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  Chapter 1: Difficulty level???


I had possessed the body of a character in a female-oriented game.

The game took place in a medieval fantasy setting, with the main stage being a place called Reville Academy.

The heroine, Sierra, becomes involved with five men and must choose one in the end, a typical romance visual novel.

I had possessed the body of an extra character.

My name was Emil Tier.

I was an ordinary character, a noble of moderate standing, with no particular traits or significance.

But…

I gained a special ability, a bonus from my possession.

[Miracle of Despair – You will never accept a bad ending!]

“Oh! Is this some kind of luck-boosting bonus?”

When I first saw the ability, I was quite happy.

It seemed to be a bonus that improved the chances of avoiding a bad ending.

Given that I wished to live a peaceful and uneventful life in this world, this was a very welcome ability.

Then, of course, a mission appeared for me.

Ding!

[Find true love and meet a happy fate!]

[Warning! If you do not find true love, you will reach a bad ending!]

It was, as expected from a dating simulation, a mission to find “love.”

The fact that no specific love interest was pointed out meant that I, as an ordinary extra, could pursue anyone.

But, I had a special ability!

So, I decided to take on a rather bold challenge.

That challenge was to target the original heroine!

However, the heroine was not Sierra, the main character.

“Well, it’s impossible for someone like me to be the main character.”

Sierra would eventually end up with one of the five male protagonists.

And those five men were all overpowered “flower boys,” making it nearly impossible for anyone else to win their affection.

I gave up on Sierra from the start.

But that was okay.

What I was aiming for was to target Sierra’s rival, the “villainess.”

I was going after one of the five heroines who would eventually be discarded by the five male protagonists.

Though they were called “villainesses,” they were simply rival characters to Sierra.

While playing the game, I found these five villainesses to be quite captivating.

They were beautiful, earnest in love, and especially admirable in their willingness to use any means to achieve their goals.

But in the end, they were all defeated by the protagonist.

I felt sorry for them.

Seeing them rejected by the male protagonists after doing their best, and facing heartbreaking endings, deeply moved me.

So, I thought, “If you’re going to discard them, then I’ll take them!”

With that lighthearted thought, I decided to go after one of the villainesses.

After all, I had the [Miracle of Despair] to help me avoid bad endings.

Of course, I didn’t plan to do the dishes for them.

I didn’t want to end up with one of them after they had been through all sorts of hardship, fallen deeply in love with the male protagonists, and were ultimately abandoned.

No, my goal was to win their hearts before they were discarded—before they met that sad fate.

I already knew how to pursue them.

So, I set about targeting one of the villainesses.

“I love you sincerely. Will you be mine?”

The result was romantic and successful.

I managed to win over one of the heroines.

It wasn’t that difficult.

I knew her painful past, so I filled the void in her heart and gradually got closer to her.

Naturally, we grew closer than anyone else and fell in love with each other.

I felt happy.

“I’m glad I got possessed…”

I considered my possession a blessing.

And I was also thankful for the [Miracle of Despair] that helped me avoid bad endings.

But then…

What?

It was all an illusion.

“Sorry…”

From the start, I was just a second-string option for her.

“But I really love him! My feelings are genuine!”

“Then what about me…”

“Emil…”

“What about all the things we shared together?”

“I’m sorry… I’m sorry for hurting you…”

After becoming lovers with one of them, the story began to unfold differently from the game.

“I can’t live without him now…”

Among the five male protagonists, the one who had originally planned to discard her, came and took her away.

“Stop! I was serious! If you were going to do this, you should have never accepted me in the first place!!”

The girl who promised to love me so easily fell for him.

It was like a prostitute who would sell her body for money.

After that, there was only pain.

I gave my all.

I loved her truly.

Ha, huff…chuup, ha…

The moment I saw her in a passionate kiss with him, my heart shattered.

“You bastard!! How dare you!!”

“Ah~! Stop! Emil–!!”

“What the hell is this guy? Can’t he just get lost?!”

“Ahhh!”


With revenge in my heart, I charged at the man, but…

The result was a crushing defeat.

It was inevitable.

He, the male protagonist, was “overpowered.”

There was no way to win against him.

In the end, I was humiliated, beaten senseless in front of the girl I loved.

“Ha, ha… ha ha…”

When despair came, laughter bubbled up.

It hurt.

I thought my broken heart couldn’t hurt any more than this.

But there was even greater pain.

And that pain was unbearable.

I despaired.

My mind shattered.

Darkness covered my heart.

Like black ink falling into a bucket of water, the darkness slowly consumed me.

It drove me toward an extreme choice.

In some ways, it was the only revenge I could take.

Death.

I would die in front of her.

I would make her regret it.

With that mindset, I prepared a rope and went up to the roof.

If I hang myself on the roof of the academy’s main building, every student coming to school will see it.

So.

My first life came to an end.

And then.

Ding!

[You have encountered a bad ending. ‘Miracle of Despair’ is activated.]

The moment I took my own life,

I realized the truth about my possession special ability.

‘What the hell…’

That’s right.

What I thought was a lucky ability to avoid bad endings was, as the description said, an ability that allows you to avoid a bad ending once it happens.

Simply put, a reset.

I returned to the moment I first possessed her, before I started pursuing her.

‘Oh my god…’

Ding!

[As a side effect of ‘Miracle of Despair,’ ‘Mental Healing’ is activated.]

It was an incredible power.

The mind that had been consumed by darkness became clear.

A new opportunity!

Another chance was given to me.

The regression was a salvation granted to the despairing me.

‘I was wrong to choose that bitch. I picked her because she had the biggest chest.’

With my restored mental state, I smiled and threw the nightmare of the previous cycle out of my mind.

A new beginning!

After all, the heroines I liked were five!

One of them just had a trashy, prostitute-like mindset.

This time, I would find true love, and that would be enough.

And then.

Ding!

[Find true love and embrace a happy destiny!]

‘Sorry, but it turned out this way.’

Ding!

[Find true love and embrace a happy destiny!]

‘Ahaha, of course, I really loved you too, Emil.’

Ding!

[Find true love and embrace a happy destiny!]

‘Ugh… It’s noisy. Now, I just don’t feel the same about you.’

Ding!

[Find true love and embrace a happy destiny!]

‘What? Didn’t you hear? I don’t need you anymore.’

After going through four more regressions,

I realized that my choices weren’t wrong.

I wasn’t the one who was wrong.

All five of them were trash.

Even all five of them, had seduced the man who would have abandoned them and betrayed me.

‘Fuck, fuck, fuuuuck!!’

Of course, every time I approached them sincerely, I was hurt every time.

In the end, I was despairing.

I met a cruel end for the sake of revenge.

I prayed that they would regret and be sad.

But in the very end,

even the fifth one betrayed me,

and I realized that my expectations had also been betrayed.

Ding!

[You have achieved the fifth bad ending! As a result of achieving all bad endings, you are awarded an additional event CG!]

Additional event CG.

It was like a hidden CG that you get when you reach the true ending in a romance simulation game.

However, for me, possessing this game, the CG was delivered in a video format.

Ahh..! Good…! I love you…! Do it more…! Please do it a lot inside…!

In the video, the women were panting like prostitutes.

Moreover, the perspective of the video was on the day I died.

Even after seeing me hanging from the academy’s rooftop,

That night, they mingled with the guys and made dirty sounds.

Even in the video, they were laughing happily.

“Please go away, please…”

I wanted to skip the video, but I couldn’t.

In the dark space, only my consciousness existed.

And the system cruelly continued to show me the video.

The video only ended after showing all five women’s interactions.

“What the hell. What do you want from me…”

I murmured in the darkness.

I don’t want this anymore.

I don’t want this.

Possessing someone, not being the protagonist—this isn’t a blessing.

Such a possession, with regressions happening one after another, wasn’t salvation either.

This is, in some ways, hell.

Maybe I committed a great sin before the possession.

Maybe this is why I’m being punished.

That thought crossed my mind.

“I just… loved them sincerely…”

Ironically, at that moment, I recalled the happy moments I had with them.

Holding my hand and blushing.

Getting mad over little skinship and feeling embarrassed.

Sometimes shedding tears and confirming each other’s sincerity.

Like that.

I remembered the moments when I loved them so warmly.

The fleeting memories lasted only a few seconds, but for me at that time, it was a long time.

The love they gave me is deeply rooted in my heart.

And just as those roots were ripped out in an instant, a huge, tattered hole was left in my heart.

Ding!

[‘Miracle of Despair’ is activated!]

Stop.

Stop now.

I can’t do it anymore.

It won’t work anyway.

Someone else?

Even if I find someone, I’ll just have them taken away again.

This is that kind of story.

I’m just a person who can only be like that.

Ding!

[Find true love and embrace a happy destiny!]

A mission came to mind.

That message that always appeared before me whenever I regressed.

But I buried my head in my knees.

Ding!

[‘Mental Healing’ is activated!]

Ssssst!

I felt the activation of a familiar ability.

That special power that healed my wounded heart after each regression.

Normally, after receiving this healing, I would recover my heart and challenge another heroine again.

But.

“I don’t want to, I don’t want to… I don’t want to get hurt anymore…”

A curse had already been cast upon my heart.

No matter how much I recover mentally, the memories won’t disappear.

The moment my mind recovered, the memories that were deeply ingrained in my head once again dug at my heart.

Up until now, there had been ‘hope’ that another heroine existed.

But after being betrayed by the fifth heroine, I lost even that hope.

So I declared my resignation.

I just buried my head in my knees and prayed for time to pass.

I don’t want to do anything like love anymore.

They’ll betray me anyway.

I’m just an extra, that’s how it is.

In the end, they easily give in when some well-to-do guys seduce them.

I’m just a self-esteem vending machine to briefly fill up their needs.

I don’t want to get hurt like that anymore.

So.

Please, stop now…

— Ding!

The message that should have ended echoed in my head once again.

In my disorientation, I absentmindedly raised my head.

A new message appeared on the dead-eyed screen.

[The player’s despair value has exceeded the threshold.]

[Do you want to adjust the difficulty?]

[Y/N]

“I… what?”

A message I had never seen before.

It was a message I had never encountered in the five regressions.

So.

I absentmindedly pressed the [Y] button.

Ding!

[Difficulty has changed from [HARD] to [EASY].]

[Additional perks according to the difficulty level will be granted!]

“What…?”

The difficulty changed from hard to easy..?

So, all of that until now was in hard mode…?

But wait, the heroine targeting itself wasn’t that difficult, so why was that?

But all of those questions vanished when I saw the next message.

Ding!

[Charm of Tears – Women will perceive you as an extremely attractive person!]

[Blooming Talent – Challenge anything. You will achieve it!]

[Sweet Voice – Your voice is now enchanting. Anyone will easily accept your words!]

“Ugh…”

Unbelievable perks appeared one after another.

I didn’t know such things existed.

Five cycles, about one year per cycle.

It was the secret of this possession that I had discovered after five years.

That absurd fact momentarily brought my mind, which had been engulfed in despair, back to normal.

And then the system explanation about easy mode followed.

Ding!

[Welcome to easy difficulty!]

[Easy difficulty always provides ‘Mental Healing’! Forget the painful memories and challenge for a happy ending!]

[However, the ‘Miracle of Despair’ perk from hard difficulty has been retrieved… retrieved… retrieved…, retrie… retri… retriii…]

But.

Suddenly, the system window crackled and an error message appeared.

Ding!

[An error has occurred due to the increased despair value.]

[System maintenance in progress…]

[Complete]

It was the first time this happened, so I stared blankly at the scene.

And then, at the very end of the message, which had returned to normal,

The message content had changed.

