, it meant that if guided properly, he could be an excellent match.

Clatter. Clatter.
The meal continued.

Kim Bo-young sent Lee Sol away so she could thank Lee Seung-ho properly and make "a certain proposal."

And so they continued their conversation with just the two of them at the table.

"......"

Not long after.

Thud-!
A pudding was placed on the table.
When she turned her gaze, Lee Sol had returned.

"......"

Kim Bo-young smoothed back Lee Sol's hair, which had become disheveled from rushing back.

"...It's fine."

Lee Sol said this and sat back down next to Lee Seung-ho.
Her expression was blank, but her eyebrows were slightly lowered.
As if saying, if you have something to discuss, do it while I'm present. She sent a defiant look.

*...My goodness.*

Kim Bo-young couldn't hide her surprise at Lee Sol's expression.
Her wariness was evident.
Honestly, she didn't expect her to express it this clearly.

But it wasn't something that couldn't be discussed openly.

"Seung-ho, would you be interested in doing a photoshoot with Sol?"

A somewhat abrupt topic.

"......"

Lee Seung-ho blinked slightly.
He only showed signs of contemplating the proposal. No further reaction.

She expected him to be surprised by the sudden topic. His response was unexpected.
Had he anticipated this question? Or was he simply composed by nature?

"Mom...!"

Lee Sol raised her voice, but Kim Bo-young countered with a calm gaze.

"Why, I mentioned it before. You said you'd think about it positively then."
"That was... no, it's still too sudden."
"When else would I ask if not now?"

Kim Bo-young didn't even blink.
She had finally found someone who could motivate Lee Sol to act on her own.
She couldn't miss this opportunity.

"What kind of photoshoot are you referring to...?"

To Lee Seung-ho's question, Kim Bo-young explained briefly.

"Like TikTok or other SNS platforms."

YouTube wouldn't be bad either... but that would take up too much time.
She wasn't expecting that much.

"You mean uploading shorts or photos there?"
"That's right."

The conversation flowed smoothly, which was good.
That's how she planned to build Lee Sol's recognition.

"These days, influencers are doing quite well."

If she didn't want to be a model, there were other paths.
Lee Sol's specialty was being pretty.
She wanted her to pursue a career that utilized that advantage.

Because her daughter resembled her in not being assertive enough, she was more concerned.

This intervention was part of that concern.

"...But why are you asking me to do this?"

It was a simple question, easy to answer.

"Because you're good at it."

First, his skills were decent.

"You frame shots well, pay attention to light and lighting... and you think about editing points while taking pictures."

Kim Bo-young looked at the photos he had taken.
His phone screen showed pictures from the school trip, as well as from the Ice Rink and the valley.

"Did you learn this on your own?"
"At school."

If he was this good just from school training, she was even more impressed.

Lee Seung-ho spoke as if finding her knowledge surprising.

"...You know a lot about photography."
"Didn't Sol tell you? I run a small clothing online store."
"......"

Lee Seung-ho's eyes widened. He really hadn't heard about it.
Click.
Kim Bo-young closed her phone screen.

"So I have a good eye for what makes things look pretty."
"..."
"Of course, I'm not asking you to do this for free. I'm thinking of paying you a photography fee as an outsourced job."

She wrote a number on her palm on the table.

"About... this much?"

It wasn't professional-level pay, but it was quite substantial for a student.
If advertisements came in through SNS, they could share that revenue too.

She could afford that much.

Above all, the main point of this proposal was to keep Lee Sol's modeling sense sharp.
If she thought of it as sending her to modeling school, it was a worthwhile investment.

"I'm not asking for an immediate answer. Think about it slowly."
"Yes."

Lee Seung-ho's expression remained unchanged. It wasn't easy to read his thoughts.

"Shall we get going now?"

They had finished the desserts they brought.
She stood up from her seat.

......

"Can you drop me off here?"
"Yes, thank you for the ride."
"It's only natural since I invited you. Take care going home."
"Yes."

Lee Seung-ho bowed politely and turned around.
Lee Sol fidgeted and pulled herself toward the door.

"...Sol? Where are you going?"

Questioning her movement.

"...No, it's just... I have something to tell Seung-ho quickly...? I'll just walk a bit and come back."

Lee Sol's eyes darted around.
The expression she made when lying or feeling awkward.
It seemed like having something to say was a lie.

Kim Bo-young was silent for a moment, then.

"...Don't come back too late."

She nodded.

"I won't."

Lee Sol quickly got out of the car.

"......"

Through the window, she could see Lee Sol running after Lee Seung-ho.
Hearing the noise, Lee Seung-ho turned around.
Soon, the two were walking side by side, matching their pace.

"......"

Looking at their backs.

She couldn't help but overlay that image with a memory.
Once upon a time.
A vague memory of herself and her husband walking side by side along a stone wall path when they were young resurfaced.

Yes, there was such a time.

"Time really......"

Passes so quickly.

"...When did she grow up so much?"

She always thought her daughter would remain a child.
Watching Lee Sol looking at him, she felt a somewhat bitter and heavy aftertaste lingering in her mouth.

* * *

Lee Sol got out of the car and ran over here.
She suddenly got out and came this way.

I matched my pace with her and asked.

"Why aren't you going home?"
"I'm going to walk you home."

Lee Sol raised her shoulders proudly. It felt like our roles had been reversed.

— "Because I feel a bit disappointed..."

Her Minime's fingers fidgeted.

"......"

I changed my direction at the sight.
Though my home was really close and we'd get there quickly, I decided to walk a bit more.

"Where are you going?"

Lee Sol followed me, asking since she knew this wasn't the direction to my house.

"I want to walk to help digest."
"Then let's do that?"

Lee Sol's eyebrows twitched and she quickly caught up.

"...How was today?"
— "It would have been great if Mom hadn't asked that at the end...!"

Recalling the recent situation, her Minime drooped with a sad face.

"She seems like a really nice person."
"Really?"

My words seemed unexpected to her. Her eyes blinked.

"She's actively trying to take care of you."

My family is basically hands-off, so I don't remember receiving such deep interest since high school.
They probably trust that I'll do well on my own.

After living that way, I could feel that her mother's actions were a form of affection.

"You think so...?"

Lee Sol didn't seem to understand.
Her feelings weren't wrong either.
It depends on the person receiving it. Nothing strange about that.

"But. Will that be okay?"

At my question, Lee Sol slowed her steps.

"Hmm? What?"
"The photoshoot."
"...Oh, that."

Lee Sol stuffed her hands deep into her pockets and continued.

"It's not that I really hate it... but it's not like I'm super excited about it either..."

Lee Sol stiffly rolled her eyes.

— "...I'd like to do it if Seung-ho is okay with it... but I shouldn't say that because it might be a burden."

Her Minime covered her mouth with both hands, making a resolution.
She seemed to want to do it secretly.

It wasn't very surprising.
Lee Sol rejected modeling not because she disliked photoshoots, but because she didn't want her path predetermined.

"...What about you?"

Lee Sol cautiously looked at me.

"Hmm..."

I finished my deliberation and parted my lips.

"I want to do it."
"Huh?"
"Let's do the photoshoot if you're okay with it."
"...Really?"
"Yeah."
"O-okay."

Lee Sol nodded calmly.

— "Kyah!"

Her Minime raised her arms high and twirled around like she was dancing.
It was satisfying to see her happy, but that wasn't the only reason I accepted.

— "Kyaah!"

I had my own reasons for accepting.

Being able to photograph Lee Sol meant I could practice with a moving subject.
That was my first reason.

*...I haven't touched my camera lately.*

With school, part-time job, gym, and studying, I hadn't had time for photography.
Even in class, the focus was on theory, so unless there was an assignment, I didn't take it out.

— "Hehe!"

Taking photos of Ji Nu-ri at the festival was the first time I'd used it in a long time.

*Plus, I can quit my part-time job.*

With the amount Lee Sol's mother offered, there was no reason to keep working part-time.
That was my second reason.

— "Hehehung!"

Lee Sol's Minime's laughter showed no signs of stopping.
Calm down a bit.

"...Should we stop by there on our way?"

I pointed to an unmanned ice cream vending shop that appeared as we walked.
Let's go in to cool our heads.

"Huh? Oh, yeah. Let's do that."

Lee Sol came to her senses and followed me.

"...Getting ice cream?"
"This is what you do after a meat restaurant. And the weather will get chilly soon."

The end of summer. The beginning of autumn.
A snack we won't eat for several months. We should have it one last time before it gets colder.

I rummaged through the ice creams and asked.

"Do you want one too?"
"...I'd like to, but I think it's too much to eat alone."

Is she already reducing snacks because of the photoshoot?

"Then..."

I picked up a double bar.
An ice cream with two sticks inserted as its feature.
Seeing it, Lee Sol said.

"Weren't you going to get something else?"
"When else would we eat this if not now?"

Since we were here, I bought a few more snacks to stock at home. After quickly paying, I went outside.
I put the snacks in the bag and opened the ice cream wrapper.

*Not bad.*

It was still cool enough to enjoy ice cream comfortably.

"Here."

I held one stick and extended it toward Lee Sol.
It meant for her to take it.

Lee Sol licked her lips and carefully grabbed the opposite stick, pulling gently.
Like splitting wooden chopsticks in half, she moved her arm cautiously.

Snap...

"Ah..."

Lee Sol let out a sigh.
The double bar broke awkwardly.
Mine ended up with more, breaking in an 'L' shape.

"Chomp."

Lee Sol bit off the protruding part with her lips.

*...Oh.*

Wait, this is that thing.
While I was flustered by Lee Sol's sudden action.

— "Sweet."

Her Minime didn't care at all, just enjoying the sweetness of the ice cream.

She really didn't mind at all.
She seemed genuinely fine with it.

"......"

Feeling like I was the only one overreacting, I decided to ignore it.
Slurp.
I took a big bite of the remaining double bar.

— "...Ah."

At that moment, with her Minime's exclamation.

— "W-wait... this is indi------"

The continuing words gradually turned into noise.

"......"

I stopped with the double bar in my mouth.
After doing that herself, she was slow to realize.

Tap tap tap tap——!

Lee Sol's footsteps quickened.
The ears visible through her silver hair were extremely red.

Seeing that, I felt like I might become similar.
I cooled that heat with the ice cream as I quietly followed behind her.

=========

(!Sign!)
(Illustration below!)

=========

Evening Walk Sol





Ch.109 - The Bet (1)
* * *

The darkening night sky.
Under the streetlight, he gives a light wave goodbye.

"See you tomorrow."
"Yeah. See you tomorrow."

Lee Sol raised her hand slightly as she faced him.

See you tomorrow—
Such a simple phrase, but the fact that they exchanged words made her heart flutter somewhere inside.

"..."

Lee Sol paused slightly in front of the entrance door to her home.
She watched his retreating figure grow more distant. Watching, watching...
Only after he completely disappeared did her feet finally move.
She passed through the main entrance and stood in the elevator.

"...Hmm."

Remembering the time spent with him, her toes tapped the innocent floor rhythmically.

Beep beep beep beep—

As she opened the door and stepped inside, she felt the warm air from the heater.

"I'm home..."

To her mumbled greeting.

"...You're back? Was the way home not scary?"

As if she had been waiting, her mother immediately responded.
Lee Sol nodded slightly at the question.

"It was fine. Actually, Seung-ho walked me home..."

Somehow it had turned out that way. When she came to her senses, they were in front of her house.
What she thought was just a casual walk had actually been the route to her home.
When she realized it, she had blinked in surprise.

"Seung-ho came all the way here? I feel bad—"

Her mother's words cut off abruptly.

"..."

Her rounded eyes looked up at Lee Sol.
Then she casually turned her gaze away, fixing it on the TV as if avoiding eye contact.

"...Well, go wash up and rest."

That was all she said.

"Okay."

For a moment, Lee Sol wondered about that look.
But fatigue was creeping up her neck, so she turned toward her room.
Just as she was about to throw off her outer clothes with tired steps.

"..."

Her face was clearly reflected in the mirror.

"...Ah."

A soft sigh escaped between her lips.

Well. How should she put it.
Her face was faintly flushed.

Others might think her expression was the same emotionless one as usual.
But she knew her own face.

'So that's why...'

And her mother probably noticed it too.
She must have immediately spotted this subtle change.

Thinking back to her mother's reaction earlier, she became even more convinced of this.

"Hoo..."

As she took a shallow breath, her face seemed to return to normal.
Lee Sol shook her head vigorously.

"...It's nothing. Right."

She shouldn't worry about it.
Anyone would say she was overthinking. Getting worked up over something like this was childish.
It's not like they had actually touched directly.

"Ahem."

Lee Sol cleared her throat and headed to the bathroom.
She should shower quickly and go to sleep.
Tomorrow was Friday. She needed to get up early for school.

Shhhhhh...

The warm water streamed down her body.

"..."

Suddenly she found herself looking in the mirror.
Her lips reflected there.
And the sweet ice cream she had bitten into.
And the pale crimson that had touched it...

Thump!

Lee Sol reflexively raised her hand and slapped the wall repeatedly.

What was she getting so worked up about?
It's not like they had touched directly.

"..."

...But still.
If she felt this way regardless.

"...Hah."

Lee Sol leaned against the wall. She tapped her lips lightly with her index finger.
Her throat tightened.

If they were to do the real thing.

How would that feel?
She couldn't help but feel curious and intrigued.

* * *

Friday, the golden day all students wait for.
While everyone was sitting in the classroom with more excitement than usual.

Shin A-young's eyes were about 1 degree lower than normal.

"..."

Shin A-young rolled her eyes to look at the seat next to her.
She could see her seatmate, Lee Sol, by the window.
Her behavior seemed strange today.

"Hmm~ hmm~"

Humming a little tune while flipping through her phone screen.
Looking at what she was watching, it was some shorts.
Something like a trending dance challenge.

"...Did something happen?"

She's doing things she never usually does.

"No?"

Lee Sol shook her head.
She didn't seem inclined to give an easy answer.

'Something definitely happened.'

Yesterday was Thursday. If she remembered correctly, it was the day Lee Sol's mother had an appointment with Lee Seung-ho.
Something must have happened.

"Yaaawn—"

Lee Seung-ho entered the classroom with a yawn.

"You're here?"

Shin A-young greeted him.
And Lee Sol, as usual—

"?"

She thought Lee Sol would greet him as usual, but she was strangely quiet.
Lee Sol's eyelashes lowered, and then.

"...Hi."

She greeted him in a voice that was barely audible.
It was a tone tinged with shyness.

"Uh... hi."

Lee Seung-ho responded awkwardly in turn.

"..."

Shin A-young's eyes narrowed as she observed the current flowing between the two.
Something definitely happened, that's for sure.
But she couldn't figure out what it was.

Her fingers, hidden under the desk, tensed unnecessarily.

"Hey, hey."

Just then, Ji Nu-ri came running into the classroom.
She called out to Lee Seung-ho.

"Let's go to the School Store now."
"...Now? Isn't homeroom about to start?"

As Lee Seung-ho gave her a skeptical look.
Ji Nu-ri grabbed his shoulder and shook it with urgent gestures.

"We can go and come back quickly. I heard people from the next class talking, and they said it came in this morning...!"
"What came in?"

Ji Nu-ri looked around and covered her mouth.

"...Double chocolate cookies."

She whispered quietly, as if afraid someone might hear.

"...Really? How?"

Lee Seung-ho turned his head, showing interest.
His voice lowered in tandem.
Double chocolate cookies. Noted.

"Are you sure?"
"Well, I don't know for sure. I just overheard it in passing. They said they saw them being unloaded from the truck this morning."
"Alright, let's go check it out."

Lee Seung-ho got up from his seat. Lee Sol also subtly followed behind him.

"Shin A-young, are you coming too?"
"I'm good."

She shook her head.
It would probably be crowded now anyway. And she didn't want to compete among all those people.

"Yeah?"

Lee Seung-ho nodded in understanding.

"Hey, what are you doing? Let's go quickly."

Ji Nu-ri said that and ran ahead.

As Lee Seung-ho was about to leave, he suddenly asked.

"...Nothing's wrong, right?"
"Huh?"
"No, you just look upset."

At Lee Seung-ho's words, Shin A-young blinked.
She glanced down slightly.

"..."

Her reflection in the phone screen looked fine.
An expression with a faint hint of a smile.
Nothing particularly strange. A normal face, no different from usual.

'...But. How does he always know?'

Not just once or twice, but several times now, Lee Seung-ho had caught on.
It wasn't just about being perceptive.
It felt like her bare face was completely exposed, causing a strange embarrassment to rise.

Shin A-young shook her head lightly.

"I'm fine. Nothing happened."

It wasn't a lie; it was really true.

Was it because of that small question?

Strangely, her mood had lightened a bit.

* * *

Time passed.
Before long, it was after school.

Click-clack——

I sat at the Counseling Club President's desk, typing on the keyboard.

"..."

So this is what you have to handle alone when you become President.
It's not difficult, but it's quite tedious.

"They're really not coming..."

Ji Nu-ri sprawled on the sofa with a gloomy expression.
She was like that because Senior Min-ji and the President weren't in the club room.

"Can't be helped. There's only a month left until the college entrance exam."

I answered her muttering while clicking the mouse.
It would be stranger if they came to the club room at this timing.

"I know that, but... sigh..."

Ji Nu-ri let out a deep sigh.
She seemed melancholic about the fact that graduation would follow soon after the exam.
She had quite a sentimental side.

"But..."

I turned my gaze toward Ji Nu-ri.

Look at her.

Toy sunglasses on her eyes. A party cone hat. An outfit completely unsuited to someone who's supposedly depressed.
It was beyond ridiculous, bordering on absurd.

"...Why are you all dressed like that?"

Toot—

Beside her, Lee Sol was even blowing a party horn.
She seemed ready to fully enjoy herself.

"Well, you know?"

Ji Nu-ri looked up at me from her lying position, crossing her arms.

"...What?"

"I just realized we never had a welcome party for our A-young."
"Welcome party?"
"We had one when I joined too. Don't you remember?"
"...No, that's not it."

It was a few months ago, but of course I remembered.
Didn't we eat out and go to a prize machine arcade?
That's where I found out Ji Nu-ri was an otaku.

But...

"You want to do that now?"
"Yes."
"At this point?"

The timing seemed way too late.
Quite some time had passed since Shin A-young joined the club. It felt like celebrating a birthday long after the fact.

— "Well, honestly, it is a bit late now..."

Shin A-young's Minime muttered.
She had the same impression as me.
But what came out of her mouth was different.

"...Are we really not doing it?"

Shin A-young gave a slightly disappointed look.

"See? A-young wants to do it too."

Ji Nu-ri raised her voice, encouraged by this.

"..."

Shin A-young smiled at me, making sure only I could see it.
A mischievous smile.
She was doing this on purpose.
It was the kind of smile that made me want to teach her a lesson.

"Any counseling requests come in today?"

I asked while flipping through the file folder.
I checked if we had any budget left for this year.
We did have some.

"None."

The answer came immediately from Shin A-young.

"Hmm."

That worked out well.
I stood up from my seat and picked up the club room key.

"Alright, let's go out."

How should I handle this? As it happened, I had been pondering a certain issue.

"While we're out, we can also decide on next year's President and Vice President."

Bowling, ping pong, PC bang...
Or something else if they didn't like those options.
Whatever it was, settling it with a bet seemed clean and simple.
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I've analyzed the text and identified all characters and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

* * *

Fast food restaurant.
Maybe because it was Friday. Or maybe because it was mealtime. Things were busier than usual.

"I'm sorry, but that item is not currently available on our menu."

Ha Seo-rim was overwhelmed dealing with customers in the dining area.

"What?! How is that possible?"
"It was a limited-time item. Would you like to order something else instead?"
"No, you were selling this just yesterday, weren't you?"
"Yes, we sold it until yesterday."

Why were there so many people like this?
After a lengthy argument, the customer finally stormed out of the store.

"...Phew."

Only then could Ha Seo-rim catch her breath.

"...When are they going to fix the kiosk?"

Ha Seo-rim asked Kim Bo-young, her same-aged coworker in the kitchen.
The reason for these arguments with customers was because the kiosk was broken.

"They said they'd fix it, but... probably not until the end of this week?"
"This week..."

Ha Seo-rim's expression stiffened.
So she'd have to endure this suffering all week.
Just thinking about it made her future look bleak.

Kim Bo-young patted her back.

"Go take a short break. I'll cover for you."
"Mmm. Thanks, just for a moment."

Ha Seo-rim dragged her tired feet.

She was already mentally exhausted from dealing with difficult customers.
At least when Lee Seung-ho was around, he'd step in and cover for her... But not today. It was his day off.

"...!"

Ha Seo-rim startled herself and lightly patted her cheeks.

No, what am I thinking?
Get a grip.
No matter how well-behaved he seems lately, he's still someone I shouldn't let my guard down around.

"Hmm..."

Inhale— Exhale—
As she stepped outside through the back door, cool air filled her lungs.
A high, clear blue sky without a single cloud.
A scene where autumn was gradually making itself felt.

Ha Seo-rim quietly looked up at it.

"The weather's disgustingly nice..."

Perfect weather for going out. Being in the fresh air was improving her mood.
At least it was better than being trapped with noisy people and the sounds of cooking equipment.

"...?"

Buzz—

She felt a small vibration in her pocket.

A notification appeared at the top of her phone screen.
Since she rarely received messages from anyone.
Wondering if it might be something about the band club, she unlocked her screen.

"...Oh."

[Yoo Ha-neul]

That name appeared on her screen.
Someone she'd known since middle school. They occasionally kept in touch.

...And also Lee Seung-ho's middle school crush.

* * *

While walking away from school.
I could see Lee Sol and Shin A-young's minimes stretching their bodies.

— "Vice President..."
— "Come to think of it, that position exists."

They were stretching diligently with their short limbs.

— "...I can't lose to A-young."
— "I must win against Sol no matter what."

They shot silent glares at each other.
Both burning with determination not to lose.

"Hmm."

Are they that concerned about the Counseling Club Jinx? In the end, it's just a superstition.
It's not even that old of a jinx. If you look back, there must have been Presidents and Vice Presidents who weren't couples.

Meanwhile, Ji Nu-ri seemed busy in a different way.

— "If I play this right, isn't this my chance to become President...?"

Ji Nu-ri's minime revealed her ambition with a low chuckle.

I quietly observed her.
She's an interesting kid every time I see her. Never gets boring.

I slowed my steps as we reached our destination.

"How about here?"
"An OTT room?"
"Yeah."

I nodded at Ji Nu-ri's comment.

"Sol can't bowl, and if we go to a PC room, we'd just be following rules... which would give Shin A-young an advantage."
"Hmph. I am pretty good, aren't I?"

Shin A-young shrugged her shoulders.

That's why I chose an OTT room. Everyone should be comfortable with something like Dotendo.

"Sounds good."
"Yeah."

Everyone responded positively.
Now that we'd decided on a place, we went straight inside.

I paid for the room and time at the kiosk, then handed the paper ticket with the password to Shin A-young.

"Want to go to the room first?"
"Where are you going?"
"The store."

I was planning to buy some snacks from the store inside the OTT room.
Ji Nu-ri and Shin A-young turned around to find the room.

"Have you been here before?"

Lee Sol quietly followed behind me.

"Once last year?"

At my answer, Lee Sol's pace slowed slightly.
Then she quickly caught up and asked:

"...With whom?"
— "Was it a girl?"

A dark shadow fell across her minime's eyes.
I felt the pressure and my shoulders flinched.

"I came with the Counseling Club."
"Ah, I see."

Lee Sol nodded slightly. Having understood the situation, she didn't say anything more.

Rustle, rustle.
I picked out a few small snacks from the store inside the OTT room.

"...Take a picture of me."

While I was doing that, Lee Sol quietly spoke up.
I turned my head while scanning the snack barcodes at the counter.

"Here?"
"Yeah, just take a quick shot that I can post. Do you have your camera with you?"
"I do."

I always carry it around.
I took the camera case out of my bag.
After adjusting the settings, I captured her image through the lens.

"Strike a natural pose."
"L-like this?"

Lee Sol moved her body but looked strangely stiff.
It was odd. As someone who had worked as a model, she should be used to having her picture taken.

"Just be comfortable, like usual. Relax."
"Even if you say that..."
— "It feels different from model shoots, so it's awkward."

Her minime fidgeted.

"..."

Lee Sol covered the lower half of her face with the snack bag she was holding.
Her trembling eyelashes and sideways glance revealed her emotions.
Her expression clearly showed her awkwardness.

Click—

I just took the picture of Lee Sol in that state.

"...Huh? You took it?"
"I thought this would work well."

For an ordinary person, it would have been an awkward photo. But since the subject was Lee Sol.
Even that embarrassed pose was transformed into something fresh and innocent.
It's almost unfair. I can see why they want her as a model.

— Seung-ho! Come here quick!

Just then, Ji Nu-ri called me softly from the hallway.

"What is it?"

I hurried back, wondering if something had happened.

"How do you connect this thing?"

Ji Nu-ri held up a controller.
The two of them were struggling with the controllers and remote.

"It's written right there."
"I followed the instructions exactly, but it's not working. No matter what I do, it won't switch to the Dotendo screen."
"Let me see."

I followed the instructions on the wall and operated the remote step by step.
The screen lit up white and switched to the game window.

"...It's working?"
"No way, it definitely didn't work when I tried!"
— "That's so unfair!"

Ji Nu-ri's minime jumped up and down, feeling wronged.
She probably didn't do it properly.

"..."

I shook my head.
I picked up a controller and reclined on the sofa.

"Is Mario Party okay for the game?"

There's no better game for a competition.
It's a board game format, so the controls aren't difficult and even beginners can easily play.

"Has everyone played it before?"
"No!"
"I've seen it, but never played it."
"...Me neither."

Everyone shook their heads.
Great. Actually, I've never played it either.
Looks like it'll be a fair game.

"...So whoever collects the most of these badges at the end wins, right?"
"That's right."

I nodded at Lee Sol's question and started the game.

What we need to decide is:

"One President. One Vice President. Two members. The person who gets first place gets to choose their position first."

There was tacit agreement.
No objections were raised, and the game promptly began.

...

The game progressed for quite some time, and the current rankings were as follows:

1st. Shin A-young.
2nd. Ji Nu-ri.
3rd. Lee Sol.
4th. Me.

These kids are pretty good.
Since they approached the game with a serious attitude to win, I got left behind from the start.

"..."

But I tapped my foot with a relaxed attitude.
I had an ace up my sleeve.
The reward I'd just earned from the mini-game:

———
[Spin the Wheel!]
[Exchange badges with a player of your choice.]
———

With this, I could turn the tables in one move.

Since it had to be used immediately after obtaining it, it would have been a terrible reward if I were in first place.
But my current rank was 4th.
Nothing could be more perfect for my situation.

"Hmm... who should I choose? The person with the most badges right now is..."

As I dragged out my words and surveyed the group:

"...Shin A-young."
"It's Shin A-young! Shin A-young!"

Lee Sol and Ji Nu-ri sold her out without a moment's hesitation.
Shin A-young looked at me with anxious eyes.

"W-wait, that's not right! I'm barely ahead of Nu-ri who's in 2nd place! You should pick Nu-ri inst—"
"You're being awfully brief?"
"...P-please spare me just this once, okay?"

Shin A-young immediately switched to formal speech.
She blinked her long eyelashes.

"Hmm."

I hesitated briefly and looked at Ji Nu-ri.
She jumped up and grinned while rubbing her hands together.

"Come on— why are you doing this—"

She massaged my shoulders firmly.
That was truly the gesture of a sycophant.

Press—

I pressed the button without hesitation. The target was, of course, Shin A-young.

"Hey, hey! Seung-ho, you...!"

Shin A-young cried out with a tearful expression.
Don't act so wronged. I'm just paying you back for your previous pranks.

"..."

I returned a slight smile with narrowed eyes, just as she usually does.

"Ugh...!"

Shin A-young's face flushed, and she quickly turned her head away.

— "I-it's okay! I can still make a comeback...!"

Despite her words, Shin A-young's minime already had a tearful expression.
She pressed the controller buttons firmly with her blinking eyes.

"..."

I let out a low laugh as I looked at my new ranking.
At this rate, I should be able to safely escape the President position.

...

[END]
1st. Ji Nu-ri.
2nd. Lee Sol.
3rd. Shin A-young.
4th. Me.

"..."

I twitched under my eyes as I looked at the results.

"...No way."

I still couldn't believe it.

"What kind of luck does Ji Nu-ri have...?"

She was in first place just a moment ago. But in the last moment, everything was suddenly reversed.
She won a mini-game and paid me back in exactly the same way.
This is truly a garbage game.

"Yum yum! Lee Seung-ho's badges are so delicious!"

Ji Nu-ri started her first-place reaction. Her minime joined in, munching her cheeks vigorously.
Hah.
I watched it with a deflated feeling.

"..."

...Wait, what happens now?

I considered the variables based on Ji Nu-ri's choice.
First, Ji Nu-ri would...

"From today, I'm the President!"

Ji Nu-ri declared, raising her hand high.
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* * *

Ji Nu-ri volunteered to become the President.
With that declaration, the room fell silent.

— "...I didn't expect Nu-ri to be aiming for the President position."

Lee Sol's minime narrowed her eyes and pressed her forehead firmly.
She was accepting the current situation and thinking of other options.

Meanwhile, Shin A-young had a slightly different approach. She was trying to change the situation itself.

"...Are you sure you'll be okay as President, Nu-ri? Won't it be too much work?"

Shin A-young asked with an anxious look.
Her fluttering eyelashes revealed her inner wish for Ji Nu-ri to reconsider.
It was the kind of desperate plea that would have worked on a guy, or at least made a girl think twice.

"It's fine~!"

But this was Ji Nu-ri she was dealing with.

"I've been listening carefully while the President was teaching Seung-ho."

Ji Nu-ri nodded confidently.
Her minime placed both hands on her waist with a smug expression.

— "This is exactly what I've been preparing for...!"

So that's why she was showing interest.
She must have been eyeing the President position all along.
If not, knowing Ji Nu-ri's personality, she would have been doing something else.

Ji Nu-ri twirled her index finger.

"I know exactly how to do it, so there's no problem at all."
"...Is that so?"

Even Shin A-young hadn't expected this, her voice trembling slightly.
But she hadn't given up yet.

"But there will be a lot of annoying work..."
"I told you it's fine."

Unusually for her, Ji Nu-ri seemed to have taken that into account as well.

— "With great power comes great responsibility, as they say."

The wording is a bit different, but I get what she's trying to say.
I'm not entirely sure, but it must mean Ji Nu-ri is serious about this.

"...But."

Ji Nu-ri narrowed her eyes slightly, questioning the continued resistance.

"You're not worried about me being President, are you?"
"No way—"

Shin A-young waved her hand with a bright smile.

"Why would I be?"

She shook her head firmly, insisting it wasn't the case at all.

"Hmm..."

Ji Nu-ri still looked suspicious.
Shin A-young met her gaze with a bright smile.

— "...She's unnecessarily sharp about these things."

Shin A-young's minime was sweating profusely. She had been hit right on the mark.

"Ahem. Next is second place, so it's Sol's turn to choose?"

Shin A-young cleared her throat. She quickly changed the subject.
She was trying to prevent Ji Nu-ri from bringing up that topic again.

"Sol, what do you want to do?"
"......"

At Shin A-young's question, Lee Sol continued to ponder with her arms crossed.
The remaining positions were Vice President or regular member.

"...I'll be a regular member."

That was Lee Sol's choice.

— "This means..."

Lee Sol's minime muttered in a low voice, then turned her gaze toward Shin A-young.

— "...Pretty clever."

Shin A-young's minime let out a sigh.

— "Now I have no choice but to be Vice President."

There were two options, but Shin A-young only had one real choice.
Being concerned about the jinx, she would have to choose to become Vice President herself rather than let me take the position.
Lee Sol understood that psychology well.

"......"

I swallowed hard watching this exchange.
The strange atmosphere and calculated actions.
Women's tactics are truly frightening.
If I had a minime, I'm sure it would be sweating nervously.

"Then I'll be Vice President."

Shin A-young raised her hand slightly.
She acted as if this was what she had wanted all along, not showing any sign of being manipulated.

— "Maybe it's better this way."

Shin A-young's minime looked at Lee Sol.
She judged this outcome was better than the alternative.

"......"

I remained silent watching this.
Come to think of it, there was no possibility of me becoming President.
Ji Nu-ri was the variable that made it so. The game had started with the board already flipped.

'But who could have known.'

It was impossible to predict.
Usually, who would want to be President anyway?

And so next year's Counseling Club President and Vice President were decided.
The atmosphere was generally satisfactory.

— "Wow. That last move was epic. I snatched everything Lee Seung-ho had collected and got first place...!"

Ji Nu-ri was clearly intoxicated with her achievement.

— "Hmm... I handled that pretty well."

Lee Sol seemed reasonably satisfied.

"......"

There was only one person who looked disgruntled.

— "...I hope I don't end up handling all the work later."

Shin A-young's minime's eyes trembled.
She was already anxious about potentially having to take care of all the work Ji Nu-ri might not complete.

'...Ji Nu-ri isn't that bad though.'

It'll be fine.
At least better than it appears on the surface.
Ji Nu-ri isn't tactful, but that doesn't mean she can't do the work.
She's responsible and diligent in her own way.

Even if my assessment of Ji Nu-ri was wrong...

"If things get tough, I'll help out too, so don't worry too much."

I told Shin A-young in a casual tone.
I meant it as reassurance not to worry too much.

"......"

Shin A-young touched her lower face gently.
Then she nodded with a more relaxed expression.

"Okay."

Seeing her eyes drooping, I added one more thing.

"Just don't make too many mistakes."
"...Okay."

Shin A-young nodded.
It was a delayed nod.
...She definitely would have done it without me saying anything.

"...Hmm."

At that moment, my eyes met Ji Nu-ri's.
She was looking at me with a somewhat mysterious gaze.

"What?"

What now?
As I wondered about it...

"Nothing."

Ji Nu-ri shook her head, saying it was nothing.

— "...He's less disappointed than I expected? I thought he'd want to be Vice President."

With a surprised expression, her short limbs crossed.

...What should I do about that?

No, before that, her premise is wrong to begin with.
Even if I did like Ji Nu-ri, I wouldn't have become Vice President.
I see the jinx as just for fun. I don't like to worry about such things.

Buzz— Buzz buzz—

At that moment, a vibration tickled inside my pocket.

[When are you coming home? I need food.]
[(Emoticon of raising a food bowl)]

A message from Lee Seung-ah had arrived.
Come to think of it, our parents were coming home late today. They work hard on Friday evenings.

'I've already missed dinner time.'

The mood was shifting toward parting ways, so maybe I should head home.
Or—

"What about dinner? Should we part here? Or eat before going our separate ways?"

I asked the three of them.

"Hmm..."

After brief consideration, Lee Sol opened her mouth.

"...If I go home now, it'll be too late to eat, so I'd rather eat before going."

She rolled her eyes.

— "...I don't want to eat at home."

Her minime covered her mouth with both hands. This was her true feeling.

"What about you two?"
"Then I'll eat before going too."
"We should eat first. If I go home now and ask for food, I'll get an earful."

Once one person decided to eat, the others followed suit.
Since we were going to have dinner before heading home, the next agenda was naturally set.

"Well then..."

Tap tap tap tap.
I quickly sent a message to Lee Seung-ah telling her to handle dinner herself, then looked up.
She'll probably just order delivery.

"What do you want to eat? There are plenty of options around here."

The streets are lined with restaurants, so we could walk into any place just by naming it.

"Hmm... I'm fine with whatever you suggest, Seung-ho?"

Shin A-young said, looking around.

"I'm okay with anything too."
"......"

Ji Nu-ri and Lee Sol agreed.

That actually makes it harder to choose.

"...Then, since this is A-young's welcome party, how about malatang?"
"Oh, right right. We had malatang that time too, didn't we?"

Ji Nu-ri's expression turned nostalgic, as if recalling memories.
To think that was already several months ago—time really does fly when you think about it.

"So, malatang then? Are you okay with spicy food?"

I asked Shin A-young for her opinion.
After all, today's outing was officially a welcome party for the new member.
Even if that new member was about to become next year's Vice President.

"It's fine. I handle spicy food well."

Shin A-young smiled brightly.

"If it's around here..."

Ji Nu-ri took the lead and opened a map app.

"Oh, the place we ate last time is the closest."
"Should we go there?"
"Yeah, yeah."

Ji Nu-ri nodded.
She seems more excited than anyone.

— "That sounds delicious."

Her minime swallowed hard.
Apparently, this restaurant's malatang perfectly matched her taste.

She walked ahead with excited steps, then...

— "Eek!?"

Ji Nu-ri's minime jumped up as if springing from her spot.
That was the reaction of someone who got startled.

"...?"

I tilted my head.

What could it be?
There was nothing startling around us.

The reason soon became clear. The minime's next words explained it.

— "What? Why is Unnie here...!?"

Following Ji Nu-ri's minime's gaze, I spotted someone who strangely resembled Ji Nu-ri.
The same dark brown hair as Ji Nu-ri. Only unlike her, this person had long hair and wore glasses.

"H-hey guys, should we go that way instead?"

Ji Nu-ri tried to lead us in a different direction with a stiff tone.
She clearly wanted to avoid her sister as quickly as possible.

Shin A-young looked confused.

"Huh? But the malatang place is this way."
"Ah, um... Isn't it faster to go this way?"

She tried to make an excuse.
I was considering pretending not to notice and helping her...

But it seemed too late for that.

"Hey, Ji Nu-ri."

A playful voice called her name from behind.

Ji Nu-ri flinched at the call.
She turned her head slowly like a rusty robot.

"What are you doing here? Hanging out with friends?"

The gaze that looked exactly like Ji Nu-ri's.
Yet with a sharpness completely different from hers, she scanned our group.

=========

(!Sign!)
(Illustration below!)

=========

Nu-ri's sister Ji Hyo-ri.
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I carefully analyzed the text, identifying characters, places, and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

* * *

They looked alike.

That was my first thought when I saw her.

The aura she gave off. Especially physically, she resembled Ji Nu-ri.

Well, that's natural for sisters.

"Nu-ri..."

Lee Sol approached Ji Nu-ri with quick steps and whispered quietly.

"Is that... your sister?"
"Yeah, that's my sister."

Ji Nu-ri nodded awkwardly.
Her eyes looked as if she'd just eaten a sour lemon.
It was obvious she hadn't wanted to run into her here.

*She must be Ji Nu-ri's friends?*

Ji Nu-ri's Minime observed us, assessing the atmosphere.

"Are these your friends, Nu-ri?"

Ji Hyo-ri slowly approached us.

"Hello."

We all bowed our heads simultaneously.

*Birds of a feather really do flock together...*

Ji Hyo-ri's Minime looked at Lee Sol and Shin A-young and let out a dry laugh.

*Even the boy is quite handsome... Is it because of his good proportions?*

They say even whales dance when praised.
I maintained a neutral expression, as if I hadn't heard anything.
I tried my best not to show any reaction to the thoughts I heard through the Minime.

Ji Hyo-ri tapped Ji Nu-ri's shoulder.

"Same class?"
"...Same class and same club."
"Really?"

Her gaze turned toward me.

*Ah.*

She made a short sound as if remembering something.

*So this must be Lee Seung-ho?*

She knew me.
Maybe Ji Nu-ri had mentioned me. Or perhaps she heard from her parents.
Since we'd met during the family trip, neither would be strange.

"..."

Under that scrutinizing gaze, Lee Sol awkwardly stepped in front of me.

"By any chance..."

Ji Hyo-ri's expression turned serious, then she tapped Ji Nu-ri's back.

"She's not causing you guys any trouble at school, is she? She can be a bit odd sometimes."

She added that we should tell her anytime if there was a problem.
As expected of a real sister, she knew Ji Nu-ri well.

"Oh, come on, sis...!"

Ji Nu-ri tugged at her shoulder reproachfully.

"What? I'm just asking."

Ji Hyo-ri responded with a shameless attitude.
Ji Nu-ri narrowed her sharp eyes, telling her to stop saying unnecessary things.

"...Anyway. Why are you even here?"

Ji Nu-ri's eyes narrowed suspiciously.
Ji Hyo-ri shrugged at the interrogation.

"I just had some business nearby."

A simple reason.
We'd just happened to run into each other by chance.

"You're on your way back from school? Have you eaten?"
"We were just about to get food."
"Really?"

At those words, Ji Hyo-ri clapped her hands lightly.

"Perfect timing. Should I treat you all?"
"Huh?"
"You haven't eaten yet, right?"
"..."

Ji Nu-ri's lower eyelids twitched slightly at those words.

*What is wrong with this person today?!*

She was freaking out inside. Her Minime grabbed her own cheeks and jumped around frantically.

"Do we have to? Right now?"

Ji Nu-ri desperately tried to change the subject, conveying her desire to eat with her friends.
But Ji Hyo-ri didn't seem like she would back down easily.

"I have to go back in a few days. When will I get another chance to treat you? Do you guys like meat?"

And just like that, she passed the choice to us.

*...Meat... doesn't sound bad.*

Lee Sol seemed fine with it either way.
With so many people already, one more person wouldn't make much difference.

"..."

Meanwhile, Shin A-young just smiled silently.

*...Sigh, this is uncomfortable.*

Her Minime's expression darkened.
The awkwardness of the situation seemed to outweigh her desire for meat.

*Hmm... what should I do? Should I just go along with it?*

Given Shin A-young's personality, it would be difficult for her to speak up.

"It's fine. We can eat by ourselves."
"Come on. You're always whining about not having enough allowance. Don't borrow money from your friends."
"..."

Ji Nu-ri's lips closed firmly.
Her argument had no effect.
Or maybe it was precisely because it was Ji Nu-ri speaking that it didn't work.
The sisters were alike in their strong-willed nature.

So, I stepped forward slightly.

"I think we'll be fine today."

Ji Hyo-ri's gaze turned toward me at those words.
I continued calmly.

"We appreciate the offer, but we'll eat by ourselves today. We came out for a club dinner."

At that...

"Well, if that's the case."

Ji Hyo-ri nodded lightly. She looked slightly disappointed but backed off without further comment.
They were also alike in how they understood clearly when someone spoke firmly.

"I'll take you up on your offer another time."

I offered the customary polite response.

"Sure, let's do that."

Ji Hyo-ri nodded.

Then she gave off the vibe that she was about to leave.

"Have fun~"
"We will."

I bowed my head slightly toward Ji Hyo-ri as she left.

"Phew..."

Once Ji Hyo-ri was completely gone, Ji Nu-ri let out a sigh of relief.

"She's quite different from Nu-ri, isn't she?"
"Yeah... she is."

Lee Sol agreed with Shin A-young's comment.

*Her personality is really bold.*
*...The genes all went to Nu-ri.*

Shin A-young focused on personality aspects, while Lee Sol concentrated on physical aspects... specifically the upper body.
They were clearly talking about different subjects, yet the conversation somehow flowed.

Grumble—

Just then, a small hunger sound was heard.

"...It wasn't me."

Ji Nu-ri spoke up defensively.
No one had accused her, but she volunteered the denial anyway.
I said nothing and started walking.

"I'm hungry. Let's go in."

Whoosh—

As we passed through the automatic doors into the restaurant, we felt warm air, probably from the heating system.
The increasingly chilly weather was becoming more noticeable.

"How many in your party?"
"Four, please."
"This way, please."

We followed the staff member and took our seats.
It was a spacious four-person table by the window.

I put down my bag and tapped on the kiosk.
Like last time, I selected medium spiciness, and added various ingredients.

"Bok choy, bean sprouts... flat noodles, and corn noodles too..."
"I want cheese rice cakes."

Ji Nu-ri wanted cheese rice cakes.

"What about you, Sol?"
"Hmm... add some enoki mushrooms for me."
"Adding enoki mushrooms."

I implemented Lee Sol's additions as well.

Since Shin A-young said she didn't eat malatang often and would try whatever was served, I didn't ask her separately.

Shortly after, our ordered ingredients arrived.

"Sssip..."

I licked my tingling lips with my tongue.

It's spicier than I expected.
The spiciness seems to have increased since last time.
I drank some peach juice to soothe my burning tongue.

Munch munch— Munch munch—

Meanwhile, Lee Sol's small lips moved energetically.
She ate with a calm face, not breaking a single drop of sweat.
She really was good with spicy food.

On the other hand, some weren't.

"Sssip—"

Shin A-young took short, quick breaths. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead.

*Hwa hwa—*

Her Minime looked like a drenched mouse.
Glug.
Noticing this, I poured her a glass of peach juice.

"...Is it too spicy?"
"N-no, it's fine!"

Shin A-young's voice rose at the end. She forced a smile.

"...Really?"

It didn't seem fine at all.
Her entire face had turned red.
With her naturally pale skin, it was even more noticeable.

I should have ordered something less spicy.

"...Want some milk?"

Lee Sol asked with a faint smile.

"...I said I'm fine!"

Shin A-young, somehow provoked, firmly gripped her chopsticks that she had half put down.

* * *

In the dusky evening.
Ji Nu-ri returned home after finishing dinner with her friends.

"I'm home!"

She called out as she threw off her shoes and entered the living room.

"Welcome back."

Her mother's gentle voice greeted her.

"Wash your hands and feet, then come have some fruit."
"Okay~"

After washing her hands in the bathroom, she shook off the water and walked to the living room.
A bowl of fruit was placed on the small floor table.

She saw Ji Hyo-ri lying on the sofa.

"..."

Hmph.
Ji Nu-ri sat down in front of the sofa, roughly ignoring her.
Earlier, this person had caused her no small amount of trouble.

Crunch—

Ji Nu-ri took a bite of the sweet apple.

"...Was that him earlier?"

Ji Hyo-ri spoke while looking at her phone.
As if she'd say anything.

"..."
"Hey, answer me."

Ji Nu-ri pressed the apple with her fork before opening her mouth.

"...Who?"
"You know. Your crush."
"Tsk, I told you it's not like that."

Ji Nu-ri turned her head and denied it.

"Hmm, but that boy just now must be Lee Seung-ho, right?"
"..."

Ji Nu-ri's face crumpled nicely. Her lips jutted out in a pout.
Again. She'd fallen for the same trick again.
Why did she keep falling for it?

Ji Hyo-ri chuckled at Ji Nu-ri's reaction and continued.

"But looking at the atmosphere between them, you might need to hurry up."
"I told you it's not like that—"

Ji Nu-ri suddenly stopped speaking.

"? What do you mean?"

Her sister's words seemed strange somehow.

"Huh? What?"
"Huh?"

They both looked at each other with questioning eyes.
The focus of their conversation wasn't aligning. Something was off.
Ji Hyo-ri turned to her side.

"...Wait, did you not know?"
"Know what?"
"No, those two..."

Ji Hyo-ri continued speaking but paused slightly.
She seemed to be debating whether to say it or not.

"Well, I'm not completely sure."

Ji Hyo-ri dragged out her words.

"But from what I saw, those two people."
"Sol and A-young?"
"Yeah, the two girls."

With a serious expression, she raised her index finger.

"Those two... they had that kind of vibe with your crush."
"..."

Ji Nu-ri was chewing her apple when she heard this.
She slowly savored the sweetness of the fruit.
After slowly swallowing.
Blinking her eyes several times...

"...What?"

Despite all that, she still didn't understand and asked again with a blank expression.
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Ji Nu-ri crossed her arms and mulled over what her sister had said several times.

That kind of atmosphere...
That kind of relationship atmosphere.
Did she mean romantic?
Judging by her tone, that's the only possibility.

"...Romantically?"

Ji Nu-ri asked again to make sure she understood correctly.

"Of course, what else could it be?"

Ji Hyo-ri half-closed her eyes.
Her expression showed disbelief that Nu-ri genuinely didn't know.

"But..."

Ji Nu-ri tried to understand, but couldn't.

"Those two? Really?"
"That's how it looks to me."

Ji Hyo-ri answered nonchalantly.

"...What exactly makes you think that?"

Had there been any signs of that kind of relationship between Lee Seung-ho and those two?
Honestly, she couldn't tell.
She tried to recall, but couldn't remember anything specific.

"How should I put this... Can't you just see it?"
"No? I don't see it at all."
"The way they look at each other is different. Their gazes."
"..."

Ji Nu-ri's expression turned incredulous.
What nonsense about gazes?
Don't people's gazes all look pretty much the same?

"Aren't you mistaken? You just met them for the first time today."

They hadn't even known each other that long.
How could her sister be so confident?

Ji Hyo-ri shrugged at the question.

"That's why I said I'm not completely sure. It's just a feeling I get. A feeling."

Ji Hyo-ri continued talking while scrolling through her phone. The audio kept changing rapidly, suggesting she was watching short videos.

"Geez—don't scare me like that."

So it was just speculation after all.
Ji Nu-ri's expression softened a bit.

"Hmm... but really, it seems pretty obvious to me."

Ji Hyo-ri tilted her chin while munching on an apple.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri's eyebrows furrowed at those words.
Ji Hyo-ri glanced at her and continued.

"Don't worry too much about it, it's just a hunch."
"Right? Just a hunch?"
"Ah—but I'm telling you I'm right! I'm almost never wrong about these things."
"..."

Ugh.
She's deliberately teasing me.
Realizing this, Ji Nu-ri's eyebrows dropped in annoyance.

"...Whatever."

Ji Nu-ri stood up abruptly.
She wasn't going to ask anymore.
Further questions would just lead to more pointless conversation.

"Hey, Nu-ri."
"..."

Ji Nu-ri didn't answer that voice. Instead, she turned her body slightly away.

"If you're really not sure, watch the direction of their bodies when they talk. Even without looking, they'll be facing toward him."
"..."

Ji Nu-ri entered her room without responding.

Creeak—

The door closed slowly.

Though alone in her room now, she still couldn't uncross her arms.

"..."

Tap tap tap tap.
One of her thighs bounced up and down, creating a vibration.

"Tsk..."

It bothered her.
It bothered her like crazy.

She couldn't help it.
She wanted to confirm with her own eyes if it was true, but tomorrow was the weekend, so she wouldn't be going to school.
What an inconvenient coincidence.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri picked up her phone.
She stared at the two numbers in her contacts.
After staring at them for a while...

"Sigh."

She put her phone down.

"I can't just ask them directly..."

No matter what, it would be awkward to ask outright.

"Argh, I don't know—"

Ji Nu-ri flopped down on her bed.
She tossed and turned on the soft fabric.

"...Why did she have to say that and make me worry."

This is all her sister's fault.

"..."

...But.

What if it's true?
In the unlikely event that both of them really do have feelings for Lee Seung-ho.
Then what?

"...What should I do?"

Above all, doesn't Lee Seung-ho like her?

This was the biggest problem.

It would be like what happened before all over again.
When she quit the band club.
Back then, she received a direct confession and left almost like she was running away.

"..."

Administratively, there's no problem with leaving the Counseling Club.
But...

...Honestly, she doesn't want to.

Life in the Counseling Club has been more than satisfying. It's fun spending time with everyone.

"Enough, enough."

Ji Nu-ri decided to stop worrying about it.
It's not even certain, is it? It's just her sister's speculation.
She'll find out next week when she sees them.

"Hmm."

This is the right approach.
Ji Nu-ri nodded to herself, affirming her decision.

"Hmm..."

...But.
But, if by some tiny chance it's actually true—

And so, Ji Nu-ri's endless worrying began.

* * *

Doo-roo-doo-ta-ta—! Doo-roo-doo—!

Saturday morning...
Actually, it's already 11 AM, so more like lunchtime.
I turned off the noisy alarm and got up from bed with a drowsy face.

"Urgh...!"

My body feels stiff.
I want to sleep more, but I can't. Today's a work day.
I opened my door and went to the living room.

*It's quiet.*

Despite it being the weekend, the house was silent.
I went to the kitchen and gulped down some cold water.
My throat, dry from sleeping all night, felt refreshingly cleared.

"..."

I could see Lee Seung-ah lying on the sofa, scratching her stomach.

"Hehe..."

She was chuckling while watching TV.
As I approached, I saw an animation playing on the screen.
What was that called again?
I remember Ji Nu-ri recommending it, but I couldn't recall the title.

"..."

She always comes out to the living room when our parents aren't around.
She says she prefers the bigger screen.

"Hey."

I stood right in front of the sofa.

"...What? Move."

Seung-ah's eyebrows lowered as she paused the screen with the remote.

"Where are Mom and Dad?"
"They went out for a bit."
"Really?"

No wonder I didn't see them.
They must have gone on a date or something.

"So, what about your lunch?"

If they're not back yet, they probably won't be home for lunch.

"They told me to figure it out myself."

She said this while flashing some cash from her pocket.
She'd already received money for food.

"Should we order something? Pizza? Chicken?"

Seung-ah seemed excited about getting delivery food.
She asked proudly, as if she was treating me.

Unfortunately, I didn't have time for that.

"You eat by yourself."
"Huh? Where are you going?"

Seung-ah blinked, watching me move around busily.

"Work."
"Ah."

Seung-ah immediately lost interest.
She turned her attention back to the TV.

I quickly got ready to leave. After washing up and changing clothes, I stood in front of the shoe rack.

"I'm going."

Oh, right.
I stopped in my tracks and called out to the kid lying in the living room.

"Come to the gym before dinner."
"..."
"Answer me."
"...Fine, I got it, now hurry up and go."

Her tone was full of discontent.
She probably would have skipped it if I hadn't reminded her. This was more certainty than speculation.
But since I told her, she'll probably show up.

I headed to the store.

*I almost forgot.*

I need to tell the manager I'm quitting.
Now that I've agreed to help Lee Sol with her SNS filming, there's no reason to continue this part-time job.

The real work will probably start after I quit.

*I should ask her soon.*

I need to discuss what kind of videos we'll shoot for her SNS.

Lost in these thoughts, I arrived at the store before I knew it.

Ding—

"Hello."

I entered the store through the back door.

Part-timers were bustling about, with some preparing for shift changes.
It seems especially hectic, probably because it's Saturday lunchtime.

After changing into my work uniform in the changing room, I saw some people sitting in the break room.

"...Hello."

Among them, Ha Seo-rim greeted me with her eyes.
There was a certain distance in her manner.
She's always been like that, but I thought she'd softened up recently. Now she seems to have returned to that strange atmosphere.

"Oh, hi."

I returned the greeting casually and sat down in an empty seat.

"You're on this shift too?"
"...Yes, for the foreseeable future."

Come to think of it, I am too.
All the third-years quit their jobs a long time ago. They're trying to hire more people, but it seems difficult to find anyone.

"Mmm."

I did some stretching in advance since our shift would start soon. There wouldn't be time later.

"Shall we go?"
"Yes."

It's about time to head out.
I left the break room for the shift change.

...

3 PM.
After moving non-stop, it was already that time.
The customers gradually left, and a somewhat relaxed period arrived.

*Didn't they say the kiosk is coming tomorrow?*

I hope it comes soon.
It's more intense when orders pile up and you're handling them alone.

"Phew..."

As I was letting out a tired breath...

— "According to. ~에 따르면"

I heard an unexpected English word.
I turned toward the source of the sound.

Muttering.
I could see Ha Seo-rim holding something in one hand, humming to herself.

*Is she studying? She's working hard.*

When I glanced up, I saw she was holding a small notebook with English words written in it, memorizing them.
It is almost midterm season, so it's a good time to study.

"..."

A quiet stillness continued.
I fidgeted a bit, then glanced toward the kitchen area.

I could see Kim Bo-young, a year younger than me, and An Hyun-soo, who's the same age as her, organizing ingredients.

It would be awkward to talk to Ha Seo-rim.
Maybe I should go chat with those kids for a while.

The front area should be fine with Ha Seo-rim and Choi Soo-hyun there.
I could help them with their work—

"Senior."
"Oh? Yes?"

Just as I was about to step away, Ha Seo-rim called me.

"If you're not busy, come help me check inventory in the storage room."
— "Geez."

Ha Seo-rim's Minime sat on top of my head.
When did it climb up there?

— "...The moment you look away, you try to flirt with girls."

The Minime shook its head.

This is a bit unfair.
While Kim Bo-young is a girl, An Hyun-soo is a boy.
But I couldn't argue with the Minime.

"Sure."

I nodded.





Ch.114 - Autumn (3)
* * *

Early Saturday morning.

Ha Seo-rim was outside her front door in the middle of a phone call.

The inside of her house wasn't suitable for phone conversations—her younger sibling was there, and the space was cramped.

"Yes, let's talk again next time."
["Okay. See you later."]

A gentle voice came through the phone.
With that, the call ended.
The name "Yoo Ha-neul" appeared on the screen before disappearing.

"..."

Ha Seo-rim let out a light sigh.
It was reassuring to know that person seemed to be doing well.

Ring ring—

[Unnie Nu-ri.]

Just as she was about to go back inside, another call came in.

"Hello?"

Ji Nu-ri's business was simple.
She was calling to set up a practice schedule for the band club.
Seo-rim turned back around and leaned against the wall.

"Yes, yes. Let's do it then."

Seo-rim coordinated schedules with Ji Nu-ri, and the conversation gradually shifted to personal matters.

At first, it was just about club schedules and arrangements. Nothing personal.
But at some point, that changed.
They began sharing personal stories.

["—So that's how I became the President."]

Ji Nu-ri was recounting her accomplishments.

*Another Counseling Club story.*

The topics of conversation with Ji Nu-ri were always the same.
She would talk about what happened in the Counseling Club.
It was entertaining in its own way.

"So Shin A-young became the Vice President?"
["That's right. Sol doesn't like leadership positions."]
"Hmm."

That makes sense, she definitely seems like that type.

["Umm..."]

Ji Nu-ri's voice trailed off.
What was she thinking about saying next?
Seo-rim waited patiently for her next words.

["What do you think about Lee Seung-ho and the others?"]

That's what she finally asked.

"Pardon?"

Seo-rim's voice rose involuntarily at the question.
She didn't understand what it meant, and it was a different direction from their usual topics.

["Well, you know..."]

Silence followed.
After contemplating for a while, Ji Nu-ri said:

["...No, never mind."]

She ended up dismissing her own question.
She brought something up, then dropped it on her own.

"Oh, um..."

An awkward silence formed.
Because of this, the call seemed to be winding down.

Seo-rim pulled the phone slightly away from her ear.

*It was about time anyway.*

Checking the time, it was already 11 AM.
She needed to head to work soon.
Seo-rim pushed herself off the wall.

"Unnie, I'll call you another time. I need to go to my part-time job now."
["Ah. Oh. Right. Was I keeping you too long?"]
"No, not at all."
["Good luck at work, and I'll see you Monday."]
"Yes."

Beep.
The call ended.
Seo-rim went inside to gather her things.

"I'm heading out to work. I made something for you on the table."
"Mmm."

Leaving her brother engrossed in the TV, Seo-rim headed out.

"..."

Tap tap— She adjusted her shoes and walked out the front door.

As she passed the spot where she'd just been on the phone, Ji Nu-ri's question crossed her mind.

*Why did she suddenly ask that?*

What did she think about Lee Seung-ho?

Ji Nu-ri's question was meant as "How do you see Lee Seung-ho's relationship with the others?"
But Seo-rim understood it differently.
She interpreted it as "What do you think of Lee Seung-ho and the others?"

"Hmm..."

Seo-rim pondered this briefly.

*Lately...*

Her thoughts about him had been changing.
He seemed different from what she'd heard.
Whether he had changed or had always been this way—
He was perceptive, didn't flirt unnecessarily, and worked diligently.

He didn't seem like a bad person.

At least, that was the Lee Seung-ho she had observed.

***

"Seo-rim, do you think Seung-ho Oppa likes coffee?"

The sudden question caught her off guard.

She froze, her arm halfway through her sleeve.
She was in the middle of changing clothes in the store's changing room.

"What?"
"Oh, maybe he prefers something else?"

Choi Soo-hyun, her coworker of the same age, looked at her with round eyes.

"...Why so suddenly?"

Seo-rim narrowed her eyes.
The way she addressed him and the question itself raised several concerns.

"Well, Seung-ho Oppa switched shifts with me once."
"..."
"So I wanted to buy him something as thanks."

As she spoke, a faint smile formed on Soo-hyun's lips.

"...?"

Seeing that expression, Seo-rim's eyes narrowed even more.

"Are you possibly—"
"It's not what you're thinking...!"

Soo-hyun's reaction was excessive.
More embarrassment than rejection.
It wasn't romantic feelings, but there was a hint of fondness.

"..."

Seo-rim's tightly closed lips parted.
When had this happened?
She couldn't pinpoint the exact moment.
Perhaps it had gradually seeped in through repeated kindness and goodwill.

*...That guy.*

Seo-rim revised her assessment of Lee Seung-ho.
He was skilled at charming women.
Whether intentional or not, that was the case.

But...

"...Why are you asking me?"
"Weren't you in the same middle school? And you work the same floor now. Aren't you two close?"
"That—"

—has nothing to do with this, and if you're curious, ask him directly, she was about to say.
But Seo-rim closed her mouth.

"Hm?"

When Seo-rim remained silent, Soo-hyun raised a questioning eyebrow.

"..."

Seo-rim fell into thought.

It was intuition.
A premonition that if she let Soo-hyun and Seung-ho get entangled, things would become more troublesome later.

"...Alright. I'll ask him for you later."

Seo-rim changed her response with a suppressed sigh.

"Really? Thanks!"

Soo-hyun left the changing room with a light step.

"..."

Watching her leave, Seo-rim pressed her forehead.
She was getting a headache before her shift even started.

As she came out to prepare for her shift:

*...What's with him now?*

Circling around.
An Hyun-soo was hovering around her for no reason. He was another coworker her age.

"What is it? Do you have something to say?"

Seo-rim narrowed her eyes at him.

"Well, I was wondering..."

After looking around, he asked in a hushed voice:

"...Does Bo-young like watching movies? I wanted to ask her out."

So he had feelings for Kim Bo-young.
She hadn't known that.
But still.

"Why are you asking me?"

Seo-rim gave him an incredulous look.

I don't know either.

Why does everyone come to me for advice?
She'd never even held a boy's hand, let alone dated.
Did she really look that experienced?

"Well... Bo-young might not like it. Please help me out. You're the only one I can talk to about this."
"Ask her yourself."

It was brief advice.
It's faster to ask directly.
Girls don't usually mind watching movies with guys they like. That's generally true.

Seo-rim brushed past him.

"Sigh..."

She let out a sigh.
Seo-rim felt her head aching at the unfolding situation.
Now she understood why workplace romances were discouraged.

"...We're already short-staffed as it is."

If someone confessed and it ended badly...
The result was predictable.

She just wished they would stop.

* * *

And now—

"..."
"..."

In the quiet storage room.
Ha Seo-rim found herself alone with Lee Seung-ho.

*I'm not sure if this was the right move, but...*

She had stopped Seung-ho from going where Soo-hyun and Hyun-soo were.
It was a hasty decision.

She really couldn't take her eyes off the situation for a moment.

If he had joined them, he would have tried to help out again.
And gradually gotten closer to Soo-hyun.

"..."

Seo-rim could already imagine herself working alone in the store.
That couldn't happen...!

"Let's get started right away."
"...Okay."

Seung-ho nodded with a strange expression.

"Phew."

Seo-rim rolled up her sleeves, revealing her fair forearms.
Since they were here, they might as well organize properly.

*The inventory file should be...*

While she was searching for the documents:

"Here you go."

Seung-ho handed her the file.

"Oh, thank you."

Seo-rim took it from him.

...And so began the storage room organization, which proceeded quickly.

He told her the quantity and location of the inventory she was looking for.
He reached for things that were too high for her.
Their coordination was perfect, as if they could read each other's minds.

"That's the last one."

Seung-ho lightly tapped a supply box.
The organization was complete.

*What the...*

Seo-rim blankly checked the time.
A task that should have taken at least 30 minutes had taken less than half that time.

Seung-ho sat down with a thud and said:

"Should we stay here for about 10 minutes before going back?"
"Hmm..."
"Since we finished early. A short break should be fine, right?"
"...I guess so."

Her legs were sore from standing for so long.
Seo-rim followed his lead and sat down in a corner of the storage room.

*Maybe I'll study a bit.*

Rustling.
Seo-rim pulled out the English vocabulary notebook from her pocket.
With nothing else to do, she might as well memorize some words. She needed good midterm grades to keep her scholarship.

"Here."

Seung-ho handed her a paper cup.
He had somehow gotten cola from the hall.

"...Thanks."
"..."

Seung-ho remained silent afterward.
He was quietly looking at his phone, which allowed Seo-rim to concentrate on memorizing English words.

Was he being considerate?

"..."

Seo-rim's hand slowed down.
Then she realized.

There was no intention or meaning to find in his actions.
He was just naturally being helpful.

So this is how women fall for him.

*I can't let my guard down.*

Seo-rim furrowed her brows.

She focused even more intently on the vocabulary notebook in front of her.
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* * *

Monday.
Nuri crouched on the street, stroking the fluffy fur.

"That's right, that's right."

Meow— Meooow—
The cat Chunsam's cry echoed.
After rubbing its face against the back of her hand and getting a treat, it quickly disappeared over the stone wall.

"...What the heck."

Nuri stood up, feeling somewhat betrayed.

"Phew—"

A short exhale. She closed her eyes and opened them again.

"Alright..."

Finally, the Monday she'd been waiting for.

"..."

The Monday she'd been waiting for.
That sounded strange somehow.

*But how can I ignore something that's bothering me?*

Her sister's words kept lingering in her mind, making it impossible to properly enjoy her precious weekend.

"Hmm."

Anyway.
When she entered the classroom, she and Seung-ho would be there.
If she stood back a bit and observed their expressions, she'd naturally be able to tell.
She didn't usually pay close attention to people's faces.

*A-young and Sol like Seung-ho?*

It still didn't make sense.
Nuri couldn't take her sister's words at face value.

It wasn't that Seung-ho wasn't worthy.

According to her sister, that was the case.

*Not just one person, but...*

Apparently, there were two of them.

And not just anyone, but Lee Sol and Shin A-young.
Girls who must have received countless confessions.

"...Fine. I'll see for myself."

Nuri shook her head to clear her thoughts. Her short hair slapped against her cheeks.

Slide—

Arriving at the classroom, Nuri entered with a somewhat stiff expression.

"A-young, hi~"

Nuri greeted her cheerfully as usual.

"You're here?"

Shin A-young turned around to return the greeting.

"Oh? Sol, you're early too?"

Nuri spotted Lee Sol sitting at her desk.
She had been hidden by A-young's body from that angle.

Sol gave a slight nod as a greeting.

"...Midterms are coming up. I'm planning to come early and study for a while."
"Oh..."

Nuri let out a short sound of admiration.

She's working hard.
Come to think of it, she did usually come early during exam periods.

"...Hmm."

The problem was that she was practically dozing off.
Sol's eyes were drowsily unfocused.
Despite her intentions, her body was being honest.

"Want this? Wanna eat it?"

Nuri fumbled in her pocket and pulled out a chocolate.

"Thank youuu..."

Sol picked it up with her slender fingers.

*...Almost all wrong.*

Nuri looked down at Sol's workbook with a wry smile.
Seeing that look, A-young narrowed her eyes as if her pride was hurt.

"Seung-ho isn't here yet, so I'm helping her instead. It's not going well."
"...You explain things too sporadically."

Sol mumbled with her cheeks full, making excuses.

Seung-ho must be a good teacher indeed.

Speak of the devil.

Slide—

The door opened and Seung-ho walked in.

*Finally here.*

Nuri's expression turned solemn.
Now all four of them were present.
The real confirmation work could begin.

"...?"

Seung-ho's steps briefly slowed.
His eyes rolled around as if pondering something, then he walked to his seat as nonchalantly as if nothing had happened.

Nuri brushed off that small moment of doubt.

* * *

This is sudden for a Monday morning.

"..."

I hung my bag on the desk hook while looking down at Nuri's minime, who had started muttering busily.

*...Who told her?*

No matter how I thought about it, that had to be it.
It didn't seem like Nuri had noticed the signs on her own.
Who around her might have told her?

*Hmm...*

No one immediately came to mind.
Maybe Ha Seo-rim, but I didn't think she would have said anything...

*Could it be Nuri's sister?*

She had noticed the relationship dynamics at a glance last time, and unlike Nuri, she was quite perceptive.
That seemed the most likely possibility.

*I told her this a few days ago, but she got it wrong.*

I started preparing for first period, checking Sol's workbook as usual.

Whatever Nuri was planning to do, I intended to act normally as long as she didn't go too far.
It wasn't something worth making a fuss about, and changing my behavior would actually be more unnatural.

*Besides...*

We're talking about Nuri here.
If I acted differently, I couldn't easily predict which direction her deductions would go.
It might unnecessarily complicate the situation.

In this case, staying put was the best strategy.

"..."

...But what exactly was Nuri planning to do with this information?

* * *

Nuri quietly observed the three people as she had planned.

Her first target was Shin A-young.
It was hard to imagine her liking someone.

But perhaps it was too obvious.

"...Is something wrong?"

A-young turned her head and asked.

"Huh? What?"

Startled by the sudden question, Nuri shook her head.
This was an unexpected situation.

"No, you kept looking at me. I thought you had something to say."
"...Oh, I wasn't looking."
"Really?"

A-young nodded, but suspicion still remained in her eyes.

"..."

Nuri turned her gaze to the window and rested her chin on her hand.

Maybe she had been too obvious.
She needed to be more careful.

*...A-young is on hold for now.*

She seemed no different than usual anyway.
If she kept staring, she'd just get interrogated.

Besides, A-young wasn't the only target.

"..."

Nuri peeked through the door crack.
She spotted her target among the students bustling between classes.

"Huaaawn—"

Sol let out a languid yawn.

"...Sol, wake up. Class is about to start."
"Mmm."

Sol, with her eyes half-closed, was practically being dragged along by Seung-ho.

"Where's the next class again?"

His gentle voice came faintly.

"Prac'ice room."
"Practice room?"
"..."

A nodding head.

"Here, drink some water."
"Mmm."

Sol held onto Seung-ho's sleeve, obediently trailing behind him.

"..."

Watching them, Nuri tilted her chin.

*...Is this really what liking someone looks like?*

Nuri secretly followed behind them, lost in thought.

It seemed different somehow.
Sol's expression was just sleepy and blank. Seung-ho was simply helping her.

*Calling this 'liking someone' seems a bit...*

No matter how she looked at it, it didn't seem that way.
They were close because he was leading her, but that was it.

*Couldn't friends do this much for each other?*

It was just receiving a small favor.
Unless Sol had deliberately sought Seung-ho's kindness.

"...Huh."

Nuri chuckled at her own thoughts.
That wasn't even worth considering.
The Sol she knew wasn't that kind of person.

But it was still ambiguous.

"Hmm..."

Sol's face as she clung to Seung-ho didn't look displeased either.

*I can't tell.*

Just watching like this wouldn't give her any certainty.

*Isn't there another way besides this...?*

She needed a clearer method.
She continued pondering a way to know for sure at a glance.
The most definitive would be to just ask...

*That's a bit...*

But that was too much.
What if she asked and it wasn't true?
She worried that her actions might make things awkward between them and Seung-ho.
She didn't want that.

*And if it is true, that's even more...*

The latter was more troublesome than the former.
She'd be caught in the middle, not knowing what to do.

"Ah."

Break time was almost over. Nuri quickly turned around.
She had an elective class, different from the other three.

Thanks to her hurried movements, she fortunately arrived at the classroom before it was too late.

*Hmm...*

Nuri's contemplation continued even during class.

"..."

Tap tap tap.
Nuri absentmindedly drummed her fingers on the desk.

*What if I deliberately provoke a reaction?*

The thought occurred to her.
What if she deliberately flirted with Seung-ho?

If they really liked him, they'd be bothered by another girl's touch.
If not, they wouldn't care.

The method was a bit questionable, but...

*...It would be definitive.*

She couldn't think of a more certain way.

But then again.

"Hmm..."

Nuri rested her chin on her hand.
This would inevitably involve physical contact.

Surprisingly, she didn't mind.

*Is it because it's Seung-ho...?*

It wasn't just anyone.
If she approached it like teasing a close friend, it didn't feel that uncomfortable.

Well, they had been hanging out for a long time.

Club activities, school trips, anime events, summer vacation... and several other occasions.

*That's more than I thought.*

Thinking about it directly, they had done quite a lot together.
That must mean their internal closeness had grown.

"..."

So how should she approach him?

*Holding hands is too much.*

Nuri walked down the hallway, considering what kind of closeness to try.
Excluding excessive contact.
The most natural would be... putting an arm around his shoulders.

"Ah."

Nuri spotted Seung-ho walking ahead.

Conveniently, Sol and A-young were beside him.
It was the perfect opportunity to observe their reactions.
It came sooner than expected. No need to delay further.

Tap tap tap tap—!

Nuri walked quickly.

"Hey, Seung-ho!"

Just as she raised her arm to put it around his shoulders.

"...Oh."

It didn't reach.
His shoulders were higher than she thought, so she needed to raise her arm even higher than planned.

The awkward posture made her feel a strange disconnect from Seung-ho.

Nuri awkwardly lowered her arm.

"What?"

At Seung-ho's questioning look, Nuri shook her head.

"Oh, nothing. Just wanted to ask if you wanted to go to the School Store together. You guys are coming too, right?"

Nuri hastily changed the subject.

...When did Seung-ho get so tall?
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The sound of Minime's muttering reached my ears.

"...Lee Seung-ho, when did he get so tall?"

*Hmm, I have grown a bit taller.*

I barely managed to suppress the smile trying to creep onto my face. Even I was satisfied with the results. All that exercise and taking vitamins every morning must have helped.

"?"

I noticed Ji Nu-ri lagging far behind, lost in thought. Minime was mumbling something.

"Hey, aren't you coming?"
"Y-yes, coming!"

When I called out loudly, she snapped back to reality and hurried after me.

"...Shoulder-to-shoulder won't work. It needs to look natural... Ugh, he's grown unnecessarily tall."

Unnecessarily tall? There's nothing bad about being tall.

"I'm going ahead, okay?"

Nu-ri tapped my shoulder and dashed off.

She was already far ahead. I was too lazy to run, so I walked slowly. Besides, getting caught running in the hallway by a teacher would be troublesome.

"Nu-ri...!"
"I-I'm sorry!"

I could see Nu-ri getting caught by a teacher.
See? Told you.

*Hmm.*

I recalled what Nu-ri's Minime had been muttering about.
Shoulder-to-shoulder?
It must be connected to whatever she'd been planning since morning.

I never thought she'd use such methods to figure things out.
She's really unpredictable.

...I hope she doesn't go too far with this.

If that's what this is about, I'd feel bad pretending not to know when I actually do.

* * *

Nu-ri wasn't planning to give up easily.

Although her first plan had fallen apart due to unexpected variables.
But plans always need backup options.

*Good.*

She followed Lee Seung-ho's back as he browsed the School Store.
Time to implement Plan B.

*Just brushing arms should be fine.*

Like bumping into him.
That wouldn't be too much, and it would be a natural way to approach him.

"Hey, what are you getting?"

Nu-ri walked quickly toward him.
She playfully bumped his arm and pressed close to him.

The moment they touched, she felt the solid weight of his arm.

*...Eek.*

Nu-ri almost yelped in surprise.
She bit her lower lip.
His forearm was thicker than she expected, and he didn't budge at all.

*...W-well, this should work.*

Nu-ri inwardly chuckled, seeing her plan was working.

This should be enough to provoke a reaction from those two.
Whether jealousy or nothing at all.
To others, they would look like more than just friends—like potential lovers standing close together.

"...?"

Wait a minute.
That's how it looks?

Realizing this, she felt heat rising to her cheeks.
She became aware that her actions were more embarrassing than she'd thought.

"Ahem..."

Seung-ho cleared his throat slightly, seemingly conscious of the contact.
He appeared somewhat flustered by the sudden proximity.

"..."

At first, she felt bad for involving Seung-ho in this.
But seeing his reaction, it didn't seem too terrible.

After all, Seung-ho had it easy.
He just had to endure the situation.

*Now, how do you like that!*

Nu-ri turned around with a triumphant smile to look at the two people who should be behind them.

"Isn't original cola better than zero cola?"
"You'll get fat."
"Sol, since when do you care about that?"
"...I care too, you know?"
"Besides, you'll get fat eating anything."

They weren't even looking this way!

They were having a heated debate about the differences between zero cola and regular cola.
Nu-ri waited a bit longer, then...

"..."

Deciding it wasn't working, she casually moved away from Seung-ho.
Staying close any longer would only raise unnecessary suspicions.

The second attempt had also failed.

"...I'd like to pay for this."

Nu-ri handed her card to the store clerk.
After paying, she went outside.
Pressing the cool can against her earlobe, she contemplated her next strategy.

...At this point, it had become a matter of pride.

* * *

Something was strange.

"..."

Shin A-young opened her crescent-shaped eyes.

*...Really weird since this morning.*

Things had seemed off since morning, and it got worse after they returned from the School Store.
Nu-ri was always a bit strange, but today it was more pronounced than usual.

Even now.

"Seung-ho, can you help me with this?"
"What?"
"This President stuff. There's something I don't understand..."

Wasn't she the one who had confidently claimed she knew everything and not to worry?
Now she was asking Seung-ho for help.

Seung-ho asked:

"Didn't you say you knew everything? Last time you said you could handle it yourself."

That's right, she did.
A-young nodded with satisfaction at his words.

"..."

Nu-ri paused for a moment at that.

"I'm confused."

She declared proudly, holding up her index finger.
Only she could be so confident about not knowing something.

"..."

But that was an act.
As someone who lived with deception daily, A-young could spot a poor lie instantly.
Nu-ri knew everything but was pretending to need help.

The problem was figuring out why Nu-ri was doing this. A-young couldn't determine her motive.

*...It's Nu-ri after all.*

That's why it was so puzzling.
She might not look it, but Nu-ri had many quirky sides to her.

"...What don't you understand?"

Even though the perceptive Seung-ho must have known it was an act,
his personality wouldn't let him refuse to help.

"..."

A-young rested her chin on her hand as she watched them.

"...Should I help instead? I am the Vice President."

A-young casually suggested.

"It's fine."

Nu-ri shrugged.

"Seung-ho received the handover directly from the President. He'll know better."
"...I see, then."

A-young nodded and looked away.
The response was completely different from what she'd expected.
Normally, Nu-ri would have said, "Would you?" and accepted the help.

Something was definitely up.

Tap tap tap tap— tap tap—

A-young quickly typed on her phone.

[See? Isn't it strange?]

The recipient was Lee Sol.
Tap tap.
She lay on the sofa, typing on her phone.

[(Nodding hamster emoticon)]

Sol's reply came. It meant she agreed.
A-young continued typing.

Tap tap tap— tap— tap tap tap tap—

[Why is Nu-ri suddenly acting like this? Do you know anything?]

Tap tap.

[(Hamster emoticon thinking with closed eyes)]

She seemed to be pondering it.

"..."

After closing the screen and waiting for a moment,
Buzz.
Her phone vibrated.

[(Hamster emoticon with exclamation mark)]
[Remember?]
[That time?]

Such messages arrived from Sol.
A-young blinked blankly.
What time?

[During the sports festival]
[I told youu]
[didn't I]

Messages with typos arrived slowly.

A-young fell into thought.

*...During the sports festival.*

A-young recalled what Sol had told her before.

Sol had suspected that Nu-ri might be interested in Seung-ho.
That must be what she was referring to.

That was the only conversation about Nu-ri they'd had back then.

"..."

[You mean Nu-ri likes Seung-ho?]

She texted to confirm.

[(Nodding hamster emoticon)]
[High possibility]

That was the reply.

"..."

Although it was just speculation,
A-young's expression momentarily stiffened.

"..."

A-young looked up at Seung-ho and Nu-ri.

"You should classify this report file separately."
"Here?"
"No, not there. In the folder next to it."

Seung-ho was explaining patiently to Nu-ri, who claimed not to understand and pulled him closer.

*...Interesting.*

She had dismissed it before.
But now she understood why Sol had such suspicions.

If that prediction was correct.
First Sol, and now Nu-ri.
It was one problem after another.

While hoping the speculation was wrong, she couldn't help but keep watching the two of them.
It was definitely a concerning issue.

...Does Nu-ri really like Seung-ho?

***

"..."

Nu-ri took a deep breath.

Her efforts since morning had finally paid off.

She had been sticking close to Seung-ho all day.
Grabbing his shoulders.
Pulling his arm claiming urgent business.

*...It wasn't a big deal after all.*

She'd been startled when their arms first touched, but that was just because it was new. Once she got used to it, it was nothing.
She could easily grab his shoulder or wrist.

She couldn't go further because Seung-ho kept avoiding her.
He was surprisingly shy.

"..."

That was probably for the best.
If she'd gone further, she might have given up from embarrassment.
Even pretending to accidentally touch him was nerve-wracking.

*Anyway.*

Now that it was over, all's well that ends well.
After all her efforts, she had finally reached a conclusion.

"..."

Nu-ri peeked out from behind the monitor.

Look over there.
A-young's expression had darkened.
She looked strangely gloomy.
Sol was the same.
Seeing their reactions, she couldn't help but be convinced.

*Those two like Seung-ho...!*

Nu-ri inwardly made a fuss.

Her gaze on the monitor trembled wildly.

*...What should I do?*

That was her remaining concern. What attitude should she take?

Those two like Seung-ho.
And Seung-ho likes me.
Being too pretty causes problems. It naturally attracts troublesome situations—

"Ack!"

Slap—
A light impact hit the top of her head. Looking up in surprise:

"Hey, focus. Focus."

Seung-ho pointed at the monitor, tapping his palm with a rolled-up paper.
That's what he'd hit her with.

*...Seriously.*

We're not elementary students.
Well, is that how he tries to get my attention?
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I've carefully analyzed the text and will provide a natural English translation following the glossary and style guidelines.

* * *

As I entered the house, I spotted Ji Nu-ri moving her luggage in the room.

"You're home early?"
"What's this? Where are you going?"

Nu-ri eyed the suitcase on the floor with a questioning look.

"I need to head back now."
"Oh."

Nu-ri raised her voice.

*She's finally going home.*
*Those days were unbearably long. So many errands to run.*
Nu-ri inwardly cheered as she recalled all the chores she'd been doing.

"When are you leaving?"
"Tomorrow."
"Hmm."

An even more satisfying answer.
Nu-ri excitedly started walking toward her room but suddenly stopped.

She felt like she should mention what had happened. Part of her also thought she might get some advice.

"Hey, you know."
"?"

Nu-ri added briefly.

"You were right."
"About what?"
"What you mentioned before. About my friend."

At those words, the other girl's movements slowed.

"...Really?"

Her features rounded like a full moon.

*Why is she surprised?*
Nu-ri gave her a slightly sulky look.

"...But you're the one who told me."

*Why are you acting surprised after telling me yourself?*

"No, I just had a feeling... Who would have actually known it was true?"
"...Hmm."

*I guess that's fair.*
*Even I couldn't believe it until I confirmed it myself.*

"But I guess he must be quite the player?"

She laughed incredulously.
She's finding this so amusing since it's not her problem. Meanwhile, I'm extremely troubled.

"Well..."

Reading Nu-ri's expression, she asked in a calmer tone.

"So, what are you planning to do?"

Despite the age difference, she seemed genuinely willing to help.

"...What can I do?"

Honestly, I don't know.
It's still something I'm struggling with.

"Your friends are really pretty. Won't they confess before you?"

There she goes again.

"No, I told you I don't like him."
"Then why are you worried?"

Nu-ri hesitated at the question.

"...Because it's the opposite."
"The opposite?"

She repeated the words, muttering to herself.
Finally, she understood.

"...Really?"

She looked like she couldn't believe it.

"He likes you?"

Nu-ri's shoulders twitched.
Hearing those words from someone else's mouth created a different sensation.
A strange feeling. Goosebumps rose on the back of her neck.

"...Yeah."

The feeling made Nu-ri answer after a brief pause.
She nodded slowly.

"...Hmm?"

Her head tilted slightly. Perhaps she was recalling what Lee Seung-ho was like. Her gaze was directed at the ceiling.
She still seemed doubtful.

"Hmm..."

She made eye contact with Nu-ri. A gaze full of suspicion.
Slowly, her eyes moved downward. Her gaze dropped from Nu-ri's face to the floor.
As it descended gradually...
Her eyes paused around Nu-ri's heart.

"Tsk."

She clicked her tongue briefly and nodded.

"It's not impossible."

She convinced herself.

"W-what is it?"

That was an unpleasant look. Nu-ri frowned and covered her body with both arms.

"So what are you planning to do?"

The question remained unchanged.
No, the tone was slightly different.

"Will you accept if he confesses?"
"..."

The answer didn't come easily.

The faces of Lee Sol and Shin A-young naturally came to mind.

Moreover.
The time she was spending at the Counseling Club was more than satisfying.
Honestly speaking.

She only wished that time would pass without anything happening.

* * *

I sat in the living room checking Lee Sol's new SNS account I had created.
The response was quite good.
Despite being newly established, it already had over 1,000 followers.
The OTT room photos we took last time seemed to catch people's attention.

As expected, looks always capture people's attention.

[When are we taking the next one?]

A message from Sol.
I checked it and replied right away.

[Did you check the challenge video I sent you?]
[Yes. I've practiced too.]

That was faster than expected.
No reason to delay then.

[Let's shoot it sometime this week if you're free.]
[(Hamster thumbs-up emoji)]

I put my phone down.
But wait.

"...Why isn't she coming out?"

It's time to go exercise, but Lee Seung-ah shows no sign of leaving her room. She went in to change clothes and has been silent since.
I got up, tired of waiting.
I knocked on her door loudly.

"Hey, are you still not ready?"
"Not yet."

Only a faint voice came from the other side.

— "If I stall like this, I can waste about 20 minutes."

I heard her Minime muttering behind the door.

"..."

I thought so.
I sighed deeply after hearing that.

"Hey, stop wasting time. Today we're going to complete everything no matter how late we start."

We had plenty of time anyway since there was no part-time job.

Creeeeak—

Shortly after, the door opened slightly.

"That's not it! I wasn't stalling."

Seung-ah shot me a shamelessly disgruntled look.

— "He's annoyingly perceptive."

She has no filter with her brother.

* * *

"..."

Shin A-young stood in front of the gym, looking down at her phone. She was flipping through a romance webtoon.

But she wasn't really reading it.
Despite it being something she usually enjoyed.
She was just mindlessly scrolling while her mind wandered to other concerns.

*Sol is having a hard time, and now Nu-ri too...*

Ji Nu-ri likes Lee Seung-ho.
It was almost certain.
What else could it be?
Who would cling to someone they don't like that way?

No, even if she did like him, it was the same.

*...Doesn't she feel embarrassed?*

She was like a teenage girl who clings to boys without even being aware of her own body.

*Nu-ri does have an innocent side, but...*

Even so, that couldn't be it.
She must have made up her mind.
Nu-ri clearly showed her intention to openly pursue Seung-ho.

"..."

A-young turned off her screen. Her hand gripping the phone tightened.

She couldn't just back down like this.

*But still...*

She became more convinced when she saw Seung-ho's expression when Nu-ri approached him.
This was the way to catch his attention.
Being proactive was the way to captivate him.

"..."

A-young checked her reflection in the black screen of her phone again.
This was her area of confidence.

"Unnie!"

Just then, a tired voice called out.
Looking up from her phone, she saw two people walking side by side in the distance.

"Seung-ah. You actually came properly today?"

Hadn't she secretly run away a few days ago?
Seeing that, an angry Seung-ho had pushed her harder the next day.

"...Yeah."

Seung-ah's lips pouted slightly. She looked like she'd been dragged out against her will.
At some point, they had started speaking casually to each other.
A-young liked it, taking it as a sign they were getting closer.

"Do you hate exercising that much?"

A-young smiled slightly at her expression.
Perhaps because she resembled Seung-ho in appearance, even her actions seemed cute.

A-young moved with a slightly excited step.

...

...How many minutes had passed since they started exercising?

"Huff... huff..."
"Take a break."
"Huff..."

Seung-ah was too exhausted to answer and just nodded frantically.
Whether she lacked technique or stamina, she always looked completely drained when exercising.

"...Just a moment?"

Seeing this, A-young headed to the bathroom.

"Phew—"

A-young washed her hands thoroughly in front of the bathroom, gathering her courage.

If she was going to do it, now was the time while Seung-ah was distracted.
It would be embarrassing to flirt in front of his little sister.

"...Alright."

Let's give it a try.
When A-young returned, Seung-ho was exercising alone.
She slowly walked behind him.

"I'll check your form."
"Okay."

Since this was something they normally did, Seung-ho naturally continued with the equipment.
However, A-young moved differently than usual.

She stood closer.
If she usually kept her distance and gave verbal instructions, now she reached out directly.

"You need to pull your arm a bit more."

A-young gently grasped his arm.
She brought her upper body close to his.

Twitch—

His shoulders flinched. She caught it clearly.
His movements became more awkward, as if he couldn't concentrate.

A-young slightly raised the corners of her mouth at his reaction.

"What are you doing? You need to focus."

She scolded him unnecessarily while correcting his posture.

"Pull a little more. A little more."
"..."

A strange feeling circled in her chest.
She felt satisfaction from eliciting a change in Seung-ho.

"Huff..."

Soon his breathing steadied.
He seemed to be focusing on the exercise rather than being distracted by her presence.

Huff huff——

Veins bulged on his arms.
With each movement, she could feel his muscles tensing through her hand.

*...Oh.*

What is this?
This feeling is strange.

A-young's eyes wandered to the ceiling.

She had clearly started this to make him uncomfortable, but she found herself experiencing the opposite effect.

"Huff..."

When the set ended, Seung-ho awkwardly stood up.
Then he pointed to the seat he had just vacated.

"Here, sit down."
"Huh?"

A-young looked up at him with a puzzled expression.

"I'll spot you too, so sit down."
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* * *

"......"

I turned to look at Shin A-young who was pressing her body against my back, falling into silence.
The sensation made it impossible to focus on exercising.

The girls were unusually touchy today. Ji Nu-ri too....

*No, that's a bit different.*

She might do it unconsciously, but Shin A-young was completely different.
The fact that she was fully aware of what she was doing made it feel more significant.

...Moreover.

— "Haah...."

The slightly roughened breathing of Shin A-young's Minime.
Her focus was blurry, seemingly reflecting unspoken desire.

— "Hold back, just hold back...."

Despite her words, she was fidgeting with my forearm using both hands.
Though I couldn't feel the touch, the action itself was clearly visible, which was the problem.

*This is driving me crazy.*

Heat flushed my earlobes.
Anyone who could maintain composure in this situation would be the strange one.

"Phew......"

I exhaled and tried to direct my attention elsewhere.
One... two... three... four...
I finished the set as quickly as possible and jumped up from my seat.
As a guy, continuing any longer would be dangerous in many ways.

"Here, sit down."

Deciding this couldn't continue, I chose to switch places.

"Huh?"

Shin A-young gave me a puzzled look.

"I'll spot you now, so sit down. I've done my part, so it's your turn."

At that, Shin A-young waved her hands side to side.

"I'm fine. I've done enough today, I'll just keep spotting your workout."
"What are you talking about? You've done less than usual. I said it's fine. Sit down quickly."

My tone was half-demanding, but this approach surprisingly worked better with Shin A-young.

"Um, okay...."

Though hesitant, Shin A-young sat down in the chair.

— "Th-this isn't right...!"