[However, the ‘Miracle of Despair’ from hard difficulty has been transformed into ‘Despair’s Memory’!]

“Despair’s Memory…?”

Is this some kind of wordplay?

In my frustration, I clicked on the perks section in the system window.

Under the perks I had just gained in easy mode, a new perk, ‘Despair’s Memory,’ had been added.

What the hell.

After reading that, I laughed out loud.

“Haha, haha, hahaha!!”

I laughed like a madman.

It was exhilarating.

There was no way I couldn’t feel good.

“Hahahahahaha!!”

After all, Possessing is a blessing, and regression is salvation.

[Despair’s Memory – Reject the confession! Show them the reason why!]


***

Author’s note (Author’s message)

Thank you for reading!

If you enjoyed it, please leave a recommendation, bookmark, and comment!

Especially the comments really help with writing! Thank you.



 
  Chapter 2: Sixth Entrance Ceremony


After washing up, I changed my clothes.

[‘Mental Healing’ is permanently activated.]

I skillfully put on the suit that had been prepared in my wardrobe.

This makes it my sixth first start.

That’s right.

I have lived through this morning six times already.

“Haha…”

A hollow laugh escaped me.

But the emotion that burst out wasn’t despair.

It was exhilaration.

Ding!

[Find true love and embrace a happy fate!]

The mission message that rings out every time I wake up on the first morning appeared once again.

I smirked as I looked at it.

“Screw that.”

True love?

That’s not my goal in this round.

No, does true love even exist in this world?

If anything, there’s love that pretends to be true—only to stab you in the back.

That was the truth I had learned.

And the truth for them was that there were five male leads who were better men than me.

That’s why, this time, I won’t be deceived by that truth.

“This time, I’ll be the one doing the backstabbing.”

Otherwise, I’d be letting down my past self.

The one who suffered, who ultimately died in agony.

The one whose death was meaningless.

Even if this round ends in a bad ending, I don’t care.

Ah, did they say that Easy Mode doesn’t have any regression perks?

Doesn’t matter.

If anything, I’d welcome the end of this damn regression.

“I’m heading out.”

“Alright, do your best, Emil.”

“Take care of yourself.”

“Brother… You must come back.”

“Fufu, Airi. I’m just going to the academy. No need to worry.”

This was my sixth farewell to my family.

After this, I would never see them again.

In the end, my sister’s worries were right.

She saw me off with a face as if she were sending me to war.

My mother comforted her, patting her head, telling her not to worry.

But, Mother.

My sister’s fears will become reality.

Because in the past five rounds, I never made it back home.

But this time, it will be different.

“Don’t worry, Airi.”

“I’ll definitely come back.”

“Really?”

“Of course.”

Of course, it’ll still be a bad ending.

But a bad ending doesn’t necessarily mean death.

It could be a lonely, lifelong bachelor ending.

That would be fine.

I’d live as my dear sister’s steadfast guardian.

After that, I boarded the carriage and headed to the academy.

***

“Whew…”

Stepping down from the carriage, I casually made my way to the academy’s front gate.

Reveil Academy.

Normally, it would be natural to feel nervous at the start of this academy journey.

‘But I’ve technically been here for five years, so there’s nothing nerve-wracking about it.’

I walked in as if I had passed through these halls just yesterday.

Soon, I spotted the countless applicants.

All of them had gathered here to take the entrance exam.

Every single one of them was a talented individual from the empire or foreign lands.

But among them, four particular people stood out to me.

‘There they are.’

A pink-haired girl awkwardly looking around like an idiot.

A blonde delinquent folding his arms and glaring at his surroundings.

A mint-haired guy grinning excitedly while scanning the crowd.

A blue-haired girl sitting on the ground with a vacant expression.

‘As expected, she’s not here.’

The fifth one wasn’t present.

Since she was a second-year student, she wouldn’t be at the entrance exam.

She was probably in the dorms or back home.

Regardless.

I engraved the first meeting with them into my mind before nonchalantly shifting my gaze away.

At the same time, an announcer stepped forward and began shouting something.

“We will now begin the Reveil Academy Entrance Exam.”

Right on schedule, the test had begun.


‘This is getting old.’

This was my sixth time taking this test.

By the second round, I had already reached the passing threshold with ease.

So, getting in wasn’t an issue.

But.

‘This time, let’s do things differently.’

Unlike before, where my goal was simply to enter, this time, my objective revolved around the five heroines.

And entrance exam scores contribute to their affection points.

So, achieving high marks would be advantageous.

“Now, let the exam begin.”

The test was divided into three parts:

Written exam, interview, and physical assessment.

Rustle… Rustle…

I took my seat and received the exam papers being handed out.

‘Before, I treated myself as just an extra and didn’t take it seriously, but… this time, I’m going all out.’

As soon as I received the test, I immediately started solving the questions.

Of course, as someone who suddenly possessed Emil’s body, I didn’t actually know most of the exam’s content.

Some questions even covered the history of the Reveil Empire.

But thanks to the convenience of possession—

Emil already knew the answers.

So, all I had to do was dig into his past knowledge and make use of it.

But then.

‘Wait… why is this so easy…?’

The questions were too easy.

I used to struggle with math and magic calculations.

Yet, now, I found the answers the moment I read the questions.

Scratch, scratch…

As a result, I finished the written exam thirty minutes earlier than everyone else.

‘What’s going on…?’

Resting my chin on my hand, I pondered deeply.

Had I memorized the answers after repeating the test six times…?

No, the questions changed slightly in each round, so memorization wasn’t the answer.

That left two possibilities.

‘It’s either a perk of regression… or the difficulty has been lowered.’

Maybe it was both.

I smirked.

Either way, this was a good thing.

Thanks to this, my entrance exam scores would be excellent.

After that, I proceeded with the interview and the physical test.

Of course, thanks to the trait [Sweet Voice], I easily charmed and convinced the interviewers in an instant.

With the influence of the trait [Blossoming Talent], I achieved results in the physical test that I had never even come close to before.

A few days later—

“Freshman Representative, Emil Tier.”

I had earned the top score in the entrance exam and was selected as the freshman representative for the entrance ceremony.

‘This is getting interesting…?’

I thought this process would be unbearably dull, given that this was my sixth time going through it.

But it was turning out to be quite entertaining.

Clap, clap, clap, clap, clap…

As the sound of applause filled the hall, I stood up and walked toward the podium.

Then, I could hear whispers from the crowd.

“Wow… that guy’s the top student?”

“Doesn’t he have a nice vibe?”

“He’s handsome.”

“Huh? Not handsome—he’s cute.”

“Hmmm~, but he has quite the charisma too…”

Was this the influence of [Blossoming Talent], or was it just because I was the freshman representative?

Their voices came through loud and clear.

Handsome, cute, charismatic.

Those were words I had never once heard in my past five rounds.

‘Just how much easier has this become?’

It was almost ridiculous.

“In the breath of spring, where new life begins to bloom…”

Following the freshman representative speech, I subtly scanned the audience.

From a distance, everyone looked similar.

But a few individuals stood out.

The five heroines. The five male protagonists.

And finally—

The protagonist of this game, Sierra.

‘…Huh?’

But something was strange about Sierra’s expression.

While the other heroines and male protagonists either looked indifferent or mildly curious about me—

She was staring at me with a sulky look on her face.

Clap, clap, clap, clap, clap…

‘…What the hell?’

Even in my past five regressions, Sierra had never looked at me like that.

To begin with, I had focused on the villainous heroines, so I had little to no interaction with Sierra.

Because of that, even as I stepped down from the podium, I remained conscious of her.

She was still staring at me with that same sullen expression.

After the freshman welcome ceremony—

“Hey.”

“Huh?”

She suddenly spoke to me.

Not one of the five heroines.

Not one of the male protagonists.

But Sierra, the original protagonist of this world.

“Do you… know me?”

“What? You literally just gave a speech at the welcome ceremony.”

“Oh… right.”

I blurted out a dumb question out of surprise.

With so many things different in this regression, for a moment, I wondered if Emil’s past had also changed and made him acquainted with Sierra.

But if that wasn’t the case, why was she talking to me?

This was the first time in all my regressions that she had approached me first.

In the past, Sierra only acknowledged me when she was involved with one of the heroines I was targeting.

Yet now, she stood confidently in front of me, arms crossed, looking me straight in the eye.

Me.

The same Emil Tier that she hadn’t paid a single ounce of attention to in the past five rounds.

“Anyway, nice speech. You weren’t nervous at all.”

“…Thanks.”

“I’m Sierra. And you’re Emil, right? The top student this year.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m the runner-up.”

Sierra said that as she extended her hand toward me.

“What?”

“I’m the second-place student. If you weren’t here, I’d be the top student.”

“I mean, I figured, but…”

“Then what are you waiting for? Shake.”

She waved her hand again.

She wanted a handshake.

I slowly took her hand and shook it, lost in thought.


‘So becoming the top student connects me to Sierra…?’

I hadn’t anticipated this at all.

…I have no interest in you, though.

“Fufu, anyway, let’s get along. We’ll probably be seeing each other a lot.”

Unlike me, who was utterly perplexed, Sierra gave me a playful wave and walked away.



 
  Chapter 3: First goal


About two weeks had passed since the entrance ceremony.

By now, the awkwardness from the first day of school had mostly faded, and everyone had started to mingle with those they got along with.

Of course, in my case, I was alone.

In the previous cycle, I had only focused on capturing the heroines, not spending time with others.

This time, the situation was the same—no time to waste building connections with anyone else.

However…

“Emil, I didn’t quite understand this part of the class earlier. Can you help me?”

“Ah! That’s unfair! Me too!”

“Mm…? Why me? Just ask the professor…”

“Well, Emil is the top student, right?”

“You explain it better than the professor, and it’s more comfortable.”

“Right? Hehe.”

Thanks to the [Mesmerizing Tears] effect, sometimes female students approached me without hesitation.

Aside from that, my life at the academy was solitary.

And so, I spent two weeks like that.

‘Well, it’s about time to get started.’

Of course, for someone like me who has to pursue five heroines, letting two weeks pass without action could be seen as a waste of time.

But this was necessary.

I had to give the heroines this much time to build relationships with the other male protagonists.

‘I moved quickly in the previous cycle before doing that, but now it’s the opposite…’

I don’t just want to make those five heroines suffer.

The same goes for the five male protagonists.

If it weren’t for those bastards, I wouldn’t have had such a terrible experience.

And so, two weeks passed.

Finally, the tedious time was over.

“Ah… Starting today, we are accepting applications for student-led study groups. If the group leaders have formed their groups, please submit the application form to me…”

The first sign of action had arrived.

Study groups.

It’s a simple gathering of a few students who voluntarily meet to study together.

A social event for the new students and a preparation event for the first semester’s midterms.

As soon as the study group event started, students began to form groups with those they felt comfortable with.

For the past few days, group leaders who were eager to recruit good students were often seen running around the academy.

The reason: is to gather students who could raise the group’s academic performance.

Of course, a study group alone wouldn’t improve grades.

But still, the atmosphere in a group with excellent students is very different from that of one without them.

‘Now… where is he?’

Naturally, I had a group I was targeting.

As I walked down the hallway looking for that distinctive pink hair,

“Hey, over here! How about joining our group?”

Various group leaders were trying to recruit students in the hallway.

At the end of the hallway, I spotted the person I had been searching for.

Pale pink long hair.

It was tied in two strands and hung down in her unique hairstyle.

Her round and clear eyes made her look innocent and pure.

But her most notable feature wasn’t her face—it was what lay beneath it.

Sway.