Her Minime was sweating profusely.
She seemed flustered that her plan had gone awry.

"Here."

I handed the handle to Shin A-young.

"Hold the handle properly."
"......"

Shin A-young silently did as instructed.

Click—
After adjusting the weight, she slowly pulled the handle.
Watching her movement, I gently grasped her arm.
I adjusted the position of her elbow.

— "Eep."

Her Minime trembled all over.

She seemed startled by the sudden contact.
Despite initiating similar contact herself earlier, she was still surprised.
Being on the receiving end was certainly a different feeling.

"Good. Pull in that position."
"O-okay."

It didn't end with just one correction.

I held her shoulders to fix her posture.
My palm naturally touched her back.

"......"

Now I understood.
While I was brazenly moving her arms, this was more consciousness-inducing for the other person than I'd expected.
Even trying not to make it so, it happened anyway.

Still, I didn't stop.

— "Th-this...."

This was both a response to Shin A-young's forwardness and
a minimal expression that I wasn't uninterested either.
This much shouldn't be too disconcerting for Shin A-young.
At least, I hoped so.

— "---------"

Unable to endure any longer, Noise began to mix into her Minime's words.
I wondered how she could have been so forward earlier when she was this embarrassed now.

"Ugh...."

Shin A-young furrowed her brow. Her posture gradually deteriorated.
Evidence that she couldn't concentrate at all.

"Focus. Pull slowly while concentrating on your back muscles."

I placed my hand on her arm and moved closer behind her.
I spoke softly in a low tone near her ear.

— "Haaah...!"

In that moment, the Noise cleared and her Minime exhaled.

Slowly...
The strength in her grip gradually loosened.

"!"

Clunk——!

I quickly grabbed the handle.
Thanks to my swift movement, I caught the weight before it fell completely.

"Ah...!"

Shin A-young's eyes widened at the sight.

"Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?"
"...Yeah, I was just a bit startled."

She gave an awkward smile, saying she was fine.
She did seem unharmed.

"...Should we stop here?"
"...Yeah."

The atmosphere was no longer conducive to continuing the workout.

"Wh-what's going on here?"

Lee Seung-ah approached hurriedly with a surprised expression.
I narrowed my eyes slightly at her, but for a different reason.

"Hey. You should... wipe that."

I pointed at her chin.
Tired from dozing off somewhere, she had drool running down the corner of her mouth.
It was the kind of appearance you wouldn't want others to see.

"Ah. Tsk."

Lee Seung-ah wiped her mouth vigorously, embarrassed.

"......"
"......"

At the sight, both Shin A-young and I broke into faint smiles simultaneously.
Our lips curled upward in disbelief.

Though unintentional, the awkward atmosphere had been dispelled as a bonus.

* * *

"See you tomorrow—"

Shin A-young raised her hand slightly to the two people walking in the opposite direction.
Lee Seung-ho waved back.

"Yeah, see you tomorrow."
"See you tomorrow, Unnie~"
"Mm."

Shin A-young watched Lee Seung-ho's diminishing figure.
Trudging along toward home, she turned back to observe his retreating form.

*I'm going to be so sore tomorrow.*

Shin A-young rubbed her forearm.
As she walked, fatigue rose from her arms.

"......"

Naturally, she replayed what had just happened in her mind.

— Focus. Pull slowly while concentrating on your back muscles.

That low, whispering voice.
The soft tone had made her spine tingle.
That's why she had unconsciously lost her grip.

"......"

Shin A-young tucked her hair behind her ear. Her crimson earlobe was exposed.

Her slender fingers caressed her earlobe. The heat still lingered.

*I didn't know.*

She hadn't known her ears were this sensitive.
It was an unexpected aspect of herself she hadn't been aware of.

Besides, this wasn't her original plan.
She had wanted to see him flustered by physical contact, that was her plan.

It hadn't worked out. Rather, the opposite had happened.

"...This isn't bad either."

For a brief moment, she thought that sometimes being on the receiving end wasn't so bad.

* * *

"......"

Lee Sol lay on her bed, rolling around. She stared blankly at the ceiling.

Though she normally enjoyed lying down,
right now she was doing so for a different reason.

"Nu-ri...."

She had one more thing to worry about.

"...Nu-ri likes Seung-ho."

In conclusion, there was one more person added to the equation.

Lee Sol's fingers pressed firmly into the mattress.

"......"

Surprisingly, she hadn't thought much about it at school.
Perhaps because she had anticipated it for a while, she had accepted it naturally.

Or so she thought.

*I thought I was okay with it.*

As soon as she arrived home and was alone, her mood became inexplicably unsettled.

While she had been full of determination not to lose to Shin A-young,
now she felt somewhat frustrated.

*Maybe it's because it's Nu-ri... it feels different.*

She had received a lot of help from Ji Nu-ri in the past.

Even her decision to attend school instead of continuing modeling wasn't uninfluenced by her.

Until she started hanging out with Lee Seung-ho, Nu-ri had been her closest friend.

The thought of Ji Nu-ri being rejected and feeling sad made her mouth feel dry.

*But that doesn't mean I'm willing to step aside.*

Rather, because it was Ji Nu-ri.
Because it was her, she was more determined to do things properly.

"Sigh."

After all, if she didn't do her best, she couldn't win.

"......"

Lee Sol looked at herself in the mirror with narrowed eyes.
She focused particularly on the lower part of her face.

*...Small.*

Relatively speaking, that is.

She had to admit that her physical attributes were disadvantageous compared to the other two.
If the difference had been slight, it might not matter, but with this much disparity, she had to accept it.

"It's unfair...."

Had she ever felt this regretful before?

But.
Knowing that complaining wouldn't change anything, Lee Sol jumped up from her seat.

It wasn't like there were no solutions.

Lee Sol had come up with as many as two countermeasures while lying on her bed.

The first method:
Lee Sol took out a cold glass of milk from the refrigerator.

"......"

She looked down at it with an ambivalent gaze.
Honestly, she didn't like milk. She rather disliked it.

"Hoo......"

Lee Sol took a deep breath and
downed it in one go.
The milk slid down her throat with gulping sounds.

"Ughhhh...."

Lee Sol clutched her churning stomach. The peculiar fishy taste lingered on her tongue.

"......"

Her hand trembled slightly.

Endure it. She could endure this.
Yes, she was still growing.
Moreover, it wasn't genetically impossible.

*There's still a possibility, right?*

Lee Sol thought of her mother.
Though she might not reach Ji Nu-ri or Shin A-young's level, growth potential was what mattered.

*Next.*

The second method was to seek help from someone else.
After much deliberation,
she finally decided to ask for advice about her current situation.

This person was probably the most knowledgeable about relationships among those she knew.

"......"

Lee Sol peeked her head out. She spotted her mother sitting on the sofa.

Gulp—

Her throat bobbed nervously.

"...Ugh."

The fishy taste of milk still lingered.
Gulp, gulp.
Lee Sol rinsed her mouth with water before returning to the living room.

*...I would have had to tell her eventually anyway.*

After thinking about it, now seemed like the perfect time to talk about her feelings for Seung-ho.
It might have been different before, but
recently she had even eaten meals with Lee Seung-ho.

*...Yes, this is right. We'll be seeing each other often from now on.*

If possible, it wouldn't be bad to mention it in advance.

It's okay. She could express herself properly.

Lee Sol walked stiffly into the living room.
Though her clenched fists showed no signs of relaxing, her steps didn't falter.

"...Do you have something to say?"

Sensing her restlessness, her mother asked first.

"Well...."

Lee Sol carefully pieced her words together.

"...Mom. Do you have time right now?"

Her mother's gaze lifted from her book and turned to Lee Sol.

"What's the—"

Her words cut off abruptly.
Her dark eyes noticed Lee Sol's tense expression.

"......"

Her eyelashes lowered, and
her gaze swept across the floor.
Turning her head away as if avoiding something, she continued.

"Sol, I'm sorry, but right now...."

Those lips were about to express refusal, but again her words trailed off.

"......"

Hoo—
After a deep exhale,
she nodded and met Lee Sol's gaze again.

"...Alright, what is it?"

Kim Bo-young looked directly at her daughter who had grown up so much.
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"....."

Lee Sol clutched her pants.

"Well......"

Her lips opened, then closed again.
The hesitation seemed endless.

"You can take your time."

Kim Bo-young said this while looking at her daughter.

Just as Lee Sol needed time, she too needed preparation to accept what was coming.

It was bound to happen.
She understood that someday she would hear these words.
But understanding and empathy were entirely different matters.

"It doesn't have to be right now. If it's not urgent, you can tell me later."

She secretly hoped it would be later.

"...No."

Lee Sol was resolute.

"I want to... tell you now."

There was even a hint of urgency in her voice.
As if it had to be now or never.

"...Then go ahead."

Kim Bo-young could only nod.
Surprised by her daughter's firm tone, a bitter taste lingered in her mouth.

"....."

Whoosh...
A long breath escaped through Lee Sol's parted lips.

"...You know Seung-ho."
"....."
"I... like him."

Lee Sol revealed her feelings.
Her skin, once white as a blank canvas, was now flushed red.

"I see."

She accepted those words calmly.

"...Did you already know?"

Perhaps her calm reaction seemed strange. Lee Sol looked surprised instead.

"I had my suspicions."

Kim Bo-young nodded lightly.

Of course she did.
Her daughter had been staring at that boy throughout dinner.
While she couldn't be absolutely certain, she had a pretty good idea.

"Is that all you wanted to say?"
"There's one more thing..."
"....."

Kim Bo-young set down the black tea she was about to drink.
It seemed better to hear everything first before taking a sip.

"Um..."

After a brief hesitation, she spoke.

"My friends like Seung-ho too."
"....."

Good thing she hadn't drunk the tea.
She would have either spilled it or choked on it.

"...Your friends?"
"A-young and Nu-ri... the ones who came to our house last time."
"The ones from your club?"
"Yes."

She had expected him to be popular, but hearing it so directly evoked a different reaction.

"Those girls..."

Kim Bo-young felt somewhat deflated.
This was one prediction she didn't need to get right.
Why did unpleasant premonitions always have to be accurate?

"That's why I wanted to ask... I don't know what to do."

Lee Sol's small fingers fidgeted.

"I heard you went through something similar. That Dad was really popular."
"....."

Where had she heard that?
She certainly hadn't told her daughter about it.
She'd been too embarrassed to share stories of her youthful romances with her child, and it hadn't seemed necessary.

"Did your father tell you that?"

Lee Sol shook her head at the question.

"...Uncle told me before."
"....."

That guy, really.

Kim Bo-young thought of her brother and swallowed her irritation.
Telling unnecessary stories to a child.
She made a mental note to have a word with him later.

"....."

Kim Bo-young took a breath and asked.

"Have you considered giving up on him?"

Lee Seung-ho seemed like a nice boy, but having many girls after him was a disqualifying factor.
Not just one, not just two... but three including Lee Sol.
At this point, it wouldn't be surprising if there were more.

"....."

Lee Sol didn't answer.
Instead, her cold expression answered the question.

"....."

Kim Bo-young was momentarily surprised by that look.
This was someone who had already made up her mind.

"...I see."

No matter what she said, her daughter didn't seem like she would listen.
In that way, she was exactly like her mother.

"...Will you help me?"
"Isn't that why you told me?"

After all, it was her daughter's first love, and it would be better if things worked out.

"Are you willing to do everything I tell you?"
"Yes."

She answers well.
If only she could speak this promptly all the time.

"But no complaining later."
"Okay."

Lee Sol nodded.

Kim Bo-young considered what would be best.

"First..."

Kim Bo-young looked Lee Sol up and down as she spoke.

"Haven't you gained weight recently?"
"....."
"We should start with exercise."

Lee Sol's face froze immediately after that.

* * *

After school in the band club room.

"Helloooo—"

A greeting that sounded less energetic than usual.

"You're here?"

Ha Seo-rim wondered about this but bowed her head politely.
Ji Nu-ri was setting down her things.

"The others said they're going to the School Store, so we'll have to wait a bit."
"That's fine, no rush."

Ha Seo-rim spoke while tuning her bass.

"You're early today?"

Usually, she would stop by the Counseling Club Room first, which took some time.
There were still 30 minutes until their scheduled time, but she had already arrived.

"Just thought... we should start practice early."

Ji Nu-ri had actually come to the band club room almost like she was escaping, unable to decide how to deal with the others, but...

Ha Seo-rim had no way of knowing that.

"Hmm..."

Ha Seo-rim tilted her head at Ji Nu-ri's response.

She felt something off about that answer.
Based on what she knew of Ji Nu-ri so far.

When she spoke confidently, she really meant it.
She wasn't the type to give such vague answers.

"Did something happen?"

Ji Nu-ri seemed less energetic than usual.

"No? Nothing happened."

Ji Nu-ri shrugged her shoulders.
She kept her gaze down and continued tuning her guitar leisurely.

"....."

Ha Seo-rim's lips moved slightly.
She couldn't tell if it was a lie or not. Ji Nu-ri's expression was so calm.
So she added one more comment.

"...If you have any concerns, feel free to talk about them. I can at least listen."
"Huh?"

Ji Nu-ri blinked.

"...Oh."

Ha Seo-rim rolled her eyes at that reaction.

Come to think of it.
This probably wasn't the right thing to say to someone from the Counseling Club.
She must have plenty of people to talk to.
She felt a bit embarrassed.

"Thanks for the offer anyway."

Ji Nu-ri nodded with a refreshing smile.

.....

"Let's end today's practice here..."

Ha Seo-rim said as she put her bass back in its case.

"As you all know, we won't have practice until after the midterm exams."

Since this had been announced in advance, no one had anything to say.
With exams approaching, it was time to really focus on studying.

"....."

Ha Seo-rim took out the English vocabulary book she had kept in her pocket.
She planned to memorize more words whenever she had spare time.

"Are you memorizing English vocabulary?"

Ji Nu-ri peeked over.

"Oh... you study really hard."
"Yes..."

Ha Seo-rim didn't know how to respond to that sincere admiration, so she just nodded.

"Didn't you know, unnie? Seo-rim is on a full scholarship."

An Bo-ram, who had somehow become close enough with Ji Nu-ri to speak informally, chimed in.

"Really?"
"Yeah, I think it's a scholarship recommended by the principal?"

She spoke proudly as if it were her own achievement.

"Hey—"

Ha Seo-rim shook her shoulder, telling her to tone it down.

It was embarrassing.
It wasn't something worth bragging about, and it was a misunderstanding anyway.
People thought she got it because of her good grades, but the reality was different.

*The first semester finals were really close...*

She wasn't studying because she wanted to.
She was doing it because she feared losing her scholarship if she didn't work hard.
Her diligence had a reason.

"What about you, Nu-ri unnie?"
"I'm doing okay too."

Ji Nu-ri shrugged at An Bo-ram's question.

"Seung-ho is good at teaching. I pick up things naturally just by being next to him."
"....."

That senior must be good at studying.
Ha Seo-rim continued reading her vocabulary book while listening to their conversation.

"Um... should we study together?"

An Bo-ram suddenly made that suggestion.

"Since we're all studying anyway, it's better to do it together. We can study at my house today."
"Taking turns?"
"Yeah."

She nodded quickly when Jin Hyun-woo agreed.

"We'll go to my house today. Next time we can go to Hyun-woo's house or Nu-ri unnie's—"
"My house won't work."

Her tone was firm.
Ji Nu-ri spoke with an unusually rigid voice.

"....."
"....."

The atmosphere suddenly became awkward.
Ha Seo-rim and the other two seemed a bit surprised by this.

"W-what about your house, Seo-rim?"

An Bo-ram seemed to be trying to change the subject to break the awkward atmosphere.

"Ah... I'd have to ask first. My family doesn't really like having friends over..."

She didn't know if they liked it or not. She had never brought friends home before.
She just felt uncomfortable doing so.
Their house wasn't very spacious anyway.

"I guess we can't help it then."

An Bo-ram clicked her tongue in disappointment.
The topic eventually faded away.

"....."

Flip—
Ha Seo-rim silently turned the page of her vocabulary book.

It was for the best.

She preferred studying alone anyway.

* * *

Early morning.
The house was busy with someone getting ready for school and someone preparing for work.
I finished washing my face with lukewarm water.

Meanwhile, Lee Seung-ah had changed into her neat school uniform.

"I'm leaving—"

Seung-ah's words were strangely cut off as she stepped outside.
Thud—! Rattle—
The front door closed again.

"Oppa!"

She suddenly called for me.

"...What?"
"Come out quickly."
"What is it now?"

I slowly made my way to the entrance.

Maybe a morning delivery had arrived.
Sometimes groceries would be delivered at dawn, so I thought she might be asking me to help carry them.

"Oh come on! Put on some pants before you come out!"
— "This guy, seriously!"

Seung-ah smacked my back hard.
I got hit without knowing why and was chased back to my room.

"....."

I put on pants and came out again.
Dragging my slippers, I opened the front door.

"...Oh."

I couldn't help but gape.

"...Sorry. I must have surprised you by coming suddenly."

Lee Sol stood there in her neat school uniform.

"Since we're going in the same direction... I thought we could go together..."

Lee Sol seemed embarrassed as she twirled the end of her hair with her index finger.

"...Is that okay?"

I couldn't refuse when she looked up at me with such pleading eyes.

My sister, watching from behind, muttered:

— "Wow, I've seen this in anime."
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I've carefully analyzed the text and will provide a natural English translation that follows the glossary and style guidelines.

The story from last night...

"...Is it like this every day?"

Lee Sol looked around cautiously.
In her hands was a diet schedule she was supposed to follow.
The atmosphere suggested everyone thought it was ridiculous.

"This seems a bit..."
"This much is necessary."

Kim Bo-young was resolute.
For her, this was actually a good thing.

Since quitting her modeling job, she had let go of her strict regimen. She intended to get back on track with this opportunity.
Especially since she needed to consistently shoot for social media now.

"Can't do it? If you can't, you don't have to—"

Just as she was about to withdraw the paper she'd offered,
Snatch—
Lee Sol grabbed it with both hands.

"...I-I can do it."

Her tone suggested she wasn't convinced even as she said it.
But her determination was evident, which was satisfying.

"Good. We need to get up early tomorrow, so go to bed now."
"...What time do I need to wake up tomorrow?"
"By 7 AM at the latest."
"......"

Lee Sol's expression hardened.
She was already dreading the morning.

"Don't worry. Even if you don't want to get up, I'll wake you."

The reason for getting up early was simple.
She had told Lee Sol to walk to school with Lee Seung-ho.

"...Will this really work?"

Lee Sol looked doubtful that simply walking to school together would attract Lee Seung-ho's attention.

"First worry about actually waking up tomorrow."
"......"

Lee Sol closed her mouth, looking like she'd been hit right where it hurt.

"...You'll definitely wake me up, right?"
"Go to bed now."
"......"

Lee Sol obediently turned to leave.

Kim Bo-young watched her retreating back as she entered her room.
Then she slowly leaned back on the sofa.

"...She definitely won't wake up properly."

Far from waking up properly, she'd probably lie awake all night from nervousness.
That's the kind of girl Lee Sol was.

Moreover, since she loved sleeping, even if she did wake up, she'd be in a half-asleep state.
The outcome was obvious without even waiting until tomorrow morning.

She probably wouldn't even be able to hold a conversation.
But considering Lee Seung-ho's meddlesome nature...

...That would be the key point.

* * *

Thump, thump.

I crossed the living room with hurried footsteps.
I'd tried to get ready and come out as quickly as possible. Still, it took a while.

"Did you wait long...?"

Fling—
When I opened the front door,
I saw Lee Sol standing there, half-dozing.
She had succumbed to drowsiness after waiting too long.

"Hey?"

When I called out to her lightly.

"Uh. Oh. Yeah."

Lee Sol straightened her back with a start, surprised by my call.

"I'm ready. Let's go."
"Mmm..."

Lee Sol followed beside me in a half-asleep state.
Her drooping shoulders told the whole story.
She looked ready to fall asleep the moment she found a place to lie down.

— "Huaaawn..."

Minime let out a long yawn.
Her thoughts were fragmented. Words came and went, fading in and out.
She was on the verge of falling asleep.

"Hey, where are you going?"

I grabbed Lee Sol's backpack. She was walking in the wrong direction the moment I looked away.

"Ah..."

Lee Sol blinked with a drowsy expression.

"Sorryyy..."
"......"

I chuckled at the sight of her.

Her eyes were half-closed. She was clearly not in a normal state.
She was drunk with sleep.
She was usually drowsy in the mornings, but today was worse than usual.

"Did you go to bed late last night?"
"I tried to sleep early... but couldn't fall asleep... then woke up early..."
— "Mmm, so... sooo..."

I could barely understand what either Lee Sol or Minime was saying.
It sounded like she was saying she was tired because she went to bed late.

"Should we take the bus instead?"

The bus route was longer, but it might be better than walking in this state.

"What do you want to do?"
"Mmm..."

Lee Sol made a humming sound as she pondered.

"Hmm..."

This was taking too long.
She looked like she might fall asleep before making a decision.

"...Let's take the bus."

I made the decision.
This wasn't going to work.

I grabbed the handle of her bag and headed toward the bus stop.

— "...Heheng."

Being dragged along, Lee Sol let out a silly laugh, finding something amusing.
Luckily, not long after we arrived at the bus stop, a school bus appeared in the distance.

"The bus is here."
"Mmm..."

I let Lee Sol board first, then followed her onto the bus.

"Your card?"
"......"

Lee Sol silently put both hands into her skirt pockets.
Nothing came out. They were completely empty.
Her hands moved to her bag.

"...Two students, please."

Beep—
I just tapped my card.
There were people waiting behind us, and it seemed like it would take her a while to find hers.

"Come here."

I moved to the inner seat.
Despite it being rush hour, we were lucky to find seats.

"Phew..."
"Huah..."

As soon as we sat down, we both let out tired sighs.
We were exhausted.

"......"

I opened the map app on my phone to check our arrival time.
Fortunately, it looked like we'd arrive on time.
Just four more stops to go.

Until then, we could rest comfortably—

—Plop.

A weight pressed against my shoulder. Not too heavy.
When I rolled my eyes over,
There was Lee Sol, fast asleep.

— "Snooore..."

Minime rolled onto my lap. She was tossing and turning even while sleeping.

"......"

Sssss...
A quiet breath whispered near my ear.
A subtle, cozy fragrance touched my nose, as if she'd sprayed perfume.

My head naturally turned toward the window. A strange tension crept up my spine.

The bus was quieter than usual. Even Minime's voice couldn't be heard.
The rare tranquility continued evenly.

After some time passed...

"Ah."

When I came to my senses, the bus had already arrived in front of the school.
I hurriedly shook Lee Sol's shoulder.

"Hey, hey. Wake up."
"Mmm?"
"We need to get off now."

I grabbed Lee Sol's wrist and stood up from my seat.

"I'm sorry! We're getting off now!"

As the doors were about to close, I raised my voice to the driver.
We hurriedly came down the steps.

"Phew..."

That was close.
If we'd been a little later, we would have had to get off at the next stop.

...What a hectic morning.

* * *

Early morning on the way to school.

"...Yawn."

Ji Nu-ri was walking on the sidewalk with a tired expression.
It was because of the worry that had kept her up all night.
How should she deal with Lee Seung-ho and the other two people? That kind of worry.

And it was still ongoing.

"...Alright, let's ask."

Ji Nu-ri finally decided to change her approach.
Instead of suffering alone, she decided to seek advice.

And the target was none other than...

A chat AI.

→ [A guy friend likes me.
But two of my friends like him too.
What should I do in this situation?]

She didn't have anyone else to ask.
And it seemed inappropriate to ask the counseling teacher about this.

After a brief loading time, the answer came back.

[Ah... this is a really tough situation. Let's break it down calmly.]

"...Tsk."

She was a bit put off by the casual tone.
But since she was the one asking for help, she decided to let it slide this time.

Ji Nu-ri read through the response.

[1. The most important thing is your feelings.]
[Do you like this guy even a little? Or do you just think of him as a friend?]
[This is the most important part. Your emotions come before others' feelings.]
[The approach differs depending on that.]

"Hmm..."

Ji Nu-ri let out a troubled sound.
Starting with a difficult question.

"...Actually."

→ [What does it mean to like someone?]

For Ji Nu-ri, that was the difficult question from the start.

[Wow... the fact that you're asking this shows you're really thinking seriously about this.]

"......"

Being told she was thinking seriously made her feel strangely embarrassed.

It's not like that.
It wasn't that serious, just a moderately serious question.

[Let me give you a checklist to help you figure it out. These are feelings when someone is just a close friend.]

The chat AI continued its response regardless.

"Let's see..."

Ji Nu-ri read through the items one by one.

[You feel comfortable when you're together.]

Hmm.
Yes, I do feel comfortable.
He's the only one who knows about my hobby, so it would be a lie to say otherwise.

[You feel more fun than excitement]

I've never really felt excited.
But I've had fun many times.

[You don't think much when they contact you.]

This is true too.
I don't really think much about it.

[You don't care much if they're with other girls.]

And this was the last item.

"......"

Ji Nu-ri tilted her chin.

"Lee Seung-ho with other girls..."

She tried to picture it in her mind.
Lee Seung-ho sitting in the counseling room with Lee Sol and Shin A-young. A familiar scene she had seen many times naturally came to mind.

"...I'm fine with it?"

She didn't mind at all.

"What the—"

Ji Nu-ri let out a light laugh.

As expected, she thought of Lee Seung-ho as just a friend.

Good. Now that she had reached a conclusion about her own feelings,
All she needed to do was ask what she should do in this situation—

"...?"

Just then, something caught her eye.
In the distance, a bus stopped at the station, and she saw Lee Seung-ho getting off.

Ji Nu-ri was about to run over, happy at the chance encounter.
But she stopped abruptly.

"Uh..."

Lee Sol was beside him.
And more than that, his hand was gripping her wrist.

Ji Nu-ri's expression turned a bit bewildered.

"...What, what is this?"

Natural skinship with another girl.

It was a moment when the premise that Lee Seung-ho liked her developed a "slight" crack.
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* * *

"......"

Ji Nu-ri blinked blankly for a moment at the scene before her.
Lee Seung-ho and Lee Sol standing side by side.

*Did they come together?*

They definitely got off the same bus.
The chances of them boarding by coincidence were slim.
Which meant they must have met up beforehand.

*Ah, he let go.*

Lee Seung-ho's hand, which had been holding Lee Sol, dropped away.
Soon the two walked side by side toward the main entrance.

"......"

Ji Nu-ri followed behind them with slow steps.
Even as she walked, her thoughts were racing.

She noticed their shoulders close together. She recalled how he had grabbed Sol's wrist.

*...Don't people usually avoid doing that when they like someone else?*

As far as she knew, that was the case.
Generally, wouldn't he keep his distance from other girls?

*...Though Lee Sol isn't exactly an ordinary girl.*

She's such a cute kid.

Any ordinary boy would easily fall for her.
She could easily imagine it.
Even if he liked another girl, he'd probably grin like an idiot if Lee Sol acted sweet toward him.

*...No way.*

Is Lee Seung-ho being seduced by Lee Sol right now?

A reasonable suspicion crossed her mind.
It wouldn't be that strange. Lee Sol likes Lee Seung-ho, so what wouldn't she do?

"Hmm...."

Ji Nu-ri's expression became indescribably mysterious.

Scary.

If her plan was to use her weakness from this morning and Lee Seung-ho's meddlesome nature to get closer to him.
That would be a frightening and fox-like strategy indeed.

Lee Sol was unexpectedly scary.

* * *

"Ughh...!"

Lee Sol stretched out fully.
The nap on the bus must have helped, as her face looked more energetic than before.

*Slide—*

Opening the back door and entering the classroom, she saw Shin A-young already sitting in her seat.

"You're here?"

Shin A-young greeted me as I entered first.
Her gaze shifted to my left side. In Lee Sol's direction.

— "...Sol is here too? Did you meet on the way?"

Shin A-young's minime wondered, but she didn't seem particularly concerned.

"Is it P.E. today?"

Shin A-young was wearing her gym clothes.
Wasn't today not a P.E. day?

"Yeah, the schedule changed. They said the math teacher is sick today."

She nodded her head up and down.
I frowned at the news.

"Ah... I didn't bring my gym clothes...."
"It's okay. They said those who want to study can just sit."
"Really?"

That was fortunate at least.

— "Nice."

Lee Sol's minime, who hated moving around, clenched her fist.

"Are you going to run?"
"No, these clothes are just more comfortable."

Shin A-young shrugged her shoulders.
You don't get scolded if you wear gym clothes on P.E. days.
Seems like she plans to spend the day in her gym clothes.

*Slide—*

While we were chatting, Ji Nu-ri walked in through the back door.

"You're here?"
"...Yeah."

A greeting with a subtly different response than usual.
Ji Nu-ri's gaze swept the floor for no reason, then she plopped down in her seat.

"......"

I found it strange for a moment but soon turned my attention elsewhere.
It's not like her being weird was anything new. She probably stayed up late watching anime or webtoons again.

However, what I heard next was somewhat unexpected.

— "...Sol is more calculating than I thought."

Ji Nu-ri's minime crossed her short limbs.
She shook her head gently while looking at me.

— "So blissfully unaware of what you've gotten yourself into...."

"......"

Her speech lacked context on both ends.
Just hearing that, I couldn't tell what she was worried about. But there seemed no need to hear more.

I figured her thoughts were probably drifting in some strange direction as usual.

* * *

The weekend arrived.
Today was a workday, so I arrived at the store early.
I changed clothes and continued cleaning the hall.

"Oppa, are you really only working for one more month?"

Part-timer Choi Soo-hyun asked with wide eyes.

"Hmm?"

I turned around, pulling down my cap.
Where did she hear that?
I hadn't told any of my coworkers yet.

"Who told you?"
"The manager mentioned it."

Of course, the source was obvious. There's no other way she could have known.
No point in hiding it anymore. I nodded in confirmation.

"Yeah, that's how it turned out."

At my answer, Choi Soo-hyun's eyebrows drooped into a frown.

"Wow... that's really disappointing. How could you not say anything?"

Her lips jutted forward in a pout.
I tried to soothe her. I had planned to tell everyone.

"There's still a month left. I was going to tell everyone when there were about two weeks left."

There's plenty of time left, so why mention it early?
It would just make people unnecessarily anxious.
I just didn't expect the manager to bring it up first.

"Still, it's disappointing."
— "It's not that hard to give us a heads-up..."

She seemed hurt that she heard it from the manager rather than directly from me.

"Hello."

Just then, the back door opened and Ha Seo-rim walked in.

"Seo-riiiim—"

Choi Soo-hyun ran to Ha Seo-rim as she arrived.

"Did you know about this too?"

This means the news will spread quickly.
I won't have to go around telling people I'm quitting.
That's actually better.

After hearing the whole story, Ha Seo-rim blinked at me.

"Senior, you're quitting your part-time job?"
"Yeah."
"When?"
"Still got time. I agreed to work for another month. The manager asked me to stay a bit longer because they're short-staffed."

It had been like that since all the third-year students quit.
The manager had desperately asked me to stay until they found someone, so I agreed.

"That makes sense."

Ha Seo-rim nodded in understanding.

And that was it.
She didn't show any signs of surprise, disappointment, or happiness.
Ha Seo-rim put her bag in the locker and turned toward the changing room.

"Is anyone in the changing room?"
"No."
"Then I'll use it."

Ha Seo-rim went back to her business without further comment.
Seeing this, Choi Soo-hyun's mouth fell open.

"Hey, Seo-rim, are you a robot?"
"...Why? He said there's still a month left."

Ha Seo-rim replied nonchalantly.
Her minime, however, had a different reaction.

— "Lucky him. I wish I could quit too..."

The minime licked her lips, mumbling.
Rather than being happy about me quitting, she seemed envious.

— "...Work's going to get even harder a month from now."

On top of that, she groaned thinking about the upcoming workload.

It was unexpected even to me.
I thought she would be the happiest, but her reaction was different from what I anticipated.

Her image must have changed since our first meeting.

***

...It was time to clock out.

"Thank you for your hard work...!"

As the clock hand pointed to the number 4, Ha Seo-rim's voice rang out.
Though tired, she was clearly trying to sound as energetic as possible.

I changed from my work uniform back into my regular clothes and came out.

"Manager, we're heading out."
"Okay, be careful going home, it's raining outside."
"Yes."

I approached the group huddled by the back door.

"How is it outside?"
"Wow— it's really coming down."

Choi Soo-hyun exaggerated while looking at the rain pouring outside the window.

*Pitter-patter—*

It wasn't quite a downpour, but definitely too much to walk through without getting soaked.

"Well, see you next week."

Choi Soo-hyun opened her umbrella and left first.
No one seemed caught off guard.
Since the weather had been cloudy since morning, everyone had properly brought umbrellas.

"...?"

My attention was drawn to one person who seemed particularly unsettled.

One by one, everyone was heading home. Only Ha Seo-rim was pacing around the waiting room.
She moved with hurried steps, looking left and right.
She seemed to be searching for something.

— "...Oh, you've got to be kidding."

Her minime smacked her forehead.

— "I definitely put it here...?"

The minime jumped up and down on the empty umbrella stand.

So her umbrella disappeared?
In our country, the items you need to guard most carefully are umbrellas and bicycles. It was obvious someone had taken it.

— "Damn... who would do this...?"

Her minime's voice became moist. It trembled. The tearful expression showed how unfair she felt.

"......"

I took out my folding umbrella from my bag and turned to Ha Seo-rim.

"Aren't you going?"
"Well...."
"Didn't bring an umbrella?"
"...I did bring one... but it's gone."

I pointed to the back.

"Then... what about the umbrellas kept in the storage for employees? At least use one of those."
"...Those were already taken by others."
"...Oh, really?"

She must have checked earlier. I felt a bit embarrassed.

*Pitter-patter...!*

The sound of rain outside grew stronger.

— "Maybe if I run fast enough..."

Her minime stretched out her hand to check the rainfall.

Even in this situation, she didn't ask me for help.
It wasn't that she disliked asking me for help; she just seemed used to solving problems on her own.

"Need help?"

I turned to her, opening my umbrella.

"......"

Ha Seo-rim stopped as she was about to lift her bag over her head.
She looked slightly surprised, as if she hadn't expected this question.

"......"

She hesitantly moved closer to me.

"...Thank you."
"......"

Without answering, I matched my steps to her pace.

I don't need to take her all the way home, just to the convenience store should be fine.





Ch.122 - Late Rain (2)
I carefully analyzed the text and identified all character names, places, and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

* * *

Pitter-patter... pit-pat-patter...
The sound of raindrops bouncing off the umbrella filled the air.
Ha Seo-rim walked side by side with Lee Seung-ho under a small folding umbrella, matching his pace.

"......"
"......"

No words passed between them.

Seo-rim didn't have anything particular to say, and Seung-ho seemed to notice this, not forcing any conversation.
Only the splashing sound of their footsteps broke the silence.

"......"

Seo-rim glanced sideways at Seung-ho walking beside her.
This was an unexpected companionship.
To be honest, she hadn't expected him to help her so readily.

"Ah, there it is."

The place he'd brought her to was a convenience store.
He sheltered her with the umbrella all the way to the small shop located some distance from the School Store.

If he had offered to walk her all the way home, that would have been more burdensome.

"......Welcome."

Seo-rim pushed the glass door and entered the convenience store. Along with the jingling sound, a greeting tinged with annoyance greeted her.

*This is going to cost me...*

Seo-rim clutched her wallet in her pocket with trembling hands.
It couldn't be helped.
Since she'd lost her umbrella, she needed to buy one—a necessary expense, she told herself.
Thinking of it that way made her feel better.

"?"

Seo-rim blinked in confusion.
Umbrellas would normally be placed near the entrance, but she couldn't see any.

She walked around the store once, but still couldn't find any.

"Excuse me, do you sell umbrellas here?"

Seo-rim asked the part-timer.
The employee, who had been looking at his phone, looked up and flinched when he saw her.

"Ah, no. We don't sell umbrellas."

He nodded quickly, his cheeks slightly flushed.

"Um... what about disposable raincoats? Do you have those?"
"No, sorry, we don't have those either."
"Oh...."

This was an unexpected variable.
A short sigh escaped Seo-rim's lips.

"Thank you."

What could she do if they didn't have any?
Her luck was terrible, but she couldn't complain to the part-timer.
Seo-rim held back a sigh and walked out of the convenience store.

"Where's the umbrella?"
"...They don't sell them."
"...Really? Maybe because it's a small store...?"

He must have been waiting outside instead of leaving.

"Should we try another convenience store?"
"It's fine."

Seo-rim shook her head lightly.
Other stores were quite a walk from here anyway.
Not somewhere she wanted to head to blindly in this rainy weather.

"I can just run from here by myself. My home isn't far."
"Really? Then I'll walk you home."
"...What?"
"You said it's not far."

Seung-ho opened his umbrella.

"...No, you're just being nice because you feel sorry for me."

That's what she said, but the reality was a bit different.
Moreover, she felt uncomfortable with the idea of taking someone to her home.
It wasn't exactly a place she was proud of.

"...But running in this rain doesn't seem right."
"......"

Seo-rim closed her mouth.
He had a point. The rain was still coming down heavily. No matter how fast she ran, her clothes would get soaked.

"If you catch a cold and miss next week, it'll be harder for me."

Seung-ho held out the umbrella, gesturing for them to get going.
Seo-rim reluctantly stepped under it.

"Which way?"
"We go that way."

Following the path through winding back alleys, they arrived at a small house.

"Is this it?"
"...Yes."

Seo-rim felt oddly embarrassed.
Even at a glance, the house looked somewhat shabby.
Whether he gossiped about it or not didn't matter.
She just didn't like showing this side of herself.

Seo-rim quickly thanked him.

"Thank you for walking me home."
"No problem."

He waved his hand dismissively, as if it was nothing.

"See you next week."

Seung-ho promptly turned around.
That was it.
He turned his back with surprising neatness. No lingering, no small talk.

The more she thought about it, the more peculiar he seemed...

Rustle, rustle—

As soon as Seo-rim opened the front door, a strange object caught her eye.
A black form moving across the floor.
Countless joints wriggling and undulating as it moved.

"Eeeek!!"

Upon seeing it, Seo-rim instinctively ran back outside.
She fled without caring about getting wet in the rain.

"What, what is it?"

Her scream made Seung-ho stop in his tracks.

"B-bug... there's a bug inside...!"

Seo-rim pointed at the house with a tearful expression.

......

"Tsk...."

Whoooosh—
Seung-ho furrowed his brow as he flushed the toilet.
Judging by his expression, he found it creepy too.

"It's done."
"Phew......"

At his declaration, Seo-rim released the tension she'd been holding.

Seung-ho gave a small laugh as he looked at her.
A surprised look, as if he hadn't expected her to be afraid of bugs.

"...What, why? They're gross."

Seo-rim retorted defensively at his gaze, feeling called out.
She wondered how he had perceived her until now.

"No, I just thought you'd catch it without even blinking. It's quite unexpected."
"......"

Seo-rim got goosebumps just hearing about it.
How could anyone handle something so disgusting?

*Come to think of it.*

Seo-rim realized something she'd forgotten.
She had inadvertently brought Seung-ho into her home.

"......"

It was better than expected.
Having someone else enter her home, that is.

It wasn't comfortable, exactly.
It was still uncomfortable, but not as much as she'd anticipated. It felt more ordinary than expected.

Or maybe it was because Seung-ho acted so nonchalant...

"Since you're here, have something before you go."

That's why she could say something like this.
Seo-rim stopped Seung-ho as he was about to pick up his bag and leave.

Besides, it would seem rude to call him over just to deal with a bug and then send him away.

"It's fine."
"Then at least have some juice before you go."

He'd shared his umbrella and caught the bug for her. She'd feel uncomfortable if she didn't do something in return.
She didn't like being indebted to others.

"Alright, then."

Whether that convinced him or not, Seung-ho sat down somewhat awkwardly.

"Make yourself comfortable. Nobody else is home anyway."

Seo-rim said as she walked to the kitchen.

Her younger sibling had gone out to study with a friend, her dad was at work, and her mom was at the hospital.
For various reasons, she was alone at home right now.

"Ah, there's an electric mat, so turn it on if you want to stay warm."
"This one?"
"No, not that one."

Seo-rim turned around.

He seemed like someone who didn't need much help, but actually required quite a bit of assistance.
Seo-rim turned on the electric mat and covered it with a blanket.

"It's cold, so get under this."
"Oh...."

Seung-ho's face relaxed slightly, as if his body was warming up.

"Do you like plum extract?"
"I do."

Good thing he likes it.
If not, she would have had to go out and buy something else since there were no other drinks to offer.

"Um... is that the bass you used at the festival performance?"

Seung-ho asked, looking at the bass standing against the living room wall.
He showed curiosity but didn't touch it.

"Yes, that's right."

Seo-rim nodded as she poured the plum extract.
It was the only instrument she owned anyway.

"...Come to think of it, I have a video of the festival. Want me to send it to you?"

Seung-ho suddenly asked while examining the bass.

"A video?"
"Yeah, Ji Nu-ri asked me to film it. Didn't she tell you?"
"...I'm just finding out about the filming now."

Had she asked for that?

Now that she thought about it, Seung-ho's career path was related to filming.
She was a bit confused because Ji Nu-ri talked so much about the Counseling Club. But if her memory served her right, that was probably correct.

"I'll send it to you later."
"...I'd appreciate that."

She had been so focused on the performance that she hadn't thought about recording it.
Looking back at her playing would be valuable reference material.

"Here you go."

Seo-rim placed a cup on the low table.
Steam rose gently from it.
Being served warm, it would be perfect for the cool weather.

"Oh...."

Slurp.
Seung-ho seemed to like it; after taking a sip, he gave a small exclamation of appreciation.

"This is delicious. Did your mom make it?"
"No, I did."
"Huh? You?"
"Store-bought ones are expensive. With the money for one or two bottles from the market, I can make a whole container of this."

The method wasn't difficult.
It was just a bit tedious.

"Oh...."

Seung-ho nodded and took another sip.

"Is it okay?"
"Yeah, it's delicious."
"......"

Seo-rim smiled proudly seeing his reaction.

She had thought it tasted good when she tried it herself, but that was just her personal assessment.
Her dad said everything tasted good, and her younger sibling said everything tasted bad. So someone else's evaluation was precious.

"......"

Seo-rim also took a sip of the plum drink, following his lead.
She could feel the warm sensation flowing down her throat.

"Mmm."

It really is delicious, even if I made it myself.

"...?"

Ring-ring-ring ring ring-ring-ring—

As they were enjoying their tea time, a ringtone sounded from Seung-ho's pocket.
He fumbled to take out his phone.

"......Ah."

A short gasp.
Seung-ho's expression froze as he looked at the screen.
The look of someone who just remembered something they'd forgotten.

"...Hello?"

He cautiously answered the phone.

— Where are you?

A seething voice with subtle anger embedded in it.
The voice was none other than Shin A-young's.

— Today's our workout day. You didn't forget, did you?

"...Well, about that...."

Seung-ho's forehead grew damp.

"......"

Seo-rim shook her head inwardly as she watched.

He's really careless.

But she had received his help, so maybe she should help him a little too.





Ch.123 - Late Rain (3)
"What time is it now?"
"...Five o'clock."
"When were we supposed to meet?"
"...4:30."

Ha Seo-rim quietly observed Lee Seung-ho.
This was the first time she'd seen him so flustered.

It was interesting to see this different side of him, but it was also a bit pitiful to just watch him like this.

*I should help him out.*

Ha Seo-rim stood up and went into the bathroom.
The distance was just right, and the echo would make it sound more realistic.

"Ahem."

She cleared her throat lightly and raised her voice in the direction of his call.

"Senior~ The next shift people have arrived. The manager says you can clock out now."

At Ha Seo-rim's voice, Lee Seung-ho's eyes widened.
Being quick-witted, he must have understood what was happening.

"...Are you at work right now?"
"......"

At that question, Lee Seung-ho's eyes darted around.
After glancing around nervously:

"...No, it's fine. I just finished."
"Oh... really?"

At the news that he had been working, the voice on the other end of the phone softened a bit.
At least he hadn't simply forgotten.

"Sorry, I should have called earlier."

Lee Seung-ho quickly apologized, seizing the opportunity.

"I'll run over right away."
"No, no, it's raining, so take your time."

The conversation continued, noticeably smoother than before.

"Then I'll wait for you at the new café on the first floor."
"Okay, got it."

With that, the call ended.

"......Phew."

With a sigh of relief, the tension left Lee Seung-ho's body.

"That was Shin A-young on the phone, right? Did you two have plans?"
"We go to the same gym. We were supposed to work out together today..."
"You forgot?"
"...Yeah."

Lee Seung-ho nodded. He admitted it honestly.

"......"

Ha Seo-rim felt bad, wondering if he had forgotten because of her.

"I forgot on my own, so don't worry about it."

As if reading her expression, Lee Seung-ho said this.

*He works out...?*

Ha Seo-rim looked at his shoulders.
Both Shin A-young and Lee Seung-ho definitely had the physique of people who exercise.
And he had definitely gotten bigger than she remembered.

*...He seems to be getting bigger and bigger.*

What does he eat to look like that?

"......"

Gulp, gulp—
Lee Seung-ho downed his plum tea in one go. He hurried to leave.

"Whew— That was good."

He got up and picked up his coat that he had taken off.
He gave off the impression that he was about to leave.

"Are you going?"
"Yeah, I need to hurry."

As he was fixing his shoes, he remembered their earlier conversation.

"Oh, I'll send you the video when I get home later."
"You can send it whenever you have time."

It wasn't urgent, and she didn't mind if he sent it at his convenience.

"You have email, right? Can you send it to me through DM?"
"DM?"
"...Oh, are we not following each other?"
"...I'll follow you."
"No, you don't have to. Just send it through chat."

Lee Seung-ho shook his head.
He didn't seem to care either way, but she did.