“Uh, sorry, I’m already in another group…”

“Oh… I see.”

As she lowered her head gloomily, her large chest shook.

Even from a distance, I could clearly see it.

The student who had been invited right in front of me left with a disappointed expression.

‘Marie Closer…’

She was the one who had given me my first despair.

—”Sorry… I’m sorry for hurting you…”

The memory of the day she betrayed me passed through my mind.

“Ugh…”

Throb…

Thanks to that, the headache that had been bothering me steadily returned.

Ding!

[“Mental Healing” activated!]

With the advantage of the Easy Mode, the headache disappeared quickly.

‘Normally, I’d refuse to join a group like hers, but…’

I smiled as I felt my head clear up.

My first target was Marie Clauze.

Well, I wasn’t planning to get revenge in the same order as I suffered, but timing-wise, she was the first.

‘Now, let’s go.’

Fortunately, I was the top student in this entrance exam.

Since the study groups were aimed at improving grades, my title as the top student would be very helpful.

I had struggled quite a bit during the first cycle when I didn’t have such a title.

‘Please! I’m begging you!’

‘Huh? Well, but… I’m really serious about this midterm exam.’

‘I won’t drag you down, I promise! Actually, I’ll definitely be helpful!’

‘Huh…?’

Back then, I fought desperately to join her group.

Eventually, after recruiting another top student, I managed to join Marie’s group.

‘The efforts from the last cycle will look ridiculous now.’

This time, I walked confidently toward her.

Since she was serious about improving her grades, aiming for the top student, she’d definitely want my help.

But then…


“Ah, Emil! Where are you going? Did you join a group yet? If not, join ours!”

“Uh, huh?”

As I was walking toward Marie, another group leader rushed up to me.

“Sorry, I’ve already joined another group…”

“Oh? Emil! It’s the top student!”

“Wait, Emil! Come join our group! We’ve got a really well-organized setup!”

“What?! Wait, follow the order! I’m still in the middle of asking!”

“No, I mean…”

And then, more group leaders, realizing who I was, started gathering around me.

This wasn’t expected.

“Join our group! Really, it’s much better! We’ve already secured a new venue!”

“We’re going to use a luxury inn nearby! They’ll provide endless snacks and tea!”

“Ugh, we don’t have that, but… yes, yes, there are lots of pretty girls!”

It felt like reporters swarming around a celebrity involved in a scandal.

One by one, the group leaders highlighted the advantages of joining their groups.

“No, I’m already set to join another group…”

No matter how hard I tried to explain, my words were drowned out by the enthusiastic group leaders.

Then.

‘Wait, Marie…!’

From a distance, I locked eyes with Marie, who had been rejected by someone else.

It seemed like the other group leaders had noticed me.

‘Okay, if Marie comes, I’ll just tell her I’m joining that group…!?’

The plan had changed, but the result would still be the same.

For now, I just needed to wait for Marie to come closer.

But then…

‘Huh…?’

Marie made a disappointed face and turned away, walking in the opposite direction.

It looked like she had no intention of inviting me anymore.

“What’s she doing?!”

“Huh?”

“Eh, Emil?”

Surprised by her reaction, I inadvertently shouted my thoughts.

That caused the group leaders to momentarily freeze, creating a path for me.

Bang!

“Ah! Emil!”

“Wait, we were still talking…”

I broke free from their grasp and sprinted down the hallway.

Initially, I had planned to approach her slowly and naturally.

I didn’t want to beg to be included in her group.

But now the situation had changed.

‘She’s definitely putting everything on the line for this midterm exam!’

She needed to recruit top students, but she turned her back on me.

I didn’t know why, but I couldn’t let this chance slip by.

And then…

Grab!

“Ahh!”

“Hey, wait…”

—Huh? You are…

I was able to catch Marie, who was heading down the central stairs, after running quickly.

Her pale pink twin tails and large chest swayed as she looked at me.

There was a look of confusion in her eyes, as if to say, “Why you?”

“It’s not that… I was wondering if I could join your group?”

“Huh…?”

“I saw you inviting another student earlier.”

“Eh, um, I mean, I’d be happy… but…”

“Emiiiiiil–!!”

At that moment, I heard the voices of the other group leaders I had left behind, calling my name.

“Seriously, do those guys never give up?!”

“Eh, uh?”

“Let’s go!”

“Wait…!”

If I got surrounded here, things could get messy.

While they were grabbing me, Marie’s group might fill up.

Tada-dadada—!

I grabbed Marie’s hand and headed for the rooftop with her.

Clunk!

After reaching the rooftop and closing the door behind us, Marie and I let out a sigh of relief.

“Haah, haah… That was… that was scary…”

“Whoo, sorry. It was really a life-or-death situation.”

“Mm, heh, running away was fun, so it’s fine.”

Marie, who had been catching her breath, smiled at me happily.

It seemed like I hadn’t upset her mood.

Rather, she started to look at me cautiously with sparkling eyes.

“Hey, by the way…?”

“Hm?”

“Earlier, when you said you’d join a group, were you trying to make others drop out?”

“No… I… I’m asking if you’re serious about it. Joining the group…”

Even now, Marie was still worried about me joining the group.

‘If she’s reacting like this, she must want me to join…?’

I was puzzled.

After all, just a moment ago, she had turned her back on me and tried to leave.

“Do you want me to join?”

“Hm? Of course! You’re the top student, right? I remember the entrance ceremony! Emil Tier!”

“…But then, why didn’t you come earlier?”

“Huh?”

“When the other group leaders gathered, you made eye contact with me.”

“Ah, you saw, huh…? Hehe.”

Marie scratched her cheek awkwardly at my question.

“But… with that much popularity… I thought you’d just refuse even if I invited you.”

“Ah…”

“I invited the other top students too, but they all already had groups. So, I thought you would too.”

Only then did I understand her thoughts.

‘Well, at this point, she probably has pretty low self-esteem…?’

Before she achieved great results in exams, Marie displayed a lot of insecurity.

Of course, while I was pursuing her, that side of her also got resolved.

In the end, the Marie I remember is one who’s confident and free of those complexes.

…Her excessive confidence even led her to switch to another guy.

Anyway.

“Well, if that’s the case, don’t worry. I haven’t joined anywhere.”

“Really?! Then…!”

“Yeah, I’m planning to join your group. What I said earlier wasn’t me trying to run away, it was sincere.”

“Eh…?”

At my words, Marie’s eyes sparkled, as if she was touched.

‘The reaction is completely different from the first cycle.’

Back then, no matter how many times I asked, she refused, so Marie’s reaction now felt a bit awkward.

Just being the top student was enough for her to react like this.

Long live Easy Mode.

“Thank you! Really, thank you! I’ll do my best not to hold you back!”

“No, actually, I should be saying that. I’m not as serious as you about the midterms.”

“Hehe, but in the end, I’ll be the one receiving help, right? Anyway, I’ll work hard, so please take care of me!”

Marie left the rooftop after thanking me repeatedly with a bright smile.

“Ha, please take care of me…”

After she left, I revealed a twisted smile hidden behind the pure one.

…Although I don’t remember it, I know Marie’s true nature.

No matter how innocent and pure she seems.

She had mocked and trampled on my sincerity.

“Let’s get along from now on, Marie…”

I murmured as I looked down at the vast academy landscape from the rooftop.

***

The next day, after school,

I went to the separate classroom that was assigned for my first study group.

The academy had provided a classroom specifically for the group that included the top student of the entrance exam.

But, when I entered, I was faced with an unexpected person.

“Why are you…?”

“What? Of course I came to study in the study group.”

“No, I mean, why this group?”

Sierra tilted her head in confusion as if asking why I was asking that.

“Well, because you’re here?”

“Huh?”

“I’m also serious about the midterms. This time, I want to be the top student, so naturally, I have to join the group you’re in.”

“I see…”

Being the top student really brought a lot of variables.


***
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  Chapter 4: Start the attack


Joining the study group went as planned and was a success.

But…

“Emil.”

“H-huh?”

“Do you understand this problem? Even after looking at the solution, I can’t really grasp it.”

“Let me see… Ah, this is about finding errors in the attribute operation formula, so… like this…”

“Oh, I see, it’s easier than I thought.”

Sierra.

It was completely unexpected that the protagonist of the original story would join this group.

‘Is it instead of him…?’

By him, I meant the honor student I had somehow persuaded in the first timeline to get into Marie’s group.

Back then, since my grades were average, Marie didn’t accept me. So, to get her to let me in, I somehow convinced another top student to join.

But now, in this timeline where I entered as the top student, that guy—whose name I can’t even remember—had no reason to be in the group.

It seemed like Sierra had taken his place instead.

“As expected of the top student.”

“Haha… well, thanks.”

Having never had a proper conversation with her in my five previous timelines, talking to her up close like this felt incredibly awkward.

Not to mention, she was canonically the most attractive student in Reveal Academy.

Even when compared to the five heroines, Sierra’s beauty was second to none.

No, if we were to judge solely by appearance, Sierra might even surpass them.

‘No wonder the male leads are all drawn to her.’

Of course, that didn’t mean Sierra was superior to the heroines in every way.

For instance—

Bounce.

“Wow, Emil, what problem were you explaining?”

“Huh? Oh, the magical formula analysis assignment. It seemed likely to appear on the midterm.”

“Hmmm… Wait, you actually solved and interpreted this? When I asked, the professor just told us to memorize the solution and the answer… As expected of the top student, amazing…!”

Just as I finished explaining the solution to Sierra, Marie approached her, her large chest bouncing with each step.

…At least in terms of that, she was superior to everyone else.

And then—

Clatter. Creak…

“Ah, I’m late. Sorry.”

“Malcolm! You’re late! Everyone already started!”

The classroom door opened, and the last member of our group, Malcolm, walked in.

“Hey, Emil.”

“…Hey.”

I forced a friendly smile as I returned his greeting.

Malcolm.

The final member of this group.

Just looking at him made anger boil inside me.

Because in my first timeline, he was the one who first made me taste despair.

“What part were you on?”

“Sorting out assignments. But Sierra organized everything so well… I almost feel bad looking at it. Hehe.”

“It’s fine. I’m gaining something from this too.”

“Wow, as expected, a study group with the top and second-ranked students really is different.”

“If you think so, Malcolm, at least try showing up on time!”

“Haha, my bad.”

With a well-built physique and friendly-looking features, Malcolm had a short, sporty haircut that suited him.

He was Marie’s childhood friend.

One of Sierra’s five male leads.

And in the first timeline…

He was the guy who stole Marie from me while I was dating her.

“Emil.”

… “Emil.”

“H-huh?”

“I need help with this part too. …What are you thinking about?”

Lost in memories of the past, I was startled back to reality by Sierra’s voice.

Turning my head, I saw Sierra sitting next to me, looking at me with a pouty expression.

“Ah, sorry. I got a bit distracted.”

“…You copied my notes, so you should at least help me properly. Otherwise, there’s no reason for me to be here.”

“Uh, I’ll be more careful.”

As I awkwardly apologized, Marie’s laughter rang out.

“Aha, Sierra’s really blunt.”

“Fufu, don’t take it too seriously. Half of it was a joke.”

“Which means half of it was serious.”

Fortunately, Marie’s usual cheerful laughter wiped the sulky look off Sierra’s face.

As I continued helping Sierra with the assignment, I occasionally stole glances at Malcolm.

Malcolm and Sierra… are in the same group.

I didn’t dislike Sierra.

But having her in this group created a problem.

That problem was Malcolm and Marie’s relationship.

‘Malcolm is supposed to have some feelings for Marie…’

The original plan was for Malcolm, Marie, and me to be in the same group, forming a love triangle.