"...I'll send it to you through DM later."
"Okay then."

His expression said he really didn't mind how she sent it—do whatever works.

"I'm off. See you next week."

Lee Seung-ho raised his hand slightly as he opened the front door.
Ha Seo-rim bowed slightly in response.

"Take care on your way home."

He went out through the front door.
Click.
The door closed quietly.
And silence returned to the house.

"......"

Well, she still had things to do.

Ha Seo-rim turned around.
She was going to turn off the electric heating pad, but...

*...He already turned it off.*

The power was already off.
The blanket was already folded too.
That was quick. He had tidied up in that short time.

"...Hmm."

He was quite frugal. She liked that about him.

*Then I just need to do the dishes.*

Ha Seo-rim took the cup he had left behind to the kitchen.
Swoosh—
She continued washing dishes with a clatter.
It was just two cups. Not a difficult task.

"...?"

Ding— Dingding—

Just as she finished washing up.
As she was placing the wet cups upside down on the rack, her phone rang in her pocket.

Ha Seo-rim dried her wet hands and took out her phone.

"...Ah."

[Yoo Ha-neul]

That name appeared on the screen.
Someone who had deep connections with Lee Seung-ho, who had just been in this house.
His former almost-girlfriend.

Dingding— Dingding—

It wasn't strange that she was calling. They often talked and chatted.

"......"

Ha Seo-rim's eyelashes lowered.

Normally, she would have answered right away, but she hesitated.
She felt an odd dilemma.

Was it because the Lee Seung-ho she had seen was vaguely different from what she had heard from Yoo Ha-neul?
Some of what Yoo Ha-neul had said was true, but much of it wasn't.

*...Come to think of it.*

Why did Yoo Ha-neul dislike Lee Seung-ho so much?
As far as she remembered, she hadn't always been like that.
Even when bad rumors were circulating at school, she had defended him.

But at some point... sometime...

"...Ah."

While she was lost in these thoughts, the call ended.

"......"

...Oh well. She'd call back later.

* * *

"Then I'll wait for you at the new café on the first floor."

Shin A-young put down her phone after finishing the call.
Lee Seung-ah asked her:

"What did Oppa say?"
"Seems like he just finished his part-time job. He said he'll be here soon."
"Really? How long will it take?"
"Probably... about 20 minutes? It's quite a distance from here."
"Hmm."

20 minutes.
20 minutes, huh.

"Sigh."

Even as Lee Seung-ah sighed, she felt the corners of her mouth rising.
The later he came, the less time they'd have to exercise.
She couldn't help but be pleased.

Of course, even so, making them wait like this was too much.

"He could have at least sent a text."

At Lee Seung-ah's grumbling, Shin A-young glanced around nervously.

"...M-maybe Seung-ho was busy? It is the weekend..."

She was subtly defending him.

"......"

Lee Seung-ah's head slowly turned. She looked at Shin A-young with crescent-shaped eyes.

Just a moment ago she was complaining about Lee Seung-ho being late, but now her mood had improved.
It was almost scary.

"Let's go."

Lee Seung-ah led the way to the café.

There was a new shop below the gym. As she had told Lee Seung-ho earlier, they could kill time there.

Ding~

As they entered, the clean interior caught their eye.
Despite being newly opened, it was quite busy with people seated, probably because it was the weekend.

"What are you going to have, Unnie?"

Lee Seung-ah turned her head while pressing the kiosk.

"Oh, I'm fine."

Shin A-young shook her head.

"It doesn't feel right to snack before working out... and I'm trying to lose weight these days."
"...You? Why?"
"Got to maintain early, you know."

Shin A-young replied with a smile.

"Hmm."

Lee Seung-ah made a noise through her nose.
It felt like an excuse.
It might have something to do with Lee Seung-ho. She naturally made that connection.

...Maybe Sol Unnie started working out?

"......"

No, that's probably not it.
Lee Seung-ah shook her head internally.

*...That Sol Unnie?*

It didn't make sense.
She couldn't imagine her exercising on her own.
Unless Lee Seung-ho suggested they do it together, or someone else forced her, it probably wouldn't happen.

*I don't know.*

Well, it wasn't that important.
Shin A-young must have other reasons for working out.

"But you look fine now? I don't think you need to lose weight..."
"Really? Ah— I'm not that good..."

Shin A-young smiled shyly at the compliment.

"No, really."

But Lee Seung-ah was sincere.
She really meant it. It wasn't just a polite comment.

"...Besides, if you force yourself to diet, you'll just lose your chest."

Lee Seung-ah narrowed her eyes and gave a mischievous smile.

"...!?"

Shin A-young's eyes widened.

"Seung-ah...!"

She hadn't expected such a comment here. She whispered with an embarrassed expression.
She lightly slapped Lee Seung-ah's arm.

"Okay, okay. I won't say it."

Lee Seung-ah chuckled.
This was more fun than she expected.

"So what will you do? Are you going to eat something? Or should I just order for myself?"
"......"

Shin A-young hesitated briefly. Her throat bobbed once.

"...Then, just one café mocha."

She ordered in a small voice.

"Café mocha. Hot?"
"Yes."

Lee Seung-ah pressed that menu item with a curious reaction.

"Do you like this too? This is what Oppa often orders."
"...Y-yeah."

Shin A-young affirmed after a slight pause.
At that, Lee Seung-ah narrowed her eyes.

*...Maybe.*

Did she know what Lee Seung-ho liked and wanted to try it herself?
If that was the case.

"......"

Lee Seung-ah smiled slightly as she looked at Shin A-young.

Usually, she always had the same expression, making it hard to tell what she was thinking.
But when talking about Lee Seung-ho, her expression would crack like this.

*That's kind of cute.*

There was a certain enjoyment in peeking at her true feelings through those cracks.

It was a different charm from Lee Sol.
She wondered who she should root for.





Ch.124 - Second Semester Mid-term Exam (1)
* * *

The bustling school store was packed with students rushing around with their purchases.

"Phew... there are so many people..."

I sighed as I made my way outside.

*Looks like there are more people than usual because it's exam day.*

The crowd was about twice the normal size.
Good thing I came early. Otherwise, everything would probably be sold out by now.

"Hmm~ Exams start today," Shin A-young's Minime hummed cheerfully.

She seemed to be in a good mood.

"What should we do for fun on the last day?" her Minime asked with a grin, lost in happy thoughts.

"..."

I gave a small laugh watching her.
She was already thinking about the last day of exams.
For her, exam days were practically the same as early dismissal days.

I looked at Lee Sol with curiosity.

"You're not nervous today?"
"Huh?"
"I mean, you're always nervous on exam days."

Lee Sol typically gets very anxious.
Even without seeing her Minime, her whole body would show it.
So seeing her this calm was unusual.

"..."

Lee Sol blinked slowly.

"...I guess you're right?"

Her tone suggested she hadn't even realized it until now.

"It's strange that I'm not nervous. I studied just as hard as usual..." her Minime said, repeatedly opening and closing her pebble-like hands in confusion.

The reason was simple.

"You must be confident."
"..."

Hearing that, Lee Sol nodded.

"I guess so. I think I'll do well this time too."

She shrugged with newfound confidence.

*Is all her hard work finally paying off?*

If that's the case, she probably doesn't need chocolate.
I put the chocolate I had taken out back into my bag.

"...Why are you putting that away?"
"Huh?"
"Weren't you taking that out for me?"

Lee Sol gave me a pouty look.
She was licking her lips. She clearly wanted it.

"...Want one?"

At my question, Lee Sol nodded with a slight blush.

"...Yeah, thinking about it, I should probably eat something. I might get nervous later."

I took out an individually wrapped alphabet chocolate from the bag.

"Mmm..." her Minime's expression softened as she chewed.

"...Chocolate really does taste different when eaten during exams."

I wonder if it's like eating rice cake soup on holidays or seaweed soup on birthdays.
When did exam day chocolate become such a tradition?

"Oh, can I have one too? I'll give you a jelly in return."

Shin A-young leaned forward and held out her hand.
She handed me a piece of jelly.

Lee Sol glared at her.

"...A-young, you hardly ever get nervous."
"You never know. I'm eating it in advance."
"..."

Lee Sol closed her mouth without saying anything.
What Shin A-young said was exactly the same as what she had said.

"Well, that's true."

Ji Nu-ri, who had appeared beside us, nodded in agreement.
She was munching on chocolate. Looking at the bag in her hand, I realized it was my chocolate.
When did she take that?

I chuckled at the sight.

"Why, are you nervous too?"
"Huh? No, it's just delicious."
"Nom nom," her Minime munched with chocolate smeared around her mouth like a hamster.
Oh, she's just eating it because it tastes good.

"Oh."

I raised my voice when I saw someone entering the store.
It was none other than Senior Min-ji.

"It's been a while, Senior."
"Hi, everyone..."

She gave us a weak smile when she saw us.
She seemed less energetic than usual, probably because it was such a busy time.

"Are you here to buy snacks too...? Should I treat you...?"
"It's okay. We just bought some and came out."
"No, no. If you want something else, you can get more."

Park Min-ji widened her eyes and dragged us into the store.
Her insistence was almost desperate.
She looked like she wouldn't let us leave unless we chose something.

"Well, just this one then..."

I carefully pointed to an item.

"Good. What else?"
"...This is enough, really."

Any more would be too much to accept.

.
.
.

"..."
"..."

Coming out of the store, I had another bag full of snacks in my hand.
Drinks, chips, jellies. It was a lot.
She bought enough for the four of us to share.
We wouldn't even be able to finish it all before first period started.

"Why is she acting like that?"

I asked the others while looking at her inside the store.

"I don't know..."
"Maybe she's nervous about the exams?"

Lee Sol and Ji Nu-ri tilted their heads, unsure.
Shin A-young was the one who answered.

"Senior Min-ji took her college entrance exam a few days ago."
"Ah... the results won't be out for a while, right?"

Art school entrance exams are usually around this time.

"Yeah, she'll probably be like this until then."

I understood what she meant.
She was doing what people call "building up good karma."
Since the results were now in heaven's hands, she was doing good deeds and praying.

"Hmm..."

I couldn't bring myself to smile. I just let out an empty sigh.
After all, we'd be in her position a year from now.
It wasn't such a distant future.

I turned toward the classroom with the heavy bag.

"Oh, you guys go ahead."
"Okay."

The three of them went up the stairs first, and I headed to the bathroom.
I wanted to go before the exam started.

"Phew..."

Feeling a bit lighter, I washed my hands and left the bathroom.

Just as I was about to return to class.

"Haah..."

I heard someone sighing near the staircase.
There was also a faint Noise sound mixed in.

"..."

Noise was common on exam days, so I was going to ignore it.
But my steps halted because the voice belonged to someone familiar.

Not exactly familiar, but not completely unfamiliar either.

I peeked over slightly.

"Huuuh..."
"Ah... I'm so nervous I could die. Why am I like this..." her Minime said.

Ah, it's her.

I thought I recognized her—someone I knew by face.
She played keyboard in the band club with Ji Nu-ri and Ha Seo-rim.
Her name was... An Bo-ram.

"Huuuh..."

An Bo-ram leaned her hand against the wall, looking out the window as she exhaled deeply.

"Inhale... hold... exhale..."

She breathed in, held it, and breathed out again.
She repeated this process.
That's one method people use to calm down.
Breathe in, hold for about 4 seconds, then breathe out.

"...It only helps for a moment and then I'm nervous again..." her Minime's expression remained tense, suggesting the technique wasn't working well.

Seeing how nervous she was, she seemed similar to Lee Sol's type.

"...Oh."

She noticed me and let out a small gasp.

"...Oh, hello."

She awkwardly bowed her head.
Since she greeted me first, I couldn't pretend not to see her.

"What are you doing here?"
"...Just getting some fresh air... What about you, Senior?"
"School store."

I rummaged through my store bag and asked:

"Did you study much?"
"I did, but I'm not sure how well..."
"How did you do on the last exam?"
"...I did okay then."
"Hmm."

Ah, here it is.

"Do you drink coffee?"
"No, I don't really..."
"How about hot chocolate then?"

I took out a can of hot chocolate from the bag.

"Want one?"
"Oh, no, that's okay."

An Bo-ram waved her hands.

"It's fine. Someone gave these to me anyway. They say drinking something warm before an exam helps reduce nervousness and improves concentration."
"Oh..." her Minime looked interested.

"Thank you..."

She awkwardly accepted the can.

I checked my wristwatch. It was almost time for first period to start.

*Is she feeling better?*

After our conversation, An Bo-ram's Minime seemed calmer than before.

Nothing beats this for relieving tension.
Talking helps distract the mind.
It was a tip for relieving nervousness that I'd learned from the President.

Just as I was about to say goodbye and leave:

"...What are you doing here?"

A familiar voice asked.

"..."

I turned around. Ha Seo-rim was standing there.
I must have been so focused on the conversation that I hadn't noticed her approach.

"...I came looking for Bo-ram when she didn't come back. Why is she alone with this senior?" her Minime narrowed her eyes suspiciously.

I answered calmly:

"I ran into her on my way and we were just chatting for a bit."
"Yeah, Senior gave me this to help with my nerves."

An Bo-ram agreed, showing the can in her hand.

"...Really?"

Ha Seo-rim's Minime's expression darkened further.

"Sigh... This senior is always flirting with just anyone."

It's not flirting.

"..."

It just didn't feel right to ignore someone and walk past.
A simple gesture could ease her tension, and she was also Ji Nu-ri's acquaintance.
Being nice to her could only be a good thing. There was nothing wrong with that.

"...First period is about to start. Shouldn't we go?"

Ha Seo-rim looked at her wristwatch and asked.

"We should."

I was thinking the same thing.
I took out another can of hot chocolate from the bag.

"Here's one for you too."
"I'm fine, thanks."
"I received these anyway. They say warm drinks help with nervousness."
"...I'm not nervous."

Yeah, right.
She might look calm on the outside, but her Minime was honest.
She had been fidgeting and wiggling her fingers for a while now.

For Ha Seo-rim especially, this exam had scholarship money at stake.
No matter how much she pretended otherwise, she must be more nervous than others.

"Here."

I handed the can to Ha Seo-rim and started walking.
Looking at the time, I really needed to go now.

"Good luck on your exam."
"..."

Ha Seo-rim put the can inside her hoodie and answered casually as she walked away.

"...You too, Senior."
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I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

* * *

The last day of midterm exams for the second semester.

"You've worked hard studying for exams, so go have fun today."

Homeroom ended. The teacher left the classroom first, and everyone else stood up right after. They all rushed out together, creating a bustling noise.

Buzz buzz—

While I was packing my bag, my phone vibrated on the desk.

[Hey]
[Wanna hit the PC bang after so long?]

That was the message.
Yoon Jin-soo. A guy who was in my class during freshman year.

"Friends from freshman year?"

Shin A-young noticed it as she got up from her seat, tucking her hair behind her ear.

"Yeah."

I confirmed her question.

"..."

She silently looked down at the desk, lost in thought. Her fingers tapped the desk quietly.

— "Well, you have been hanging out with us a lot lately..."

As if she'd made a decision, her Minime nodded slightly.

"It's fine if you want to go."
"Huh?"
"Don't you want to hang out with them?"

That wasn't exactly it.
But maybe that's how it looked to her.

— "Come to think of it, it's not like you and Seung-ho made specific plans for today..."

That was true.
We'd just naturally assumed we'd hang out together like always, but no one had actually suggested it first.

— "I'm sure Seung-ho needs time with his friends occasionally too."

Her Minime spoke as if it was no big deal.
Her tone was calm and gentle.

"..."

But that wasn't the case.
When I glanced over, her Minime's appearance told a different story.

— "..."

Her eyes drooped downward, and her body was sprawled across the desk like a slime.
Her entire body was clearly showing disappointment.
How could I say yes when she looked like that?

"It's fine. They have fun without me anyway."

I sent a rejection message and put my phone in my pocket.
I could hang out with them another time.

"Let's go."

I slung my bag over my shoulder and stood up.

"It really would have been okay."

Shin A-young picked up her bag and stood beside me.
Despite her words, the corners of her mouth were already curved into a pleased smile.

"Where are the others?"
"They said they'd return the club room key and wait for us by the shoe lockers."

When we came down to the first floor, the other two were already waiting for us.

"...So what are we doing today?"

In response to my question, Shin A-young offered a suggestion.

"PC bang?"
"Don't you have any other ideas?"

Ji Nu-ri immediately shook her head.

"We just went there last time."

She seemed to dislike going to the same place twice.
I thought about other places we could go.
Excluding places we'd already been...

"Hmm, we've already been to the streaming room... how about bowling?"
"...Not really."

This time Lee Sol shook her head.

That made sense—it was the worst possible place for her.
Not other sports, but specifically bowling.
I could easily imagine her holding a heavy bowling ball and going "Hueeeek—" with trembling hands and feet.

"...We're running out of options."

The problem was that we'd already done almost everything there was to do around here.

If it were winter, we could go skiing, but it was too early in the season, and the distance made it difficult for a day trip. Though it would be fun to go later.

"Then how about we just walk around the department store and catch a movie?"

Ji Nu-ri suggested.

"You mean go shopping?"
"Yeah."
"That's a safe choice."

Come to think of it, the four of us had never gone shopping together.
I'd heard that the three of them went before the school trip.

"Sounds good."
"...Yeah."

The others seemed to agree.
Especially Lee Sol, who nodded as if it was perfect timing.

— "I need to buy clothes for my dance challenge video anyway."

Seems like she'd been planning to go shopping recently.

* * *

Bustle bustle— bustle bustle—

"...Wow, it's crowded."

That was my first impression as soon as we got off the bus.

Other schools must have finished their exams today too, as students in uniforms were walking around the streets.
For me, with my Minime, the noise felt twice as intense.

"That place looks good."

We walked around the department store and checked out a suitable store.

Inside the store were just the three of us—me, Lee Sol, and Shin A-young.
Ji Nu-ri had stepped out briefly to buy something to drink.

"Seung-ho, which of these two is better?"

Lee Sol held up two knit sweaters for me to see.

"Hmm..."

My eyes naturally narrowed at the question.

Honestly, it was hard to choose.
Especially since it was Lee Sol asking.
She'd look good in anything, which made it even harder to decide.

"Both look good on you. They have a similar style."
"If you had to pick just one?"

Lee Sol's eyes blinked seriously.
Had she ever been this serious before?

— "Mom gave me some allowance, but... not enough to buy both."

Hueeng.
Her Minime let out a deflated sigh.
Seems like she wanted to buy both if she could.

"..."

I looked back and forth between the hangers Lee Sol was holding and chose one.
I pointed to the one on the left.

"This one?"
"...Yeah, I'll go try it on."

There was no disagreement there.
Lee Sol seemed satisfied with that and promptly turned around, hurrying into the fitting room.

"She seems to have gotten into buying clothes recently."

Maybe she'd discovered the joy of shopping.
At the beginning of the semester, she used to just wear any hoodie because it was less hassle. Now she's voluntarily trying on different clothes.
Her mother would probably applaud if she saw this.

"Seung-ho."

Shin A-young lightly tapped my shoulder.

"Aren't you buying anything? Want me to pick something for you?"
"Hmm..."

I definitely needed to buy winter clothes.
Last year's clothes had all become too small.

"Sure."

I nodded. Might as well buy something while we're here.

"Do you have any style you like?"
"Honestly, anything is fine."
"That's not how it works. If you don't have a preference, I'll choose for you."

Shin A-young took me to the section right next to us.
This area sold men's clothing.
It seemed to be the casual section with both men's and women's clothes on display.

"How about this?"

Shin A-young picked up a piece of clothing and held it against me.
Then she decided something else would look better and brought another item.
This continued several times.

I felt like a mannequin.

As we were selecting clothes like this...

"Looking for something for your boyfriend?"

A store clerk approached with a smile.

"What? No!"

Shin A-young was startled and blushed.
She almost dropped the hanger she was holding.
Her intense reaction made me feel embarrassed too.

The employee raised her eyebrows and covered her mouth.

"Oh, I'm sorry if I was mistaken."
"No, that's...!"
"No, we're just classmates."

That response came from Ji Nu-ri, who had followed us without us noticing.
She maintained a neutral expression as she sipped her fruit juice.

— "I don't want to make things awkward for Lee Seung-ho."

Sniff.
Ji Nu-ri's Minime sniffled once.
She followed behind her human counterpart who was moving on as if it was no big deal.

"..."

Shin A-young's face cooled as if someone had thrown water on her.
The atmosphere became awkward with nothing to say.

Swoosh—

With the sound of the curtain moving, the fitting room door opened.
Lee Sol, who had gone in to try on clothes, walked out.

"Oh..."

A small exclamation escaped my lips.

She walked with confidence.
Considering Lee Sol's personality, I thought she would be awkward or shy, but she showed none of that.

Maybe it's because she's a model.
She seems used to showcasing clothes.

"...How is it?"

She twirled around to show off the outfit.

"It looks good. It suits you well."

No other comment came to mind.

— "..."

Lee Sol's Minime was silent. She covered her reddened face with both hands and rubbed it as if washing her face.

"...I'll try on something else then."

Lee Sol left again, almost like she was escaping. I let out a small laugh.
Her reaction was cute.

"Ji Nu-ri, aren't you going to pick anything?"

She was the one who suggested shopping, but she'd just been watching the whole time.

"Me?"
"Yeah."
"..."

At my question, Ji Nu-ri silently sipped her drink, then raised a playful smile.

"...Why, want to see me try something on?"

Somehow, the corner of her mouth was turned up mischievously.

"..."

Seeing that, my eyebrows naturally twitched. She seemed skilled at getting under my skin.
If I backed down now, she'd only become more smug.
I decided to be brazen instead.

"Yeah."

A short, single sound.
I nodded with a nonchalant gaze.

"...Huh?"

Her expression became blank at my definitive response.
She clearly hadn't expected that answer.
She looked like she was wondering if she'd heard correctly.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri rolled her eyes around, then...
Hoo.
She let out a short breath.

"...Fine, whatever."

Ji Nu-ri furrowed her eyebrows.
She reached out and started browsing through the clothes.

— "Since we're here, I should buy something anyway."

Her Minime muttered.

"...?"

I blinked blankly.

I had expected her to be upset or angry.
What can I say?
It wasn't the reaction I'd anticipated.
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Ji Nu-ri walked out after changing her clothes.

"So, what do you think?"

She placed her hands on her waist. It was an outfit with brighter colors than her usual style.

"...Oh."

I was surprised by her unexpected choice. Doesn't Ji Nu-ri usually prefer hip street fashion?
The others had similar reactions.

"This is different from your usual style! Nu-ri, you look really good in feminine clothes too."

Shin A-young covered her mouth as she spoke, with typical girlish excitement.

"Right? It's nice, isn't it?"

Ji Nu-ri immediately perked up, her shoulders bouncing with pride.
Lee Sol was the one who put the brakes on her enthusiasm.

"...It looks good. But it makes you look a bit chubby."
"Ah, that's true."

Shin A-young agreed and continued.

"Maybe it's because the inner shirt is loose-fitting, but it does make you look a bit puffy."

Perhaps because of her chest area, she appeared fuller than she actually was.

"...Hmm."

Ji Nu-ri looked down at herself, then pulled the fabric of her shirt taut around her stomach.
The t-shirt now clung to her belly.
She showed no restraint even in front of me.

"......"

When our eyes met, she abruptly let go of the fabric.
Only then did she realize what she was doing.
Ji Nu-ri cleared her throat and turned away.

— "Maybe I should buy something more form-fitting... I always wear the same style, so I wanted to try something different."

Her tone suggested mild disappointment.

That was quite the privileged complaint.
Just look over there.

— "......"

Lee Sol's minime was staring at Ji Nu-ri's chest area.
Her eyes narrowed into slits.

— "...Tsk."

The minime clicked her tongue and turned away.
Though Lee Sol rarely showed intense emotions, this time her expression was exceptionally bitter.

"......"

I pretended not to see and turned my head away.
Sometimes it was better to stay quiet.
After all, it's human nature to occasionally feel jealous of what you don't have.

"Seung-ho, Seung-ho."

Shin A-young poked my shoulder with her index finger.
She held out a hanger.

"Try this on."
"Okay."

I took the hanger she offered.
It was a fairly modest outfit that seemed to consider my taste.

I quickly changed in the fitting room and came back out.

"Oh..."

Shin A-young looked satisfied with my appearance.

"The mock neck looks good on you. And with this coat—"
"...This coat would look better with it."

Lee Sol interrupted.

"Huh? They had that color too?"
"...Yeah, I saw it over there."
"Really?"

Shin A-young held up the coat hanger and placed it over my body.
She nodded with a small sound of approval.

"You're right. This is better."
— "...Sol has developed an eye for fashion. When did she improve so much...?"

Shin A-young's minime made a groaning sound.
She seemed surprised by Lee Sol's growth.
It wasn't that long ago that Lee Sol couldn't choose clothes on her own and needed help.

— "...Mom's assignments helped."

Lee Sol's minime clenched her fist proudly.

I don't know what kind of guidance she received, but it seems she's been studying fashion.

*But still...*

How much longer do I have to do this?

I pressed my tired eyes gently.
I'd already tried on so many outfits.
Putting them on, taking them off.
Repeating that over and over.

I silently changed into whatever clothes the two of them picked out for me, feeling like a mannequin. But now I was getting physically exhausted.

"Maybe we should..."

I was about to suggest buying the clothes and heading to the movie theater—

"Which color do you think looks better?"
"...Both look fine."
"Then, let's have him try this one next."

Somehow Shin A-young and Lee Sol had joined forces.
They were really getting into this.

"Hmm, I think this one suits him better?"

Even Ji Nu-ri had joined in, focusing intently on choosing clothes for me.

...Or maybe not.
She just seemed to be enjoying the situation.

"Come on, try it on quickly."

Pushed by Ji Nu-ri's hand on my back, I had no choice but to enter the fitting room once again.

And so the clothes-changing session continued.

How long did it go on?
By the time I started feeling conscious of the store employee's gaze, we had narrowed it down to three outfits.
One chosen by Shin A-young, one by Lee Sol, and the one I was currently wearing, selected by Ji Nu-ri.

"So..."

Lee Sol looked up.

"...Which one are you going to buy?"

Her question came in a relaxed tone.
But somehow, the atmosphere felt anything but relaxed.
For some reason, I felt pressure from her question.

It was because they had all chosen different outfits.

If I picked just one, I'd have to deal with the disappointment of those whose choices weren't selected—a real dilemma.

"......"

There was only one solution.
I checked each price tag carefully.
Yes, this should be fine.

"Let's buy all three."

That was my conclusion.
After all this effort, buying just one outfit seemed wrong. Besides, I didn't have any winter clothes at home anyway.
I needed to buy them in advance.

"Can I wear this out? I'll pay right now."

I didn't even want to bother changing again.

"Of course~"

The employee kindly guided us.
I immediately swiped my card at the card reader.

"Thank you~ Please come again~"

We left the store with heavy shopping bags in hand.
Finally escaped.
I was completely drained, and we'd only done shopping so far.

...Next time, no shopping.

"......"

Now it was time to head to the movie theater.

Since the theater was on the upper floor, I pressed the elevator button and asked:

"What movie are we watching? Is there anything good showing these days?"
"Hmm... honestly, there's not much worth watching right now."

Shin A-young turned her gaze to the side and continued.

"But Nu-ri, wasn't there something you wanted to see?"
"...No? I just suggested a movie because it came to mind."

Ji Nu-ri shook her head.

— "That recently released theatrical version... how can I suggest it naturally...?"

Ji Nu-ri's minime crossed her arms, deep in thought.

Right, I figured it was something like that.

— "Seung-ho...!"

Her minime shot me a pleading look, clasping her hands together as if sending me telepathic messages.
She seemed to hope I would pick up on her wishes.

"......"

I'd grown used to this kind of behavior too.

Should I help her or not?

* * *

...Earlier at school.

After the last class ended, the first-year classroom was chaotic with students checking their answer sheets.
Ha Seo-rim was no exception.

Swish... swish...

A red circle was drawn on the last question.
It was one she had been unsure about, but she got it right.

"Phew..."

Ha Seo-rim let out a sigh of relief.
If the results stayed like this, she could barely qualify for the scholarship.
Only after confirming this could she relax.

An Bo-ram, waiting in the next seat, asked:

"Finished checking?"
"Yeah."
"Looks like you did well?"
"...I guess so."

Ha Seo-rim gave a hollow laugh.
Only then did An Bo-ram start chattering.

"Where do you want to go after this? Karaoke, maybe?"
"Hmm..."

Ha Seo-rim's expression became ambiguous.
Seeing her reaction, An Bo-ram narrowed her eyes.

"...Don't tell me you have work today too?"
"Yeah."
"Why? Wasn't today supposed to be your day off?"
"They're short-staffed lately, so I said I'd fill in."

She didn't mind much since more work meant more money.

"What... I thought we could hang out today..."

An Bo-ram, on the other hand, looked dejected.

"I'm free until 6 though."

Ha Seo-rim tried to console her.
Her shift was in the evening, so they could hang out until then.

But An Bo-ram didn't seem satisfied at all.

"Sigh... that's too bad..."
"We got out early, at least."

If they started now, they could hang out for about three hours.
That should be enough, right?

"Hmm..."

An Bo-ram reluctantly accepted the situation and returned to the previous topic.

"So where should we go? Should we ask Hyun-woo too?"
"I don't mind anywhere."
"You always say that. Do you really not care?"
"Yeah, it's fine—"

Last time she said it was fine, she ended up sweating bullets at an escape room.

"—As long as it's not scary. It's fine."

Remembering that suddenly, Ha Seo-rim hastily added the condition.
An Bo-ram looked disappointed.
She really was planning to go there.

"......"

While they were deciding where to go with An Bo-ram, it happened.

Ding—

[Finished your exam today? How did it go?]

A short vibration accompanied the message that appeared on her phone screen.

"......"

The sender was Yoo Ha-neul.
Ha Seo-rim calmly checked the message.

It wasn't surprising. They had been exchanging messages like this quite often lately.

[Not bad.]

Ha Seo-rim sent a casual reply.
After waiting a moment, another message arrived from Yoo Ha-neul.

[Seems like you did better than you were worried about?]
[(Cat emoji with clenched fists)]

"Hmm..."

It's hard to say she did well.
It was a close call. This time, she barely made it through.
But she did manage to solve it.

[(*,,ÒㅅÓ,,)و]

Ha Seo-rim drew that emoticon and sent it, feeling proud.

[Then, want to meet up and celebrate finishing exams?]

"Hmm..."

Ha Seo-rim rested her chin on the desk.
Any day but today would be fine.
She also had something she wanted to ask in person...

[How about tomorrow?]

That would be disappointing, but tomorrow wouldn't work.

[I have work.]
[Then Friday?]
[Then too.]
[(Cat emoji peering in)]

That was the response to her repeated refusals.
But she really did have work. Ha Seo-rim quickly replied.

[This Saturday is fine.]
[Really?]
[Yeah.]
[Great. See you on the weekend.]

Just as Ha Seo-rim was about to close her phone, it vibrated once more.

[Should I come to your workplace?]

"......"

Ha Seo-rim took a sharp breath.
Saturday was when she worked with Lee Seung-ho.
She hastily sent a message.

[It's okay.]
[I'll contact you when I finish.]

"......"

Ding—

[Got it.]

"Phew..."

Only after seeing that reply could Ha Seo-rim feel relieved.

"......"

Yes, this is better.
It's probably better not to let those two meet.
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* * *

"Hmm-hmm-hmm~ This is going to be fun~"

Ji Nu-ri's Minime hummed a tune while leading the way, walking with a bouncy step.
I quietly observed her Minime.

*Is she really that excited?*

We ended up deciding to watch the movie Ji Nu-ri wanted to see.
There weren't any particularly popular films showing right now anyway.
Plus, I gave a little push in that direction.

"Four of us means four pieces of merchandise...! I'll have to ask Seung-ho to secretly exchange with me later. We can split them half and half, right?"

Ji Nu-ri seems to think I know this anime too.
But I don't. Not at all. It was the first time I'd heard the title.
I'll have to give her all my merchandise later. She'll like that.

"Let me check your tickets~"

A female employee approached with her professional smile.
The Minime on her shoulder checked our tickets and blinked.

"...Is this movie popular these days?"

Three noticeable girls and one guy.
That's why we got that reaction when saying we were going to see an animated film.
When I think about it, I guess it is a bit unusual.

"Yes, you're all set. It's in theater 6 inside. Enjoy the movie~"

The employee showed no reaction and pointed inside with her usual gesture. She was quite professional.

"Thank you."

I thanked her and headed into theater 6 as directed.
The theater wasn't very crowded, probably because it was a weekday.
Not empty either, but comfortable enough to watch without any issues.

Since Shin A-young was holding the tickets, she took the lead.

"D...E...F...G..."

Shin A-young's Minime hopped up the stairs.

"Ah, here it is."

She stopped at our row.

"We'll sit in a row like this."

Shin A-young went to the innermost seat, and I, who was behind her, naturally sat in the seat next to her.
Then Lee Sol quickly moved to sit on my right.

"Hmm."

There was one seat left.
Ji Nu-ri sat at the end seat with a drink in her hand.

The seating arrangement happened by chance.
Or perhaps there was some unspoken agreement between Lee Sol and Shin A-young.

"..."

Come to think of it, this is the first time I'm watching a movie with Ji Nu-ri.

"This is going to be so fun...!"

Ji Nu-ri's Minime was chattering excitedly.

She's already in that state before it even starts. I had a feeling she wouldn't be watching quietly.

...

"This kind of movie is nice once in a while."

Shin A-young murmured as we left the theater.
Ji Nu-ri looked proud, as if she'd been complimented on a movie she made herself.

"Right, right?"
"Yeah, even though some of the dialogue was exaggerated, it didn't feel awkward at all. It definitely would have been awkward in a live-action film."
"...Huh?"

Ji Nu-ri's expression subtly shifted.
Regardless, Shin A-young continued sharing her thoughts.

"Seung-ho, what did you think?"
"Animation definitely has a different feel compared to regular movies. Did you see how they directed the stage parts?"
"Ah, yes, that part."

Shin A-young nodded in agreement. She lightly clapped her hands together.

"They used some really bold camera angles. And the background colors would change to show the protagonist's emotions."
"Animation costs less than live-action CGI."
"That's definitely one of animation's strengths."

Shin A-young rested her chin on her hand.
Her eyes lit up as she realized the interesting difference.

"Hard to join in..."
"So are they saying it was fun or not...?"

The two people listening to our conversation had peculiar expressions.
Were we talking too much just between ourselves?

"Ahem."

I cleared my throat softly and changed the subject.
Checking the time, it was already evening.
We had eaten popcorn, but after walking around so much, my stomach was empty again.

"Let's head out first."

Eating outside would be better than eating in the department store—more food for a better price.
We went outside and walked along the street in the cool autumn breeze.

"What should we have for dinner?"
"Yeah, I wonder."

Lee Sol's expression turned serious, as if this was an important matter.

With three people, deciding on a menu was a task.
What we want to eat changes day by day, and everyone has slightly different tastes.

There was a good method for times like this.

"I'll call out menu options one by one, and let me know if anything sounds good."

This is when Minimes are really helpful.
I started naming the food places I could see around us.

"There's a ramen shop..."
"I don't really want noodles. Dinner should be filling."

Ji Nu-ri shook her head. She usually eats it well, but not today.

"...Hmm. I like noodles."

Lee Sol's Minime sheepishly rubbed the back of her neck.
Unlike Ji Nu-ri, she wanted noodles.

So, a place with both noodles and meat would be good.

I raised my hand and pointed in another direction.

"How about tonkatsu over there? There's a Japanese restaurant."
"Not bad..."
"...Hmm, I want to eat a lot of rice."

Shin A-young didn't like places that serve small portions of rice.

"This is tricky."
"...Tonkatsu..."

Lee Sol's Minime narrowed her eyes. She wasn't keen on tonkatsu.
Come to think of it, she doesn't like tonkatsu. Maybe she has some bad memories associated with it.

They're quite picky.

I looked around the street searching for a place that would meet everyone's conditions.

"Then, how about there?"

After looking around, I spotted a place. I raised my hand and pointed to it.
Lee Sol read the sign.

"...Pasta?"
"Yeah, they also serve risotto and fried rice. And they have meat too."

It was also conveniently nearby.
Fortunately, the response was positive.

"Oh, pasta sounds good."
"Yeah, I like it."
"I agree."

All three Minimes looked satisfied with the conclusion.

The three of them walked ahead with light steps.
They seemed to be hurrying more than usual, probably because they were hungry.

"..."

I followed behind them.
I watched the three of them walking ahead, joking around, from a step behind.

Despite everything, what I like about them is that I can feel comfortable around them.

* * *

...Weekdays passed in the blink of an eye, and the weekend arrived.

It was fun hanging out with the kids, but such times always pass too quickly.
I felt the fatigue of labor as I moved around the store without rest.

But it's okay.
Just a few more weeks and it'll be over.
Thinking of it as temporary made it possible to somehow keep going.

"Phew..."

I let out a tired breath. I wiped the sweat from my forehead with a towel.
Checking the time, I saw it was finally time to clock out.

"Hyung, good work today."

A young-looking male student greeted me.
He was a new part-timer. He was in 9th grade, but they had to hire him because they were short-staffed.
He'd be a high school freshman soon anyway, so it wasn't a big issue.

"...You're early?"
"Well... I haven't memorized all the manuals yet, so I wanted to review once more before starting."

That's a really diligent attitude.
I nodded with a slight smile.

"Take your time. No need to rush. If there's anything you don't know, just ask. You still have the notes I gave you last time, right?"
"Yes. They've been really helpful."

I had given him a notebook with some tips written in it before.
Seems like he's keeping it properly.

"Good work then."

I moved away so as not to disturb him further.
Soon, he turned his attention to the manual posted on the refrigerator.

"..."

Ha Seo-rim caught my eye as she came in from the hall to the waiting room.
She gave a small nod. Her gestures had softened compared to before.

"Senior, good work today."
"Yeah, you too."

I raised my hand lightly in response.

"Since we're meeting at the station... I'll arrive with plenty of time even if I move slowly."

Her Minime muttered as it passed by.
It checked the time and then entered the changing room.
Seems like she was going out somewhere.

It wasn't something I needed to worry about.

"Seung-ho—"

The manager called me from inside the staff room.
I got up and went over.

"Yes, you called?"
"Could you take out this trash before you leave?"

He pointed to two garbage bags piled in the corner.

"Sure."

I pressed down on the garbage to compact it, then twisted the plastic handles to tie them.
I held the heavy garbage bags in both hands.

*Creeak—*
*Whoosh—*

"Hss..."

As I went outside through the back door, I saw the recycling bins along with a cold breeze.
The weather had gotten quite chilly.

"Heave-ho."

I put the regular garbage bag inside.
I dusted off my hands.
With this, today's work was done.

"Phew..."

Now I just need to change clothes and head home.
On the way back, I'll grab a quick snack, then go to the gym...

"...Seung-ho?"

A delicate tone piercing my ears.
The familiarity in the way my name was called.
With that transparent voice settling on my shoulders, I froze in place as if glued to the ground.

"...Lee Seung-ho. It is you, right?"
"..."

Even without turning around, I instantly knew who was calling me.

I tried to pretend I didn't hear and move back inside, but my feet wouldn't budge.

"..."

Of course they wouldn't.
Whether in a good way or bad, this person left a strong impression on me.
I try not to show it, but my body reacts first.

"Hah..."

I inhaled faintly. The cold air filled one side of my chest.

I slowly turned around.
My gaze, which had been flowing along the ground, gradually lifted up.

=========

(!Sign!)
(Illustration below!)

=========

[Yoo Ha-neul concept illustration]
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"...Seung-ho."

A clumsy voice calling my name.

"..."

I turned my head in that direction.

Except for being a bit taller, there wasn't much difference. Her voice, her curved eyes, her hairstyle, even the atmosphere she gave off hadn't changed much from the girl I knew.

"...It really is you."

Yoo Ha-neul's downturned eyes formed a gentle curve.

— "---------"

Screeeech———
Her Minime approached my feet, spewing Noise.
The sound didn't feel like negative emotions such as anxiety or sadness.
Rather, it seemed like the opposite.

— "----."

The Noise gradually diminished.
As it calmed down, the sound decreased.
Her Minime looked up at me with a gentle eye-smile.

"...It's been a while."

And Yoo Ha-neul herself wore nearly the same expression.

"Have you been well?"
"..."

At that question, my lips parted slightly.
How should I answer?
I've been well. Or I haven't.
What do you think?
All kinds of sentences appeared and disappeared in my mind. Some were long, some cynical.

"...Yeah."

I just gave a short answer.
That's all I did.
I didn't want to respond emotionally. I didn't have the strength for it either.
I just wanted this situation to pass quickly.

"...I see."

Yoo Ha-neul nodded. No matter what answer I gave, she probably would have done the same.
She took a step forward, closing the distance between us.

"...Seung-ho, you've grown a lot taller. We used to be about the same height."
"..."
"I've grown taller too, but boys really do shoot up fast."
"..."
"...Are you working out these days? You look much more solid."
"...Hey. Yoo Ha-neul."

I cut off the one-sided conversation with a short breath.

"Yes?"

Yoo Ha-neul looked at me with rabbit-like eyes.

"Stop it."
"..."

Yoo Ha-neul's lips froze.

"...Hmm? Stop what?"

She looked like she couldn't understand.
I spoke clearly once more.

"We're not the kind of people who should be having this kind of conversation anymore."
"..."

Her Minime's Noise spiked up suddenly.
Then it cut off abruptly.
A silence followed where no sound was made.
Her lower lip curled in slightly.

I avoided her gaze and pointed to the front of the store.

"...You came to see Ha Seo-rim, right?"
"Yeah. That's true, but right now..."
"Then, if you wait by the main entrance, she'll come out."

That was the only reason I could think of for her being here.
With those words, I moved to enter the store.

"Wait."

Yoo Ha-neul's slender fingers grabbed my wrist. A cold chill ran up my skin.
I instinctively clenched my hand.

"...Just for a moment. Let's talk."
"..."
"We're meeting for the first time in almost two years."

She looked up at me with desperate eyes.

"Is that too much to ask?"

To answer honestly.

"...Yeah."

I wasn't in the mood.
Running into her here was already disconcerting enough.

— "Ugh..."

At my firm answer, Yoo Ha-neul's gaze lost its way and wandered.
Her eyes glistened with moisture. She looked hurt.

...She probably was genuinely hurt.

Yoo Ha-neul. That's the kind of person she was.

"...Sigh."

Looking at her, I rubbed the back of my neck.
This made it seem like I was the one who had done something wrong.

"What..."

I asked in a darkened tone.

"What are you so upset about?"

...Middle school, second year.
The point when I became friends with Yoo Ha-neul and started building relationships with other kids.
That exact moment.
That's when malicious rumors about me began to spread.

"..."

Rumors like "I heard he does ~."
He keeps changing his story. He's a bit strange. He's not being kind for no reason. And many others.
Nothing major, but that made them harder to deal with.
I was quite stressed about it at the time.

Perhaps, if it weren't for Yoo Ha-neul, I might not have gone to school at all...

But——

"You were the one who spread all those rumors."

I felt my fingers tighten on the back of my neck.

"And I had no idea."

And behind my back, Yoo Ha-neul was calmly comforting me.
Saying she alone was on my side.
Offering absurd kindness.

The reason Yoo Ha-neul behaved that way was simple.

"...Should I have just watched while other kids got close to you?"

Yoo Ha-neul's chin tilted slightly.
Her light brown hair flowed over her downcast eyes.

Her long eyelashes blinked slowly.
There was no guilt or embarrassment in her expression.
Only question.

Because to her, everything she did to attract the attention of the opposite sex
was a justified response.

— "...I just wanted Seung-ho to look only at me."

The reason for such behavior was one thing.
Simply wanting to monopolize my attention.
That was the only reason.

*If it weren't for the Minime...*

I wouldn't have realized Yoo Ha-neul's true nature without it.
No. Even after seeing the Minime, I didn't notice it for a while.

...Well, because all the comfort she offered was sincere.

That's the kind of person Yoo Ha-neul was.
Her affection was somehow twisted.

— "...That's so mean."

Yoo Ha-neul's Minime drooped its shoulders at my feet.
Rather than remorse for what she'd done, disappointment at my tone dripped from it.

"..."

That behavior hadn't changed.
It was beyond the normal range.
Looking at it, I felt a chill on the back of my neck.
This is why I should have rejected her confession more harshly—

— The back door swung open.
Ha Seo-rim peeked her head through the gap.

"Senior, the changing room is empty now, so you can go in..."

Her words trailed off.

"...Ah."

Ha Seo-rim's eyes darted quickly from side to side before she let out a short sigh.

She made eye contact with Yoo Ha-neul and narrowed her eyes.

— "This is why I told you not to come!"

The Minime rubbed its face as if washing it.

"...Unnie, weren't we supposed to meet at the station?"

Ha Seo-rim approached Yoo Ha-neul with urgent steps.

"Well... I wanted to surprise you by coming secretly..."

She meant that she had run into me by chance.
Yoo Ha-neul let out an awkward laugh.

"I'll just grab my bag and we can go right away."

Ha Seo-rim pushed her back, clearly not wanting to stay in this uncomfortable atmosphere any longer.

"...It was nice seeing you after so long."

Yoo Ha-neul waved lightly.
With that farewell, she disappeared with Ha Seo-rim.

"..."

In the backyard where the two had vanished.
I was left alone in that place.

"..."

Even as I tried to pull myself together,
The dizziness that crept up kept me from moving for a while.
My feelings were complicated.

"Haa..."

A cold wind blew. Thinking I might catch a cold if I stayed like this, I forced myself to move.

"...Manager. I'm leaving now."
"Oh, good work. You're not coming in tomorrow, right?"
"No. I'll be in on Monday."
"Alright, see you next week."

I grabbed my bag and left the store.

"...Ah."

I stopped my feet that were naturally heading home.
Come to think of it, I need to go to the gym.
I promised Shin A-young.

"...Maybe I'll skip just today."

My head feels complicated. I just don't want to do anything.
Let's skip just for today. That should be fine.
I should tell Shin A-young I can't make it.
I called her right away.

Ring— Ring— Ring—

["Hello?"]

The connection tone ended, and Shin A-young's voice came through the speaker.

"...Hello? Are you still at home?"

If she's already at the gym, I'll have to apologize and ask her to work out alone today.
If I see her face, the perceptive Shin A-young would immediately notice something was wrong—

["—Did something happen to you?"]
"...Huh?"
["No, your voice just sounds a bit dark..."]

She's even more perceptive than I expected.
How does she know?
Since it wasn't something worth mentioning, I brushed it off.

"Nothing happened."
["...Really?"]

Shin A-young seemed skeptical but let it go.

["I'm at the gym now... Why, what's up?"]
"No, I don't think I can make it to the gym today."

A brief silence followed.

["...Something did happen, didn't it?"]
"I told you, nothing happened."

I quickly denied it.

["Really?"]
"Yeah."
["You're not sick or anything?"]
"No."

Just a bit tired.

"Is Lee Seung-ah there? If she is, tell her she can go home today."
["...Seung-ah didn't come today. She said she had something really important to do."]
"...Really?"

She's definitely just skipping out. It was her periodic escape.
But being in the position of skipping myself, I couldn't say anything.

["You just finished your part-time job, right?"]
"Yeah."
["So you haven't gone home yet?"]
"That's right."
["Where are you now?"]

Shin A-young asked in a gentle tone.

["Then, shall we both play hooky today?"]
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* * *

Ha Seo-rim arrived at the café with Yoo Ha-neul.
It was a recently opened place with clean interior design and a nice view.

"......"

Ha Seo-rim fidgeted nervously, rolling her eyes around.
She didn't usually frequent cafés, and given the situation, this felt like an uncomfortable space in many ways.

"Wow...."

Yoo Ha-neul smiled softly and pointed her phone camera at the table. She took several photos of the strawberry cake placed in front of them.

"This is so pretty. Did you take a picture too?"
"Oh, yeah... I should."

Ha Seo-rim took out her phone.
*How much did this cost again?*
It was pretty, but the price was intimidating.

"......"

Even so, Ha Seo-rim kept glancing at Yoo Ha-neul.
She looked the same as always. It was hard to believe she had been deeply troubled just moments ago.
Ha Seo-rim wondered if she was just pretending to be okay.

"Thanks for the food, Unnie."

Since Yoo Ha-neul was paying, Ha Seo-rim picked up her fork with a more relaxed mind.

"I didn't know you were working part-time with Seung-ho."
"......"

Ha Seo-rim froze with her mouth wide open.
She knew this topic would come up, but the timing was unexpected.
She quietly put down the large piece of cake she was about to eat.

"...If I told you, you would've worried about it. And I couldn't just quit the job."
"......"
"Right?"
"...Yeah, that's true."

Yoo Ha-neul nodded slightly, unable to deny it.
Ha Seo-rim let out a deep sigh.

"Don't worry about it, Unnie. Senior Seung-ho is quitting soon anyway."
"......"

Yoo Ha-neul was silent for a moment at those words.
She fidgeted with her lips before asking quietly.

"...He's quitting?"
"Yeah. I heard he found another part-time job."
"Hmm... I see...."

Yoo Ha-neul drifted off into thought again.
Whatever was bothering her, it seemed her feelings were mixed up about her former crush's appearance.

"......"

Her eyes fixed on Ha Seo-rim.

"So... how was it working with Seung-ho?"
"Huh?"
"Nothing happened while working together, right?"

Ha Seo-rim answered casually to that question.

"Nothing happened."

She put a piece of cake in her mouth.

"We were too busy to really interact much anyway."

*Actually, we did interact a lot since we worked in the same hall.*
But that detail didn't seem necessary to mention.
Nothing significant happened between them, and there was no reason to bring it up.

"Really, you were okay with him?"
"Yes, nothing happened, I told you."
"...That's good then."

Yoo Ha-neul leaned forward with a serious expression.
She continued in a hushed voice.

"You said he's quitting, right? Don't get too close to him until then."
"......"

Ha Seo-rim's hand slowed down as she moved her fork.
Yoo Ha-neul continued.

"I told you before, right? There's always a reason why he's nice to girls. Back then—"
"Unnie."

Ha Seo-rim gently called her name.
The flow of words stopped abruptly.

"Let's stop talking about this. I've heard it several times already, and it just makes the mood gloomy."

There was another reason she changed the subject.
The Lee Seung-ho she knew wasn't like that.
It felt uncomfortable hearing someone she knew being badmouthed.
Especially when it came from a close friend like Yoo Ha-neul.

"......"

Yoo Ha-neul blinked, looking slightly surprised by Ha Seo-rim's words.

"...Okay."

She nodded and silently cut a piece of her cake with her fork.

"......"

Ha Seo-rim quietly observed her.
Inwardly, she sighed.

Yoo Ha-neul was a good person, and the Lee Seung-ho she knew was decent too.
How did things get so complicated between them?

Where did it go wrong? She wanted to clear up the misunderstanding somehow.

* * *

"Yes, I'll see you there."

Shin A-young put down her phone.

"......"

Her previously neutral expression now reflected complex emotions.
Honestly, she was taken aback.

"...Ahem."

She cleared her throat, trying to calm her thoughts.

When she first heard Lee Seung-ho's subdued voice through the speaker, Shin A-young was caught off guard.
The Lee Seung-ho she knew was always composed.

This was the first time she'd seen him show vulnerability.

If she helped him at a time like this—

"...Ugh."

Shin A-young frowned, pressing her thumb between her eyebrows.
The thought of opportunity that flashed through her mind momentarily.
She felt self-loathing for that judgment.

"......"

Enough. She shouldn't think like that right now.
Shin A-young hurried her steps as she left the gym.

"......"

Then she paused briefly.
She pulled out a pouch from her handbag.

*I should fix my makeup first.*

......

He should be around here somewhere.
Where was Lee Seung-ho sitting?

Ah, there he is.
After looking around, Shin A-young spotted Lee Seung-ho sitting on a bench and raised her hand.

"Seung-ho...!"
"...Oh, you're here."

At her call, Lee Seung-ho looked up from his phone.
Shin A-young hurried over to him.

"Have you been waiting outside the whole time?"
"Not for long."

Lee Seung-ho shook his head lightly and started walking.

"Where are we going?"
"......"

Shin A-young looked up at him carefully.
Seeing him in person made it more apparent.

He was definitely different.
His atmosphere was subtly unlike his usual self.
The expression he wore was an act.
Living a life where she always hid her true feelings, she could recognize the change immediately.

"...What?"

Lee Seung-ho awkwardly touched the back of his neck under her gaze.

"Nothing... just thinking."

Shin A-young shook her head.
It seemed better not to show she'd noticed.

"......"

Lee Seung-ho scratched his head and asked again.

"So where are we going? You're the one who suggested skipping."
"Um... well..."
"Don't tell me you didn't think about it?"
"......"

She hadn't thought that far ahead in her rush to come.

"...Want to just walk around for a bit?"

Shin A-young subtly changed the subject.
It wasn't a bad suggestion, she thought. Since she'd missed her workout, it might be nice to stroll around the area.
Sometimes a meaningless walk could help clear your mind.

"Sure."

Lee Seung-ho nodded, seeming indifferent to whatever they did.

"Here, take this."

Shin A-young pulled out hand warmers from her pocket.
A wave of heat rose from them.
She placed them in both his hands.
His hands were quite cold when they touched. He must have been standing outside for quite a while.

"Hand warmers?"

Lee Seung-ho's expression softened at the warmth.
He kneaded the hand warmers.

"Did you bring these from home?"
"The weather's getting chilly these days. I was worried about catching a cold on my way back after sweating at the gym."
"...Well, it is almost winter."

Next week would be November. Thinking about it, there wasn't much left of the year.
The college entrance exam was coming up too.
The entrance exam...
That reminded her of something.

"Seung-ho, did you hear the news?"

Shin A-young asked with a smirk.

"...What news?"
"Try to guess."
"......"

Lee Seung-ho's eyes blinked blankly at the sudden quiz.

"...No hints?"

Still, he played along.

"It's good news."
"Senior Min-ji got accepted for early admission, I guess."
"......"

Shin A-young's eyes widened.
Her apricot-colored lips pouted before reluctantly nodding.

He was right.
It wasn't fun when he guessed correctly so quickly.
Playing guessing games with Lee Seung-ho was pointless. He always got the answers easily.

"Now we just need Hyung to get accepted too."

He had been calling him "President" all this time, but now switched to "Hyung."
Probably because Ji Nu-ri was the new president now.

"Yeah."

Shin A-young nodded.
She hoped it would work out well. They were in the same club, and Min-ji would be happy if things went well.

"Oh, right."

Shin A-young remembered something she'd forgotten to mention.

"Senior Min-ji said we should all get together after the entrance exam."
"Where to?"
"She suggested Busan. You know, there's that gaming event happening then."

A gaming event held once a year, during the week after the college entrance exam. It was such a big event that people even came from overseas to attend.

"Ah...."

Lee Seung-ho nodded in understanding.

"Are we going just for the day?"
"Probably for one night and two days? Like the valley trip last time, the former senior club presidents said they'd help."

That solved the accommodation issue.

"Then you'll need permission."
"...Yeah, that's right."

Shin A-young's face turned slightly sullen.
That was indeed her biggest concern.
Would her parents allow her to go on an overnight trip?
It probably wouldn't be easy to convince them.

"You're going, right?"

Shin A-young asked cautiously.

"Of course. It's our last chance together."
"Really? You'll definitely come?"

That was all she needed.
Now she absolutely couldn't miss it.
She felt confident she could somehow persuade her father.

"...By the way, how long are you going to stay like this?"
"Huh?"
"...When are you going to let go of my hand?"

Lee Seung-ho looked down.
His hands holding the hand warmers. And her palms covering them.

Shin A-young averted her gaze slightly and said:

"...We only have this one hand warmer."
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* * *

I was dumbfounded by Shin A-young's answer.
Only one heat pack?
That was an outright lie.
I didn't even need to look at her Minime to know that.

"..."

I looked down at Shin A-young's left pocket.
Seeing the plastic wrapper sticking out, I let out a hollow laugh.
Anyone could tell that was a heat pack.

I was thinking about what to say when—

"...Ah, your expression softened."

Her Minime looked at me with a smile curling at the corners of her mouth.
It was a smile of relief.

"..."

I blinked and gently touched my lips.

*Was my face that obvious?*

I thought I was hiding it well.
I tried to act normal, but I guess I wasn't successful.
Or maybe Shin A-young just knew me well enough to notice right away.

"Let's go this way."

Just as we were about to start our walk, Shin A-young pointed in a completely different direction.
It was an area I'd never been to before.

"Sure."

I decided to quietly follow her plan.
Sometimes this kind of thing isn't so bad.
Walking without a map, just going with the flow.
There's nothing better for clearing your head.

As we walked along chatting about this and that—

"...Hmm? Is this the place?"

Shin A-young's eyes narrowed slightly.
Her Minime looked around and let out a low hum.

"Ah, it is."

I quietly asked.

"Do you know this area?"
"Ah... yes, I used to come here often."
"Here?"
"I lived here until elementary school."
"Really?"

So her current house was one they moved to.
Well, with all their money, it's not strange that they'd move to a bigger place.

"See that school over there? That's where I went."

Shin A-young pointed to a stone wall along the road.
Beyond it, I could faintly see the shape of a long building.

"...Hmm."

The school she attended when she was young.
I was a bit curious.

"Want to go in and look around?"
"Are we allowed to just go in like that?"
"It's the weekend, so the playground should be fine."

That's what I knew too.
But it might differ from school to school.
I looked around the front gate and found an information sign.

"Let's see..."

I read through the guidance text.
I nodded.

"It's fine. We can go in."

It said that using the playground was allowed as long as we didn't enter the buildings.
We passed through the main gate and entered the school.
Despite it being the weekend, the playground wasn't particularly lively.
Just a few kids playing soccer.

"Wow... it's been so long since I've been here."

Her Minime slowly walked across the dirt-covered playground.
Perhaps feeling awkward visiting her elementary school after so long, her steps were more clumsy than usual.

"This place looks exactly the same."

Her steps stopped at the playground.

"Oof."

Shin A-young sat down on a swing and grabbed the handles. She pushed with her feet and began to swing back and forth slowly.
Her movements were skillful. After a few pushes, she was soaring high and then dropping low repeatedly.

I raised my eyebrows watching her.

"You're pretty good at that?"
"I am."

Shin A-young flashed a proud smile.

"I had nothing else to do, so I'd always play here alone."

Her Minime nodded on my shoulder.
It was a somewhat sad reason.

"Shall we check out other places too?"
"Sure."

Shin A-young promptly jumped off the swing.
The sand caved in where she landed.
Setting aside her clean landing—
She always became more playful when it was just the two of us.

We looked around the playground and then left the school.
Being near an elementary school, there were a few stationery shops and discount ice cream stores.

"Wow, this place is still here..."

Shin A-young's steps slowed in front of a food cart.
I slowed my pace along with her.

"What is it? A place you know?"
"I used to come here often after school."

Shin A-young was lost in memories.

"If you ordered one serving of tteokbokki here, they'd give you a free gimmari. That's why I came often... I wonder if it's still the same."
"Hmm."
"Want to try it?"

I nodded at Shin A-young's question.

"Hello."

As we entered by lifting the tent flap, warm air thawed our bodies.
I examined the food display.

"What do you want to eat?"

I asked Shin A-young.

"Let's order tteokbokki and some fried food to share."

She answered promptly. A familiar menu selection.
It was just right.
Since it was before dinner, something light would be enough.

"Ma'am, can we have two servings of tteokbokki and one squid tempura, please?"

The elderly woman moved her wrinkled hands. She poured red broth over plates wrapped in plastic.
She pushed the plates of tteokbokki toward us.

"Thank you."

Shin A-young took a bite of tteokbokki.
Her cheeks puffed as she chewed.

"How is it?"

I carefully asked her.
I was asking if it tasted the same as before.

"Mmm."

Shin A-young nodded with satisfaction.
She gave a small thumbs up.
It seemed the taste of her memories remained intact.

"...There's no gimmari though. Well, prices have gone up a lot since then."

Her Minime tilted her head looking at the plate.
There was no gimmari anywhere.
Shin A-young seemed a bit disappointed about that, but she shrugged it off as not important and turned her attention back to the tteokbokki.

"..."

That's when it happened.

"...Hmm?"

The elderly woman's Minime deepened her wrinkles.
She looked at Shin A-young that way, then looked around her with a curious gaze.
Wondering what was happening, I focused on that spot.

The elderly woman offered us warm fish cake soup and asked:

"...Student, didn't you used to come here often before?"
"...Huh? Do you remember me?"

Shin A-young's eyes widened.
She seemed very surprised, as if she never thought the woman would remember her.

"Oh my, so it is you?"

The elderly woman smiled kindly.

"I remember. Weren't you that famous actor's daughter? What was his name... Shin Chang—"
"Shin Jin-seob."
"Ah, yes. That's him."

She did remember correctly.

"Yes, that's right. Have you been well?"

Shin A-young confirmed with a gentle smile.
The two shared a reunion after a long time.

"My, how fast time flies. You've grown into a young lady already."
"Oh— not really."

Shin A-young brushed her ear and straightened her back elegantly.
Seeing that, the elderly woman chuckled.

"My goodness— your expression has improved a lot. When you were little, you always had such a stern look."
"What? Me?"
"Well now, don't pretend you don't know."

I blinked at that story.

"She was like that?"
"Oh my, she was so prickly. I thought she was a little hedgehog~"

The elderly woman stirred the tteokbokki broth with a ladle.
The wrinkles around her eyes drooped. Her gaze was reminiscing about the past.

"It's been so many years. I can't believe I still remember that."

Shin A-young's childhood?
Honestly, I was intrigued. How could I not be?
Slurp.
I drank the fish cake soup and asked:

"...What was she like when she was young?"
"Hey!"

Shin A-young tapped my arm repeatedly, but it didn't hurt.
My curiosity was stronger.

"When she was little?"

The elderly woman searched through her memories.
She unfolded her bundle of old stories.

"When was it... The first time I saw her, there was this cute kid lingering in front of the store, and I wondered what was going on."
"...Hmm."

She must have been pretty even as a child.
Well, that's not surprising.
Starting with a compliment, Shin A-young's Minime blinked.
Her agitation gradually calmed down.

But as they say, you need to hear Korean sentences to the end.

"This child would glare with her eyes wide open and come eat tteokbokki all by herself."
"..."

The scene naturally formed in my mind.
I imagined young Shin A-young.
With a fierce expression and puffy cheeks, munching on tteokbokki.

She was just as fierce when she was young, it seems.

"My goodness, but she ate tteokbokki so well. She could easily eat two servings by herself. It was so cute that I'd give her an extra gimmari."
"...Really?"

So that was the reason she got the gimmari.

I glanced to the side. Shin A-young's earlobes had turned bright red.
She seemed to have had no idea.

"..."
"..."

When Shin A-young's eyes met mine, she flinched and jerked her shoulders.
She quickly averted her gaze.
She spoke to the elderly woman as if making excuses.

"...Ma'am, I, I did have friends back then. I came alone just because everyone else was busy..."
"Who said anything? I just said you came alone, that's all."
"..."

Her tone didn't give an inch.
Shin A-young silently flashed a smile.

Her eyebrows twitched, almost losing her smile.

"...This old lady keeps saying unnecessary things..."

Her Minime twisted her lips in displeasure.

"...But is this young man your boyfriend?"

Clunk—
Shin A-young froze at that question.
She blinked like a malfunctioning machine.

"...Huh? What?"
"Isn't he your boyfriend?"
"No, that, um... Ahem."

She cleared her throat lightly.

"...He's a friend."

By now, her lips had formed a gentle curve.

"...Is that how other people see us?"

Her Minime's mouth corners twitched. A smile escaped between her closed lips.
She casually brushed her bangs.

Her mood improves so easily.
She's like that. Her emotions get resolved over the smallest things.
That's such a Shin A-young-like reaction.

"..."

I silently held a faint smile at her innocent expression.
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I've carefully analyzed the text and will now provide a natural English translation that follows the glossary and style guidelines.

* * *

"I'm home."

Shin A-young returned home after having dinner with Lee Seung-ho.
She tossed her shoes aside and stepped into the living room.

"Oh, you're back?"

Her mother, who was watching a drama in the living room, greeted her.

"..."

Shin A-young quickly glanced around the house.

"Where's Dad?"
"He's not home yet. Said he'd be late today. Why, do you need to talk to him?"
"Hmm... no, just asking."

This actually worked out better.
I'll talk to Mom about it later.

"Is that so?"

Her mother looked slightly suspicious but didn't press the matter.

"I cut some apples and put them in the fridge. Wash your hands before you eat them."
"Okay."

Shin A-young stripped off her clothes and headed to the bathroom, planning to shower.
It was her usual routine, and with a slightly dazed expression, she pulled the lever.

Click—
Whoooosh!

"Eek!"

Cold water poured down on her head the moment she pulled the lever.
Her eyes squeezed shut.

— Is everything okay?

Hearing her mother's voice from outside, Shin A-young answered.

"It's nothing...!"

Shin A-young quickly turned the lever toward hot water.
She waited a moment, avoiding the water.

"Phew..."

Soon the shower sprayed warm water. The water that ran down from her head soaked her body.
It felt like her startled heart was calming down.
She pushed her bangs back from her forehead.

*I wonder if Seung-ho is feeling better now...*

As her mood settled, her thoughts naturally drifted to him.
His expression had been more subdued than usual.

"Hmm."

Shin A-young fell into contemplation.

The reason he wasn't in a good mood.
It would be a lie to say she wasn't concerned about it.
It seemed like it wasn't something simple, which made her worry more.

*I'm curious.*

Honestly, she was.
Her brow furrowed slightly with concern.
It put her in a bad mood too.

The reason she hadn't asked was because she didn't want to bring down the atmosphere.

*Maybe he dealt with a difficult customer...*

No, that couldn't be it.
At least, he wasn't the type to be bothered by such things.
He wouldn't dwell on trivial matters like that, and his low energy wouldn't last this long.

It was something from a different realm of concerns.

"..."

Shin A-young finished her shower and came out.
She wrapped her black hair in a towel and twisted it up.
Then she returned to her room.

"Should I ask him or not."

There was definitely something wrong.
But she didn't quite have the courage to ask directly.

"Hmm."

Shin A-young looked down at her phone and sent a message.
The recipient was Ha Seo-rim.
She'd heard that Ha Seo-rim worked at the same part-time job as Lee Seung-ho.
They were at the store together every day. Probably today as well.

"..."

Honestly, they weren't close, so sending a message felt awkward...
But somehow, she had a strong feeling that she shouldn't ignore this.

[Hey Seo-rim. Is it okay to text you right now?]

Almost five minutes after sending the message.

[Hello, Unnie.]
[Yes, it's fine.]

That was the reply.
Good, at least she wasn't bothering her.

"Phew..."

Shin A-young let out a short breath at the response.
That's a relief.
It doesn't seem like she's being a nuisance.

[Did something happen to him today?]

She waited a few minutes, but the number 1 didn't disappear.

"Hmm."

Since things had come to this, she decided to do something else while waiting.
She needed to talk to her parents about Busan anyway.
She'd probably get a reply soon.

"Mom."

Shin A-young came out to the living room. She stood next to the sofa with careful steps.

"What is it?"
"...Can I go out with friends after the college entrance exam and come back later?"
"Why are you asking about something like that? Just go and come back."
"No... it's just..."
"Ah, are you out of allowance money?"

That wasn't what she was going to say.
But it did catch her interest.

"Will you give me some allowance?"
"Massage my shoulders first."

Her mother tapped her shoulders as if to say nothing comes free.
Shin A-young had no choice but to position herself behind her and press both shoulders firmly.

"Ahh..."

Her mother soon let out a pleased sigh.

"Mmm... so why are you asking about this?"

At her mother's question, Shin A-young answered as naturally as possible.

"It's a bit far away."
"Really? Where are you going?"
"...Busan."
"Busan? Isn't that a bit far for a day trip?"
"Um... well..."

Shin A-young stared at the floor as she answered.

"...It's for one night and two days."
"..."

A quiet silence followed.
When she looked up, her mother had turned around to face her.
While she was anxiously wondering if permission would be denied, her mother asked in a gentle tone.

"...Who are you going with?"
"With the Counseling Club members."
"Who's supervising?"
"Oh, um... some seniors who used to be in the Counseling Club said they'd help out."
"College students?"
"Yes."

She continued thinking silently.

"Okay."

Then she nodded.

"What? Really?"

Shin A-young asked in surprise.

"Why?"
"No, I honestly thought you wouldn't allow it..."
"You're almost an adult anyway."

The implication was that it wouldn't be a problem as long as she called frequently.
She knew her mother had an easygoing personality, but she hadn't expected her to be this cool about it.

"Oh, right."
"Yes?"
"Make sure to get your dad's permission separately."
"..."

I knew this would happen.

* * *

After the meeting with Ha Seo-rim.

Yoo Ha-neul walked home with a composed stride.
Click-click-click. Beep——
As she opened the front door and stepped inside, she could smell the warm air.

"Ha-neul, is that you?"

As she entered, her mother greeted her from the kitchen where she was washing dishes.

"Have you eaten?"
"I ate before coming home."

Yoo Ha-neul passed through the living room and entered her room.
She carefully closed the door and turned the handle to press the lock pin.
Click. It locked quietly and discreetly.

"..."

Slowly...
Yoo Ha-neul leaned her back against the door and gradually slid down to the floor.

"Haaa..."

An excited breath escaped from between Yoo Ha-neul's lips.

Thump-thump—

The image of his face up close was still vivid.
That made her heart beat wildly.

"As expected..."

This wouldn't do.
It was absolutely impossible.

"I can't give up."

She couldn't remember how much she cried when he rejected her.
Her heart hurt so much. The tears were inevitable.
Of course she would cry after being rejected by someone she liked.

"..."

But now that her plan had been exposed.
Taking a step back was the best choice she could make.
If she stayed close, she would only be hated more.

So she waited for two years.
She waited for time to soothe his heart.

"It was really hard..."

It was endurance. A time of perseverance.
She tried her best to take her eyes off him.
She didn't try to look him up because she knew she couldn't bear it if she saw even a photo of him.

*I was planning to visit him soon anyway...*

Frequently contacting Ha Seo-rim was part of that plan.
She attended the same school as Lee Seung-ho.
She didn't know they would have the same part-time job though.

So today's encounter was purely coincidental.

Coincidence.
Just like their first meeting, an unexpected encounter.
That's why she liked it.
Isn't there a saying about inevitability within coincidence?

"Heh."

Yoo Ha-neul's cheeks turned slightly red. The corners of her mouth twitched.

"..."

Then.
Snap— Her smile broke off.

"...Ah."

A sudden expression crossed her face.
The cold gaze Lee Seung-ho had given her flashed through her mind.
The disgust he had expressed came back to her.
Thinking about it made her chest feel compressed again.

"Hic."

Yoo Ha-neul sniffled with a dejected expression.

"...Hmm, this method won't work anymore."

The strategy of isolating him so that only she could be by his side wouldn't work.
It didn't make sense to keep using a method that had already failed once.

*Surprisingly...*

Ha Seo-rim had also reacted rather coldly.

*That's just like Seung-ho.*

From what she heard, they hadn't been working together for long.
Yet they'd already become close.
His personality was still the same.

"Sigh..."

Yoo Ha-neul let out a light sigh.
If only she hadn't been caught, they could have been happy together.
What exactly had gone wrong?
It was a meaningless debate to think about it now.

*Then besides this...*

It was time to think of something else.
A different strategy.
A way to catch his attention.

"First..."

She needed to meet with Lee Seung-ho.

"..."

Yoo Ha-neul picked up her flip phone.

"Hmm. I should change this too..."

She could use KakaoTalk, but she couldn't use apps like Instagram with this phone.
She had deliberately kept it this way.
Otherwise, she would have been tempted to browse social media.

[Did you get home safely?]

Yoo Ha-neul sent a message to Ha Seo-rim.

[Just arrived.]

After a few minutes, Ha Seo-rim replied.
Ring ring. Ring ring.
Yoo Ha-neul immediately called her.

"Hello?"
— Yes, Unnie.
"Did you get home okay?"
— Yeah, I was about to take a shower.

She could hear the rustling of clothes.
Was she taking off her coat? She really must have just arrived.

— But, what's up?
"I wanted to apologize for saying weird things earlier. I feel like I was gossiping unnecessarily."
— No, I'm fine... but you shouldn't be saying that to me.
"...Yeah, you're right."

Yoo Ha-neul's eyes formed clear arcs at that answer.

"...So anyway."
— Yes?
"About Seung-ho."
— ...Mmhmm.
"From what you said, I think there might have been a misunderstanding between us. I think it's right to have a proper conversation..."

First, let's create a path.

"Could you help me later?"
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I carefully analyzed the text and identified all characters, places, and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

* * *

"...What happened?"

Lee Sol asked, looking at Shin A-young, who seemed more subdued than usual.

"You know about going to Busan? She still hasn't gotten permission from her father."

I answered nonchalantly.

"Ah..."

Lee Sol nodded calmly.

*Hmm, I see...*

Though she tried to maintain her composure as if feeling sorry for A-young, her Minime's lips twitched noticeably. She patted her cheeks, seemingly trying to control her expression.

"...It's okay. I'll somehow get permission."

Shin A-young muttered with a pouty look.

*If it really doesn't work out, I could just sneak out...*

Her Minime's eyes gleamed brightly. I hoped they could reach an amicable agreement.

"..."

Anyway...

"Seung-ho, what's taking so long? I asked you to make me a drink ages ago."

Ji Nu-ri sat in the President's seat, confidently extending her hand.

*This is what power feels like!*

Her Minime burst into laughter. Since today was her first official day as President, she seemed already drunk on power.

"...What's with you."

Lee Sol smacked Ji Nu-ri's head with a notebook.

"Ouch."

Ji Nu-ri rubbed her forehead, looking hurt.

*Tsk... I'm doing all the work, so the least they could do is this much...*

Her Minime's lips protruded several feet, her cheeks puffed up. Her delicate fingers rapidly tapped on the keyboard. She definitely looked busy.

"..."

Well, I could get her a drink at least.
As I opened the refrigerator and looked down at my phone...

"Oh..."

I let out a small sound as I stared at the screen.

"What is it?"

Lee Sol leaned in at my sudden reaction. I showed her the message and said:

"You know the former President seniors? They suddenly had an emergency and can't go to Busan."
"Min-ji Unnie?"
"No, the President before her."

I meant the college seniors we met at the valley last time. Hearing this, Ji Nu-ri raised her voice:

"Huh? What do we do? We already booked the hotel and train tickets. And the event tickets too."
"They said they'll pay for it."
"Still, it's a waste..."
"They apologized and said if we know anyone else, we can bring them instead. Anyone come to mind?"

We could add up to two people to replace them.

"..."
"..."
"..."

We all looked at each other in silence.
No one said anything.
Not that I should say it, but we really had shallow connections.

"...Ah, what about Seung-ah?"

Ji Nu-ri suggested.
The only person she could think of was my sister.

"I'll ask her."

But anyway.
The real issue was this:

"I think we need to find another chaperone."

Since the seniors were supposed to be our chaperones, we needed another adult. Otherwise, even with the hotel reservation, we'd have nowhere to stay.

"If we can't find one, does that mean we can't go to Busan?"

Ji Nu-ri's eyes glistened with concern.

"...We could go for a day trip, but we'd have to return right after seeing just a little bit."
"..."

Ji Nu-ri's lips parted gradually.
Her expression said that was unacceptable.
Then, as if she'd made up her mind, she furrowed her brows.

"...Wait a minute."

Ji Nu-ri took out her phone.

*Ugh, I really don't want to contact this person... but they do live in Busan...*

Her Minime looked genuinely uncomfortable.
I could feel the awkwardness from here.
Who could it be to make her react like that?

"Do you have someone you can ask?"
"I do, but I'm not sure if it'll work."

While Ji Nu-ri was sending a message...

Knock knock—
There was a knock at the counseling room door.

"...?"

I looked at Shin A-young.
She shrugged her shoulders, indicating there were no scheduled counseling sessions today.

"Yes, come in."

I let them in.
The door slowly opened at my invitation.

"...Hello."

A blonde female student walked in through the gap.
It was Ha Seo-rim.

"Oh? Seo-rim? Are you here to pick up Nu-ri?"

Shin A-young looked at Ji Nu-ri.
It was a natural assumption since she'd come to pick her up several times before.

"Did you forget you have practice today?"
"...What are you talking about? Today's not a practice day."

Ji Nu-ri pouted at my question.
Still, her eyes darted to check the calendar.

*Yeah, that's right. It's not today.*

Her Minime let out a relieved sigh. Seems she was worried for a moment too.
Ha Seo-rim shook her head.

"That's not it. I have something to say to Senior Seung-ho."
"...To me?"
"Yes."

Ha Seo-rim nodded.
At her answer, Lee Sol and Shin A-young's expressions became subtle.

"...Alright, come in then."

I couldn't just turn her away.
I led her into the inner room.
Click—
I quietly closed the counseling room door.

"Want a snack?"

I picked up a container of snacks from the desk and offered it to her.

"No, I'm fine."

If that's the case.
I popped a chocolate into my mouth and sat down.

"What's up?"
"It's... nothing much."

Ha Seo-rim took out a bottle from her bag.
A bottle containing what looked like a thick liquid.
She placed it on the desk.

"I wanted to give you this."
"Is that the one from before?"

The plum extract I had at Ha Seo-rim's house.

"Yes. I put some in a small container. It should be enough for about three servings."
"But why...?"
"..."

Ha Seo-rim's lips fidgeted.
Her gaze swept across the desk aimlessly.

"...I felt bad because you ran into Ha-neul Unnie because of me. You two are... awkward with each other, right?"
"What? I thought it was something serious..."

That wasn't something Ha Seo-rim needed to worry about.

"It's fine. It was just a coincidence."

I waved my hand dismissively.
Ha Seo-rim lowered her head.

"I was concerned about it."
"...Hmm."

I picked up the bottle of plum extract.
It seemed like she would feel better if I accepted it.

"Okay, I'll enjoy it."
"Yes."
"..."
"..."

Silence followed.
I fiddled with the bottle and asked:

"...Is that all you wanted to say?"
"Huh?"

Ha Seo-rim looked puzzled, then:

"Yes."

She nodded.
That really was all.
She came all the way to the counseling room with plum extract just to say that?

"You could have just texted me about this."
"But I think apologies should be made in person."

There was a peculiar firmness in her words.
She strictly adhered to what she believed was right. She was quite rigid in that way.

"Ah, and..."
"Yes?"

So there was something else after all.

"...No, never mind."

Ha Seo-rim shook her head.

*Let's not talk about Ha-neul Unnie yet.*

Her Minime muttered.
I wondered what had been said between her and Yoo Ha-neul over the weekend.

"Um... I heard you're going to Busan? Have a good trip."

Ha Seo-rim changed the subject.

I wondered how she knew about that, but then the answer was obvious.

"Did Ji Nu-ri tell you?"
"She was really excited about it. She was bragging happily."

Ha Seo-rim smiled faintly at the memory.
She was usually such a reserved girl.
Ji Nu-ri must really like her.

*Busan... I'm jealous... I want to go on a trip too.*

Her Minime exhaled softly.
As if she had let something go.
That kind of atmosphere emanated from her.

"...Do you want to come too? The ticket's free."

I blurted out without thinking.

"...Pardon?"
"...Well, we happen to have two empty spots. Ji Nu-ri would be happy if you came."
"..."

Ha Seo-rim's long eyelashes blinked.

"...Can I think about it for a bit?"
*...Free.*

I had just thrown it out there, expecting an immediate rejection.
But that wasn't the case.

* * *

"...What are you two doing?"

Ji Nu-ri muttered toward the two people crouching in front of the counseling room door.
She shot them a look of disbelief.

"..."
"..."

The two didn't answer.
Regardless.
Shin A-young and Lee Sol were focused on any conversation that might be heard.

"Can you hear anything?"
"...No."

Lee Sol shook her head.

"Tsk..."

Shin A-young expressed her disappointment.

*I just got a text saying she doesn't know...*

That was Ha Seo-rim's response to the message asking what was going on with Lee Seung-ho.

*Is that really true...*

She didn't believe it.
It didn't seem like the truth.
That suspicion grew heavier.
Of course it did. For her to come visit in person like this.
There must be something going on.

"..."

As she continued pondering...

"...Do you know something?"

Lee Sol asked in a low voice.
After considering how to answer...

"...Nothing definite, just somewhat."

Shin A-young nodded slightly.

"...I have one guess."

Lee Sol said slowly.
That would make things quicker.

"Should we take turns sharing what we know?"
"Sure."

It was a quick agreement.
Shin A-young stood up with Lee Sol.
They left the counseling room and went into the hallway.

"..."
Watching the two disappear outside the counseling room,
Ji Nu-ri narrowed her eyes.

"...What's with them."

She was left alone.
Ji Nu-ri pressed her back against the plush President's chair.
Squeak—squeak— it creaked. Her cheeks puffed up.

*...They're keeping secrets among themselves.*

Hmph.
If I ever have a secret, I'm definitely not telling them.

"..."

Buzz—
Her phone on the desk vibrated.

The name "Mom's Son" appeared on the screen.
A message from the second child in her family.

"...This is it."

Ji Nu-ri nodded with satisfaction.
Chaperone secured.

=========

(!Sign!)
(Illustration below!)

=========

Ha Seo-rim
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* * *

After Ha Seo-rim left, only four people remained in the club room.
Me, Ji Nu-ri, Shin A-young, and Lee Sol. Just the four of us.

"What was Seo-rim's sudden business about?"

Ji Nu-ri asked casually.
I deflected the question.

"Nothing much. She just wanted to apologize for a mistake she made before."
"From her part-time job?"
"Yeah."
"I see."

Ji Nu-ri lost interest, saying it was nothing important.

"......"
"......"

Lee Sol and Shin A-young still looked suspicious.
But they didn't press the issue.
Perhaps they were close to figuring out what happened last weekend.

Feeling like I'd made the atmosphere gloomy because of me.

"Want to try this?"

I showed the three of them the maesil tea.
Looking at the amount, there was enough for one cup each.

"...What is that?"

Lee Sol blinked.

"Maesil tea."
"Did Seo-rim give it to you?"
"Yeah. She made it herself."
"...Oh."

They seemed impressed that she made it herself.

"Raise your hand if you want some."

All three raised their hands.
It seemed less about liking maesil tea and more about curiosity over the taste.

I turned on the electric kettle and prepared four cups.
Glug glug glug.
I divided the maesil tea into the cups. After a few spoonfuls, it was already gone.

"Here."

I placed the steaming cups on the table.

"Whoo whoo—"

The three of them blew gently on their cups.
After cooling it down, they each took a sip.

"...Wow."

A soft exclamation escaped from Lee Sol.

"Oh."

I had the same reaction after taking a sip.
The flavor was definitely different. It tasted better than before, perhaps because it was more concentrated.
Maybe it was from a different batch.

"She could be a chef..."

Even Shin A-young, who usually only eats expensive food, gave such praise.

"Oh, right."

While we were enjoying the maesil tea, Ji Nu-ri brought something up.

"I found a guardian."

She proudly raised her shoulders.

"...Already? Who is it?"
"My oldest brother."

Now that I think about it, I remember hearing she was one of three siblings.

"Is he okay with going all the way to Busan?"
"He's fine with it since he already lives in Busan. He works at a trading company there."
"Oh, really?"

That's fortunate.

Ji Nu-ri continued while sipping her tea.

"Yeah... he said he won't hang out with us, just help with the hotel check-in."

"You must be close with your brother?"
"...?"

Her expression turned genuinely disgusted, as if wondering what I was talking about.
Guess not.

"...Wouldn't he refuse if you weren't close?"
"Ah, I used my wish token."

I wonder what that is.

"Last Chuseok, was it? He broke my arm while we were messing around. When I brought that up, he said he'd help this time."
"...Is that why you came to school with a cast back then?"

Shin A-young nodded quietly. She seemed to know what happened.
What kind of play results in a broken arm?
Were they doing martial arts or something?

"I asked Ha Seo-rim about our extra ticket, you know?"
"You asked Seo-rim?"
"Yeah, she said she'd think about it."

"...Are you close with her?"

At Lee Sol's question, I tilted my head.

"Not super close... but we chat enough at our part-time job."

I just took a shot in the dark.
I didn't expect she'd actually agree to come.
We had one ticket left, and I couldn't think of anyone else to invite.
I remembered Ha Seo-rim.

She mentioned only going to the Han River after working part-time all summer break.
It bothered me.

"It's not confirmed yet. I wanted to see what you all thought."
"I'm fine with it."

Ji Nu-ri was naturally in favor.
She got along well with Seo-rim anyway.

As for the other two, I wasn't sure.

"...I don't mind."
"It might be awkward... but since Seung-ho suggested it."

Minime gave a small nod.
She seemed to be trying to understand.

"I'm okay with it too."

Shin A-young also agreed.
She didn't seem enthusiastic, but she didn't appear to have any major objections either.

So we just need Ha Seo-rim's confirmation.

* * *

Time passed quickly.
Before we knew it, it was the evening of the college entrance exam day.

[Ji Nu-ri: Looking for one person to game with now.]
[Shin A-young: Me]
[Lee Seung-ho: Seoul Station by 9 tomorrow.]
[Lee Seung-ho: Don't forget.]
[Lee Sol: Got it.]
[Shin A-young: (nodding dog emoticon)]

"......"

Ding ding went the notification sound.
Ha Seo-rim sat in the living room reading the messages in the "Busan Trip Group Chat."

"...Hmm."

Ha Seo-rim fidgeted with her bright yellow bangs.

She wasn't sure what to say in situations like this.
She wasn't particularly articulate, nor was she the type to liven up the mood.
In the band club group chat, she usually just observed others chatting.

But she needed to respond somehow.

[Ha Seo-rim: Okay]

Ha Seo-rim sent the short reply and turned off her screen.

In the end, she had agreed to go on the Busan trip.

"Got permission more easily than I expected."

No, more than that.
Her father even gave her spending money, telling her to enjoy herself.

"I was planning to just work if they said no."

Because of this, she had to find someone to cover her shift for the first time.
Since she had covered for others many times, it wasn't difficult to find someone.

"It's been a while since I've had a break..."

Though she worked without complaint, even she got tired sometimes.

"......"

Come to think of it, things had been tough lately.
Part-time job, studying for exams, and various other things.
There had been a lot of stressful situations.

And she had been envious of others going on trips.

Listening to Ji Nu-ri talk about it, she couldn't help but feel jealous.

"She sure bragged a lot."

Ha Seo-rim's eyes narrowed.
But since she was going too now, she decided to let it slide.

Most importantly, it was free.
This was the most crucial part.
Free. No cost.

"...Whew."

Ha Seo-rim was shocked when she saw the train ticket prices.

Why was going to Busan so expensive?
And then there were the hotel prices.
Even entering the gaming event cost money.
How many hours would she have to work to earn all that...

Ha Seo-rim counted, bending her fingers one by one.

"......"

She should start packing for tomorrow.

"A bag..."

Ha Seo-rim looked around her house.
She didn't have any suitable bags.

"Maybe this will work."

Ha Seo-rim emptied the books from her school bag.
There was some dust inside.
Pat pat.
As she shook the bag, dust floated down to the floor.

"Hmm."

That's better.
Ha Seo-rim nodded with satisfaction at the now clean bag.

She packed her items one by one.

Toiletries, charger, change of clothes, wallet.
Oh, should she pack towels too?
There wasn't much to pack, actually. Well, it was just a one-night trip.

"...All packed."

She checked several more times to make sure she hadn't forgotten anything.
Now there was nothing left to do.
Ha Seo-rim flopped down on the blanket spread on the floor.

"......"

She blinked, staring at the ceiling.
What should she say?
It reminded her a bit of her middle school field trip.

......

Rustle— rustle—

Early morning.
Ha Seo-rim, who had woken up early, moved about busily.
Her younger sibling was still sprawled out on the floor.
Ha Seo-rim grabbed her bag and changed her shoes.

"...You're leaving now?"

Her father came out of the bathroom, drying his hair.

"Yes."

Ha Seo-rim answered while adjusting her shoes.

"Alright, have fun. Call when you arrive."
"I'm off."

Whoosh—
As soon as she opened the door, a cool morning breeze hit her hair.

"Brrrr..."

The weather had suddenly turned chilly.
Ha Seo-rim tightened her padded jacket.
She pulled the zipper up to her chin.

"I need to get to Seoul Station..."

Ha Seo-rim opened her map app.
It showed she needed to take a bus from here, then transfer to the subway.

After confirming the route, Ha Seo-rim began walking calmly.

......

"...Phew."

Ha Seo-rim let out a small sigh as she got off the subway.

"Finally escaped."

There were so many people today.
Why were there so many?
The subway got more and more crowded as they approached Seoul Station. She had been packed in like sardines until they arrived.

But at least she made it.

"Hmm."

Seoul Station.
Ha Seo-rim looked up at the large sign and felt a strange excitement.

"......"

She entered the station and stopped in her tracks like a stone.
There were quite a lot of people walking around.

"It's chaotic."

Ha Seo-rim's eyebrows drooped.

She had never actually been inside the station before.
She had rarely left Seoul, for that matter.
Her middle school field trip had been by bus.

"I knew it would be crowded, but not this crowded..."

The experience was different from what she expected.
It was even more crowded inside than outside.
Almost dizzyingly so.

But who was she?
This level of crowding was no problem. She was already trained from working at a fast food restaurant during lunch hours.

Ha Seo-rim calmly continued walking.

"...I arrived a bit early."

There were still about 40 minutes left until the meeting time.
Maybe she had come too early.

No, this was right.
You never know, she might have been late otherwise.

"Maybe I should eat something."

Ha Seo-rim felt hungry.
She hadn't eaten breakfast because she left early.
Looking around, all the nearby restaurants were full.

"......"

Wondering if there were other restaurants, she searched on her phone. That would be faster than walking around.
She flipped through the screens, looking for somewhere to eat something simple.
Just then.

"...?"

She sensed someone in front of her. She looked around.
It felt like someone was watching her.
At first she thought it was a coincidence.
But it didn't seem so.

A figure lurking around moved closer. Footsteps approached.

"...Tch."

A feeling of displeasure rose up.
Ha Seo-rim narrowed her brow and raised her head.

"...Ah."

Just as she was about to raise her guard.
She relaxed when she saw who it was.

"...Oh, it is Ha Seo-rim."

Lee Seung-ho was standing there.
Making me nervous for nothing.

"Why are you all bundled up inside the station? I couldn't recognize you."
"...Ah."

Come to think of it, she still had her padded jacket hood on.
Ha Seo-rim shook her hair as she removed the hood.

"You're early?"
"I came early to get some breakfast."
"......"

Ha Seo-rim nodded.
That works out well. They could eat together.
She didn't like eating alone anyway.
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* * *

[I've arrived.]

I sent a message to the group chat and headed to the food court with Ha Seo-rim.
We took the escalator up.
There were plenty of restaurants on the first floor too, but I wanted a proper meal rather than bread or snacks.

And so we arrived at the food court.

I tapped through the kiosk screen and asked her.

"What do you want to eat?"
"Hmm...."

Ha Seo-rim continued to contemplate.