But now, with Sierra in the group,

The original protagonist and one of the male leads were in the same group.

“Ah, Sierra, could you help me with this too?”

“Hm? Emil would be a better person to ask…”

“Haha, well, Emil is already answering too many questions. And you’re the second-ranked student too, Sierra.”

“…Alright, then.”


The result: the two of them were getting closer.

And if Malcolm’s feelings shifted toward Sierra, my plan would only be half-successful.

‘I need to do something about this…’

As I absentmindedly bit the end of my pencil in thought—

Scrape.

Marie quietly pulled a chair next to mine.

“…Huh?”

“Hehe, since Malcolm is learning from Sierra… I’ll learn from you, Emil.”

“Oh, uh, sure.”

“Sorry, am I relying on you too much? You have to study too.”

“It’s fine. It’s no problem at all.”

“Eh? Don’t tell me you’re so confident in acing the midterms that you don’t need to study?”

“No, I’m just not as obsessed with midterms as you are.”

Whether it was because of my top student title or the effect of my [Captivating Beauty Mark], Marie seemed to have a rather high opinion of me.

“Hehe, then I won’t hesitate… I’d like help with this part.”

“Hmm… Let’s see…”

At least, thanks to this, getting closer to Marie was much easier than in my first timeline.

Back then, I had to put in ridiculous amounts of effort.

‘M-Marie…! I gathered information on the expected test questions… and the trick questions the professors like to use…!’

‘H-how did you…?’

I had desperately used my game knowledge to dig up information from the professors and bring it to Marie, all in an attempt to help her improve her grades.

But now, in this easy mode timeline…

Getting close to Marie felt almost effortless, making my past struggles seem laughable.

“Wow… Emil, you explain things so clearly. It’s like learning from a professor.”

“You’re exaggerating. I’m just explaining what I know.”

“Can I ask you for help more often?”

In the past, a question like this would have made me ridiculously happy.

But now, I simply smiled confidently and replied—

“As much as you need. Ask anytime.”

“Hehe, thanks.”

At my response, Marie smiled softly, her cheeks flushing slightly.

I gazed at her face for a moment.

Her pink hair swayed gently before my eyes.

That familiar floral scent filled the air.

Her soft voice caressed my ears, and her clear, gentle eyes met mine.

Memories of the happy moments from the first timeline flashed through my mind.

And at the same time—

That overwhelming despair began to rise again.

***

About a week had passed since our study group was formed.

“Wow! Amazing! This is incredible! I’ve never gotten a score like this before!”

During that time, we had a small quiz before the midterms.

Marie had improved significantly compared to her earlier quiz scores.

“This is all thanks to you and Sierra…! Waaah…! I’m so grateful…!”

“What? Emil did most of the teaching. I just provided the notes.”

“Still, thank you, thank you so much! Emiiil…!”

“Hey, save the tears for after the midterms, Marie.”

“Ugh… B-but…!”

Despite my words, Marie gripped my hand tightly, unable to stop herself from tearing up.

…Well, I understood where she was coming from.

She was so invested in this midterm that even a small improvement in a quiz score was enough to make her cry.

As she continued holding my hand, sniffling—

Zap.

I felt a sharp gaze directed at me from somewhere.

I turned my head slightly to check.

It was Malcolm.

…So, he does have some feelings for Marie, after all.

Standing behind Sierra, Malcolm was glaring at my hand in Marie’s grip.

It seemed like he was feeling a bit jealous.

And that was fantastic news for me.

Luckily, Sierra joining our group didn’t completely erase his feelings for Marie.

Or perhaps—

The more I displayed closeness with Marie, the more it would provoke Malcolm’s emotions.

‘Maybe the second option is even more likely…’

Come to think of it, that was how it happened in the first timeline, too.

Back then, Malcolm had been completely absorbed in Sierra and showed no interest in Marie.

But—

After Marie and I started dating, his attitude suddenly changed.

And in the end, he took Marie away from me.

…Maybe getting into an affectionate relationship with Marie was the key to triggering Malcolm’s emotions.

‘In that case, I just have to proceed as planned.’

My relationship with Marie was progressing smoothly.

Compared to the first timeline, where I had to struggle just to become her friend, this was incredibly easy.

However—

We weren’t in a romantic relationship yet.

Even though [Captivating Beauty Mark] occasionally made her act sweetly toward me,

I knew from experience.

Marie hadn’t yet developed romantic feelings for me.

For that to happen, a specific trigger was necessary.

And of course—

I knew exactly what that trigger was.

Back in the first timeline, I had desperately worked toward it.

It was an event that would take place on the day the quiz results were announced.

After school.

On the annex building’s rooftop.

‘It should be happening soon…’

Recalling my memories from the first timeline, I checked the time.

Then, as the expected moment approached, I headed toward the annex rooftop.

It was already 6 PM.

Most students had already left the main building and returned to the dorms.

The sky was painted in hues of sunset.

And on that rooftop, bathed in that orange glow—

Two people stood facing each other.

Creak…

Standing quietly by the emergency exit door, I observed the scene before me.

Marie’s pink hair swayed gently.

But she didn’t have her usual cheerful, foolishly bright expression.

Instead—

She looked hesitant.

Her face showed anxiety, and fear.

She stood before a man, her hands clenched tightly.

“Onii-sama…”

“What is it, Marie? You dragged a busy person all the way out here.”

Damian Clauze.

A third-year student.

The root of Marie’s inferiority complex—the reason she was so obsessed with her midterm scores.

He was her half-brother.

Unlike her, he had been a genius since childhood.

As a result, he had risen to the rank of student council president of this academy.

And most importantly—

Crack…

He was one of the five male leads.


Another person I needed to crush.

One of the men who, in a past timeline, had stolen another heroine away from me.

***
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  Chapter 5: Younger brother and Older brother


Marie Clauze.

She was the illegitimate child of the Clauze family.

Her mother’s name was unknown.

All that was known was that she had once been nothing more than a fleeting amusement for her father.

Marie’s mother had abandoned her—forcing her way into the Clauze estate, leaving the newborn in the hands of her father, and then vanishing without a trace.

Not a single letter.

Not even a whisper of her whereabouts.

And so, there was no one on Marie’s side in the Clauze household.

The lady of the house—Marie’s stepmother—looked at her as if she were a filthy street rat, a child born from her husband’s infidelity.

Her father saw her as nothing but a disgrace—a blemish on his legacy.

Only one person—

“Marie, are you crying again?”

Her half-brother was her only source of comfort.

Although she had a childhood friend, Malcolm, he was merely a weekend companion—someone to play with for a short while.

Within the walls of the Clauze estate, her brother was her only family.

“Onii-sama…! I—I want to go too…!”

“Alright, let’s go.”

And so, Marie followed Damian Clauze like a shadow.

When she was with Damian, she was happy.

During those moments, she did not feel like an outsider.

She could feel the warmth of family.

The resentment she held for the mother who abandoned her and the father who created her yet despised her—

She could forget all of it when she was with Damian.

In those fleeting moments,

She was not an illegitimate child—but a beloved younger sister.

“Marie…”

But.

“You’re foolish.”

Even that small comfort—

Vanished without warning.

***

“Onii-sama, t-this… This is my quiz score from today.”

Marie’s hands trembled as she extended the paper to Damian, his cold gaze piercing through her.

It was the result of today’s exam.

To others, it was merely a high score.

But at Reveal Academy, a school for the elite, a high score carried significant meaning.

“I… I worked really hard….”

That was why Marie had called Damian aside—to show him her results.

Not to boast.

But to prove how hard she had worked.

To show him how much she had struggled.

Srrrk—

Damian silently took the paper from her hands.

His indifferent eyes scanned the numbers.

A heavy, uncomfortable silence filled the space between them.

Marie swallowed hard and forced herself to speak again.

“O-of course, this isn’t the end…! This is just the beginning! I told you, didn’t I? That I would show you results on the midterm…!”

“Yes, you did. …And?”

“This isn’t the ‘result’ you promised, is it? …Did you seriously call me out here just to show me this?”

“T-that’s not—”

“You really are foolish, Marie.”

“…!”

Her chest tightened.

Cold sweat dripped down her back, and her hands trembled.

“To be honest, Marie…”

“I have no faith in you whatsoever.”

“W-what…?”

“That’s why you’re trying to cover it up with this pathetic quiz score, aren’t you?”

“N-no! That’s not it…! I just wanted you to know that I—!”

“Wanted me to know?”

Damian scoffed.

His eyes locked onto Marie with a chilling sharpness.

“You seriously called me, a busy person, out here… for that?”

“I-I…”

“Marie, you truly are stupid.”

“…!”

“You can’t even comprehend the value of my time, yet you claim you’re going to show me results?”

“Well…”

His voice grew colder—so devoid of warmth that even his mocking laughter ceased.

“I suppose you did show me a result.”

“…What?”

“That you’re a hopeless idiot.”

His words pierced like ice.

Marie’s body froze.

The pain was unbearable.

It burned.

It stung.

And worst of all—

It was lonely.


The only person she once relied on—

Had taken yet another step away from her.

“Next time, think a little harder before you call me. Understood?”

“…”

“I asked if you understood.”

“…Yes.”

“Even your response is slow.”

“…”

Thud.

With a detached expression, Damian placed the quiz paper on Marie’s head—

And walked away without hesitation.

Her brother was leaving.

“Say something… anything—”

This wasn’t what she wanted.

But—

“If I say anything now… he’ll hate me even more, won’t he…?”

She had only wanted to exchange a few words.

They hadn’t spoken in so long.

She had just wanted to talk.

Like they used to.

Like when they were close.

But—

“I really am…”

She clenched her fists.

“…Stupid.”

“Who are you?”

“What are you doing here?”

Just then—

A familiar voice rang out from the door.

Hearing it, Marie’s tear-filled eyes snapped toward the entrance.

“I’m Marie’s friend.”

***

Step.

Step.

‘Finally… it’s over.‘

I had been waiting outside the door, holding my breath.

Now was the perfect time to step in.

This was an important moment.

Even I was feeling a little nervous.

After all—

This was a strategy point I had failed to exploit in the first timeline.

Marie and Damian—

Their relationship had crumbled because of an incident in their childhood.

Their strict parents had played a role, turning Damian into the cold, ruthless person he was today.

For Marie, it left a deep scar of self-doubt and inferiority.

And this moment—

The first event in the academy that showcased their broken bond—

It was the perfect opportunity to change things.

But in my first timeline…

I had failed to use this moment to my advantage.

The reason was simple.

Back then, I was just a random extra.

“Marie…”

“Hic… Hic… W-why…?”

“S-sorry. I overheard.”

“Go away… Ugh… Just leave me alone…!”

Back then—

All I could do was watch as Damian walked away.

Back then, all I could do was stay by Marie’s side as she cried.

Of course, that alone created a bittersweet atmosphere between us.

But…

That wasn’t the method I had truly wanted.

The reason I had no choice but to handle things that way in the first timeline—

It was because I was too weak.

Even if I had confronted Damian back then,

It wouldn’t have mattered.

He wouldn’t have listened to anything I had to say.

And worse, I would have only humiliated Marie.

But.

Now is different.

“A friend?”

“Yes. More importantly… I apologize, but I couldn’t help overhearing everything.”

I blocked Damian’s path before he could leave through the door.

Then, I glanced at Marie.

She stared at me, her eyes filled with tears and confusion.

Meanwhile, Damian studied my face carefully—

And then, as if realizing something, he spoke.

“Ah… You’re that first-year who gave that speech.”

“You know me?”

…”Of course. The student council attends the entrance ceremony. It’s surprising that someone like you is Marie’s friend.”

“Marie is a good person.”

“Haha, well, she’s naïve and lives in a dream world. Makes for an easy playmate, I suppose.”

“………No. Marie is smart, capable, and doesn’t shy away from hard work.”

I glared at Damian and spoke in the coldest voice I could muster.

I wanted him to understand exactly what I meant.

Sure, part of my resentment came from the fact that he was one of the five male leads who had stolen a heroine from me.

But honestly—

“Even back in the first timeline, I never liked this bastard.”

I had been serious about Marie.

At first, my approach was purely strategic—

She was just another heroine to capture.

But the more I got to know her, the more I realized—

Marie was truly amazing.

She was intelligent, strong-willed, and worked harder than anyone.

In the end, I had fallen for her for real.

And yet, Damian had the audacity to treat her like this?

This was my chance to set things right.

“So? What does Marie’s wonderful friend want, now that his little eavesdropping hobby has been exposed?”

Damian’s voice was dripping with mockery.

I had been waiting for this moment.

I raised my hand and pointed straight at Marie.

“Praise her.”

“…What?”

“She worked so hard just to hear those words from you. As her older brother, you owe her at least that much.”

Damian looked at me as if I had lost my mind.

Then, he scoffed.

“You were eavesdropping, weren’t you? You heard everything, then.”

“…You mean that you’re busy?”

“Exactly. Why should I waste my time just to give one compliment to a foolish little sister who doesn’t even understand its value?”

He said it so confidently.

What an arrogant bastard.

I nearly blurted out what I was thinking—

But I swallowed it down.

“So your precious time is too valuable, huh…?”

I recalled Damian’s exact words to Marie earlier.

I had heard them so many times before—

Not just today, but across five different timelines.

And so, I already knew what to say.

“So tell me, O mighty, accomplished older brother—”

“Is your time really so important that you can’t even spare a few seconds to praise your little sister?”

“…”

“Because if that’s the case, then maybe it isn’t as precious as you think.”

Damian’s expression stiffened.

For the first time, he fell silent.

Our gazes locked.

Neither of us looked away.

The emotions we felt toward each other were mutual.

Then—

“Haa…”

Damian let out a small sigh and closed his eyes.

After a pause, he turned toward Marie.

“Marie.”

“…Y-yes?”

Marie flinched, snapping out of her daze.

Damian met her gaze—

Then turned away slightly and spoke.

“…Well done. You really did get a high score.”

Step.

Step.

Without another word, he walked past me and left the rooftop.

Marie stood frozen.

She stared at his retreating figure, replaying his words in her head.

“Well done. You really did get a high score.”

The first kind words from her brother in years.

Even though Emil had to intervene—

She had finally heard the words she had been waiting for all this time.

“Ugh… Hic… Hic…”

Tears streamed down her face.

The icy fear and anxiety that had been crushing her for so long—

Melted.

The despair that had settled in her heart—

Vanished.

Marie wiped her tears with her sleeve, but they kept falling.

Then—

“……Hic, huh?”

She suddenly noticed something.

Emil had stepped closer.

Without a word, he extended a white handkerchief toward her.

He didn’t speak.

A moment ago, he had stood up to Damian with such firm confidence.

Yet now—

He said nothing.

It was as if he was giving her space to process her emotions.

And at that moment—

Thump.

Marie felt something stir in her chest.

Something she had never felt before.

“Thank you… Emil… Hic… Thank you.”

She took the handkerchief and wiped her tears.

Only then did Emil finally smile softly and speak.

“Save your thanks for after the midterms, Marie.”

His warm smile—

Marie suddenly recognized what this strange, unfamiliar feeling was.

“Mm.”

It was a feeling she had once held for Damian—

But it was different.

It wasn’t just the warmth of family.

It was something else.

Something new.

Of course—

That realization had only just begun to blossom.


For now, all Marie could do was smile back, full of gratitude.

***

Author’s Note

Dear readers, thank you for reading!

If you enjoyed it, please leave a recommendation, add to your library, and drop a comment!

Your comments are a huge motivation for me. Thank you!



 
  Chapter 6: Counsel


“These past few days…”

“…Huh?”

It was after school as usual, during study group.

While Marie was explaining a formula to Malcolm, Sierra leaned in close and whispered to me.

“Didn’t you and Marie get closer?”

Her voice was low enough that Malcolm and Marie wouldn’t hear.

When I glanced at her, she was looking at me with a rather amused expression.

“Why do you think that all of a sudden?”

“It’s not sudden. It’s just obvious.”

I tried to brush it off, but her simple response left me speechless.

‘Is it that obvious?’

Not that I particularly mind if it is.

As Sierra pointed out, Marie had been acting especially friendly toward me lately.

“Emil! Did you sleep well? Let’s do our best today too!”

“Emil, teach me this too. …Huh? Oh, I—I forgot! One more time… Please?”

“Emil… Are you heading straight home after this? No, it’s just…”

Her attitude had changed drastically since the pop quiz.

‘And Malcolm’s reaction has changed too…’

As an additional outcome, Malcolm, who used to cling only to Sierra, had recently started showing interest in Marie as well.

Even now, instead of asking Sierra for an explanation, he had gone to Marie.

Swoosh…

At that moment, our eyes met.

Smirk.

Malcolm gave a subtle, almost imperceptible smile.

…Was he hoping I’d get jealous?

Of course, it was a small smile, but since I’d fallen for his tricks before, I noticed it right away.

Malcolm was wary of my relationship with Marie.

Which meant everything was going according to plan.

“So? What’s going on between you two?”

Sierra asked again as I exchanged glances with Malcolm.

“Why are you suddenly making such a fuss?”

“What do you mean, ‘suddenly’? I’m just curious.”

“Hmm, you usually only care about studying and have no interest in other people.”

“That’s rude. I’m actually very interested in romance, you know? You’re making it sound like I’m some golem that only thinks about studying.”

“You’re interested in romance?”

“Of course. It’s a common topic among girls. …And, for the record, I have more friends than you do.”

I couldn’t argue with Sierra’s point.

Yeah, well, it’s true I don’t have many friends.

It’s by choice, but still, I can’t deny it.

“So? …Hmph, judging by how you’re dodging the question, there really is something going on, huh?”

Since I didn’t respond, Sierra took it upon herself to continue the conversation.

‘This is a little tricky.’

It’s not that I don’t want to say anything.

But in the end, I don’t intend to end up with Marie.

So if I acknowledge her question now, it could cause trouble later.

What should I do?

After a moment of thought, I decided—

“What about you?”

“Huh? Me?”

I chose to redirect the conversation.

“I mean Malcolm.”

“If I’m wrong, my bad, but from what I see, Malcolm seems pretty interested in you.”

Looks like I made the right call.

Sierra, just like I had earlier, fell silent, struggling to find a response.

“Why do you care?”

And then, she turned my own question back on me.

Of course, I already had a response prepared.

“I told you, I’m very interested in romance.”

“…It’s nothing special. Malcolm is just naturally sociable. Unlike someone.”

“Really? If you say so.”

“…You’re annoying.”

“You’re the one who brought it up first.”

“Ugh…”

Sierra pursed her lips in frustration, clearly understanding my point.

‘Your question wasn’t exactly pleasant, you know?’

And as I expected, she didn’t ask anything else about Marie after that.

‘That aside, it seems like Sierra and Malcolm haven’t made any progress either.’

I also confirmed Malcolm’s state of mind.

Of course, it was obvious that Malcolm was very conscious of Marie right now.

But judging by Sierra’s reaction to my question, nothing major had happened between them.

Which meant I could proceed with my plan as intended.

At that moment—

“What are you two talking about?”

Marie, having finished her tutoring session with Malcolm, walked over to where Sierra and I were sitting.

Sierra, who had been sulking just moments ago, suddenly smirked as if she had come up with something.

What now?

“Just having a little secret chat with Emil.”

“…Huh?”

This little—


When I glared at her, Sierra smirked triumphantly.

She was getting her revenge in her own way.

And of course, her goal was—

“A secret chat…?”

To make Marie jealous.

‘She’s trying to mess with me and gauge Marie’s feelings at the same time.’

As expected from someone who earned second place in the rankings purely through effort, unlike me, who had the easy-mode advantage.

“What were you talking about…?”

Marie fell right into Sierra’s trap. Without even trying to hide it, she sat next to me and tugged at my sleeve.

Her soft pink eyes were practically begging me to tell her.

It was as if she was telepathically saying, ‘Tell me too…’

“Hmm… I see.”

Sierra, seeing Marie’s reaction, smiled in satisfaction.

As expected, she had confirmed the situation through Marie’s response.

Then—

Crack—

A small sound came from in front of us.

Looking toward the source, I saw a broken pencil lead.

Malcolm’s gaze was still on his textbook, but his grip on the pencil was tight, his fingers trembling slightly.

‘Oh, this is good…’

I smirked.

The two girls Malcolm had been interested in, Sierra and Marie.

It seemed that seeing them both engaged in a strange tension around me had really gotten to him.

And at the same time—

I recalled the moment in the first timeline.

When he stole Marie from me, kissed her, and then mercilessly beat me up.

…This feels great.

It was purely by chance, but thanks to Sierra’s little stunt, I got a good show out of it.

“It was nothing. Just some silly banter.”

Marie silently studied Emil’s expression as he tried to brush the topic aside.

Emil’s answer was simple: “It’s nothing.”

But Marie didn’t believe him.

‘What kind of secret do they have that only the two of them know?’

It bothered her.

Even though she knew she should be focusing solely on studying, that “secret” kept nagging at her mind.

And then—

“Let’s stop the chit-chat and focus again.”

Seeing Emil share something private with Sierra…

It made Marie feel an inexplicable sense of unease.

A very familiar unease.

‘It feels just like back then.’

Like when she watched Damian walk into his father’s study after being summoned.

At the time, she hadn’t understood what she was feeling.

But now, after experiencing what happened with Damian, Marie knew exactly what this feeling was telling her.

It was a warning.

A warning that something might be taken away from her.

And yet—

Even knowing that, Marie couldn’t do anything about it.

Should she cling to Emil and ask until he gives her an answer?

Just like when she used to follow her brother around as a child?

Would she feel relieved if he said there was nothing going on?

But if…

If he said there was something…

Marie shook her head lightly.

‘I can’t focus on studying because of Emil.’

This midterm exam was more important than anything to her.

Yet here she was, wasting her thoughts on the boy sitting next to her.

If Damian found out, he would definitely look at her with disappointment.

And that was something Marie absolutely did not want to experience.

But still…

Still, she couldn’t get Emil out of her mind.

So, after school, when the study group session was over—

“Malcolm…”

“Hm?”

Marie stayed behind after letting Emil and Sierra leave, taking the chance to talk to Malcolm alone.

Seeking his advice was nothing new.

As her longtime friend, Malcolm knew everything—from her being an illegitimate child to her strained relationship with Damian.

That’s why Marie wanted to talk to him about this too.

“I… I have something I really want to say.”

The setting sun cast an orange glow over the empty classroom.

Malcolm blinked at her words, looking momentarily dazed.

Then, scratching his head with slightly flushed cheeks, he nodded.

“Okay… What is it?”

Thankfully, Malcolm was willing to listen.

That alone made Marie smile brightly, feeling grateful for her kind friend.

So, she confided in him.

“Emil… he…”

“Huh?”

“What do you think Emil and Sierra’s relationship is?”

“…Emil?”

The moment she asked that question, Malcolm’s previously warm expression hardened into something cold.