*There are so many options...*

Being a food court, they had Chinese, Western, Japanese, Korean... everything.
If anything, having too many choices made it harder to decide.

"What about you, Senior?"
"I'm getting doenjang jjigae."
"Then I'll have..."

Ha Seo-rim carefully examined what was available at the Korean food section.
Ordering from the same place meant our food would come out together. I figured she wanted to match our eating pace.

"...I'll have sundubu jjigae."
"Spice level?"
"Medium, please."
"Sundubu jjigae... medium spice... no extra rice. Is that right?"
"Yes."

I pressed the options on the screen. After adding the items to the cart, I swiped my card and took the receipt.

"Send me your account number later. I'll pay you back."
"Sure."

I found a suitable empty table. The place was fairly crowded, so we didn't have much choice.
The wait wasn't long.
Our order came out quickly.

*...You eat more than you look like you would.*

Minime muttered quietly while looking at my tray.

"......"

I pursed my lips at that thought.

Is that so?
Now that I think about it, it does seem that way.
Maybe it's because I've gotten bigger. My appetite has definitely increased lately.
I am in my growth phase, after all.

"Phew... that was good."

The meal continued at a leisurely pace.
I put down my utensils, satisfied with the fullness rising within me.

Ring ring— Ring ring—
Just then, my phone on the table rang.
It was Lee Sol calling.

"Hello?"
—Hello? I just came inside, where are you?
"We're at the food court. Third floor."
—Got it. I'll come to you.
"Okay."

By the time Lee Sol arrived, we had cleared our dishes and were leaving the food court.
I spotted a white figure coming up the escalator.
I walked straight toward her.

"You're here?"

Lee Sol's eyes turned toward me, and she nodded slightly.

"Hello."
"...Oh, hi."

Lee Sol awkwardly waved at Ha Seo-rim.

*...She's kind of cute.*

Ha Seo-rim's Minime's eyes widened.
That was quick.
Is appearance really everything? Lee Sol won her favor instantly.

Lee Sol came to my left side.

"...What did you eat?"
"Just breakfast."
"I see."

Lee Sol turned her attention to Ha Seo-rim on her left.

"Did you eat too, Seo-rim?"
"Ah, yes."

Ha Seo-rim nodded.
Her movements still showed traces of awkwardness.

*...But aren't you cold?*

Her Minime muttered.

Lee Sol was wearing the outfit we bought during our last shopping trip.
A beige crop coat with a checkered skirt.
It definitely looked colder than wearing a padded jacket.
And it actually was.

*...Hoo-hoo.*

Lee Sol's Minime was shivering.
Yet she stubbornly maintained a facade of composure.
Fashion before freezing to death.

Unable to watch any longer, I asked.

"...Want a heat pack?"
"D-do you have one?"
"I used it on the way here."

I took out the heat pack I had kept in my pocket.
Having accumulated heat, it was beyond warm—it was hot.

"Here."
"......"

Lee Sol took it and clutched it tightly.
She looked down at it with excited eyes.

*...A heat pack that Seung-ho kneaded...*

I didn't really knead it that much.
She seems to have developed some strange tastes since the ice cream incident.

*...Phew.*

Lee Sol's Minime exhaled.
The cold seemed to have subsided a bit. Her trembling limbs calmed down. She looked more peaceful than before.

"...Where are the others?"
"They're not here yet."

I picked up my bag and asked.

"Did you take motion sickness medicine?"
"Of course."
"Oh."

She takes care of it herself now.
Or maybe Lee Sol's mother reminded her.

I guess I bought the motion sickness medicine for nothing.
I got it just in case. What a waste of money.

"What about you?"
"I'm fine."

Ha Seo-rim waved her hand.

"Take one just in case. You might regret it later."
"Well..."
"I can give you one if you don't have any."

I handed her the motion sickness medicine I had bought.
Ha Seo-rim took it.

"Hey guys~"

Ji Nu-ri waved her hand.
Shin A-young was walking alongside her.
It seems they met on the way.

*...Finally, they're here.*

Lee Sol's Minime muttered.

"...Wait."

She gestured with her chin for them to follow.

"Ah, right."

Shin A-young nodded as if she understood what was going on.
Ji Nu-ri looked confused but followed along anyway, trailing behind them.

*...What's that about?*

Ha Seo-rim's Minime narrowed her eyes watching them.

"......"

I'm not sure.
I couldn't tell what was happening just from that.
It seems like something's going on.

In the meantime,

"Oh, you're all here?"

In the meantime, Senior Min-ji and the former president Kim Yi-soo also appeared.

"Sorry, did you wait long?"

Senior Min-ji approached with a silly smile.
Until her college results came out, she had looked like she was about to die. But she quickly returned to normal.

"Where are the others?"

Senior Min-ji looked around for the rest of the group.

"Weren't you here first?"
"They went somewhere saying they had something to do... Ah, here they come."

The three returned quickly.

*I won by chance...*

Ji Nu-ri's Minime looked down at her hand.
She was showing scissors, and her expression was somewhat dazed.

*Tsk.*
*Tch.*

The other two clicked their tongues in disappointment.
Watching this, I became even more confused.

...What were they really doing?

"...It's time now, let's go in."

Ha Seo-rim pointed at her watch.
That's right. We should go in now.

"......"
*...But can we just go in like this? Don't they usually check tickets or something?*

Ha Seo-rim's Minime adjusted her bag and rolled her eyes.
She followed behind us with a slightly anxious look.

Now that I think about it, that's true.
Unlike other transportation, there's no entrance where you insert tickets.

"...What is it?"

Ha Seo-rim suddenly turned her eyes toward me, perhaps sensing my gaze.

"Nothing."

I shook my head.

"Wow...."

As we rode the escalator up.
Ha Seo-rim took in a small breath.
The long railway tracks lined up in a row and the sunlight filtering through the gaps in the ceiling.
She was admiring the atmospheric scenery.

I called to her softly. Her attention was being drawn in another direction.

"Ha Seo-rim."
"Ah, yes."

She snapped back to reality.
We walked along the tracks and boarded our assigned car.

"Where...."

I checked the tickets as I walked down the central aisle, then stopped.
This was it.

"Here's your seat and three seats next to it."
"We're sitting facing each other?"
"That feels more like traveling, doesn't it?"

I put my bag on the overhead shelf and reached out for Ji Nu-ri's luggage.

"Give it here."
"Thank you."

After putting up Ji Nu-ri's bag, next was Ha Seo-rim's.

"Yours too."
"Um... thank you."

She gave a small bow.

"......"

Lee Sol and Shin A-young were also looking at me, so I helped put their bags up too.
Then I sat down in the inside seat.

"Hmm hmm."

Ji Nu-ri sat next to me.
It was a natural flow.
Even if Lee Sol and Shin A-young had complaints, they didn't object.

Maybe.
Was that what they were doing earlier? Deciding on seating arrangements?

"......"

And so, the seats were naturally determined.

On the left side:
Ha Seo-rim.
Me, Ji Nu-ri.

On the right side:
Park Min-ji, Kim Yi-soo.
Shin A-young, Lee Sol.

That's how we settled in.

[Our train will depart from Seoul Station...]

The announcement came on, and shortly after, a slight tremor was felt from the floor.
The train quietly began to move.

*...Oh, it's moving.*

Ha Seo-rim's Minime twitched her eyebrows as she looked out the window.
Watching the scenery pass by quickly.
Her expression was blank, but she gave off an excited vibe.

"How long will it take to get there?"
"We should arrive around 11 o'clock."

Ji Nu-ri took out her tablet.

"Want to watch this? The second season just came out. You watched the first season, right?"
"It was definitely entertaining."
"Right, right?"

It was an animation about an elf traveling.
Unlike typical fantasy works, it had a certain emotional appeal.

"Here, put this in."
"......"

I stared silently at the wireless earbud Ji Nu-ri was offering me.

"I cleaned it thoroughly, just put it in."
"...Okay."

I obediently put it in my right ear.

"...Are you watching a movie?"

Ha Seo-rim, sitting across from us, asked.
She must have been curious about what we were doing.

"It's a trending animation, they say."
"Oh, yeah. That's right."

Ji Nu-ri awkwardly agreed.
She still seemed uncomfortable talking about anime in front of others.

"...Hmm."

Ji Nu-ri fidgeted with her fingers, then carefully asked.

"...Do you want to watch too?"
"I'm fine. I might get motion sickness if I watch... I was planning to sleep."
"Really? Can't be helped then."

Ji Nu-ri's expression brightened.
Click.
She immediately pressed the play button.

"......"
"......"

Not long after the animation started.
We were silently absorbed in the screen.
I had planned to sleep if it was boring.
But somehow sleep had fled.

*...This is really nice.*

Since most people on the train were sleeping, unlike in a movie theater, we could watch quietly.
It had been a long time since I'd been able to focus this well.
I could tolerate Ji Nu-ri's chatter.
That was at a cute level.

*Whew... the animation is insane...*

Ji Nu-ri's Minime clenched her hands tightly.
She waved her small arms and legs around.
I understood why she was reacting that way.
Am I getting more used to anime too?

"Mmm...."

Just then, Ha Seo-rim, who had been trying to sleep, stirred.

*...My neck hurts.*

A cracked voice.
Her Minime massaged her neck with a tired expression.

"......"

I silently handed over the neck pillow I had been carrying.
Meanwhile, my eyes stayed on the screen.

"...Ah, thank you."

Ha Seo-rim nodded sleepily.
She put it on and quietly closed her eyes again.

*...Huh!*

Ha Seo-rim's Minime's eyes flew open.
Sleep had completely left her face.
She clutched the pillow with an embarrassed expression.

*Just as naturally as breathing...*

"......"

I turned my gaze away.
I let Ha Seo-rim's muttering fade from my hearing.
I focused on the sound coming from the earbuds.

I was getting used to this too.

* * *

"Nnngh—"

Ji Nu-ri and Lee Sol stretched at the same time.

"...We finally arrived."

Sitting for several hours had definitely made my body stiff.
I was just as tired as they were, so I stretched my body in various directions.

"......"

By the way, the weather is really nice.

"Phew... it's still warm here."
"It is."

Ha Seo-rim unzipped her padded jacket.
It wasn't exactly hot, but it wasn't cold enough to need layers.

"Photo. Let's take a photo here."

Ji Nu-ri clenched her fist with an excited face.
I took out my camera from the bag I was carrying.

"You brought a tripod?"
"I thought we might need it."

I unfolded the tripod carefully.
Should I set it up here?
Or would over there be better?

"......"

Ji Nu-ri stared at me silently, then took out her phone.

"Why go to all that trouble? These kinds of photos should be taken quickly."

Ji Nu-ri pulled me along and positioned me in front of everyone.
Then, from a distance, she extended a selfie stick to include everyone.

"Taking the photo—"

Click!

"Okay."

The photography session ended quickly and concisely.
I looked at the photo that was taken.
It had its own charm in its own way.

"Hmm~ Hmm~"

Ji Nu-ri excitedly uploaded the photo to Instagram.

*While we're at it, I should take some photos for Lee Sol's social media too.*

Seeing that reminded me.
I'll ask her later about what concept she wants for the photos...
As I put the tripod back in my bag, I asked.

"Where's your brother, Ji Nu-ri?"
"Um... he's waiting for us at the hotel."
"Then let's drop off our luggage at the hotel first, and then go get something to eat."

The plan was set.
"What do you want for lunch?"

I asked the senior couple.

"Anything is fine with me."
"Me too."

Neither had any plans.
They didn't even seem to have the will to think about it.
Is everyone like this after the college entrance exam?
It feels like I'm traveling with two elderly people.

Ding ding—

A small ringtone sounded from behind.
Wondering what it was, I turned around.

"...Ah."

Ha Seo-rim's expression had changed strangely as she looked down at her phone.

"......"

The way she was looking at me and checking her surroundings.
I could immediately guess who was calling her.
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I carefully analyzed the text, matching character names and places to the glossary. Here's the translation:

* * *

[Unnie Ha-neul.]

That was the name that appeared on the screen.

"......"

Ha Seo-rim glanced up to check Lee Seung-ho's reaction.
She felt the need to be cautious around him.
If he knew who was calling, it would make things uncomfortable in various ways.

But she couldn't just ignore the call either.

"...I'll just take this call and be right back."

Ha Seo-rim gestured with her eyes.
The others nodded, telling her to take the call comfortably.
Only then did she move away.

"......"

Ha Seo-rim held the phone to her ear from a slight distance.

"Hello."
— Hello?

A familiar tone came through the speaker.
It was the same gentle voice as always.
Yoo Ha-neul continued speaking softly.

— What are you doing right now? Are you outside?
"Yeah, I'm out."

Ha Seo-rim turned her gaze. She could see Lee Seung-ho talking with the others.

"...Why are you calling so suddenly?"

Why did the call have to come at this moment?
The timing was quite unfortunate.

— I was wondering if you had time after my part-time job today.
"...Sorry. I can't today."
— Oh? Really?

The words themselves expressed surprise.
But the tone remained calm.
Yoo Ha-neul continued very casually.

— Well, tomorrow would work too.
"Umm...."

Ha Seo-rim rubbed the bridge of her nose.
How should she explain this?

"Actually... I don't think tomorrow works either. I'm actually on a trip with friends."
— Ah~ What~ That's what it was?

Yoo Ha-neul laughed with disappointment.
She seemed a bit hurt that Ha Seo-rim had gone on a trip without telling her.

— With school friends?
"Yeah."

It would be better to hide that she was traveling with Lee Seung-ho.

— That's too bad.
"Sorry, let's hang out next time."
— Can't be helped. I'll have to go by myself.
"......?"

It seemed she had been planning to go somewhere together.
If it was something like a movie, she would have suggested going another time.
Since she didn't, it must be some event with a fixed date.

"Well then—"

Just as she was about to end the call.

— Oh, right.

Yoo Ha-neul continued.

— Did you ask about what I mentioned before?

Ha Seo-rim brought the phone back to her ear.

"...What are you talking about?"

Actually, she knew.
She remembered exactly what the topic was, but pretended not to know.
Hoping that Yoo Ha-neul might just let it go.

— ...I told you before. About Seung-ho.

Maybe it was her imagination.
Yoo Ha-neul's voice seemed to drop lower.
After being pressed like this, she couldn't pretend anymore.

Ha Seo-rim spoke as if she'd just remembered.

"About setting up a chance for you to talk with Senior Seung-ho?"
— Yes. Did you ask him?
"...Not yet."

She hadn't even brought it up.

"I'll ask him soon."
— Okay, I'm counting on you, Seo-rim.

At that assurance, Yoo Ha-neul brightened up again.

— Well, enjoy your trip.
"Yeah, I will."
— Eat lots of delicious food. Call me when you're coming back up~
"Sure."

With those words, the call naturally ended.
As she was about to return to the group.

"......"

Her footsteps slowed slightly.
A question held her back.

...Coming back up?
Did I mention I was outside of Seoul?

"......"

Ha Seo-rim's eyes closed gently.
She shook her head lightly.
No, I must have mentioned it earlier.

*More importantly....*

There was a different problem worrying her now.

Setting up a chance for Yoo Ha-neul to talk with Lee Seung-ho.
Since she'd agreed, she needed to pass along the message...
But she felt at a loss about how to bring it up.

With her part-time job ending soon, she didn't have many chances left to talk to Lee Seung-ho.

* * *

On the bus heading to the hotel.

"......"

I silently observed Ha Seo-rim standing next to me.
Her demeanor had changed since taking that phone call.
Her expression was calm.
But her inner thoughts were not.

— "What should I do...."

Ha Seo-rim's Minime kept pacing around me.
She seemed to be testing whether she should talk to me or not.

— "...Forget it. Let's not worry about it now."

Then, she shook her head vigorously.
Perhaps deciding it was better to enjoy the moment than worry needlessly.
As I watched this situation, the passing scenery changed.
Meanwhile, we arrived at the hotel.

I followed behind Ji Nu-ri, who was leading the way.

"He said he'd be waiting in front of the hotel... Ah, there he is. That's him."

Ji Nu-ri walked ahead, pointing to the front of the hotel.
A man looking down at his phone at the entrance.

"Hey, Ji Woo-hyuk!"

Ji Nu-ri raised her voice. She called out to him loudly.
At her call, he slowly raised his head.

"......"
— "...I heard her, but she has a lot of friends."

He observed us with an expressionless gaze.

"These are my friends, this is my club senior, and this is my junior."

Ji Nu-ri introduced us one by one.
We all greeted him together.

""Hello.""
"...Yeah, hi."

He nodded indifferently.

I'd heard stories about him, and since he was Ji Nu-ri's brother, I had imagined someone more energetic.
But the reality was the opposite.
His first impression was quite blunt.

"...You're just going to drop off your luggage and go eat, right?"

Ji Woo-hyuk asked Ji Nu-ri.

"Yeah. What about you?"

Ji Nu-ri nodded.
In response to her question, Ji Woo-hyuk shook his head.

"You guys go eat by yourselves. I'll manage on my own. Call me before you come back to the hotel later."
"Okay, got it."
"Here are the keys."

He must have already checked in. Ji Woo-hyuk handed the keys to Ji Nu-ri.

"Let's go."

He led me and the President.
He's not the President anymore, actually.
But the title felt more natural than calling him Kim Yi-soo.

"......"

In front of the elevator.
While waiting for it to come down.
Ji Woo-hyuk's eyes briefly glanced at me.

— "...Is this the one Mom was talking about?"

His Minime muttered.

"......"

I wondered what kind of conversations were happening in Ji Nu-ri's family.
It bothered me a bit.

* * *

"Whew— Busan is all about pork soup."
"Agreed."

Senior Min-ji and Ji Nu-ri expressed their satisfaction as they walked outside.
Lunch was over.

— "Phew."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime had a languid expression. She gently rubbed her stomach.
Perhaps due to food coma, she seemed softer than usual.
While I was quietly observing this, Ji Nu-ri turned around.

"So, where are we going now?"
"To see the ocean just ahead. We're at Haeundae after all."

Since the event was tomorrow, we decided to spend today leisurely sightseeing.

I walked along the street with the club members.
We passed through a wide sidewalk and gradually got closer to the beach.
I could already smell the salty scent of the sea.

After passing between buildings, we reached the wide-open beach.

"Wow... it's beautiful."

Shin A-young exclaimed in admiration.
I agreed with her. It truly was.
The water surface sparkling in the sunlight.
Though not an emerald-colored sea, the Busan coastline had its own charm.

The reactions of others were not much different.

"......"

Ji Nu-ri's eyes sparkled as she looked at the sea.
Her clenched fists moved excitedly.

— "It's the sea—!"

Her Minime jumped up.
She seemed unable to shout directly due to the people around.
But I could hear her inner voice.

"Too bad. We can't go in the sea, right?"
"I think dipping our feet would be fine?"

As long as we're not fully swimming, going in seemed okay.
Looking at the people around, that seemed to be the case.
There were quite a few people walking barefoot nearby...

"...Oh."

Ha Seo-rim and Senior Min-ji were already there.
Enjoying the cold waves with bare feet.
When did they get there so quickly?
They're really fast.

— "Ah, what the heck. If you're going in, we should go together."

Ji Nu-ri quickly joined them.

"...Hmm."

Meanwhile, there was another group that stayed behind.
Those who quietly enjoyed the ocean scenery.
That included me, Lee Sol, and Shin A-young.

"......"

Lee Sol walked delicately on the sand.
Her movements were as careful as a cat walking on snow.

— "Don't let sand get in..."

Come to think of it, she hated getting sand in her shoes.
Her Minime was positioned right on top of Lee Sol's head.

"Seung-ho, Seung-ho."

Tap tap.
A hand tapped my shoulder.

"Try a bite of this."

Meanwhile, Shin A-young naturally offered me a seed hotteok.
I had seen them on our way here. She must have bought it then.

Snacks are good.
I took a bite of the round seed hotteok.

"Oh...."

A nutty and sweet flavor spread in my mouth.
It was really delicious.

"Yum."

Shin A-young smiled brightly and took a bite herself.
Her lips touched the broken edge.

It happened so quickly before I could say anything.
It was a natural flow.
As I was quietly watching this.

"...What?"

Shin A-young licked her lips. She asked calmly with smiling eyes.

"...Nothing."

I shook my head.
I felt a bit embarrassed, but didn't show it much.
Was it awkward pride?

"It's so cold...."
"Hoooo...."

At that moment, the group walking by the shore returned.
They came over with quick steps.

"Now that we've seen the ocean. Shall we go somewhere else?"

Senior Min-ji nodded with satisfaction.
I asked while taking a hot pack out of my pocket.

"...Where are we going?"
"Jjimjilbang."
"What?"

A jjimjilbang was an unexpected choice.
Was Busan famous for that?
I didn't think so.

"It's not just any jjimjilbang."

Senior Min-ji crossed her arms. The President added an explanation from beside her.

"I heard the largest jjimjilbang in Korea is in Busan."
"Hmm."

That does sound interesting.

"We can take the subway from here and go straight there."

She seemed to have done all the research in advance.

We followed her guidance.
It wasn't far either. We got there quickly.
After riding the subway for a few stops, we arrived at our station.

As soon as we took the escalator up to ground level, a large building caught our eye.

"...A department store?"

It was a department store.
And a huge one at that.
Weren't we going to a jjimjilbang?

Shin A-young explained.

"This is supposedly the largest department store in the world. The jjimjilbang is inside."
"Really?"

I looked up at the building again.
It is big.
Extremely spacious.

"We can look around after visiting the jjimjilbang."

The club members excitedly entered the building.
As I was following behind them.
I slowed my pace.

"Aren't you coming?"

I called out to Ha Seo-rim, who was still blankly staring up at the department store.

"...Y-yes, I'm coming."

Ha Seo-rim startled, furrowing her eyebrows.
She entered the building with an unnecessarily confident stride.

I could vaguely sense anticipation in her Minime's hesitant steps.
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* * *

The sauna inside the department store.
Maybe that's why it felt different from a regular neighborhood sauna right from the entrance.
The interior was clean and sleek too.

"See you later."

Shin A-young raised her hand slightly and walked in the opposite direction.

"Yeah."

I entered the men's changing room with my senior.
We agreed to meet in the sauna area after washing up. I took off my clothes in front of the locker.
It feels a bit awkward being naked in front of someone you know.

"......"

The President's gaze briefly swept over my lower body.

— "...?"

He looks again as if doubting what he just saw.
His inner self hesitates. His expression is horrified.
What kind of reaction is that after looking at someone else's lower body?

I headed to the bath area first.

"Let's go."
"...Yeah."

After finishing my shower, I immersed myself in the hot bath.

"Phew...."

The warmth feels good.
The President plopped down beside me.

"Still working out these days?"

He asks in a tone suggesting I've gotten even bigger.
I nodded lightly.

"Once I started building muscle, it became fun."
"You weren't like this in your first year."

He shakes his head as if saying I've grown frighteningly big.

"That was ages ago...."

It's a bit ridiculous.

"By the way."

I brought up the question I hadn't been able to ask.

"Hmm?"
"Why did you invite us along instead of just going with her?"

Don't couples usually go out by themselves after the college entrance exam?

"Oh, that?"

The President spoke casually.

"Min-ji said this is really the last time, so I think she wanted to hang out with you guys once more."
"...Hmm."

I understand what he means.
Senior Min-ji has that sentimental side.
She'll probably cry at the graduation ceremony too.

"But aren't you disappointed? It's a rare chance for you two to go out together."
"It's fine. We have the graduation trip too."

The President shrugged.

So they have another trip planned.
No wonder he doesn't seem bothered.
Seems like he had something else lined up.

* * *

Women's changing room.
Ha Seo-rim stood awkwardly in the changing room.

"......"

She slowly removed her clothes one layer at a time.

It was somewhat embarrassing.
Since it was her first time coming to such a place with acquaintances...
No, actually, it had been a very long time since she'd been to a public bath at all.
It was her first time since childhood.
That's probably why she felt even more awkward.

As she was undressing, Lee Sol quietly approached.

"...Don't be too shocked."

Then she muttered something incomprehensible.

"Pardon?"
"...It's them who are unusual."

Lee Sol looked in one direction.
Ha Seo-rim followed her gaze.

"...Oh."

Ha Seo-rim's eyes widened like a rabbit's.

Two masses entered her field of vision.
No, since there were two people, four masses?

*Those are...*

How should she describe them?
She knew they were big, but seeing them in person was different.
The movement created whenever they slightly turned their bodies was impressive.

Ji Nu-ri noticed the stare and tilted her head.

"? Let's go."
"Ah, yes."

Ha Seo-rim snapped back to reality and followed behind.
The inside of the bath area was filled with humid air.
After washing her body in the shower booth, she approached the bath.

"Ugh..."

She pulled her foot back after trying to enter.
It was hot. The water temperature was higher than expected.
She thought it would be fine since other people were soaking in it without any issues.
But it wasn't like that at all.

"...Try putting your feet in first."

Lee Sol came up beside her and advised with a pained expression.
She seemed to find it hot too.

"When you get used to it, then your calves. Then thighs. Then buttocks."
"......"

Ha Seo-rim followed the advice and slowly eased her body into the water.

"How is it? Better now?"
"...Yes."

Ha Seo-rim nodded slightly.
Her expression gradually relaxed.

"Phew—"

Ji Nu-ri also exhaled contentedly beside her.
She thumped her own shoulders.

"The hot spring feels nice. My shoulders have been so stiff lately..."
"Really? Want me to massage them?"

Shin A-young gestured for her to come closer.

"Turn around."

Shin A-young's hands gently gripped her shoulders.

"Ugh..."

Ji Nu-ri let out a pain-filled groan.

"Right here?"
"Wow... exactly there."

Ji Nu-ri exclaimed in amazement.
Someone who's experienced shoulder stiffness knows best.
Her expression gradually relaxed under Shin A-young's touch.

"...Phew."

Watching this, Lee Sol abruptly turned her head away.
Her expression suggested it was painful to keep watching.
It was the sorrow of someone who rarely experiences shoulder stiffness.

*...Is it that significant?*

Ha Seo-rim understood what Lee Sol was feeling.
But she couldn't empathize.
Her first thought was that there was no need to be so concerned.
Honestly, having large breasts seemed to only attract attention and cause shoulder pain—nothing good about it.

*By the way...*

Ha Seo-rim's crescent-shaped eyes examined the water surface.

*...They really do float.*

The saying that large breasts float in water was true.
Not like buoys, but they did rise slightly.
It wasn't information she was particularly curious about, but she learned it anyway.

Splash, splash—

Just then, she felt the rippling flow of water. Park Min-ji gently approached.

"Wow, Seo-rim, you're so slim too. Do you exercise or something?"

Ha Seo-rim continued the conversation in response to the question.

"...Just some running."

Running to and from her part-time job was all. She couldn't afford a gym membership.
That was enough anyway.

"Really?"

Park Min-ji's eyes showed envy.

"I need to lose weight too... Look, I've gained some."

She patted her stomach.
Shin A-young gave her a questioning look.

"Don't you look fine as you are? I don't think it would show at all when you're dressed."
"Well, you see..."

Park Min-ji's face became slightly embarrassed.

"...Yi-soo asked me to go on a trip with him."
"The President did? Where to?"
"Probably Japan?"
"Wow... that's your graduation trip, right?"
"That's right."
"I'm so jealous..."

Shin A-young drew her eyebrows into a frown.
Park Min-ji chuckled at that.

"Come on. You guys could make plans too."

She casually suggested that it would be easy for them.

"""...."""

At those words.
Shin A-young and Lee Sol's gazes momentarily turned toward each other.
Meanwhile, Ji Nu-ri's eyes wandered aimlessly.
The three fell silent simultaneously.

"...?"

Sensing the strange atmosphere, Park Min-ji quickly changed the subject.

"...What about you, Seo-rim?"
"Huh? Me?"
"Yes. Is there anyone you like at school? Or even outside school."
"...No."

The answer came out quickly.

"Why? I thought you'd be popular."

It wasn't that she wasn't popular.
But this was a separate issue.
Ha Seo-rim rolled her eyes as she spoke.

"I don't really have any close male friends to begin with..."
"Hm? Why, there's Hyun-woo."

Ji Nu-ri said.

"Hyun-woo?"
"There's one boy in the band club."

As Ji Nu-ri said, there was one boy in the band club.
But.

"He's kind of..."

Ha Seo-rim's expression turned blank.

"He's not a bad kid. He's very energetic."
"That's true. He is, but..."

That's one thing, but.

"He seems too childish."

He was a good friend, that's true.
But he just didn't register as a man in her eyes.

"Ah. I get what you mean."

Ji Nu-ri nodded quietly.
Park Min-ji continued her questions with an interested expression.

"Then do you have an ideal type? You must have thought about it at least once."
"...I haven't really thought about it."

Ha Seo-rim avoided the gazes focused on her.

"...It's unfair that I'm the only one talking."

Park Min-ji nodded.

"Then how about we each say one thing, taking turns?"

Park Min-ji pointed to the right first.
Shin A-young was on that side.

"Huh? Me first?"

Shin A-young blinked at being the first one up, then:

"...Someone who can understand me at a glance?"

She answered quite nonchalantly.
She didn't seem particularly embarrassed.

"Oh, the perceptive type?"
"Yes."

Shin A-young nodded.

*That's true.*

Ha Seo-rim agreed.
Being perceptive is important.

"What about Sol?"
"I..."

Lee Sol's face had already turned red.

"...I'd like someone taller than me..."
"Oho. That kind of preference?"
"......"

Park Min-ji gave her a knowing look.
Bubble, bubble. Lee Sol's lower face sank below the water surface as if sinking.

"What about you, Nu-ri?"
"I like handsome—"
"Something other than that."

That's the level of these girls.
A handsome boyfriend is probably considered a basic requirement.

"Hmm..."

Ji Nu-ri drew out her words as she continued to think.
Her contemplation was lengthy.
Her head gradually tilted to the side.

"...Someone who's fun to be with?"

That was her answer.
Her face looked ambiguous even as she said it.

"Now it's your turn, Seo-rim."

Finally, it was her turn.
Ideal type, huh.
After thinking briefly, Ha Seo-rim parted her lips slightly.

"...For me."

* * *

"......"

The sauna area after finishing the bath.
I secured a spot by the window.
I was waiting for the women to arrive, having already bought some hot spring eggs and sikhye.

"...They're late."

The President muttered while looking down at his phone.
He's dying of boredom.

"Girls always take longer to wash up."
"You seem to know a lot?"
"I have a younger sister, remember?"
"...Oh, right."

The President quickly lost interest and dropped his head again.

"Ah, there they are."

Speak of the devil.
I raised my upper body from my lying position.

"...Did you wait long?"
"No."

I shook my head.
I pointed to the sikhye I had bought.

"?"

I felt a gaze from beside me.
Wondering what it was, I turned my head in that direction.
Ha Seo-rim was standing there.

"......"

For a moment, she stared up at me intently.

— "...No, that can't be it."

She shook her head vigorously.
With that mutter, she picked up an egg.

...What was that about?
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* * *

After spending time at the jjimjilbang.
We had dinner at the department store and returned to the hotel.
I sat in the room and scrolled through the photos I'd taken today.

*They turned out well.*

Lee Sol and Ha Seo-rim with towels wrapped like sheep horns.
Ji Nu-ri eating a peeled egg.
Shin A-young's selfie with her chin propped on her hand, tilting her head.

"?"

I didn't take this last one.

*When was this taken?*

I heard rustling nearby.
The President was putting on his coat.

"Are you going somewhere?"
"Just going for a walk nearby with Min-ji, then coming back."

Ah. A date.

"Okay, see you later."

I stopped paying attention.

After the President left,
Only two of us remained in the room. Me and Nu-ri's oppa... Ji Woo-hyuk.

"......"
"......"

Hmm. It's honestly a bit awkward.

— *It's suffocating in here.*

Apparently he felt the same way. Minime's movements became stiff.
After glancing around nervously.

— *...Ah.*

He let out a small exclamation as if he'd thought of something.

"...Do you like working out?"

Woo-hyuk's voice was low. It was a cautious question.
I nodded.

"I do it often."
"There's a gym downstairs. Want to check it out?"
"Oh? There's a gym?"
"It's not big, but it's there."
"Sure, I'm up for it."

There's nothing else to do, and I haven't showered yet.
It's better than being cooped up in the room.
We decided to go right away.

We left the room and stood in front of the elevator.

"Do you like working out too?"
"...Not particularly."
"...Really?"

That's surprising considering his build.

"I just do what's necessary."
"I see."

So he does work out, just not enthusiastically.
Maybe it's a Nu-ri's oppa thing. He didn't prefer exercise either.
But at least he does it.

*It really isn't big.*

The gym was exactly as he described.
There weren't many machines either. Just the essentials.
We were the only ones using it anyway.

"...Want to run on the treadmill?"
"Sure."

Since we need to wake up early tomorrow, intense exercise wouldn't be wise.
I moved my body at a leisurely pace on the treadmill.

As we ran side by side, we naturally started talking about various things.

The conversation topic naturally shifted to Nu-ri.
She was the only common factor between us.

"...So Nu-ri is a club president?"

Woo-hyuk asked with a surprised tone.

"Yes, she volunteered for it."
"......"
— *Will that be okay?*

He seemed more concerned about the club than about Nu-ri.
I appreciate his concern, but there's no need to worry.

"Nu-ri is actually quite good at handling responsibilities."
"......"

He nodded at my words, but.

— *...Is he covering for her?*

He didn't seem entirely convinced.
I wonder what kind of reputation Nu-ri has at home.

"?"

Woooong——
Just then, my phone on the stand turned on by itself.
A notification appeared at the top.
It was a message from Nu-ri.

[(A photo of Nu-ri holding a gaming console in the room.)]
[Hurry up and come here.]
[A-young is waiting for you.]

I could see the message with the photo.
Did she bring her gaming console from home?

"Is that Nu-ri?"
"Ah, yes."
"......"

Woo-hyuk nodded and turned his head.

— *...Youth is nice.*

Minime had a peculiar expression.
As if he'd seen something strange. Somewhat embarrassed.

I tilted my head in confusion. It was an odd reaction.

— *...No, this would be keeping him too long.*

Minime muttered that and then operated the buttons. The treadmill gradually slowed down.
He slowly came to a stop.
What's going on?
Something feels off.

"Are you done already?"

I stopped my treadmill in response.

"Yeah. Isn't Nu-ri calling for you?"
"Well, yes, but..."

Weren't we together first?
It seemed impolite to suggest working out together and then leave abruptly.

"If your girlfriend calls and you ignore her, you'll hear about it later."

That was Woo-hyuk's comment.

"Excuse me?"

I blinked at his words.

"That's... not it."
"...What isn't?"
"She's not my girlfriend."
"......"

His expressionless face cracked.
His eyebrows twitched. His expression turned blank.

"...She's not?"
"No."

I nodded.

"......"

Woo-hyuk slightly averted his eyes. It was an awkward gesture.

— *...I thought she was his girlfriend since they traveled together, but I was wrong.*

He rubbed his neck awkwardly.

"Sorry for the misunderstanding."
"No, it's fine."

These things happen.
Compared to Nu-ri's misunderstandings, this is nothing.

"Um, well... I'll go hang out with them for a bit."
"...Yeah, go ahead."

Woo-hyuk nodded.

Since it would be more awkward to stay here just the two of us,
I decided to join the others.
That seemed like the better option.

* * *

Tweet— tweet tweet—

"Unnie, wake up. It's morning."

Early the next morning in the girls' hotel room.
Everyone was already up and busy preparing to go out.

"Sol unnie."

Ha Seo-rim called her.
Since she was the first to finish getting ready,
She naturally took on the role of waking Lee Sol.

But...

"......"

Lee Sol remained unresponsive.
Seo-rim called out again, raising her voice.

"Sol unnie!"
"Mmmmm..."

It wasn't very effective.
She just clutched her blanket tighter, showing no signs of waking up.

"Mmm... Mom, just five more minutes... it's the weekend..."

Lee Sol was still deep in sleep. Did she think she was at home?
Shaking her shoulders back and forth did nothing.

"......"

Seo-rim's eye twitched as she watched.
They said she was weak in the mornings, and it was true. Extremely so.

"Nu-ri unnie, what should we do?"

Seo-rim sent a plea for help.

"Sol must be really tired."

Ji Nu-ri looked troubled too.

Lee Sol already had low stamina.
And after walking around so much yesterday, plus staying up late playing games...

"...I did say we should stop playing at a reasonable time yesterday."

Nu-ri scratched her head.

"No, that..."

Seo-rim's face turned red.
She had nothing to say.
She was the one who had insisted on playing more.
Even after Lee Seung-ho returned to his room.

But who knew it would be so fun?

"Can't be helped. Grab that side."

Nu-ri rolled up her sleeves.
Seo-rim did as instructed and grabbed Lee Sol's left arm.

"Like this?"
"Yeah, pull up on the count of three."

Nu-ri grabbed Lee Sol's right arm.
And then.

"One... two... three!"

They pulled with all their might.
Lee Sol's body was lifted upward by the force.

"Eek!"

As her body rose, Lee Sol woke up with a start.
She looked around with half-asleep eyes.
Her eyes blinked as if trying to assess the situation.

"Uh, um..."

Still drowsy, she kept nodding off.

"Yaaawn..."

She let out a big yawn.

— Oh, wait a minute?

The sound of a phone call came from outside the door.
Shin A-young entered the room.
After glancing inside, she continued her call.

"Yes, Sol just woke up. We'll be down soon."
"......"

Seeing that, Lee Sol shook her head vigorously and got up.
Her expression was still sleepy, but she seemed to be moving by sheer willpower.
She struggled to brush her long hair.

She was suddenly moving well.
Though it was puzzling, it was a good thing.

Once Lee Sol finished getting ready, they went down to the lobby.
Two people were already waiting there.

"Did you stay up late last night?"
"It just happened..."

At the conversation between Lee Seung-ho and Lee Sol, Seo-rim felt guilty and tried to make herself less noticeable.

"Want some coffee?"

Seung-ho asked the sleepy-looking Sol.

"Coffee?"
"There's a coffee vending machine over there."
"Just a little, then."

Seung-ho got coffee from the vending machine and handed it to her.
Slurp.
After drinking it, Sol's eyes became alert.

"Let's go."

Seung-ho led the way, and Seo-rim followed them out of the hotel.

"......"

Their destination was the event venue.
Though she hadn't been particularly interested before,
Maybe because the game last night was fun,
She was a little excited now.

* * *

Early morning at Busan Station.
Before the cool morning air had completely dissipated.
The sound of low heels clicking down the stairs echoed.

"Hmm..."

Yoo Ha-neul breathed in the morning air.
It was very refreshing.
But rather than feeling invigorated, she felt frustrated.

"I was going to try to endure it for a while..."

Unfortunately, it was impossible.
The moment she saw that photo on social media, she knew.
Lee Seung-ho standing in front of Busan Station with girls.
How could anyone expect her to stay away after seeing that?

"......"

Ha-neul looked at it with downcast eyes.
If she hadn't known at all, that would be one thing.
But once she knew, she couldn't stop herself.
It was only natural that her footsteps led her here.

*It was good I followed all of Seo-rim's acquaintances...*

Otherwise, she wouldn't have known they were on a trip.

"Hmm..."

Ha-neul slowly moved forward. The low click of her heels echoed.

"Around here..."

Judging by the scenery and angle in the photo, Seung-ho was standing right here.
Click—
Ha-neul took one more step sideways.

Snap—

Then she raised her camera and took a picture of herself.

"Hmm."

Ha-neul looked at the photo with a satisfied hum.
Good. She'd edit this when she got back.

*Let's see...*

Ha-neul scrolled through Instagram.
She looked for more good photos.
There was one of Seo-rim holding a gaming console among other girls.

"Looks like they're having fun."

Ha-neul smiled gently, as if finding it cute.
She didn't care who Seo-rim hung out with.
In fact, she was genuinely happy for her.

But the fact that she went on a trip with Lee Seung-ho without saying a word to her...
That was a little...
No, quite a lot...
Heartbreaking.

"......"

Ha-neul's eyes drooped with disappointment.

But it's okay.
She only needed one person in her life.

So the only thing she needed to think about now was:
How to approach him naturally.
That was the only thing that mattered.





Ch.138 - Busan (8)
I've carefully analyzed the text and will provide a natural, accurate translation following the glossary and style guide.

* * *

"Thank you."

A soft greeting. Yoo Ha-neul entered the event venue after having her ticket checked.

"...Hmm."

Faced with the scene inside, Ha-neul let out a low nasal sound.

"...There are so many people in here."

Too many, unnecessarily so.
There were plenty outside too, but entering the building made it feel different.
This would make finding Lee Seung-ho difficult.

"......"

Ha-neul silently looked around.

People, people, people everywhere she looked.
Just wandering around aimlessly wouldn't lead to a chance encounter.

"Where..."

Ha-neul checked social media.
Perhaps because he was still walking around, no photos had been posted.

*That's unfortunate.*

The easiest method was blocked.

Of course, even if there had been photos, she wouldn't have acted rashly.
If he discovered she had come looking for him like this...
She could easily imagine what kind of look he would give her.

"......"

Thinking about it made Ha-neul's eyes droop.

That's why naturalness was important.
By chance.
She needed the naturalness of meeting him purely by coincidence.

"......"

Ha-neul walked slowly through the venue.

*Where would Seung-ho be...?*

Ha-neul continued pondering this as she took one step at a time.

She thought about Lee Seung-ho.

Black hair, expressionless face. And contrary to that, his considerate actions.
Even his increasingly dependable appearance.
He was nice before too, but his current self was more to her taste.

"Haaah..."

Just imagining him made her sigh deeply.

*If it's Seung-ho...*

He doesn't enjoy crowded places and doesn't like standing in lines.
Rather, he enjoys taking photos, so he's likely to be near photo zones or installations.

Of course, that would be true if he were alone...

"......"

Ha-neul's eyes sank.
Now he had companions, so things would be different.

Lee Seung-ho tends to accommodate the preferences of those around him.

*He's probably going around the experience zones.*

If that's the case—
Among the famous large game companies, places that girls would like.
Ha-neul moved toward such a place.

"Hmm..."

She arrived at a cute booth.

*...He's not here.*

He wasn't inside the booth, nor was he in the long line.
Maybe he hadn't arrived yet, or perhaps he'd already come and gone.
Or he might be wandering somewhere else.

*I expected this to some extent.*

She wasn't too disappointed.
Ha-neul calmly moved to the next location.

"Hmm hmm~"

Ha-neul hummed softly as she walked.
Her footsteps headed toward the exit.

"...This should work."

Ha-neul sat down on a bench in front of the exit.

She leisurely gazed at the exit.

...She had confirmed there were no food vendors anywhere inside.
Food was only sold at food trucks outside the venue.

There were multiple entrances, but only one exit.
And the re-entry door was right next to it.

*Plus, it's almost lunchtime...*

If they wanted to eat, they'd have to come out through this door.
If she waited here, they were bound to run into each other.

"......"

When will Seung-ho come out?

"I miss you..."

* * *

It was early morning.

As soon as we entered the venue, we were greeted by a swarming crowd.
Not so packed that we couldn't move, but definitely crowded.

I think I heard somewhere that this event has been losing popularity lately...
Even so, the number of people was just the same.

"Hmm..."

Shin A-young looked around, brushing her hair behind her ear.
But that was just her outward appearance.

— "Wow wow...!"

Her minime's eyes were filled with anticipation.
Boom boom— her small fists shook in the air. She was very excited.
It was so like her.

A-young asked in a calm tone.

"What should we do first? Everything looks fun."
"...Y-yes, that's true."

Ha Seo-rim agreed.
Her eyebrows were subtly raised. Her face was faintly flushed.
Perhaps her tension was rising from the atmosphere.

"Hey."

Hearing their conversation, I called Ji Nu-ri who was following beside me.

"Is there anything specific you want to do?"

She might have something in mind.
She's thorough with preparation for these things.

"Hmm... well..."

She whispered quietly so only I could hear.

"Honestly, I don't know much about this stuff."

Nu-ri's eyebrows twitched.
She gave me a look as if asking if I understood what she meant.

Hmm.
I don't get it.

— "This is too mainstream."

From what I heard, she prefers events held elsewhere over this one.

What's the difference between them?

*There are plenty of cosplayers here too.*

Looking around, there were many cosplayers near the booths. They were surrounded by people taking photos.
Judging by their professional appearance, they might be hired.

— "...Come to think of it, he liked this kind of thing."

A small languid voice reached my ears.

"......"
"......"

When I turned my head, I made direct eye contact with Lee Sol.
Her obsidian eyes blinked at me.

"...What?"

Sol asked, pretending nothing was wrong.

"Nothing."

I shook my head, indicating it was nothing.
Then her minime's muttering continued.

— "...I wonder if Seung-ho would like it if I did that too?"

Sol's minime muttered with a serious expression.

— "I could suggest taking photos with a cosplay concept..."

She seems to be thinking about cosplaying under the pretext of SNS photos.
It would cost quite a bit to do it properly.

"......"

I awkwardly scratched my forehead.
She's doing it because she thinks I'd like it. I felt somewhat embarrassed.

"Seung-ho, Seung-ho."

Just then, Shin A-young grabbed my wrist.
Seems like she's made a decision about where to go.

"Let's go over there."

* * *

*...Finally.*

How long had she been waiting in line?
Ha Seo-rim could finally take her turn.
Still, chatting with her companions while waiting in line kept her from getting bored.

"Please go to the inside seat."
"Yes."

Seo-rim followed the event staff's instructions and went to the inner seat.

A stand with a phone charger connected to a smartphone. Other people were standing in a row beside her.
It felt a bit strange.

"......"

Is this how it's supposed to be done?
She glanced around cautiously.
Lee Seung-ho in the next seat had already started operating it.
Seo-rim watched him and pressed the screen with clumsy hand movements.

She fumbled at first.
But gradually became more familiar with it.