“—So anyway, right when my brother was about to leave, I suddenly heard Emil’s voice…!”

Leaning against the windowsill side by side, Marie spoke with excitement.

Her signature pink eyes sparkled as she recounted the story, clearly giddy with excitement.

And Malcolm—

Tightly…

As he listened to her cheerful story, his hand clenched around the windowsill.

The feeling surging through him was unmistakable—displeasure.

‘She’s making that face… while talking about him.’

Not just his hands—his clenched jaw, too, held tension.

‘Marie… why are you talking about Emil like this…?’

Why was he feeling this way?

He had always listened to Marie’s troubles before.

Yet never had he felt such an unpleasant sensation while doing so.

And then—

“So… I guess you could say Emil has been on my mind lately. Ah, you know how important this midterm is to me, right?!”

“…Yeah.”

“But I keep thinking about Emil, and I can’t focus at all! What should I do? Do you have any good ideas?”

What answer should he give her?

What would he normally say?

‘Just ask him directly. Or I could ask for you?’

That’s what he would usually say.

But this time, he couldn’t.

His mind was a tangled mess, full of thoughts that made his head spin.

Why was he feeling this way toward his childhood friend?

The answer came to him immediately.

Jealousy?

No.

It was possessiveness.

Marie had always been there with him, ever since they were young.

Somewhere along the way, Malcolm had begun to think of her as someone he had to protect and take care of—like a younger sister.

But now—

Hearing her talk about another boy with such a happy expression—

It made his stomach churn.

So—

“I don’t know for sure.”

“Yeah?”

For the first time in his life—

“Emil and Sierra…”

Instead of giving Marie advice for her sake—

“Maybe they like each other?”

“What?”


—He told a lie, for his own sake.

***
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  Chapter 7: Because winning isn’t always the same as victory


“Maybe they like each other?”

Marie stared blankly at Emil, lost in thought.

Malcolm’s words from yesterday echoed in her mind.

“Alright, I’ll demonstrate first. I need a partner…”

The fencing instructor’s voice rang out, but Marie wasn’t paying attention to the lesson at all.

After all, first-years weren’t graded on practical combat in their midterms.

Since her class was having a joint lesson with Emil’s, Marie took the opportunity to quietly watch him from across the training hall.

‘…Could it really be true with Sierra?’

She then shifted her gaze slightly, turning toward Sierra.

It was ironic—just as she was struggling with thoughts about Emil and Sierra, their classes ended up having a joint practice session.

Unlike Marie, Sierra was properly focused on the lesson.

And Emil, too, was watching the instructor rather than Sierra.

Despite being in the same space, the two of them showed no signs of being aware of each other.

‘I can’t stop thinking about this… but they seem so calm.’

Which made her question it even more.

If Malcolm was right, why were they acting so indifferent toward each other?

Meanwhile, she kept stealing glances at Emil, unable to concentrate.

‘Is it because they already know they like each other?’

Throb—

That feeling again.

A dull ache in her chest.

Ever since hearing Malcolm’s answer yesterday, this odd pain had become a regular occurrence.

What was this?

She hadn’t even felt this way when her relationship with Damian became strained.

“Ah, Emil. Would you mind being my partner? You just need to hold the wooden sword lightly.”

Hearing the instructor mention Emil’s name, Marie snapped out of her thoughts in surprise and quickly looked at him.

“Yes.”

Emil stood up with a neutral expression and grabbed the training sword.

‘Emil…’

Even though it wasn’t her name being called, just hearing his name made her heart race and her cheeks feel warm.

Almost instinctively, she glanced at Sierra.

Her expression remained indifferent.

She was watching Emil with the same look as always.

Then, the instructor’s demonstration with Emil began.

The instructor explained a few techniques, and finally—

Whoosh!

“Like this!”

With a wide swing, the instructor clashed wooden swords with Emil, striking with force.

Thud!

Emil’s training sword flew from his hand effortlessly.

And then—

Bang!

“This is self-defense, so you end the fight by restraining your opponent like this. But if that’s difficult, finish them off with your sword instead.”

With swift, skillful movements, the instructor flipped Emil upside down and pinned him hard against the ground.

The observing students erupted into laughter and murmurs of admiration.

At the center of attention, Emil remained as expressionless as ever, lying flat on his back.

“…Cute.”

It was a rare sight—one that made Marie smile and blush slightly.

“Alright! Now, partner up—boys with boys, girls with girls—and start practicing!”

With the instructor’s loud command, students stood up and began to shuffle around.

***

“My shoulder hurts.”

I rubbed my shoulder, which had just been slammed into the ground during the demonstration.

Every time I took this class, I was reminded that this instructor never held back.

“Train like it’s real, fight like it’s training.”

That was his philosophy.

Still, I wasn’t embarrassed about getting thrown.

Compared to my first playthrough, where I was beaten to a pulp in front of my ex-girlfriend, this was nothing.

Though I did wonder if Marie was disappointed seeing me in such an undignified position.

I glanced at her, but thankfully, she wasn’t frowning.

Instead, she was… smiling? As if she found it amusing.

Oh well.

“Time to find a partner…”

As students shuffled around, I looked for someone available to pair up with.

Since this was a joint training session with three different classes, there were plenty of options—even for someone like me, who didn’t have many friends.

Just as I was scanning the crowd—

“Emil.”

“Hm?”

A familiar voice called me from behind.

“Malcolm.”

“If you don’t have a partner, how about me?”

I took a brief moment to study his expression.

Sparring against Malcolm…

What was his intent?

I examined his face carefully.

Recently, Malcolm had been openly wary of my relationship with Marie.

And just as I expected—

Though he was smiling brightly, his eyes carried that all-too-familiar hostility.

“I see.”


I quickly understood his reasoning.

“So, you’re finally making a move.”

He probably saw this as an opportunity to humiliate me in front of Marie.

Just like in the first playthrough.

Because he could never stand the idea of Marie caring for someone else.

“Perfect timing. I was just wondering who to partner with.”

I willingly played along with his obvious ploy.

A short while later, once all partners were assigned, the training hall echoed with students’ shouts and the sound of wooden swords clashing.

Smack!

Thud!

Malcolm and I also began practicing the techniques the instructor had demonstrated.

Whoosh!

Malcolm’s wooden sword locked against mine before smoothly twisting into a downward strike aimed at my head.

Clang!

I parried it cleanly with a swift movement.

“Wow, as expected of the top student. You’re good at swordsmanship too?”

“I just follow what I was taught.”

Malcolm chuckled, seemingly impressed that I blocked his attack.

Of course, that was only half true.

After going through five playthroughs, I had taken this class multiple times.

After getting beaten to a pulp in the first playthrough, I had made it a point to train rigorously.

And then—

Ding!

[The effect of ‘Awakening Talent’ is activating! Additional proficiency points are being applied to swordsmanship understanding and mastery!]

More than anything, my Easy Mode perk allowed me to absorb knowledge like a dry sponge soaking up water.

“Since you’re better than I thought… should we take it up a notch?”

“…So you were just playing around before?”

“Haha, well, by my standards, yeah.”

Malcolm flashed a bright, carefree smile.

For him, the light sparring just now probably was nothing more than playing around.

After all, he came from a knight family.

Having trained in swordsmanship since childhood, his skill was something I had learned firsthand—when he beat me to a pulp in the first playthrough.

Then—

I saw it.

Malcolm’s eyes flickered in a particular direction.

“Tch.”

His cheerful smile disappeared for just a second.

His jaw clenched ever so slightly.

Following his gaze, I subtly moved my eyes.

Marie.

The moment our eyes met, she flinched and quickly looked away, turning to her own sparring partner.

“You’re really losing your patience, huh?”

Malcolm’s whole plan was to make me look weak in front of Marie.

But instead, she kept watching me.

That was probably why Malcolm suddenly looked like he had swallowed something bitter.

Realizing this, I felt a surge of satisfaction—something I hadn’t felt in a long time.

“Emil… are you getting distracted in front of me?”

And then—

Whoosh!

Smack!

“Urgh…!”

“I just told you—I’m getting serious now.”

As I briefly glanced at Marie, Malcolm’s wooden sword came flying at me.

I barely managed to block it—almost on pure reflex.

A surprise attack.

Malcolm looked momentarily startled that I had parried it, but he quickly masked it with a smug smile.

Then, without hesitation, he began swinging his sword with greater intensity.

Clang!

Smack!

Clang—!

‘So… what should I do about this?’

I gritted my teeth as I blocked his relentless strikes, taking a moment to think.

His attacks were overwhelming, but as the spar continued, I found myself adapting.

Most likely thanks to my Awakening Talent trait.

If things continued like this, I would eventually win.

“Hmph…!”

Whoosh—!

Clash!!

“Tch…!”

But instead of pushing forward, I deliberately kept up the appearance of struggling.

Because in my mind, I had two choices.

Part of me wanted to take this as an opportunity to beat Malcolm to a pulp under the guise of training.

After all, this was one of the few ways I could get back at him without breaking school rules.

However—

That wasn’t the revenge I wanted.

Deep in my heart, I knew the despair I had felt because of Malcolm wasn’t from something as simple as getting beaten.

…What had truly made me despair?

As I received his strikes, I traced back to the root of it.

It was—

Whoosh!

Clang!

—The moment Marie chose Malcolm over me.

That moment, when she stood before me and announced our breakup.

That was what had truly crushed me.

The memory flickered through my mind, solidifying my decision.

And so—

“Not bad at all…”

I smirked as I pushed Malcolm’s sword back.

Marie absentmindedly swung her sword, her mind elsewhere.

Her gaze kept drifting to one place.

To Emil.

To where he was locked in an intense sparring match, sweat dripping down his face.

“…He’s really giving it his all, huh?”

She had always thought of Emil as the type who excelled only in academics.

Seeing this unexpectedly strong and focused side of him made her heart flutter.

Before she even realized it, she kept looking back at him.

“Marie.”

“Uh—huh?”

“I’d like to actually train during this lesson.”

“Ah! S-Sorry…!”

Her sparring partner, Sierra, frowned at her.

Realizing her mistake, Marie quickly gripped her wooden sword properly and turned her attention back.

Sierra watched her for a moment before smirking.

“Getting distracted?”

“Huh…?”

“You keep looking somewhere.”

Of course, Sierra already knew the answer.

But she couldn’t resist teasing Marie.

At that—

Whoosh…

Marie’s cheeks turned bright red, her eyes trembling.

“Did she… figure it out?”

There was a reason Marie had asked Sierra to be her partner today.

She had planned to subtly ask her about Emil.

But now, she had been caught before she could even bring it up.

“Ugh, what do I do?”

Flustered, Marie hesitated, sparring half-heartedly as her thoughts raced.

Should she just ask outright?

Was there another way?

Not asking wasn’t an option.

She had to know.

“T-Then, Sierra!”

Determined, Marie looked up and called out to her—

BOOM!!

A loud crash echoed behind her.

“Huh…?”

“What the—”

For once, Sierra looked genuinely shocked.

Her gaze was fixed behind Marie—

In the exact direction Marie had been looking just moments ago.

Slowly, Marie turned her head.

And there—

“E-Emil! Are you okay?!”

Emil lay sprawled on the ground, unmoving.

Malcolm stood over him, wooden sword in hand.

The instructor was already running toward him.

“Emil!!”

Before she even realized it,

Marie dropped her wooden sword and sprinted toward him.


***
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  Chapter 8: Another Promise


Emil’s Head Snapped Back

Malcolm only realized what had happened after his wooden sword struck Emil’s temple.

“Huh…?”

Time seemed to slow as he watched Emil’s body collapse.

Just moments ago, Malcolm had been consumed by a fiery mix of anger and frustration. But now, that fire extinguished in an instant.

BOOM!

As the weight of reality hit him, Emil’s airborne body crashed hard against the ground.

“E-Emil! Are you okay?!”

The instructor, who had been standing far away, rushed past Malcolm in panic.

And right behind him—

“Emil!!”

Marie, her face drained of color, came running.

“What…?”

Amidst the chaos, Malcolm’s mind echoed with confusion.

“How did Emil even get hit?”

Just a moment ago, Emil had been deflecting every attack flawlessly.

He had looked exhausted, but even so, he had blocked every single strike without fail.

His swordsmanship had been so sharp that even Malcolm—who had trained since childhood—was genuinely impressed.

That was why Malcolm had swung with full force.

Even if Emil managed to block it, the impact alone should’ve left a mark.

But—

At the very last moment, Emil’s precise defense had inexplicably crumbled.

And the strike landed clean on his head.

“Emil!! Emil!! Wake up!! Emil—!!”

“Damn it…! He’s bleeding… Everyone stay here! I’m taking him to the priest immediately!”

“Emil!!”

Before Malcolm could even process his thoughts, the instructor lifted Emil onto his back and sprinted away.

Marie’s frantic cries filled the training hall.

And then—

He met her eyes.

Marie stood frozen, staring at him.

A look Malcolm had never seen before.

“…M-Marie, this isn’t—”

Malcolm had known Marie for years.

But never—not once—had she ever looked at him like this.

For the first time, he saw her gaze at him with blame.

With resentment.

Marie, who had always been on his side—who had always looked at him with warmth.

For the first time, she saw him as an enemy.

Throb.

His chest ached.

It hurt more than any wound he had ever received.

The pain of being the one opposite of Marie.

***

“Ugh…”

I woke up to the familiar softness of a bed.

The first thing I saw was a ceiling I had seen too many times before.

The infirmary ceiling.

I had ended up here plenty of times in previous playthroughs—usually after getting beaten up by one of the protagonist characters.

“You’re awake?”

A voice spoke before I had even moved.

I turned my head toward the speaker.

“How long was I out?”

It was Lydia, the academy’s appointed priest for emergencies.

She glanced at me over the rim of her coffee cup, looking both amused and exasperated.

“Hah, the first thing you ask after nearly dying is ‘How long was I out?’ You talk like a seasoned mercenary. Or do you not remember anything?”

“No, I remember….”

“Nearly dying,” huh?

Of course, I had felt the danger the moment Malcolm’s strike landed.

But I wasn’t actually in a life-threatening situation.

I had allowed myself to take that hit—fully aware that Lydia was here to heal me.

Besides, after five playthroughs, my body knew what real death felt like.

But to Lydia, I probably just seemed like a reckless student.

“So, how long?”

“Hmm… Just over an hour, I think?”

Right as she answered—

Ding— Ding—

The academy’s bell rang, signaling the end of class.

“Hah, I’d say about 30 minutes of sleep, then. It’s lunchtime now. Do you want to rest longer?”

I thought for a moment before nodding.

“Alright, stay as long as you need. Your wounds are all healed.”

Lydia pulled the curtain around my bed, leaving me alone.

I lay back, staring at the ceiling.

…She should be coming soon.

The reason I hadn’t left yet was simple.

I was waiting.

Clatter.

The infirmary door opened.

“Oh? What is it?”


“U-Um! Is Emil okay?”

“Ah, a friend? He’s fine. He just woke up—come in.”

“…Yes!”

Just as expected, she was here.

A rustle of fabric—

Then, the curtain parted.

Marie stepped inside.

“Emil…”

“Marie? What’s wrong?”

Feigning surprise, I greeted her as if I hadn’t expected her to come.

***

Marie had spent the entire class fidgeting anxiously.

She hugged her knees, her face pale, trembling.

“Marie… Emil is going to be fine.”

Sierra, who had been her partner, tried to comfort her.

“B-But… Emil got hit in the head… What if something happens to him?”

By now, Marie didn’t even care if Sierra figured out her feelings.

She no longer had the energy to hide it.

She was too consumed with worry.

The only thought in her mind was that she needed to see Emil.

And then—

The instructor returned from the infirmary, announcing that Emil was safe.

Only then did Marie’s tense body relax.

But even so—

The urge to see him didn’t go away.

If anything, it only got stronger.

“Ahem… Well, since an incident happened today, we’ll end class early. Everyone, return to your classrooms until dismissal.”

That was all Marie needed to hear.

She didn’t hesitate.

She bolted out of the training hall.

“M-Marie!”

Malcolm’s voice called after her, but she didn’t turn back.

She didn’t care.

All she wanted was to see Emil.

To make sure—

To confirm with her own eyes that he was okay.

The image of him lying unconscious on the ground was still burned into her mind.

Ding— Ding—

The bell rang.

And almost immediately—

Clatter.

Marie arrived at the infirmary.

“…Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Thanks to the priest, I’m perfectly fine.”

“That’s a relief….”

Marie silently thanked Lydia in her heart.

Thanks to her, Emil was completely unharmed.

“But this is unexpected.”

“Huh? What is?”

At that moment, Emil smiled at her—a bit sheepishly.

“I just didn’t think… that you’d run all the way here for me.”

“Uh….”

Only then did Marie realize how she must have looked all this time.

‘I—I showed everything way too openly…!’

She felt the heat rushing to her face.

Her cheeks must be visibly flushed—so much so that even Emil would notice.

More than just the redness, her downcast eyes and trembling hands made it obvious that she was embarrassed.

‘What do I do…?’

As soon as she confirmed that Emil was safe and calmed her nerves, her previous dilemma resurfaced.

Emil and Sierra’s relationship.

Emil tilted his head at her silence.

“Hm? What’s wrong?”

Marie glanced at him hesitantly.

What should she say?

—I was just worried about you?

—I came to apologize for what Malcolm did?

Both sounded strange.

The first made it seem like they were a couple, and the second made her sound like Malcolm’s guardian.

“Uh, well….”

“Yeah?”

After hesitating—

Marie decided.

“Emil… do you… like Sierra?”

Thump. Thump.

There was no turning back now.

‘Ugh… I feel like I’m going to lose my mind…!’

Marie forced herself to meet Emil’s gaze, her face burning red.

He had just said, “I didn’t expect you to come running like this.”

And in response—she had blurted out, “Do you like Sierra?”

It was practically a confession that she cared about him.

That realization made her even more nervous.

What if he says he doesn’t like me? What if he actually likes Sierra? What if he asks why I’m even asking?

Countless worries shot through her mind like arrows, piercing her heart.

Her back stiffened, and her shoulders trembled slightly.

But—

“Hah.”

Contrary to her tension—

“What are you even talking about? Sierra’s just a friend.”

Emil laughed lightly and answered without hesitation.

“…A friend?”

“Yeah. What else would she be?”

“R-Right.”

Relief washed over her.

Marie couldn’t stop the small smile tugging at her lips.

“Thank goodness….”

She felt even more at ease than when she first heard that Emil was safe.

And with that relief came a realization.

“But it’s lunchtime—aren’t you going to eat?”

“Huh? Oh… Yeah, I should go back and eat.”

“Then, since we’re here anyway, want to eat together?”

“What? Really?”

This wasn’t just simple concern.

‘As I thought…’

Thump. Thump.

As their conversation naturally flowed, Marie felt her heart pound.

She stared at Emil’s smiling face.

“Alright, let’s go.”

“…Right now? You should rest a bit more.”

“Nah, I’m really fine.”

She couldn’t take her eyes off him.

She wanted to see that smile more.

From the moment she woke up to the moment she fell asleep.

If possible, even in her dreams.

Even now, in this moment.

Marie realized—she wanted to be with Emil.

‘As I thought… I…’

She could no longer ignore this feeling.

Even if it was her first time experiencing it, her heart was making it clear.

“I like Emil.”

It was different from the affection she had for her brother.

Different from the reliance she had on old friends.

It was something more—something precious.

Marie understood that now.

“Emil…!”

“Hm?”

As they walked down the hallway together, Marie suddenly stopped and called out to him.

She was scared.

But—

She couldn’t hold back this feeling any longer.

“Can you… tutor me one-on-one?”

“One-on-one tutoring?”

“Yeah! Separate from the study group…! I-I don’t mind the time! Just the two of us… alone…”

She had gathered her courage—but still, her words faltered toward the end.

Her once-confident gestures shrank, her fingers fidgeting.

She averted her gaze from Emil.

If he rejected her, she felt like she might cry.

And then—

“Sure. It’s for midterm prep, right? If it’s me, I’d be happy to help.”

Without hesitation, Emil agreed.

His gentle smile—

Thump.

Once again, Marie’s heart pounded.

“Thank you….”

She quickly hid her trembling emotions deep in her chest.

And with heartfelt warmth—she smiled back at Emil.

The anxiety and fear that had gripped her earlier slowly transformed into happiness.

“Alright, let’s go. Where should we eat?”

“Oh, the rooftop sounds nice… Do you think it’s open?”

“It should be. The school’s rooftop security is pretty lax.”

“Haha, true.”

As if nothing had changed, Marie walked beside Emil, chatting and laughing.

But in her heart, she made a new promise.

“If I get good grades on the midterm…”

It was separate from the promise she made to her brother.

“I’ll confess to Emil.”

With that newfound determination—


Marie walked beside Emil, her heart full of anticipation.

***
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  Chapter 9: So excited


“Emil, you know…”  

“Hm?”  

This was extra tutoring after the study group, which had been held at Marie’s request.  

In this space where it was just the two of us, Marie suddenly spoke up like that.  

“You’re really good at teaching.”  

“Really?”  

“Yeah, I understand everything right away. Hehe.”  

Marie said this shyly, her cheeks turning red.  

I quietly smiled as I looked at her, and suddenly, memories of the first cycle came to mind.  

Even in the first cycle, though it was me who had asked, I’d had time alone with Marie to study for exams.  

Of course, unlike now, all I could do back then was just be there with her.  

At that time, I was just an ordinary extra, so I didn’t have the ability to teach Marie anything.  

But even so, the Marie of the first cycle had agreed to my request.  

Even though there was clearly no merit for her in studying alone with me.  

Back then, Marie had gone along with my request.  

And so, just like now, we were able to have this time alone together.  

Though it was a little different.  

I recalled that we’d had a similar conversation back then too.  

“Emil, you know…”  

“…?”  

We were studying alone together in a classroom dyed orange by the sunset.  

“For some reason, you’re really kind to me.”  

Marie looked at me, hiding curiosity beneath her nonchalant expression.  

Caught off guard by her straightforward question, asked without any pretense, I faltered for a moment, at a loss for words.  

And then Marie continued.  

“Why’s that…?”  

“Hm? Why is what?” 

Seeing me unable to answer, Marie grinned at me as if she found it amusing.  

It was as if she already knew the answer.  

But as though she was determined to hear it from my own mouth, she kept pressing me.  

“We should study, Marie. Wasn’t the midterm grade important to you?”  

Back then, I’d pretended not to notice her obvious intent and changed the subject.  

At that, Marie, who had been grinning and prodding me, closed her mouth and shot me a faintly displeased look.  

Then, focusing back on her book, she muttered under her breath.  

“Coward…”  

She was probably sulking because she didn’t get the answer she wanted.  

Of course, I knew what kind of answer would satisfy her.  

But I couldn’t say it.  

Back then, I’d thought the timing wasn’t right.  

***

According to my plan, the proper “strategy” wouldn’t be complete until after the midterms.  