*...This is actually fun.*

It was really enjoyable.
However, she couldn't make an objective judgment.
Was the game well-made? Or was it fun because she was playing it here?

"Next person, please come in."

While immersed in playing, the experience passed in an instant.

"Phew..."

A light sigh escaped. It came naturally as her concentration broke.

"Thank you~"

Hearing the staff's farewell, Seo-rim left the booth.
The experience was satisfactory enough.

"Senior, how was the ga—"
"Seung-ho, how was it for you?"

Before Seo-rim could finish her sentence.
Shin A-young popped her head in first.

"It was pretty fun."
"I'm thinking of trying it when it's released. Want to play together later?"
"If it comes out."

Lee Seung-ho and Shin A-young walking side by side.
Seo-rim quietly watched their backs.

"...Hmm."

Seo-rim awkwardly scratched her cheek, feeling embarrassed.
Somehow she missed her timing.
She'd talk to him later.
She felt she should at least thank him for bringing her along.

"Should we go eat now? It's lunchtime."

Seung-ho turned slightly and asked.

"...Is it that time already?"

Seo-rim picked up her phone.
Oh, it really was.
Once she realized it, she could feel her hunger.

"Is there anywhere to eat inside?"

Seung-ho looked around. He seemed to be searching for a restaurant.
Seeing this, Seo-rim spoke up.

"I noticed when we came in. There are food trucks gathered outside."
"By the parking lot?"
"Yes."

To get there, they'd need to exit first.

"Can we leave?"

Lee Sol asked. She seemed worried about not being able to get back in.

"You can go out and come back in. That's how most events work."
"Really...?"

Sol looked relieved at Nu-ri's words.

"......"

Stamp.
Seo-rim got a stamp on the back of her hand as she passed the exit. Showing this would allow her to re-enter.

Now they just needed to quickly eat lunch at the food trucks—

*Huh?*

Seo-rim's eyes widened.
She checked several times, wondering if she was seeing things...
But nothing changed.

*No, no way...*

A girl sitting near the entrance.
No matter how she looked at her, it was definitely Yoo Ha-neul.

*Why is Ha-neul unnie here...*

The answer to that question came to her quickly.

So this was the place.
The place she said she was going to visit last time must have been Busan.

"......"

Seo-rim turned her head.
She could see Lee Seung-ho walking ahead.
Her steps slowed. Her mind was racing.

*If they suddenly meet like this...*

It would obviously create an awkward situation for both Seung-ho and Ha-neul.

*Ha-neul unnie did ask me to arrange a conversation...*

But that would only work in a prepared setting.
A sudden situation like this was different.

"......"

Though she felt sorry for Ha-neul, pretending not to see her seemed like the right choice for now.
Just as Seo-rim turned to avoid the situation—

"...Seo-rim?"

She heard a voice calling her.

Oh, really.
Seo-rim tried hard to manage her expression.

"It is Seo-rim...!"
"...U-unnie?"

Seo-rim played along, pretending this was their first meeting.
It was awkward acting, but.
Fortunately, Ha-neul seemed too caught up in her excitement to notice.

"You came here too?"

Ha-neul held her hands and shook them.

"But..."

Ha-neul's gaze slowly moved past her shoulder.

"...!"

Seo-rim hurriedly tried to block her view, but.
Her gaze arrived before Seo-rim could act.
Ha-neul's fixed eyes trembled.

She was too late.

"...Seo-rim."

A voice briefly calling her name.

Haah—
Seo-rim inwardly let out a long sigh.

The situation had become extremely complicated.
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* * *

"......"

Ha Seo-rim observed Yoo Ha-neul.
Her gaze was fixed on one spot.
Following her line of sight,
I could see Lee Seung-ho's back as he walked away in the distance.

"Unnie, that's...."

How should I explain this?
Ha Seo-rim's lips quivered as she struggled to find the right words. She couldn't hide her flustered emotions.

"......"

Yoo Ha-neul remained silent.
She just stared wordlessly at that spot.
Then her tightly closed lips slowly opened.

"...So when you said you were going on a trip, you meant with Seung-ho?"
"Uh...."

Ha Seo-rim scratched her forehead.

"...I didn't plan it this way."

It was the truth.

"There was an extra ticket, so it just kind of happened."
"......"
"I didn't tell you because, you know... it would be awkward..."

Ha Seo-rim rolled her eyes and added one more thing.

"...I'm sorry anyway."

At those words, Yoo Ha-neul waved her hand dismissively.

"No, don't worry about it. It's fine. It's fine..."

Her voice gradually faded.
She said it was okay on the surface, but Yoo Ha-neul's eyes drooped downward as if she felt hurt inside.
She didn't look fine at all.

"......"

Ha Seo-rim found herself reading the room.
She had no idea what to do in this situation.

*No, it's still okay.*

It wasn't the worst-case scenario yet.
Lee Seung-ho was already far away, so as long as they didn't run into each other—

"Ha Seo-rim. Why aren't you coming? What are you doing here...?"

Ah.
As soon as he finished speaking, Lee Seung-ho appeared.
His words gradually slowed down.
His footsteps stopped, and his mouth closed.

"......"
"......"

Lee Seung-ho and Yoo Ha-neul's eyes met.

"......"

Watching this, Ha Seo-rim's eyes trembled like an earthquake.
What should I do now?

* * *

I held my breath when I saw Yoo Ha-neul standing in front of me.

"...Yoo Ha-neul."

Why is she here?

"......"

I narrowed my eyes, looking back and forth between Ha Seo-rim and Yoo Ha-neul.
I came looking for Ha Seo-rim because she suddenly disappeared.
I never expected to run into Yoo Ha-neul here.

"...Hi, Seung-ho. It's been a while."

Yoo Ha-neul awkwardly waved her hand.

"......"

I didn't answer.
Why is Yoo Ha-neul here?
I continued that train of thought.

*...Did she follow me here?*

For anyone else, that would be paranoid thinking.
But this was Yoo Ha-neul we're talking about.
Whatever method she used, she was perfectly capable of doing something like that. I had no evidence, but my gut feeling was certain.

"...Why are you here?"

I asked the question hoping to hear her Minime's thoughts.

"Um. I come to places like this sometimes for fun."
"...?"
"...What, doesn't it suit me?"
"......"

That was nonsense.
Yoo Ha-neul had never been interested in games before.
It made no sense that she would suddenly attend an event like this.

*I can read her thoughts, but...*

There was no Noise, and I could read her thoughts.
However, I couldn't find anything related to what I was looking for.

— "...Do I look okay right now? What if I look weird?"

Her Minime adjusted her bangs.
She was fussing over her appearance.

— "He's wearing different clothes than last time I saw him. These look good on him too."

She nodded while looking at my outfit.

— "Did someone else pick them out for him?"

She tapped my collar lightly.

— "...Who picked them out for him?"

She muttered gloomily.
That was all.

"...Tch."

I clicked my tongue watching her.

Enough.
I didn't see any reason to stay here any longer.
I gestured to Ha Seo-rim.

"Let's go."
"Ah, well...."

Ha Seo-rim looked uncomfortable, glancing back and forth between me and Yoo Ha-neul.
She seemed concerned.
I turned my back first.

"...S-Seung-ho. Wait."

Yoo Ha-neul urgently blocked my path.

"Let's talk."
— "I don't know when I'll see you again if not now."

That was her desperate thought.

"It'll be really quick, okay?"

My answer was already decided.
Obviously.

...Wait.

I was about to refuse, but changed my mind.
If Yoo Ha-neul really had followed me here,
Even if I avoided her now, the same thing would likely happen again later.

*Rather than that... it's better to resolve this now.*

"You'll keep it brief, right?"
"...!"

Yoo Ha-neul's eyes widened. She clearly hadn't expected me to actually agree.
She nodded frantically.

"Y-yes. Just for a moment...!"

I gestured to Ha Seo-rim.
I decided to send her ahead to the others.

"You go ahead. I'll be there soon. Tell the others to buy my food too."
"......"

Ha Seo-rim didn't answer for a moment, but eventually nodded.

"...Okay."

She looked uneasy about leaving us alone.
Like a parent leaving their child by the water.

"...See you later, Unnie."
"Yeah. See you later, Seo-rim."

With that final greeting,
Ha Seo-rim left alone, looking back at us several times.

"......"

After she completely disappeared,
Step by step,
I silently took the lead. I walked with large strides.
Surprised by my sudden movement, Yoo Ha-neul hurried to catch up.

"I didn't know you were that close with Seo-rim. Going on trips together..."

I didn't answer.
Yoo Ha-neul scratched her cheek awkwardly.

"Should we get something to eat while we talk? My treat."
"......"
"...Is that not good?"

Yoo Ha-neul looked around frantically.

"Um... how about something to drink? They sell beverages over there. They have coffee too..."
"......"
"...Or since it's awkward to keep standing, should we sit down somewhere to talk?"
"......"

I stopped walking as her words continued endlessly.
Under the pedestrian overpass before reaching the main road.
This spot had few people and was suitable for a brief conversation before heading to the food court.

"So, what did you want to say?"

I got straight to the point.

"......"

Her eyes scanned the ground aimlessly.
A quiet silence followed.

— "...Should I say this now?"

Yoo Ha-neul's thoughts deepened.
Should she speak now?
Or wait for another time?
She endlessly weighed which would be the better choice.

It seemed like coming here had been an impulsive decision in the first place.

But I had no intention of waiting for Yoo Ha-neul.
I lifted my foot from the ground, as if to hurry her.

"If you have nothing to say—"
"—It was."

Yoo Ha-neul's voice twisted.
She blurted out a sentence in her urgency.

"...It was all my fault."

That was her first statement.
I furrowed my brows at those words.
Yoo Ha-neul continued rambling.

"Everything... I was completely wrong about everything."
— "I shouldn't have done that..."

That was regret, but
The direction was somehow different.

It wasn't remorse for her wrongdoing.
It was regret over a failed plan.
Lamenting that she hadn't made better choices.

It was also a desperate attempt to fix our broken relationship.

"......"

I nodded indifferently.
It didn't matter to me.
After all.

"...You said this before."

I had accepted Yoo Ha-neul's apology long ago. I heard it two years ago.
She said something similar back then too.
Yoo Ha-neul hadn't changed much since then.

"Oh, yes. That's right."

Yoo Ha-neul nodded awkwardly. She fidgeted with her fingers as she continued.

"But I thought I should say it again..."
"Then you must remember the last thing I said too."

At my calm question, Yoo Ha-neul's pupils trembled.

"......"

Her lips pressed tightly together.
She didn't move. There was a visible determination not to speak.
But I could hear it clearly.

— "...Let's end it here."

Her Minime revealed that thought without filtering.

Yoo Ha-neul remembered perfectly.
That was my answer to her apology, and also the last words we exchanged.

"So..."

I looked at her impassively.

"Is that all you wanted to say?"

The same sequence of events as two years ago.
Yoo Ha-neul's shoulders trembled.

"...I'm truly sorry."

A repetition of what she'd said before.
But this time her voice carried more emotion than before.
It was urgent and scattered.

"...Seung-ho, I promise I'll never do anything you dislike again. I promise."

Yoo Ha-neul took a step closer.

"If you tell me not to talk to you, I won't. I won't contact you for a while either."

I almost pulled back in momentary surprise.

"I-I can do anything you want."

Yoo Ha-neul's eyes wavered. They were filling with moisture.
But her gaze seemed somehow unfocused.

"......"

I hardened my expression watching her.
No matter how much she liked me, people don't usually go this far.
It was strange.
Her affection was clearly distorted.

"I'll do whatever you want. If there's anything you want to eat or buy, just tell me."

She poured out her words.

"So..."

So.

— "Look only at me."

A whisper in my ear.
Her Minime stared down at me blankly from my shoulder.
Our eyes met.
And I could see myself reflected in those pupils with eerie clarity.

"......"

A chill ran down my neck.

"...Yoo Ha-neul."

This definitely isn't right. I narrowed my eyes as I called her name.

"Let's stop this now."
"U-um?"

Yoo Ha-neul blinked as if she didn't understand.
Maybe she didn't want to understand.

So I made it clearer for her.

"I don't want to be involved with you anymore."

The words came out more quietly than I expected, but that sentence was the conclusion.
I drew a clear line in our relationship.

"......"

Yoo Ha-neul remained frozen for a long time.

She moved her lips as if to say something, but no words came out.

"...Ah."

All that escaped through her parted lips was a short syllable.

=========

(!Sign!)
(Illustration below!)

=========

Fluffy Nuri Minime that I picked because I couldn't think of anything else to pick
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After that, Yoo Ha-neul remained silent for a while.
She just stood there, frozen in place.
It was only after some time had passed that her lips slowly parted.

"...N-no, that's not..."

What was she trying to say?
Opening her mouth, then closing it again.
Yoo Ha-neul repeated this countless times.
I never did find out what she wanted to say.

— "----------"

A high-pitched Noise drowned out the surrounding sounds.
The Minime had long since stopped functioning properly.

"Ah, ugh..."

Moisture welled up in Yoo Ha-neul's eyes. It looked like it would spill over with the slightest touch.

"......"

Seeing that expression, I felt complicated emotions.
I didn't exactly feel sorry for her.
But it wasn't particularly pleasant either.

Is all affection like this?
The fact that she liked me this much wasn't something I could process easily.
That emotion just felt heavy.

"If you're done talking—"
"...W-wait a moment."

Yoo Ha-neul grabbed my wrist as I tried to leave. Her fingers were slender.
A grip I could easily break free from if I pulled away.

"...S-Seung-ho. Just wait a minute."

Her trembling hand traveled up my skin.

"...I... I'm not done talking yet."

She tried to speak calmly.
But her voice was mixed with sobs.

"Hic, sniff..."

She tried her best to hold back her tears, but she couldn't stop her voice from choking up.

"......"

Watching her made my feelings even more complicated.
I slowly removed her hand from my wrist.

"...Fine, if you have something to say, say it all now."

This would probably be our last conversation anyway.

"......"

Yoo Ha-neul wiped under her eyes with the back of her hand.
She was silent for a moment, perhaps searching for words.
Or maybe she was just stalling for time.
After a long silence:

"...Seung-ho. Can't we even be friends?"

That's what Yoo Ha-neul asked.

"......"

I didn't answer.
But that was an answer in itself.
It was too late for that, and we'd come too far. There was a fundamental disconnect between us.

"...Then."

Yoo Ha-neul's eyes wavered.

"...Is there someone else besides me?"
"......"

That question automatically brought an image to my mind.

"I see..."

Yoo Ha-neul let out a dry laugh.
It seemed dejected.
Her expression was somehow detached.

After a brief silence, Yoo Ha-neul raised her head.

"...The girl with gray hair? Or the one with black hair? Or maybe the one with brown, shoulder-length hair?"

I tensed at these successive descriptions.

"...You."

How did she know about all this? My mind suddenly became complicated.

Yoo Ha-neul continued without concern.

"Seung-ho, which one of them do you like the most?"
"......"

I didn't bother answering that question.
I didn't feel the need to answer.
And I couldn't understand why she was asking—

"...I see."

Yoo Ha-neul nodded as if she understood.

"You couldn't choose just one."

That was the conclusion she reached.
She seemed relieved.
Her expression was noticeably softer than before.

"Yeah, I thought so. After all..."

Yoo Ha-neul stared at me.

"Seung-ho, you pathologically hate being disliked by others."
"......"

I swallowed.
I tried to brush it off, but I could feel my eyes wavering.

"Don't worry. No matter how coldly you treat me, I'll never dislike you."
"......"
"Sorry for suddenly showing up. But everything I said was sincere."

Yoo Ha-neul raised her hand slightly and delivered her final greeting.

"...I hope to see you again"
— "See you, Seung-ho."

The Minime's voice wavered.

"......"

I turned my back without responding.
Yoo Ha-neul didn't try to stop me anymore.
I steadied my breathing and mechanically moved my feet.

Pause.

As I headed toward where the others were.
I stopped for a moment.

"......"

Just a moment ago, I was starving.
Strangely, now I had no appetite.

"Haah..."

A sigh escaped me.

If I went like this, the others would worry and ask what happened.
I should probably clear my head before going back.

Someone perceptive like Shin A-young would notice right away. And I didn't think I could pretend to be okay.

I sent a message to the group chat.

* * *

In front of the event venue. The parking lot where food trucks were gathered.

"Here you go. Enjoy your meal."
"Thank you."

Ha Seo-rim received the disposable container filled with food from the food truck.
Feeling the warmth rising from the steak rice bowl, she arrived at the standing table where her group was waiting.

"I'm back."

Ha Seo-rim put two containers on the table.

"......"

Tap. Tap. Tap...
Lee Sol tapped the closed lunch box with a plastic spoon.

"Seung-ho is late..."

At Lee Sol's murmur, Ha Seo-rim flinched involuntarily.
Quickly, Ha Seo-rim made an excuse.

"...Um... there were a lot of people in front of the bathroom."

She had told the three of them that Lee Seung-ho was late because he went to the bathroom.
It seemed inappropriate to tell the truth.
It was a white lie.

"Ah. There are a lot of people at the bathroom. I saw a line forming."

Ji Nu-ri nodded with a fork in her mouth.

"Even so... he's really late."

Lee Sol still didn't seem convinced.
She crossed her arms and tilted her head.

"...Maybe he can't find where we are? It's crowded and spacious here."
"If that were the case, he would have called by now."

Shin A-young retorted to Lee Sol's words.

"...Just in case, I'll send him a message."

Still concerned, she quickly typed on her screen.

"......"

Lee Sol tapped her foot and then put her spoon on top of the lunch box.
Shin A-young looked at her curiously.

"Where are you going?"
"...To find Seung-ho. The food will get cold at this rate."

At those words, Ha Seo-rim's shoulders jerked again.
That would be problematic.
If she happened to see the two of them talking, the lie would be exposed immediately.

"Please eat first. I'll go look for him."

Ha Seo-rim had no choice.
She quickly took the initiative.

"You?"

Lee Sol tilted her head.
Her eyes seemed to ask if they were close enough for that.

"Um..."

Ha Seo-rim rolled her eyes.

"...I need to use the bathroom urgently too."

Her tone was even resolute.

"I'll check for him on the way."
"Oh, um... okay, then."

Lee Sol nodded in confusion. She must have really needed to go.
Ha Seo-rim left with quick steps.
She thought she heard something from behind.
But she walked even faster.

"Phew..."

Ha Seo-rim let out a sigh of relief from a distance.
It felt like she was accumulating lies because of those two.

*I wonder if they're okay.*

Ha Seo-rim thought about the two of them.
She wondered if they were talking well.

*Why does she...*

She couldn't understand why her senior wanted to talk to Lee Seung-ho so badly.
Didn't she dislike him in the first place?
Was it a love-hate relationship?

Ha Seo-rim walked to the place where she had last seen the two.

"Ah."

Found him.

It wasn't difficult to find Lee Seung-ho.
He was quite noticeable. He was sitting alone on a bench with no one around.

"...What are you doing here?"

Ha Seo-rim walked over.

"...What?"

Lee Seung-ho looked up and seemed a bit flustered.

"Why did you come? You should eat first."

At his curt response, Ha Seo-rim furrowed her eyebrows.

"I came looking for you because you didn't show up. I stopped Sol Unnie from coming, and came instead."
"No, I... didn't you see my message?"
"Message?"

Ha Seo-rim immediately took out her phone.

[Eat without me.]
[It'll take a while.]

A message at the top of the screen.

"Oh."

Ha Seo-rim checked the time it was sent.
It was sent around the same time she left the table.
What unfortunate timing.

"...Where's Ha-neul Unnie?"

Looking around, Ha Seo-rim cautiously asked about her whereabouts.

"......"

Lee Seung-ho silently averted his gaze.
The conversation didn't seem to have gone well.

It was uncomfortable seeing Lee Seung-ho unusually depressed.

"Um..."

Ha Seo-rim hesitated before asking.

"...Can I ask what happened?"

She wasn't completely uninvolved.
She thought she could at least ask that much.

"Nothing much happened."

Lee Seung-ho said nonchalantly.
It was a firm answer.
But his expression didn't match at all. How shameless.

Ha Seo-rim's face turned sulky for no reason.

"What is it?"
"......"
"I can't know unless you tell me."

If he doesn't say anything, how would she know?
Then she could either comfort him or leave him alone.

Lee Seung-ho scratched the back of his head and said:

"...It feels like I'm gossiping."
"About Ha-neul Unnie?"
"Yeah."
"......"

Ha Seo-rim thought to herself.
He had already said they parted on bad terms.
There was no way they had good feelings left for each other.

"It's fine. Just tell me."

Ha Seo-rim sat down next to Lee Seung-ho.
Sometimes talking about things makes you feel better.

"Ha-neul Unnie has talked about you behind your back plenty of times anyway..."

So.
This makes it even.
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"Wait... just a moment..."

Ha Seo-rim interrupted Lee Seung-ho's words.
Speaking haltingly, she tried to process everything she'd just heard.

"So to summarize..."

She pressed her fingers against her forehead.

"You're saying Yoo Ha-neul Unnie liked you, and that's why she was gossiping about you?"

Lee Seung-ho nodded.

"And all those rumors that spread around school..."
"She was the one who spread them."

His face was strangely calm as he said this. Almost to the point of being cold.

"How could that..."

Ha Seo-rim's face went blank.
It was too sudden.
Yoo Ha-neul...

"Well..."

He nodded.

"Honestly, it is hard to believe."
"..."

She couldn't completely deny it. It wasn't that she didn't believe Lee Seung-ho.
It was just too sudden.

"Ha-neul Unnie..."

To think Yoo Ha-neul was that kind of person.
The person he described was completely different from the one she knew.
That's why it was so confusing to accept.

But...
He wasn't the type to lie.

So, if it was true.
Rather than dwelling on her own sense of betrayal, she should first check on his condition.

"...Are you okay, Senior?"

That's what Ha Seo-rim asked.

"..."

Lee Seung-ho blinked as he looked at her.
Their eyes met.
After a moment, he turned his head forward again.

"I'm..."

Lee Seung-ho started to say something but just moved his lips.
Silence followed.

"Um..."

He changed the subject.

"...Don't tell the others. I'm only telling you this."
"Of course... yes, I won't."

Ha Seo-rim nodded.
It felt like she'd been entrusted with a major secret. A heaviness settled in part of her heart.
Was it the pressure of keeping a secret?

"...But really, does nobody else know?"
"No, not even my family."
"What? Not even your family?"

Why would that be?

"Back then, everything was so chaotic..."

Lee Seung-ho rubbed the back of his neck, trailing off.

"..."

Come to think of it, he was in middle school then. Just making a calm judgment would have been impressive.

Struggling alone with his thoughts, suffering in silence.
He probably missed the timing to talk about it.
And that continued until now.

"Um..."

Ha Seo-rim tried to think of something comforting to say. She felt like she should say something.

"...Senior."

She called to him with a resolute air.

— Growl.

Then her stomach rumbled.
The sound came from below.
It was her own stomach making the noise.

"...?"

Lee Seung-ho turned to look at her.

"...No, this."

Ha Seo-rim's eyes wavered. Her ears turned red.
It was really embarrassing.

"That's not..."

She tried to make an excuse, but before she could, Lee Seung-ho stood up.

"Right, let's go get something to eat."

His tone had a hint of amusement.
He pressed his lips together and took a step.

"..."

Who's fault was it that they hadn't eaten until now?

Ha Seo-rim watched him take the lead with a sulky expression.

* * *

...The sun was already setting.

The event was over.
After eating, they were able to walk around normally.
Yoo Ha-neul wasn't seen after that either.

"Phew..."

I walked out of the building with the others.
One by one, people were leaving the building and heading home.

Now that it was winter, the wind felt very cold after sunset.

— "Hee, I'm tired... so exhausted..."

Lee Sol's Minime had faded to a pale color. Literally white.
We did walk around a lot today.

On the other hand, some people weren't tired at all.

"Hmm hmm~"
— "Hoo~ That was fun~"

Shin A-young followed behind, arms full of shopping bags.
There were so many of them.

— "This is why we come here."

Her Minime wiped sweat from her forehead with a satisfied expression.
She had bought a lot, but also won quite a few prizes.
She'd collected them with fierce determination.

I looked down at my own shopping bag.

'It does feel good to receive things.'

By tagging along with them, we were also able to get a few prizes.
Not just the President couple, but Ha Seo-rim got one too.

— "Hmm..."

Ha Seo-rim's expressionless eyebrows twitched.
Her Minime hummed while hugging the prize. She looked very pleased.

Then Ji Nu-ri asked:

"What time is our train?"
"7:30. If we leave right after dinner, we should arrive around 9:30."

I checked the time on my phone as I answered.
Even leaving right after dinner, we'd arrive after 9.
It really is far.

"What about your brother?"

Ji Nu-ri's parents had sent money for the siblings to have dinner together.
Apparently, he was going to treat us.

"He said he'd wait for us at the restaurant."

...

When we entered the barbecue restaurant.
We found Ji Nu-ri's brother, Ji Woo-hyuk, sitting at a table inside.

"Hello."

We greeted him and naturally took our seats. The others sat down in the order they came in.

"What about the meat?"

Ji Nu-ri asked, sitting next to her blood relative.

"Not yet."
"Huh? You should have ordered in advance."
"I was going to order when you arrived. I don't know what everyone likes."
"Then, let's get pork ribs. Everyone likes those."

Ji Nu-ri pressed the call button attached to the table.
One of the busy employees approached.

"Yes, would you like to order?"
"We'll have 8 servings of marinated pork ribs. And 4 bottles of cola and 4 bottles of cider, please."
"Understood. I'll bring them right away."

True to their word, the food came quickly.
Plates full of glistening meat covered the table.

"I'll do it."

I quickly grabbed the tongs and scissors that Ji Woo-hyuk was about to pick up.

"...No, I can do it."
"It's fine."

I was more comfortable doing this.
Ji Nu-ri playfully tapped Ji Woo-hyuk's shoulder.

"Don't worry, she's really good at grilling meat."
"...Really?"

Ji Woo-hyuk looked a bit skeptical.
He seemed to doubt how much experience a student would have compared to a working adult.
I'd have to show him.

"Senior, I'll grill this side."

Ha Seo-rim volunteered for the other grill.

I gently placed the meat on the grill. Sizzle— The delicious cooking sound made my mouth water.

"..."

I cut the meat into bite-sized pieces and placed them on the edge of the grill.
Ji Woo-hyuk picked up a piece and took a bite.
His lips chewed.

"..."

His eyebrows raised.

— "...She grills well."

His Minime nodded briefly in acknowledgment.

"Hmph."

Ji Nu-ri let out a short laugh.
I was the one who grilled it well, but she seemed more proud.

"...Seo-rim is good at grilling too."

Lee Sol was surprised after tasting the meat Ha Seo-rim grilled.

"Please eat a lot."

Ha Seo-rim responded casually to the compliment.
Her attitude suggested it wasn't anything special.

"..."
"..."

At that moment, our eyes met.
Without a word, we exchanged a piece of meat each had grilled.

"Hmm."
"..."

Our lips chewed.

— "...She's good."

She grills well.
Ha Seo-rim is definitely good at cooking.

* * *

The last dinner in Busan was over.

"Hmm hmm~"

Ji Nu-ri came out of the bathroom, shaking off the water.
She rubbed her stomach with a pleasant feeling of fullness.
It was a very satisfying dinner.

Now if she could just have some dessert—

"Huh?"

Ji Nu-ri looked around.
While everyone was gathering their coats, one person was missing.

"Where's Woo-hyuk?"

Surely he didn't leave without paying.

"He finished paying and stepped outside for a moment."

So he did pay.

"Seung-ho, we're going straight to the station from here, right?"
"Yeah, we need to go directly."
"Then, I'll be right back."
"Okay."

If her parents heard they parted without saying goodbye properly, she'd get an earful later.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri walked out of the restaurant and looked around.
How annoying to have to search for him. Where did he go?
She scanned the sidewalk.
Then checked the alley.

"..."
"..."

Her eyes met directly with Ji Woo-hyuk, who was raising a lighter to a white cigarette in his mouth.

"Hey, I told you to quit smoking...!"

She immediately ran over and smacked his arm.
Smack, smack, she hit him hard.
She clenched her fist. Only then did he back away and remove the cigarette from his mouth.

"..."

Ji Woo-hyuk glumly put the cigarette back in the pack.
He started smoking after he began working at the company, and it seemed he was having trouble quitting.

"You didn't smoke in front of Seung-ho, did you?"

Ji Nu-ri asked seriously.

"...No, I didn't."

That's a relief.
It would be annoying if my image suffered because of this.

"..."

Ji Woo-hyuk tilted his head as he watched her.

"...You really care about that guy."
"Me? No, I don't."

Ji Nu-ri's voice hit a false note.
Ah, why am I like this?
Ahem. She cleared her throat.

"Are you interested in him?"
"I said no!"

Ji Nu-ri bristled at the continued questioning and shook her head.

"If anything, it's the opposite!"

Ji Nu-ri crossed her arms and snorted.

"..."

Ji Woo-hyuk silently stared at her.
It was quite a strange look.
His expression suggested he'd heard something odd.

"...What."

Feeling annoyed, she snapped at him.

"Nothing..."

Ji Woo-hyuk tilted his head.

"That guy. I don't think he likes you."
"..."

Ji Nu-ri blinked.
What is he talking about?
After considering for a moment.
Realizing his words weren't a joke.

"...What??"

She asked again, sweat beading on her forehead.
She was completely flustered.
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"Wh-What did you say?"

Ji Nu-ri asked again.
His words didn't quite register in her mind.

"He doesn't like you."

It was a finishing blow.
Nu-ri's expression cracked.

"R-Really?"
"...That's how it seemed to me."

Ji Woo-hyuk nodded.

"At first, I thought you two had that kind of relationship... but after talking with him, I realized you don't."
"......"

Nu-ri's face went blank.
She stroked her chin with her finger.

"...Maybe."

If there was one possibility...

"Is it because I didn't give him a chance...?"

If that's why Lee Seung-ho's feelings had faded—

"No, that's not it."

Woo-hyuk's short and firm answer came back.
His eyes went wide as if telling her not to talk nonsense.

"......"

Nu-ri pouted.
Still, wasn't he being too definitive?
My guess could be right.

"...Why do you think that?"
"...That's just how it looked to me."

His reason was simply a feeling. A simple and subjective judgment.
Woo-hyuk continued calmly.

"You two are close, but... the way he looks at you doesn't seem like romantic interest."
"No...."

Nu-ri's eyebrows drooped.
That was even stranger.
At least, that's how she felt.

"Then why does he care about me? He's always nice to me."
"...He's nice to other people too, isn't he?"
"Well...."

She had no rebuttal for that.

Woo-hyuk scratched his head nonchalantly and said:

"...Isn't he just a considerate person?"
"B-But still...."

Just as she was about to say that his consideration toward her was different—

"If you help an elderly woman carry her bags, does that mean you like her?"
"...What kind of comparison is that?"

Nu-ri narrowed her brows.
She understood immediately, but it oddly offended her.
It was as if he was comparing her to an old woman.

"That's exactly the feeling I got from his consideration. I didn't see any ulterior motives."

Woo-hyuk added that guys can spot these things in other guys.

"Hmm...."

To conclude.
What Woo-hyuk wanted to say was:

"You were mistaken from the beginning."
"......"

Nu-ri felt a surge of emotion.

"S-Stop talking nonsense and just go home. You have work tomorrow."
"?"

Woo-hyuk looked down at her with an incredulous expression.

"No, you...."
"Is that all you wanted to say? Quit smoking a bit, and I'm going now?"

Nu-ri cut him off. She left the place like she was running away.
As she walked away without looking back,
She waved her hand slightly.
That was her final goodbye.

"......"

Woo-hyuk watched her retreating figure and took out the cigarettes he had put in his pocket.
She was his sister, but she was quite peculiar.

...Well, she'll figure it out.

Woo-hyuk soon stopped thinking about Nu-ri.
Honestly, he wasn't very interested in his sister's love life.

* * *

At the train station after taking the bus.
Being evening, there were quite a few people coming and going.
I narrowed my eyes slightly as I followed behind the group.

*What's going on?*

From what I could see, something seemed off about Ji Nu-ri.

— "......"

Her Minime's expression was somewhat dazed.
Not emitting Noise, not muttering—just a strange silence.
It continued.
Her eyes lacked focus, like someone in another world.

"......"

I narrowed my eyes as I observed her.
What's really going on?
We were having fun, and now she's like this as we're heading home.
It doesn't seem like she's sad about the trip ending.

"...Did something happen?"

Unable to contain my curiosity, I approached Nu-ri.

— "Eek!"

At my question, Nu-ri's Minime jumped.
She was startled, unusually so.

"Huh? No? What do you mean?"

Nu-ri shook her head awkwardly.
Then she quickly moved away, scurrying off.

"......"

I stared at her with a dumbfounded expression.
That.
There's definitely something going on.

— "...Is it true?"

I could faintly hear Nu-ri's Minime's voice.
But as the distance grew, it naturally faded.
It was difficult to hear clearly.

"Seung-ho, Seung-ho."

Her behavior seemed strange to others too. Shin A-young whispered to me.

"...Why is Nu-ri suddenly acting like that?"
"I don't know either."
"Really?"
— "I thought Seung-ho would know..."

A-young naturally assumed I was involved.
It felt a bit unfair.
I hadn't done anything to Nu-ri until just now.

If I had to guess, she probably fought with her brother or something like that.
She'd been acting this way since returning from saying her final goodbyes.

"......"

There was no need to rush.
We had plenty of time on the way back. I could find out slowly.
It wasn't Noise either.
If I just listened quietly, she might eventually open up about her Inner Thoughts.

* * *

I arrived home.

Beep beep beep— Click—
As Nu-ri opened the door and entered, warm air touched her skin.

"I'm home~"

Nu-ri announced her return as she took off her shoes.

"You're back? Did you have fun?"

Her mother, who was watching TV in the living room, greeted her.

"Yes~"
"Since you have school tomorrow, wash up and go to bed early."
"Okay~"

Nu-ri tossed her bag in her room and went straight to the bathroom.
The long journey had tired her body.
She wanted to wash up and lie down quickly.

...

Nu-ri washed up as fast as she could.
She returned to her room with a freshly cleaned face.

"Haaah..."

Nu-ri shook her wet hair and plopped down on the blanket.
As the tension released, drowsiness washed over her.

Nu-ri found herself hazily reflecting on the day.

"......"

Naturally, a certain thought came to mind.
Her relationship with Lee Seung-ho.
Her brother's words that all her thoughts about him were just misunderstandings.

"......"

Nu-ri's expression hardened.

"...Maybe Woo-hyuk is the one who's mistaken?"

Denial was the first step.
After all.

*He's not that perceptive, is he?*

While Woo-hyuk wasn't unperceptive, he wasn't as sharp as their older sister Ji Hyo-ri.
Thinking about it, it seemed quite possible.
He could have easily misread the situation.

"...Or not?"

Just as women understand women's hearts better,
Men understand men's hearts better, don't they?

Does Seung-ho really not like me?
If that's really the case...

"......"

Nu-ri's eyes trembled.

Vivid memories of past actions flashed through her mind.

Being proud over trivial matters.
Worrying about the distance between them on her own.
Contemplating how to respond if he confessed.
All of those moments.
They flowed through her mind like a panorama.

"...!"

At the same time,
Nu-ri's body convulsed as she rolled around on the bed.
Thump thump thump—!
She pounded the blanket roughly with both fists out of embarrassment.

"Ughhhh...!"

It was embarrassing. Extremely embarrassing.
Nu-ri's body curled up. She buried her face in the blanket.
She exhaled a hot breath through the cotton.

"Huuuugh...!"

Her face burned with unbearable heat.
Tears welled up in her eyes.

— Is everything okay?

Her mother's voice came from outside the door.
Nu-ri hastily responded.

"N-Nothing's wrong!"
— You didn't fall, did you?
"I-I'm just cleaning a bit...!"

Whether satisfied or losing interest,
No further voice came.

"Phew..."

Nu-ri took slow, deep breaths.
Calm down.
Let's just calm down first.

"......"

Nu-ri's eyes narrowed slightly.

*But wait.*

Nu-ri got up from her seat with a sulky look.
Standing in front of the mirror, she examined herself in her pajamas.
She twisted her body.
Her slender waistline was clearly visible.

*Aren't I pretty decent?*

Objectively speaking, she should be.

"Hmm."

Honestly, isn't that right?
Nice face, good body. Not a bad personality. No matter how you look at it, there's no reason not to like her.

...Somehow, it makes me a bit angry.

"...Well, whatever."

Fine, he might not like me.
That's possible.
Thinking of Lee Sol or Shin A-young, it made sense naturally.

But...

*He's so nice to me. Making me misunderstand.*

Nu-ri grumbled. She felt disgruntled.
Why be so nice and make someone misunderstand?

He immediately takes care of anything I need.
He remembers my food preferences perfectly.
He's considerate even in the smallest details.

That's what causes misunderstandings. It was all Lee Seung-ho's fault.

"Fine. Whatever."

Nu-ri flopped down on the bed.
The blanket became damp from her wet hair, but she didn't care right now.

"...Well, it's good for the others, I guess."

Both Lee Sol and Shin A-young had feelings for Seung-ho.

*Things have been awkward with them lately anyway.*

She had been worrying about how to handle the situation.
Now she didn't need to worry about that anymore.
Thinking about it that way, wasn't this a good outcome?

Yes, yes.
Of course it is.

"......"

Nu-ri's body went limp.

It's a good thing.
It should definitely be a good thing.

Yet an inexplicable gloominess weighed on her body.

"...Why am I like this, really?"

Now even I don't understand myself.
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* * *

"....."

Footsteps paced back and forth across the living room.
Lee Sol's mother, Kim Bo-young, checked the wall clock while tapping her crossed fingers.

*She's late.*

Her daughter should have been home by now, but she still hadn't returned.
She did text that she'd arrived at Seoul Station.

By now, she should have made it home with time to spare...

Beep beep beep beep.
Hearing the electronic sound from outside the door, Kim Bo-young sat down at the kitchen table.
She opened the book she had set aside.

"...I'm home."

Lee Sol trudged into the house.

"Welcome back."

Kim Bo-young calmly closed her book and greeted her.

"Go wash up quickly."
"Today I'll just wash my hands and feet before bed..."

Lee Sol put her bag down on the floor and flopped onto the sofa.
She looked exhausted from the long journey.

"Sol, get up. Wash up before sleeping."

That's that, and this is this.
She must have sweated while being out all day. Going straight to bed like that?
That was hygienically unacceptable.

"...Mmm."

Lee Sol just hummed something, giving no proper answer.

"....."

As Kim Bo-young considered whether to force her up,
a thought suddenly occurred to her, and she murmured quietly toward Lee Sol.

"...Seung-ho wouldn't like seeing you like this, you know."
"....."

Flinch.
Lee Sol's shoulders trembled. That definitely worked.

"If he finds out later, he'll surely be disgusted—"
"...Eugh."

Lee Sol got up with trembling limbs.
Watching her struggle into the bathroom, Kim Bo-young nodded with satisfaction.

*...This is convenient.*

Come to think of it, Sol had always been susceptible to this kind of persuasion.
She remembered how Sol used to force herself to drink milk, believing Santa would bring her presents.

Sorry to Lee Seung-ho, but she'd have to use this tactic more often.

"....."

Lee Sol came out vigorously drying her hair with a towel.

"Sit here. I'll dry your hair for you."

When Kim Bo-young patted the spot beside her, Lee Sol quickly sat down in front of her.

Whoooosh—

The hairdryer blew air, ruffling Lee Sol's flowing hair.
Kim Bo-young gently ran her fingers through her hair and asked:

"How was the trip?"
"It was fun."
"...How far did you get?"

Lee Sol scrolled through her phone and showed her some photos.

"Well, I walked along Haeundae Beach with Seung-ho..."
"Just the two of you?"
"A-young was there too."
"....."

Kim Bo-young tilted her head.
That wasn't quite a date then.

"What else?"
"Seung-ho made sheep hairstyles for us at the jjimjilbang."
"Just for you?"
"He made them for the others too..."
"....."

Kim Bo-young's eyes narrowed.
Well, nothing substantial happened.
Noticing her mother's gaze, Lee Sol raised her voice nervously.

"...B-but I did find out what Seung-ho likes."
"What he likes?"

That's good.
Her expression asked what it was.

"...Cosplay."

Lee Sol mumbled something.

"Hmm?"
"C-cosplay... I'm going to do it for the next photoshoot."
"....."

Kim Bo-young silently tilted her head.
Soon she nodded in understanding.

*...Well.*

Men do tend to like that sort of thing.

*Cosplayer, is that what they call it? It's becoming popular these days...*

Some of those costumes seemed cute and wholesome.
If it's that kind of thing, there shouldn't be a problem.
It would also help increase her social media followers.

"Come to think of it... Didn't you say Seung-ho's sister knows a lot about that?"

If she remembered correctly.

"Yes, so I'm planning to ask her about it."

Apparently Lee Sol had already thought of that.

"....."

Kim Bo-young was browsing through the travel photos when she paused.

"Who are these people?"
"Who?"
"These people in the background."

Kim Bo-young pointed at someone in the photo.
Not the kids who had visited their home. These were faces she hadn't seen before.

Lee Sol tilted her head back slightly to check the screen.

"...Oh, the people behind us are the club seniors."
"The couple?"
"Yes."

Kim Bo-young felt relieved.
That was fine then.

"And next to them?"
"That's a Junior from school."
"Junior?"

Kim Bo-young's voice was tinged with doubt.

"Didn't you say there were no juniors in your club?"
"Well, she's not a club junior exactly..."

Lee Sol thought about how to explain before continuing.

"She works the same part-time job as Seung-ho, and she's in the same club as Nu-ri."
"...Hmm."

Kim Bo-young's gaze darkened as she looked at the photo.
Something seemed off.
It was intuition based on years of experience.

"...Nothing else?"
"Nothing else..."
"....."
"Ah."

Lee Sol raised her index finger.

"...She said she went to the same middle school as Seung-ho. That's why they're a bit awkward with each other."
"...Is that so?"

Hmm.
For supposedly awkward acquaintances, they looked unusually close.
Bickering but still doing everything together...
That's what their faces suggested.

"...Why?"

Lee Sol raised her chin, sensing the strange atmosphere.

"Mmm, it's nothing."

Kim Bo-young shook her head.
Of course, it was just a feeling. It was probably nothing.

"...Hmm."

But still...
There were so many girls around Lee Seung-ho.
And every one of them was pretty.

*She didn't need to inherit my taste in men.*

It reminded her too much of the past.

"....."

At least it's fortunate that this Junior doesn't like Lee Seung-ho.
The fewer competitors, the better.

If there's one more person, that would be—

"...?"

Kim Bo-young's eyes narrowed as she flipped through the photos.

Before returning to Seoul.
A photo with Busan Station's night view in the background.
Ha Seo-rim's expression in that photo struck her as peculiar.

"....."

Kim Bo-young flipped through a few more photos.
She compared them with the first day's photos.
The day before and now.
Her gaze toward him had clearly softened.

*This...*

Kim Bo-young swallowed.
A strong sense of foreboding washed over her.

"Sol."

...Ah.
Kim Bo-young lowered her voice as she called out.

"Mmm..."

Nodding off.
Lee Sol had fallen asleep at some point.
She must have been very tired.

"....."

Never mind. Better not say anything.
Since it wasn't certain, she didn't want to cause confusion.

Besides.
Even if there was one more competitor, nothing would change.

All that mattered was being the fastest.

* * *

*...Time is really dragging today.*

Walking alone down the hallway to the club room, I blinked my tired eyes.

Maybe because it's Monday.
It feels like ages have passed, but it's only just after school.
Just club activities and my part-time job left before the day ends.

*At least the job will be over soon.*

This week would be my last at the part-time job.
Thinking about that gives me a bit of energy.

"Hey! Lee Seung-ho!"

Suddenly, a weight pressed against my arm.
Ji Nu-ri ran up and playfully bumped my shoulder.
She patted my back repeatedly.

"Heading to the club room?"
"Yeah."

Ji Nu-ri had a refreshing expression.

*...She's been full of energy since this morning.*

She seems unusually more carefree than usual.
Maybe it's because her misunderstanding about me has been cleared up.

Instead of keeping her distance, she approached me like a close friend.
I accepted this new Nu-ri casually.
But.

"...Stop hitting me."

She's getting too comfortable.
I grabbed Ji Nu-ri's wrist as she kept hitting my back.
Then I firmly squeezed the nape of her neck like I was giving a massage.

"Ah! Wait, wait!"

Ji Nu-ri tried to endure at first but eventually tapped out.
I slightly loosened my grip.

— "You've gotten stupidly strong..."

Her Minime grumbled.
Ji Nu-ri pouted and asked:

"...Are you going straight to the club room?"
"That's the plan."
"What about the others?"

Ji Nu-ri looked around.

"Probably, Lee Sol is lying down in the club room... Shin A-young was called to the teachers' office for a moment."
"I see."

I entered the club room with Ji Nu-ri.

Slide—
As we opened the door and stepped inside.

"...You're here?"

Lee Sol, who had arrived earlier, gave us an eye greeting while leaning on the sofa.

"No one else here yet?"
"Nope."

Lee Sol nodded.

Looking at the schedule, there were no counseling sessions today.
Nice.
I could just study a bit and then head home.

I put my bag down on the floor and lay down on the sofa.

"...Oh."

Just then, Ji Nu-ri raised her voice while looking at me.

"There's something stuck in your hair."
"Huh?"
"Right here."

Ji Nu-ri pointed to her own head.
I shook my head vigorously.

"Is it gone now?"
"No, not there."
"Here?"

Ji Nu-ri reached out with an exasperated look.

"No, not there—"
"Hold still for a second."

Lee Sol approached from behind and pressed down on my shoulder.
As if telling me not to move, she gently held one side of my cheek.

"....."

Lee Sol looked down at me sitting in the chair and carefully extended her hand.

Rustle rustle—

Slender fingers combed through my hair.

"...There, got it."

A tiny feather was pulled out from between the strands.
Lee Sol lightly dusted off her hands, and I could see the feather floating down gently.
Must have been a down feather from my padded jacket that got stuck in my hair.

"....."

I rolled my eyes.

...Geez.
She suddenly came so close, it really startled me.
I shook off the warmth lingering on my face.

— "....."

Ji Nu-ri's Minime's attitude changed strangely.
Her hands resting on her knees were stiff, and she rolled her eyes with a somewhat flustered expression.
Then.

"...I-I'm going to leave first."

She suddenly stood up.

"...All of a sudden?"

I stared blankly at Ji Nu-ri's abrupt action.
The club activity time wasn't over yet.

"I-I forgot I have band club practice today...!"

Before I could say anything.
Ji Nu-ri quickly left the club room.

"...?"

I leaned forward, looking at the space Ji Nu-ri had just vacated.

Band club practice?
Isn't band club practice canceled during exam period?
That's what I heard.
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* * *

The door slid open with a clatter!

Ji Nu-ri walked quickly down the hallway and entered the band club room, immediately slumping to the floor.
This was the only place she could go.

"Phew..."

Nu-ri sat on the floor and rubbed her face.

*Why did I run away?*

Why on earth did she do that?
She thought she was fine with it.
She'd convinced herself it was actually better if Lee Seung-ho didn't like her.
She could just be good friends with Seung-ho, Lee Sol, and Shin A-young.

That's why she'd acted so carefree this morning.

"..."

But when she saw that scene earlier.

— "Don't move for a second."

Lee Sol's brief murmur.
Seeing the distance between those two people closing.
She couldn't just stand there.

"..."

Remembering that scene made her breathing feel constricted, like she had indigestion.
Her mood plummeted, and before she knew it, she'd averted her eyes and—

"What brings you to the club room? Did you forget something?"
"Eek!"

Startled by the sudden voice beside her, Nu-ri jerked backward.
Bang—!
Her head smacked right into the wall.

"Ugh!"

The impact made her slump back down.

"Owww...!"

Nu-ri rubbed her head vigorously, trying to make the pain go away.

"Oh, um..."

Ha Seo-rim, who had called out to her, covered her mouth with a surprised expression.
She clearly hadn't expected such a strong reaction.

"...Are you okay?"
"I'm... fine..."

Nu-ri continued rubbing the back of her head, enduring the pain.
...But why was Seo-rim in the club room?

"What are you doing here? There's no practice today."
"I was studying for exams."

Seo-rim showed her the cover of her book.

"Huh? Here?"

The practice room had no chairs or desks.
There were music stands, but...
She couldn't possibly stand and study the whole time.
It was definitely an uncomfortable environment.

"Why not study at home?"
"I can't concentrate at home because of my younger sibling."
"What about the study hall?"
"It's already full. Finals are coming up, you know."
"Ah... really?"

Nu-ri looked at Seo-rim crouched on the floor.

"...Even so, doesn't your back hurt sitting like that?"
"Um... I'm used to it, so it's fine."

She calmly continued reading her book.

"Hmm..."

Nu-ri scratched her forehead.
It was still concerning to see.

"Do you always study like this?"
"Only when the study hall is crowded."
"Then come study at the Counseling Club Room. We don't have many people coming for counseling these days anyway. I'll let the others know."
"..."

At those words, Seo-rim looked up.

*Maybe she's uncomfortable with too many people around?*

That seemed possible.
She was pretty shy after all.
If she really didn't like it, Nu-ri would leave her be.

"...Would that really be okay?"

Her response was unexpected.

"Huh? Yeah, I'm sure it'll be fine."
"...If the others are okay with it too... then yes, I'll do that."

She agreed surprisingly easily.
Despite saying it was fine, she must have been uncomfortable here.

"...But didn't you come to the club room looking for something?"

Seo-rim asked, closing her book.

"Huh?"

Nu-ri shook her head.

"No, I just had some things to think about alone..."

She made up an excuse.

"What kind of things?"
"..."

She wondered if she should talk about it.

"...Seo-rim, have you ever dated anyone?"
"...Why so suddenly?"

Seo-rim tilted her head.

"So have you or haven't you?"
"...I haven't."
"What about someone you were almost dating?"
"...Never had that either."

Seo-rim's eyebrows drooped.
She seemed embarrassed by this fact.

"Hmm..."

Nu-ri crossed her arms.
This made it awkward to ask.
She should really be asking someone with experience.

"...Why? Do you have someone you like, Unnie?"
"No way!"

Nu-ri's voice shot up.

"...Then what is it?"

Under Seo-rim's probing gaze.

"Well, um..."

Nu-ri felt compelled to explain.

"...You know A-young writes stories, right? She's been struggling with one recently."

She didn't want to tell the whole truth.
So she added some fiction.

"A romance story?"
"Y-yeah, that's right."

Seo-rim seemed to believe her completely, so Nu-ri quickly nodded.

"She's stuck on a part and asked me to help her think it through."
"Hmm... which part is she stuck on?"
"Well..."

Nu-ri explained calmly, one point at a time.

About thinking someone liked her.
Realizing that wasn't the case.
And running away after seeing him get close to another girl.
She presented it like a scene from a script.

"..."

After listening, Seo-rim gave a brief assessment.

"That's a really stupid character."
"..."

Flinch—
Nu-ri's shoulders trembled slightly.

"...N-no, I mean, it could happen, right?"
"Honestly, no one would misunderstand that badly. Who does that? It's not like she has delusions."
"..."

Nu-ri's shoulders kept twitching. They slumped pitifully.

"What exactly is she stuck on?"
"...She says she can't express how the girl who ran away feels."
"What?"

Seo-rim tilted her head. She twirled her pen.
Her expression showed she couldn't understand why this was confusing.

"She feels bad seeing him with another girl, right?"
"It's not exactly feeling bad, more like a fluttery feeling."
"That's the same thing."

No, it's different, isn't it?
Nu-ri felt a natural objection.

Unaware of this, Seo-rim continued explaining.

"That's..."
"Yeah?"
"...Already a sign of having feelings, isn't it?"
"...Huh?"

Nu-ri's eyebrows shot up in surprise.

"No, why would that be..."
"She just hasn't realized it yet. She'll probably figure it out as soon as something triggers her awareness."
"..."

Nu-ri's lips parted slightly.
Meanwhile, Seo-rim continued.

"People usually don't recognize their own feelings."
"S-Seo-rim, how do you know so much...?"
"I watch a lot of romance dramas."
"..."

Nu-ri blinked.

Dramas.
Dramas?

"Oh, come on—"

Nu-ri burst into laughter.
She chuckled dismissively.
Come to think of it, Seo-rim had never dated either.
It was just knowledge from dramas. She'd gotten worried for nothing.

— "Isn't she already interested in him?"

Just then. Seo-rim's words seemed to echo in her ears.

"..."

Nu-ri's expression froze. Her fingertips twitched.
She couldn't hide the subtle trembling in her eyes.
She wiped her sweaty palms on her skirt.

"...I should get going now."

Nu-ri stood up.

"You're leaving?"
"Yeah, study hard."

The club room felt too hot, and she couldn't stay any longer.
Nu-ri left the room once again.

Almost like she was running away.

* * *

On the way to the store.

Ha Seo-rim read her English vocabulary book as she walked.

She hadn't made much progress studying in the practice room.
She got stuck on a difficult problem.
It wouldn't solve itself, and while she was pondering it, her part-time job hours approached.

"..."

A thought suddenly occurred to her.

*Maybe I should ask A-young Unnie to show me her story later...*

Seo-rim recalled what Nu-ri had told her.

She'd definitely said it was Shin A-young's story.
It had strangely vivid details, like someone had actually experienced it. That intrigued her.

Plus, she liked romance stories.

"Hello."

Seo-rim greeted as she entered the staff room.

"Oh, you're here?"

Lee Seung-ho, who had arrived earlier, nodded at her.

"You're early today."
"Club activities ended quickly."

Come to think of it, Nu-ri had been wandering around alone earlier too.

After exchanging some small talk,
Seo-rim put her bag down in the corner of the staff room and went outside.

"..."

Kim Soo-young, who worked the same shift, subtly approached her.
Her face was full of amusement.
She even nudged Seo-rim with her elbow.

"What."

Seo-rim found it oddly annoying and asked curtly.

"You've gotten really close with Seung-ho Oppa, huh?"
"What are you talking about?"
"I mean, you barely talked to him before. Are you sad he's quitting?"
"...Why would I be sad?"

It's not like that.

The distance between them had just shortened.
Back then, there was a misunderstanding, so she deliberately kept her distance. Now there wasn't, so they got along fine.
They'd grown closer after going on the Busan trip together.
They even shared secrets only they knew.

Plus.

*If I leave him alone, he'll just keep charming other girls.*

He wasn't a bad person, but this was definitely his flaw.
He probably wasn't even aware he was doing it.
She was keeping an eye on him to prevent any unnecessary trouble.

"Besides, he still has a week left before he quits."
"That's true, but..."
"Why, are you going to miss him?"

Seo-rim turned the question back on her.

"Of course I will. He's a good worker, isn't he? He handles difficult customers, helps with heavy lifting, and he's flexible, not rigid. Things will get harder once he leaves."

Kim Soo-young answered nonchalantly.
She replied without any embarrassment.

"..."

Seo-rim blinked as she watched her.
She said she'd miss him because he was a good worker.
Is that so?
When she thought about it that way, it made sense.

...Maybe she did feel a little sad about it too.
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* * *

It was a weekday morning, just before homeroom was about to start.
Even though our teacher would be coming in soon, the seat next to mine was still empty.
It was Ji Nu-ri's seat.

"Where's Nu-ri? She's not here yet?"

Shin A-young whispered to me from behind.

"Her bag is here..."

That meant she had come to school.
But the owner was nowhere to be seen.

Just before the teacher entered, Ji Nu-ri came in.

"Is anyone absent today?"

The teacher began homeroom, so there was no time to chat.

Something seemed off.
Today, I'd barely seen Nu-ri at all.
During breaks, she'd disappear to the bathroom and not return.
We had different classes for some subjects, so we didn't cross paths much.
Lunchtime was similar.

Drrrring—!

As soon as the bell rang, Ji Nu-ri stood up from her seat.

"Hey, where are you going? Let's go eat."

When I called out to her, she quickly slipped out of the classroom, saying:

"You guys go ahead. I'm meeting Seo-rim later."

That was it.
What was going on?
I narrowed my eyes as I watched her leave.

This strange avoidance continued into the after-school hours.

"Where's Ji Nu-ri?"
"She told us to go to the club room first. She said a teacher called her to the faculty office."
"...Really?"

I tilted my head at Shin A-young's words.
As I expected, we hadn't crossed paths.

"..."

When we arrived at the club room.
I saw a shadow lingering in front of the door.

—"...Is no one inside?"

A yellow head was peeking through the door crack.
It was Ha Seo-rim's Minime.

I called out to her quietly from behind.

"You're early?"

Flinch—!
Maybe my call startled her. Ha Seo-rim's shoulders jumped.

—"...Y-you scared me."

Her Minime clutched her heart.
Her eyebrows drew together. Her glaring eyes were fierce.

"Hi, Seo-rim—"
"...Hi."

Shin A-young and Lee Sol greeted her.

"Hello."

She gave a small bow.

"Come on in."

I'd heard about this from Ji Nu-ri.

"...Excuse me."

Ha Seo-rim carefully entered the club room.
I opened the refrigerator inside and asked:

"Want something to drink? Cola or cider. Take your pick."

Ha Seo-rim had an odd reaction to my question.

"...More soda? I thought you were going to quit, after drinking so much at the store..."
"You drink it too."

I felt called out and had to say something.

"I don't drink that much."
"..."

Well...
That's true.
I couldn't argue because she really didn't drink much. Maybe once or twice a week at most.

"Don't drink that. Have this instead."

Ha Seo-rim rummaged through her bag.
She placed a glass bottle wrapped in a towel on the desk.

"What's that?"
"I didn't want to come empty-handed. I brought some plum syrup."

It was the same thing we had last time.
This time there was quite a bit.

—"Oh."
—"Mmm..."

The Minimes of the other two also started salivating at the sight.

Ha Seo-rim picked up the glass bottle and moved.

"You all want it warm, right? I'll borrow the kettle."
"I can do it."
"It's fine. Stay seated. I'll be quick."

And she really was quick.
Soon after, Ha Seo-rim brought paper cups filled with plum tea.

"It's hot, so blow on it first."
"Slurp."

The sweet flavor warmly enveloped my mouth.
The heat traveling down my throat warmed my entire body.

This is delicious.

—"...Do you really not sell this? I want to stock up at home..."

Even Shin A-young with her critical taste thought so.

...Let's get started.

We began studying for exams.
Only the scratching sound of pencils filled the club room.
Everyone was focused on studying.

While I was helping Lee Sol with her problems:

—"...What is this? I know this answer is right, but..."

Ha Seo-rim's muttering reached my ears.

"..."

The tip of her pencil tapped against the workbook.
She was struggling with something for a while.

"Having trouble with something?"
"Well..."

After hesitating a bit, Ha Seo-rim pointed to her problem.

"This one... I don't understand it even after looking at the answer."

I looked over the problem.
Ah, this one.
I remembered solving a similar type before.
It wasn't difficult so much as deliberately confusing.

"Look at the problem carefully. They made it confusing on purpose. Here, look."

I wrote out the solution process on a notebook.
I tried to write as neatly as possible so it would be easy to understand.

—"...Oh."

Ha Seo-rim's Minime uttered a syllable.

"If you do it this way, the answer is..."
"Number 3."
"That's right."

She catches on quickly.

—"..."

Lee Sol's Minime, who had been watching quietly, puffed her cheeks.

"...Seung-ho, help me with this problem too."

As if her territory was being invaded, she presented her own unsolved problems.
I smiled awkwardly and quickly helped her.

...Tick-tock.

Time flew by as we studied.
It felt like almost an hour had passed.

"Let's take a short break."

As soon as I said that, Lee Sol and her Minime collapsed.

—"...Studying is hard."

Her Minime whined.
She was trying harder than usual because Ha Seo-rim was here.
Still, she was solving problems faster now. It was clear that effort doesn't betray you.

"..."

Slide—
I stepped out of the club room to use the bathroom.

"...When is Ji Nu-ri coming?"

I looked around the corridor outside the club room, but couldn't find her.
It was taking too long for just being called by a teacher.

'It's exam period, so attendance is voluntary, but...'

Still, it was hard to see her face.
Since morning, it felt like she was deliberately avoiding me.
That was almost certain.

...

"...Shall we go now?"

The club time was over. I got up from my seat.
Even by then, there was no sign of Ji Nu-ri.

"Today... oh, no...!"

Shin A-young fumbled with her padded jacket.
She struggled to zip it up around her chest, then:

"Phew..."

Finally dressed, she continued:

"Working at the store again today?"
"Yeah."

At my nod, Shin A-young's eyes lowered.

—"...That's too bad."

She seemed to want to walk home together, her lips moving slightly.

Can't be helped.
I can't skip work on what's supposed to be my last day.

Click— I picked up the key and locked the club room door firmly.

"I'll return the key before I go. You guys go ahead."
"Okay. See you tomorrow."
"...Get home safely."

The two waved and went down the stairs together.

"..."

Then I felt someone rustling behind me.
When I turned around, Ha Seo-rim was following.
I nodded and headed toward the faculty office.

"..."

Swish. I turned my head again.

"...What?"

Why is she following me?
Is she waiting for me?

"Are you coming with me?"
"...Why?"
"No... just asking."

The reduced distance between us felt awkward.
It felt like Ha Seo-rim and I had gotten closer since the misunderstanding was cleared up.
I guess we'd become friends.

"You have to go to the store anyway, right?"

Ha Seo-rim said, looking down at her English vocabulary book.

—"...We studied together, so it would be weird to deliberately go separately now."

That's...
Definitely true.

I hung the club room key on the key rack.

'...She's not here?'

Ji Nu-ri was nowhere to be seen in the faculty office.

'Did we miss each other?'

Or maybe she went home already since it was getting late.
Fine. I'll ask her tomorrow when I see her—

—"Phew— Playing after so long really relieves stress—"

A familiar Minime carrying a guitar case was skipping down the corridor.
The owner followed behind.

Our eyes met directly.

—"Eek!?"

Ji Nu-ri's Minime stepped back in surprise.

"..."

Having already made eye contact, she pretended not to see me and looked out the window.

"Ahem, ahem..."

She hummed a tune while awkwardly turning her body.
Patter—!
Then she ran away.
She fled in the opposite direction.

"Hey, Ji Nu-ri, wait...!"

She showed no sign of stopping despite my call.

She's avoiding me again.
She always runs away from difficult situations.
It's getting really annoying.

"Hey!"

I called after her as I chased.

—"Why, why are you following me?!"

She was running like someone with a guilty conscience.

Patter patter patter—!

Even though Ji Nu-ri ran well for her build.
There was a fundamental difference.
I quickly closed the distance.

"!"

Thinking she couldn't escape this way, Ji Nu-ri suddenly turned toward the stairs.

"Ugh?!"

I saw her lose her footing in the corridor, her balance wavering.
Ji Nu-ri's upper body tilted backward dangerously.
I quickly reached out my arm.

Grab——!

A heavy weight pressed against my arm.
The sudden weight threw off my balance too.
But I managed to steady myself by putting strength into my legs.

"..."
"..."

Ji Nu-ri froze in the position of leaning against me.
I also held my breath as I slowly set her down.

"Phew..."

As the momentary commotion subsided, a sigh of relief escaped me.
Maybe I chased her too aggressively.
My occasional impulsiveness is a problem.

—"----------"

Ji Nu-ri must have been quite shocked too, as her Minime created noise.
She was clutching her heart and trying to calm her breathing.

"Senior...!"

Ha Seo-rim followed with quick steps.

"Are you okay?"

I first checked on Ji Nu-ri. She had almost fallen badly.

"I'm fine—"

Ji Nu-ri's brow furrowed.

"Ow...!"

She leaned awkwardly to one side.
She might have twisted her ankle, as she braced herself against the wall with one hand.
I scratched my forehead as I watched.

"..."

She really is something else.
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I carefully examined the text and identified all character names, places, and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

I checked Ji Nu-ri's condition.
She looked quite precarious, leaning awkwardly against the wall.

"Can you walk?"
"I think I just twisted it a bit. I can walk slowly."

Ji Nu-ri waved her hand bravely, insisting she was fine.

"I'm okay—"

The moment she confidently took a step forward, her body trembled slightly as if electrocuted.

— "--------!"

The Minime on her shoulder let out Noise.
Thick tears fell from beneath the Minime's eyes.
Ji Nu-ri bit her lip hard, seemingly trying to hold back a groan.

She didn't look fine at all. She seemed to be in a lot of pain.

"...Let's go to the nurse's office first."
"Senior, lean on me."

Ha Seo-rim quickly approached and supported her.
Ji Nu-ri leaned on her shoulder with a tearful expression.

They walked slowly in that state.

......

Fortunately, the nurse's office was open.
I was worried the nurse might have gone home already, but luckily we made it in time.

"I've applied some pain relief patches and wrapped it with a bandage... but you should definitely go to the hospital just in case."
"Thank youuu..."

Ji Nu-ri hung her head in embarrassment.
Her ankle was more swollen than I expected.
Compared to her normal foot, the difference was even more stark.

"Be careful."
"Yeah..."

Ji Nu-ri came out of the nurse's office with Ha Seo-rim's support.

"Hmm..."

I took out my phone in front of the shoe lockers.

"The others have probably gone home already..."

I thought about calling Lee Sol or Shin A-young but decided against it.
It was well past the time they would have left school.
It would be inconsiderate to call them back now.

"What about your parents, Ji Nu-ri?"
"...They haven't finished work yet. Even if I call, they won't be able to come right away."

Ji Nu-ri shook her head.
If we couldn't rely on her parents, there was only one option left.

*I guess there's no choice.*

I opened the taxi-hailing app.
Checking the dispatch time, I saw an alert that it would take quite a while for one to arrive.
Let's call one first and figure things out later.

I turned back to Ji Nu-ri and said firmly:

"Let's go to the hospital first."
"Wait, what about your part-time job? You'll be late."
"I'll have to skip it, what else can I do?"

What choice did I have?
Right now, I was the only one who could take care of Ji Nu-ri.

"No, really, I'm fine. I can go to the hospital later. For now, I should go home—"

—Ugh.
Before she could finish speaking, Ji Nu-ri took a step forward.
A short groan escaped her lips.

I narrowed my eyes at the sight.

"How do you plan to get anywhere in that state?"
"Somehow..."

Ji Nu-ri replied with a gloomy face.

"......"

Geez.
She's being stubborn even now.
I sighed inwardly.

"I can't go to work anyway if I have to take you home."
"Still..."

Ji Nu-ri's brow furrowed. Her apologetic feelings were clearly visible.
She didn't need to worry about it.
It was partly my fault she got hurt anyway.

"I've already sent a message."

I had immediately texted my manager.
I told them I couldn't come because of an urgent matter.
Normally this wouldn't be acceptable, but since I was quitting in a month anyway, they might be somewhat understanding.

"Besides, there's a new person who started, so they won't be short-staffed... Ha Seo-rim, sorry, but I need to ask you a favor."

I looked at Ha Seo-rim.
This shift was during her working hours, so there shouldn't be any major issues.

"...Alright."

Ha Seo-rim nodded curtly.

"Then I'll go first. See you tomorrow."
"Yeah, see you."

Ha Seo-rim gave us a small bow and left first.

"Here, hold on to me."

I bent down slightly to support Ji Nu-ri.

"......"

Ji Nu-ri looked at me and reluctantly extended her arm.
Her right arm wrapped around my neck.
That's when I realized something.
This.

"...This is awkward."

It was somewhat uncomfortable.
Because of our significant height difference, when I straightened my back, Ji Nu-ri ended up hanging diagonally at my side.

When I took a step forward like that.

"Ouch!"

Ji Nu-ri winced sharply.

"...Try to hold on properly. Put some strength in your arm."

It was because Ji Nu-ri was awkwardly hanging onto me.
She wasn't really leaning on me at all.

"It's, it's because you're so tall...?!"

Ji Nu-ri shouted loudly. Her face turned bright red.

"......"

True, I am quite tall. I guess it couldn't be helped.
Hmm. After clearing my throat once, I released my support.
I turned to face her directly and crouched down in front of her.

"Get on my back."
"...Huh?"
"At this rate, we'll never get there."

Looking at the taxi app, I saw that the taxi I had called earlier was already near the main gate.

"No, um... uh..."

I heard Ji Nu-ri dragging her feet on the ground.
She was still hesitating.
I know it's awkward, but we really don't have time now.

"Hurry."

At my urging, Ji Nu-ri finally climbed carefully onto my back.
I felt a heavy yet soft weight against my back.

"......"

I almost flinched involuntarily but didn't show it as I supported her legs and stood up.

— "-----------"

The Minime's Noise continued to crackle without stopping.
The sound wasn't loud, but it wasn't clear enough to make out thoughts.
That meant she was still in constant pain.
I felt quite uneasy about it.

"Phew."

I exhaled deeply and walked out of the school gate with Ji Nu-ri on my back.

* * *

...Get on his back.

Ji Nu-ri wondered if she had heard correctly.
Her gaze wavered, not knowing where to look in her confusion.

"Hurry."

The low voice urged Ji Nu-ri.
Well, this couldn't be helped.
It really couldn't be helped.
Her leg was throbbing with pain, and time was running short.

Yes, that's right. That's what this is.

Ji Nu-ri made excuses to herself.

"...Ahem."

A small cough escaped her.
She carefully grasped his broad shoulders.
The moment she pressed herself against Lee Seung-ho's back.
Her mind went completely blank.

"......"

With a jolt—

As he stood up.
Her field of vision suddenly elevated.
Clearly higher than her usual perspective.
And the warmth felt through her palms and the sensation of his broad back.

"...Hup."

Ji Nu-ri instinctively held her breath.
This was really strange.

"I called a taxi, let's take that."
"W-why waste money on a taxi? We can just take the bus."

Ji Nu-ri raised her voice.
She just said it for no particular reason.

"I already called one. Look, it's coming."
"What?"

...It really was.
A yellow-capped taxi was approaching us from down the road.

"Up we go."

Lee Seung-ho tilted his back, supported her thigh with one hand, and opened the door.
He set her down in the back seat.
Then he got in beside her.

"......"

Ji Nu-ri awkwardly turned her gaze to the window.

The hospital wasn't far. The taxi was certainly convenient, but.
She felt complicated in many ways, like she was indebted to Lee Seung-ho.
She would have to send him money later.

"Here."

Even after arriving at the hospital, Lee Seung-ho offered his back as if it were natural.

"...I said you don't have to."

Despite her words, Ji Nu-ri climbed onto his back again.

Step, step.
Lee Seung-ho carried her into the hospital.

"I'll go register. Sit here."
"Oh, o-okay..."

Left alone on the chair, Ji Nu-ri looked up.

"......"

She stared blankly at Lee Seung-ho's back as he stood at the reception desk.

He usually took care of her, but this felt different somehow.
Normally, his kindness was casual and indifferent.
But now he was openly taking care of her.
This evoked a different kind of feeling.

"Ugh..."

Ji Nu-ri pressed her cheek firmly.
She felt a hot sensation on her palm.

She felt a strange unfamiliarity with Lee Seung-ho.
But it wasn't necessarily bad, which made these feelings themselves seem strange. It was a cycle of such thoughts.

"Ji Nu-ri, please come to the examination room."
"Yes."

He answered for her and then extended his hand.

"......"

Ji Nu-ri hesitated before grabbing it and standing up from the chair.
Even the touch of their palms felt strange.

* * *

"Please avoid moving too much for a while. Try to refrain from activities that require using your foot."
"Even walking?"
"Yes, it's best if you stay seated as much as possible. Always carry your crutches with you."
"I see..."

Ji Nu-ri came out of the examination room with a dejected face.

"Mom's going to give me an earful..."

Ji Nu-ri looked down at her foot.
Her foot was now in a pristine half-cast, and unfamiliar crutches were tucked under her armpits.

It wasn't about the medical expenses.
The fact that she needed a cast meant she was definitely going to get scolded.
She had no idea how to explain this.
Ji Nu-ri pressed her forehead, already feeling a headache coming on.

"Sigh..."

She had wondered if all this was necessary, but she accepted it since they said it would help her heal faster.
Besides, she couldn't keep getting piggyback rides from Lee Seung-ho.
That would be too much. It was mentally exhausting.

"Let's go now."
"Yeah."

They decided to take the bus back.
With the crutches, getting on and off shouldn't be too difficult.

"......"

Ji Nu-ri waited quietly for the bus to arrive.
Somehow.
For the first time, being alone with him felt awkward.
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* * *

"......"

I got off the bus at the stop near Ji Nu-ri's house.
The entire bus ride here, silence hung between us.
And that silence seemed quite uncomfortable for Nu-ri as well.

— "Ah, damn... this is so awkward..."

Nu-ri's Minime struggled to move with crutches, writhing in awkwardness.

"......"

The Noise from her Minime was finally starting to subside.
It seemed like the right time to ask.

"Nu-ri."

I followed behind her with slow steps and opened my mouth.

"Huh? Yeah?"

Even at my quiet call, Nu-ri visibly flinched.
She turned her head, startled.

I moved my lips at her intense reaction.

What would be the best way to start?
After thinking about it, I decided to be direct.

"...Why have you been avoiding me lately?"

Nu-ri's expression dampened.

"N-no, I haven't?"

Yeah, right.

"...You've clearly been avoiding me. Just now too."

I rubbed the back of my head. It was a bit frustrating.

"...Did I make you uncomfortable somehow?"
"......"
"If I did, just tell me."

Nu-ri's gaze avoided mine.

"...It's not that. Just..."

Nu-ri mumbled in a shrinking voice.

— "......"

No words came from her Minime either.
Maybe she didn't know the reason herself. Or perhaps she was contemplating something.
She just stared intently at the ground.
That's all she did.

As her words trailed off, we had already arrived at her house.

"......"

I took a deep breath.
It didn't seem like I'd get a clear answer right now.

"...Alright, see you tomorrow."

Just as I was about to turn around after seeing Nu-ri home.

"...Hey, Seung-ho."
"?"

I turned around at her call.
Nu-ri's hesitant lips were moving.

"Um... today..."
— "...I should at least say this."

Her Minime clenched her fist.

"Thank y—"
"Oh my."

Nu-ri's expression froze at the sudden interrupting voice.

— "...!"

Her Minime jumped up in surprise.

"Isn't that Seung-ho?"

A woman who looked like Nu-ri's carbon copy. It was Nu-ri's mother.
The woman walked toward us with the soft sound of low heels.
Judging by the briefcase in her hand, she seemed to be on her way home from work.

"Hello...?"

I bowed my head politely, despite being surprised by her sudden appearance.

"It's been a while. Have you grown taller?"

As the woman expressed her delight at seeing me,
she simultaneously turned her gaze to her daughter.
Her eyebrows raised.

"Nu-ri, what happened to your foot?"
"Well..."

Nu-ri scratched her cheek awkwardly.

"It's nothing serious, I just twisted it while playing around at school."
"...Is it not a major injury?"
"They said my ligament is slightly stretched. It'll heal after resting for a few days like this."
"Goodness—you're so careless. You should be more careful."

Her mother lightly smacked Nu-ri's back.

"You went to the hospital, right?"
"Just now."
"Did Seung-ho take you there?"
"......"

Nu-ri nodded.
At that, her mother looked at me with a gentle smile.

"Seung-ho, you haven't had dinner yet, right? Since you're already here, why don't you stay for a meal?"
"No, it's okay."

I waved both hands in refusal.

"If you go home now, you'll eat late. Don't go hungry because of Nu-ri."
"No, it's just..."

I glanced at Nu-ri.
I wasn't sure if it was okay to visit like this.
Above all, Nu-ri was the type who didn't like having other people come to her house.

"......"

Her mother silently looked between the two of us.

— "...Did they have a fight?"

Then Nu-ri blurted out.

"...If you want to eat before going, then do that."
— "...You missed your part-time job and are going home late because of me."

Is it really okay?

"...Then, excuse me for a moment."
"Oh, no need to be so formal."

Her mother chuckled and led the way.
I followed her into Nu-ri's house.

"Make yourself comfortable."

Her mother said as she disappeared into the kitchen.

"......"

Come to think of it, this was my first time visiting Nu-ri's house.
I never expected to enter like this.

"...Wait here for a moment."

While I was looking around the living room, Nu-ri slipped into her room.

[I'll eat dinner before coming home]

I took the opportunity to text Lee Seung-ah.
If I let her know, she'd order delivery food for herself.

"Seung-ho, do you like pizza?"

Nu-ri's mother called from the kitchen.

"Yes, I eat pretty much anything."
"Really? I'll order delivery, so please wait a bit."
"Okay."

Just then, the bedroom door opened quietly.
Nu-ri peeked her head out.

"Come in now."

At Nu-ri's invitation, I carefully walked into her room.

"It's more..."
"...More what?"
"Really like a musician's room."

It was a neatly organized room.
In one corner, there was a desk with a computer and instruments arranged in order.

"What, did you expect it to be filled with merchandise?"
"...Honestly?"
"......"

Nu-ri turned her head away sharply.

"...Even I'm not that bad."
— "...Though I do have some."

So she does have some, I see.

— "...I just don't want to show it."

Normally, she would have been eager to show off.
But today she was unusually calm.
It was hard to understand what had changed in her mind.
Maybe her mood was just fluctuating that day.

"......"

Nu-ri fell into another awkward silence.
Usually, she would have been chattering away.
It wasn't like her.

— Kids, the pizza's here~!

Nu-ri's mother's voice came from outside the door.
The timing couldn't have been better.

At that call, Nu-ri jumped up.

"Wow, it's here. Let's go."
"......"

I nodded and followed her out.

* * *

"Sigh..."

Ji Nu-ri flopped down on her bed and let out a long, weak breath.

Dinner ended quickly.
Lee Seung-ho went home not long after eating.
They did chat briefly in her room.
But it didn't last long.

The problem was entirely her own.

Seung-ho felt strangely awkward to her.
The conversation kept breaking off.

"......"

She wasn't acting like herself at all.
She couldn't even eat much of her favorite pizza. She found herself nibbling at it.

Normally, it wouldn't have been like this.
She would have chatted comfortably with Seung-ho.
She would have shown off some of her collected merchandise.
Just having fun.
Like that...

— Aren't you already interested in him?

Ha Seo-rim's words kept echoing in her ears.
There it was again.
This was exactly the problem.

— They say you're usually the last to know about these things.

"......"

And naturally, the events of today followed.
Seung-ho taking care of her when she fell.
Carrying her to the hospital.
The feeling through their touching hands—

'I must be crazy.'

Nu-ri jumped up from her seat.
Thinking about it made her room feel hot again.

"......"

Nu-ri paced around her room with an anxious expression.

— Aren't you already interested in him...?
— Already interested...
— Already...

...Gulp.

"......"

Was it true?
Did she... l-like Seung-ho...?

"...Wait. Just a second."

Nu-ri's eyes trembled.
Her arms naturally hugged her knees.

Think.
Let's think about this.
Whether this is really... that kind of interest.

Nu-ri tried to picture Seung-ho's face.

"......"

Heat instantly spread across her entire face.

"...Ugh."

Nu-ri pulled the blanket up to her chin.

And then.
When she was on his back, her heart had been beating uncomfortably fast.
At first, she thought it was because it felt unfamiliar.
But thinking about it again.
It was already.

"Ah..."

At the naturally emerging conclusion.

"...Damn."

Nu-ri couldn't help but mutter a short curse.

"......"

— ...How much do you like me?
— I am pretty cute, I guess.
— You definitely like me...!

Simultaneously, images of herself flashed through her mind.
Her triumphant face and past actions played like a panorama.
It made tears well up in her eyes again.

"Hnnng."

Unable to use her legs, she pounded the blanket with her fists.

"...Cough, cough!"

The spreading dust made her throat hurt.

* * *

"Phew..."

Ha Seo-rim exhaled a tired breath.
Looking at the clock on the wall, it was exactly the end of her shift.
Despite it being winter, her back was sweaty.
It was from moving around so busily.

"Urgh..."

Kim Soo-young, her same-aged coworker, approached in a posture that looked like she might collapse.

"Seo-rim, good work today..."
"Yeah, you too."

Ha Seo-rim twisted her neck back and forth.
The stiffness seemed to ease a bit.

"...Today was really tough."

Kim Soo-young said, also stretching her body.

"Seo-rim, are you okay? You've been cleaning up after others all day."
"......"

Ha Seo-rim nodded vaguely.

It couldn't be helped.
The new part-timer made frequent mistakes.

"That new unnie... she was pretty bad... was she always like that?"

She didn't cause any major incidents.
But she made many small, ambiguous mistakes.
Plus, she only moved when told to do something. Like a robot, she only did what she was instructed.

"...I know."

She hadn't realized it before. All this time, Seung-ho had been cleaning up messes before they happened.
It was quite significant.
His absence felt bigger than expected.

"...Look at that."

Kim Soo-young gestured with her chin.
The new worker had already left, saying she was leaving early. She had already changed clothes and was making a sharp exit.

"Sigh— let's go too."
"Yeah."

Ha Seo-rim took off her apron.
She changed clothes in the locker room and came out.

"Haah."

A sigh escaped her lips as she picked up her bag.
Surprised at herself, she quickly closed her mouth.

"...I wish he'd stay a bit longer."

To be honest, that's how she felt.
She wished Seung-ho would stay a bit longer.
Not for any other reason, but because it was convenient when he was around.
That's all it was.
It was a wish that wouldn't come true, but she thought about it anyway.

...That much was okay, right?

Ch.148 - Winter (7)
The early morning commute.
Screech—
A bus stopped at the station. As the doors opened, Ji Nu-ri carefully stepped down.
Because of her leg's condition, everyone seemed understanding even though she moved a bit slowly.

"Sigh..."

Ji Nu-ri took the bus to school after a long time.
With her leg in this state, walking all the way to school would have been too much.

As she headed toward the main entrance after getting off the bus.

"Hm?"

She made eye contact with Park Gang-su, a male classmate.

"Nu-ri, he—"

Park Gang-su started to greet her cheerfully but stopped mid-sentence.

"Oh? What's this?"

He looked at Ji Nu-ri's leg and came closer.

"Did you break a bone? Fall down some stairs?"
"It's just a slightly stretched ligament."

Ji Nu-ri calmly shook her head.

"It's nothing."
"...But you're even wearing a cast."
"Come on, it's not that serious."

Ji Nu-ri spoke dismissively.
She even let out a small snicker.

It really wasn't a big deal.
She was used to casts. She'd gotten hurt plenty of times being reckless when she was younger.

"Hmm."

Park Gang-su looked at Ji Nu-ri and casually asked.

"Want me to carry your bag to the classroom?"
"No thanks."

Ji Nu-ri waved him off.

"I'm fine. You go ahead. I'll take my time."

She wanted to send him on his way quickly.
She could manage on her own and didn't want anyone fussing over something like this.

"If you say so."

Park Gang-su nodded and went ahead.

* * *

On the way to school.
I looked around as I walked. I had been searching for someone.
The person wasn't hard to find.
They were quite noticeable.

"..."

I spotted a familiar back of the head up ahead.
Brown bob haircut.
Crutches and a cast that anyone would notice.

I trudged over in that direction.

"Hey, Ji Nu-ri."
"Oh, uh. What's up?"

When I casually greeted her, Ji Nu-ri responded awkwardly.
She couldn't quite meet my eyes.
Her pace quickened like someone who had done something wrong.

She moves pretty fast for someone on crutches.

"...You're late today?"

Ji Nu-ri looked at me curiously.

"Yeah."

I nodded. I had come late on purpose.
Ji Nu-ri always arrived at this time. I'd timed my arrival to match hers.
I figured it would be difficult for her to move around, so I thought I'd help.

*She'll definitely say she's fine if I offer to help.*

I deliberately didn't mention that.

Tap. Tap. Tap.
Ji Nu-ri moved forward one step at a time, leaning on her crutches.
After watching for a moment.

"Want me to carry that?"

Tap tap.
I tapped the bottom of her bag as I asked.
I felt bad just standing there.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri's crutches stopped. Her head drooped a bit, then.

"...I'm fine."

She shook her head vigorously.
Ji Nu-ri moved her crutches with determination.

Not giving up, I asked once more.

"Let me have it."
"I'm fine. Really."
— "...Seriously, I'm okay."

That's what she said.
But...
The strap of her bag was slowly slipping down her shoulder.

"..."

I held Ji Nu-ri's wrist to help her keep balance while she took off her bag.
After removing it from her arm, I slung it over my shoulder and continued walking.

"Th-thanks."
"..."

I just nodded silently at her thanks.

Step by step.
I matched Ji Nu-ri's pace as we passed through the main entrance and into the building.

"Here."

I took out Ji Nu-ri's indoor shoes and placed them on the floor in front of the shoe lockers.
I put her outdoor shoes inside.

— "This is... kind of... embarrassing..."

Her eyes wavered.
She seemed embarrassed about having someone help her change shoes. Her face was noticeably redder than before.
Ji Nu-ri was a sensitive girl too.

"..."

After changing her shoes, Ji Nu-ri stood in front of the stairs, hesitating to go up.

— "How am I going to get up to the classroom?"

She already looked overwhelmed.
It definitely seemed difficult to climb up in her condition.

— "Um, should I get carried?"

She glanced at me cautiously.

"..."

What does she mean, get carried?
Last time was different because there was no other option.

"Let's take the elevator. When else would we get to use it?"

I called her toward the opposite direction.

"...Oh."

She uttered briefly.

"Right. That works."

She nodded stiffly.
She seemed somewhat disappointed.

I pressed the central elevator button located next to the stairs.

Since she had a cast on.
Teachers wouldn't say anything in this case.
And I could ride along under the pretense of carrying her bag.

Taking the elevator made getting to the classroom quick.

Slide—
When we entered through the back door, we saw some classmates who had arrived earlier.

"..."

Lee Sol and Shin A-young were sitting at their desks chatting when they noticed us.

"Oh."

Shin A-young's eyes widened.

"Nu-ri, your leg..."
"I just twisted it a little."

Ji Nu-ri sat down with a slight smile.
I hung her bag on the side of her desk.

"Really?"
— "I'm glad it's not serious..."

Shin A-young glanced at her leg.

"Won't it be hard during class changes?"
"I'll be fine—"

Ji Nu-ri glanced at me.

— "...He'll help me. After all, I got hurt because of him."

She cleared her throat softly.

Technically, she fell while running away on her own.
But I wasn't entirely blameless.
I nodded in agreement.

"...Mm."

Pop.
Lee Sol pulled out a marker.
She started scribbling something on the cast.

"Me too, me too."

Shin A-young licked her lips and took out her own marker.
She never misses out on fun things.
Drawing on casts is a tradition after all.

I thought about writing something too, but.

"..."

I put the pen down after seeing the location of the cast.
Given where it was...
It would look weird if I wrote there.
I decided against it.

— "Isn't Seung-ho going to write something?"

Ji Nu-ri's inner self lingered around me with expectant eyes.

— "...Why isn't Seung-ho writing anything?"

She became dejected for a moment.

— "Oh."

Soon she seemed to realize why. She quickly turned her gaze toward the window.
Her ears had turned bright red.

* * *

Lunchtime.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri rolled her eyes around, looking at her surroundings.
Lee Seung-ho had temporarily left to use the restroom.

*I should tell them...*

About her newly realized feelings for Lee Seung-ho.

It was a bit embarrassing, but it seemed like the right thing to do.
After all, both of them liked Lee Seung-ho too, didn't they?

*...And Lee Seung-ho isn't here right now.*

This might be the only chance to talk about it.
Ji Nu-ri immediately took action.

"Hey, you two."

She turned around to call the two sitting behind her.

"I need to talk to you about something. Do you have time now?"
"Talk? All of a sudden?"

Shin A-young looked up from fixing her makeup.

"I'm fine with it..."

Her gaze shifted to the side, toward Lee Sol.
She was hunched over her desk like a small animal.
Fortunately, she wasn't asleep yet.

"Yaaawn..."

Lee Sol yawned and turned her head.
She was still in the same hunched position. Only her eyes were looking in their direction.

"...What do you want to talk about?"
"Well, I can't say it right here."

That's why she was calling them aside.

"Hmm..."

Lee Sol blinked.
Once. Twice.
Her long eyelashes moved up and down.

"...Too much effort."

Then she closed her eyes again.

"Oh, come on—"

Ji Nu-ri's lips protruded.
I knew this would happen.

"It'll just take a minute. Please?"

Ji Nu-ri shook Lee Sol's shoulders vigorously.

"...It's about Seung-ho."

She whispered desperately into Lee Sol's ear.

"..."

Her eyes opened again.
Her brow furrowed slightly, then she slowly got up.

Hmm.
Lee Sol let out a small sigh and gestured to get it over with quickly.

...

Ji Nu-ri brought the two to the band practice room.
She could speak freely here.
She checked her surroundings several times just to be sure.
There was no one nearby.

"...So, what did you want to talk about?"

At Lee Sol's question, Ji Nu-ri scanned the area once more.
Good, all clear.

"..."

Hoo... Hoo...
She kept taking deep breaths.

"..."

Her breath caught.
This was...
Not easy to say.

"...If you have nothing to say, I'm leaving."
"Wait."

Ji Nu-ri hurriedly grabbed her.

"Um..."
"Um?"
"Umm...!"

Oh whatever.

"I think I li..."

Blood rushed to her face.

"Liii...!"

Saying it out loud was harder than she'd expected.

"I... think... I like... Lee Seung-ho."

Finally, she was able to confess her feelings.
Sweat trickled down her face.

"..."

Ji Nu-ri squeezed her eyes shut.
She couldn't predict what their reaction would be.
Were they shocked?
They probably had reason to be.

"...?"

But when she heard no response.
She cautiously opened her eyes.

"..."
"..."

The two were standing silently.
The atmosphere somehow felt like...
They were waiting for her to continue.
Even though she had nothing more to say.

"""...?"""

The three looked at each other with question marks floating above their heads.

"Um... Is that all you wanted to say?"

Shin A-young tilted her head.

"Um... yes."

Ji Nu-ri nodded.
That was it.

"? Why are you suddenly bringing this up now...?"

Lee Sol's eyes narrowed. Ji Nu-ri was startled by that reaction.

"W-what? Did you already know?"
"Well... it was pretty obvious."

Ji Nu-ri's mouth gaped open.
Her expression went blank.

"...Ob-obvious? That I like Seung-ho?"
"It was kind of obvious, wasn't it?"
"...Yeah."

Seeing the two nod so nonchalantly.
Ji Nu-ri's mind was being pulled deeper into a labyrinth.

"H-how?!"

What part of it was obvious?
Even she hadn't known.
How did they know before she did?
Ji Nu-ri couldn't figure it out no matter how much she thought about it.

"What part made it obvious?!"

Ji Nu-ri urged the two to explain.

"Well..."

Shin A-young folded her fingers with a subtle look.

"Not long ago, you were rubbing your chest against Seung-ho."
"Almost grinding."

Lee Sol added from the side.

"W-when did I ever?!"

Ji Nu-ri was shocked.
Her body wobbled. With her leg in this condition, she couldn't jump up.

"...You did it at the School Store. I saw it clearly."

Lee Sol crossed her arms with a sulky expression.

"Right?"
"Yeah."

The two nodded in agreement.

"Th-that time...!"
"Weren't you trying to seduce him?"

At Shin A-young's breathtaking accusation.

"Ah..."

Ji Nu-ri couldn't contain her embarrassment and shouted.

"N-no...!"
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