Since the strategy wasn’t even finished yet, I thought it’d be risky to give an answer that sounded like I was confessing my feelings.  

With that judgment, I avoided answering.  

To that, Marie glanced at me and grumbled as if complaining.  

What she said then was something that got under my skin.  

“Sigh… If I’d known it’d be like this, I should’ve studied with Malcolm instead~.”  

“Why’s Malcolm suddenly coming up?”  

“Well, either way, Malcolm’s grades are better than yours. If I’m going to study with someone, it’d obviously be better to do it with Malcolm, who’s got good grades.”  

“Then why didn’t you study with Malcolm?”  

“…Because you asked me to.”  

“You could’ve just said no.”  

“…I don’t know, idiot.”  

The price of not giving her the answer she wanted was a petty argument.  

In the process, Marie tried to provoke jealousy in me, and knowing the relationship between Marie and Malcolm from the original story, I easily fell for it.  

Thanks to that, I—an ordinary extra—felt pretty conflicted with jealousy.  

Though we argued, seeing my jealousy seemed to lift Marie’s mood in return.  

“If I studied with Malcolm, would you hate it?”  

“…Focus on studying, Marie.”  

“You can’t even answer this? Idiot, dummy, coward.”  

“Of course I’d hate it. Stop asking and just study.”  

“Why? Why would you hate it?”  

And so, with her mood improved, Marie repeated her probing questions to figure out my true feelings.  

It was really troubling.  

My mouth itched to say what I wanted, but I couldn’t, which made it frustrating.  

Yet at the same time, seeing Marie want “that kind of answer” from me brought a small sense of joy.  

It was proof that Marie had feelings for me too.  

***

Recalling those old memories from the first cycle, I looked back at the current situation.  

“…This isn’t about studying, though.”  

“What is it?”  

“Well, a few days ago, I asked you something in the infirmary. About Sierra…”  

“Oh, you mean whether I like Sierra?”  

“Uh… yeah.”  

Marie suddenly brought up something unrelated to studying.  

Her cheeks flushed, her gaze fixed on her book as she fidgeted with her pencil.  

“It just popped into my head. I mean, I asked you so randomly back then. Hehe…”  

“Did you?”  

“Yeah, anyway, this is also something I just suddenly got curious about.”  

Then, cautiously shifting her eyes from the book she’d been staring at,  


her round, pink eyes softly looked at me.  

“Emil… what kind of person… do you like?”  

It was an incredibly blatant question.  

Even so, Marie seemed to be trying her best to make it sound natural.  

I could see her biting her lip slightly to keep from stuttering or trembling, and she gripped her pencil tightly to suppress the shaking in her hands.  

‘So… what answer would be the best?’  

I paused for a moment, as if a set of choices had appeared before me.  

In a typical strategy, something like:  

“Hmm, someone a little dumb but cute?”  

“Someone who works hard toward their goals.”  

“Someone with a big chest.”  

And so on—answers that included Marie’s traits—would suffice.  

But my current situation was different.  

‘Unlike the first cycle, my goal isn’t to end up with Marie.’  

Right now, I was sharing a cozy, warm moment with Marie, but deep in my heart, there was a festering wound.  

I was doing this to cut that part out.  

And to do that, I needed Marie’s confession.  

Which meant my answer now had to be careful.  

‘If I answer like I like Marie too much… she’ll wait for me to confess.’  

In a position where I needed to receive a confession, it’d be the worst-case scenario if Marie ended up waiting for me to confess instead.  

After a few seconds of deliberation,  

I chose a rather vague answer.  

“Someone who gets good grades on this midterm.”  

Hearing my reply, Marie went silent for a brief moment.  

In my smiling gaze, I could clearly see her trembling eyes.  

Was she flustered?  

Did she think she’d been found out?  

Did she think I knew?  

I couldn’t tell exactly what she was thinking, but—  

Scribble, scribble…  

Marie refocused on her book and started solving problems again.  

“No more questions?”  

“Uh, no…”  

Marie didn’t laugh at my response; instead, she lowered her head with a tense, nervous expression.  

Seeing her like that, I couldn’t help but let a small smile slip out.  

Her obvious discomfort at my answer was oddly satisfying.  

Why was that?  

After a brief moment of pondering while watching her,  

I realized it tied back to the memory of the first cycle I’d just recalled.  

‘If I studied with Malcolm, would you hate it?’  

‘…Focus on studying, Marie.’  

‘You can’t even answer this? Idiot, dummy, coward.’  

‘Of course I’d hate it. Stop asking and just study.’  

‘Why? Why would you hate it?’  

Back then, she’d teased me, fully aware of my feelings, trying to coax out the answer she wanted.  

Maybe, just maybe, I’d wanted a little petty revenge for that.  

***

The next day.

After finishing regular classes as usual, I headed to the annex for the study group.  

Slide.

“Hi?”  

“…It’s just you?”  

“What? Disappointed Marie’s not here?”  

When I opened the door, the only one to greet me was Sierra.  

Neither Marie nor Malcolm was in the classroom.  

Just Sierra, who’d already spread out her books to study, smirked and teased me.  

“Where are the other two?”  

I casually ignored Sierra’s comment and sat down in front of her.  

“Hmm, they’ll probably show up soon?”  

“I see.”  

“So?”  

“What?”  

“Disappointed Marie’s not here?”  

But Sierra stubbornly pressed the question I’d tried to brush off.  

It felt like she’d keep asking if I didn’t answer.  

“She’ll be here soon, so what’s there to be disappointed about?”  

I deflected moderately, pulling my books out of my bag and setting them on the desk.  

Sierra looked at me with her usual deadpan expression.  

“You’re so unmanly.”  

“What now?”  

“In a situation like this, answering honestly would be the manly thing to do.”  

“What you’re annoyed about isn’t that I’m unmanly—it’s that you’re bored.”  

“Same difference.”  

“…Anyway, it’s someone else’s business. Aren’t you a little too interested?”  

I spoke to her with a hint of irritation.  

Not that I was genuinely annoyed, of course.  

But considering why I was pursuing Marie, Sierra’s interest was pretty inconvenient.  

Yet Sierra just glared back at me with narrowed eyes.  

“Well, if it bothers you, you should hide it better.”  

“Every study group, you two are always stuck together, flirting.”  

“Hmm.”  

She had a point, and I didn’t really have a comeback.  

Lately, for some reason, Marie had been approaching me during study group without caring about others’ eyes.  

It must’ve been pretty obvious even to a third party like Sierra.  

“Honestly, it’s not like we’re all together—it’s just the two of us sometimes, so it’s fine to talk a little, right? Between us.”  

“Between us…? You’re talking like we’re old friends or something.”  

“Hehe, we’re the top two in our grade, aren’t we? Isn’t that close enough?”  

Sierra grinned shamelessly as she said this.  

Her reasoning was nonsense, of course, but I paused to think about my response.  

Should I just say it outright?  

That “I’m not interested in Marie,” obviously.  

It’d make sense—then I could reject her confession later without any fallout.  

‘No, but what if it somehow gets back to Marie…?’  

If that answer led straight to a failed strategy, I couldn’t risk it, so I hesitated.  

Meanwhile, Sierra sighed with a deflated expression and looked at me.  

“You’re not seriously uninterested, are you?”  

She flipped the question I’d been about to ask back at me.  

And without waiting for my response, she kept going on her own.  

“Sigh, this is actually shocking. To think Marie was the only one serious here.”  

“Or is there someone else who’s serious?”  

“What?”  

“Hehe, like… me, for example?”  

Sierra winked playfully and pointed at herself with her index finger.  

It was obviously a joke, but I couldn’t laugh.  

“Rude. When a pretty girl like me says something like that, you should at least blush.”  

“Try it again. If my heart skips a beat, I’ll do it.”  

“Alright, then get ready—I’m going for real this time.”  

It seemed she’d given up teasing me about Marie.  

She must’ve picked up from my reaction that I wasn’t serious about Marie.  

Well, that was more convenient for me.  

I decided to play along with her teasing until Malcolm and Marie arrived.  

As I waited after her “get ready” comment,  

Sierra cleared her throat with an “Ahem,” then looked at me with a shy expression.  

It was clearly an act,  but with Sierra’s beauty added to it, that shyness carried more weight than sincerity.  

“Emil…”  

“Hmm…”  

“I like you…”  

“Sure.”  

“…Hehe, how’s that? It worked this time, right?”  

“Hmm… maybe 70 points?”  

“Did Malcolm hit you in the head or something? That was definitely 100 points.”  

Sierra’s confidence wasn’t misplaced.  

Honestly, that confession was flawless enough to deserve 100 points.  

But if I admitted that, the mood would get weird, so I docked 30 points for cheekiness.  

“Be honest. It was 100-point-level heart-fluttering, right?”  

“Quiet down. Let’s just start studying.”  

“Why~? You should answer this like a man.”  

Sierra poked my hand with her pencil, teasing me as I tried to avoid her gaze.  

Her playful grin seemed partly like teasing and partly like an effort to smooth over my earlier irritation.  

Maybe because I could see that intent,  

I smirked and said,  

“Fine, it was pretty good, so…”  

Slide— 

The classroom door opened, and Marie appeared.  

“…Ah, M-Marie.”  

Sierra let out an awkward laugh and stumbled over her words at Marie’s expressionless entrance, while I froze, unable to say anything.  

Marie wore an expression I’d never even seen in the first cycle.  

Step, step.

She walked over without a greeting,  thud, sat down in the chair next to me, and looked at us.  

Then, with a bright smile, as if the stiff atmosphere from a moment ago never existed, she said,  

“Hehe, sorry, I’m super late, huh?”  

That cheerful smile felt all the more terrifying.  

Marie soon started rummaging through her bag to pull out her books.  

In the awkward silence, Sierra glanced at me with an apologetic look, mouthing silently,  

‘Sorry…’  

I didn’t react to her apology.  


***
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  Chapter 10: Jealousy


“Marie, I’m sorry.”  

“What for…?”  

“That… a few days ago, during swordsmanship class.”  

“…”  

After class had ended.  

Marie was facing Malcolm in an empty classroom, at his request, after the other students had left.  

Normally, she’d be in the annex by now, dealing with study group matters.  

“…Why are you apologizing to me for that?”  

She already wanted to see Emil right away.  

Her time was being delayed by Malcolm, the one who had hurt Emil, and that made Marie feel uneasy.  

Worse still, she couldn’t even understand why he’d brought it up.  

Her voice carried the discontent brewing inside her with ease.  

“No… it’s just…”  

Malcolm quickly picked up on her anger.  

*This isn’t how it was supposed to go…*  

Lately, the two of them had been distant.  

It wasn’t as if they’d fought outright, but still.  

Malcolm was jealous of how close Marie was to Emil.  

And Marie was angry at Malcolm for hurting Emil.  

That was why Malcolm had called her aside today—to mend their strained relationship.  

But despite summoning the courage to do so, Marie still faced him with a cold expression.  

“That apology… did you give it to Emil?”  

“What?”  

“You hurt Emil, didn’t you? Have you apologized to him?”  

He hadn’t.  

After that sudden accident that day, when Emil had been taken away injured, Malcolm had let it slide without a word.  

Normally, Malcolm would’ve apologized to Emil right away.  

But the Emil of now—  

The Emil who had that kind of relationship with Marie—Malcolm couldn’t bring himself to apologize to him, deep down.  

And so, he hadn’t.  

That’s why, in response to Marie’s question, Malcolm stayed silent.  

“…Ha.”  

And that silence only made Marie feel worse.  

“I don’t get it, Malcolm.”  

“Marie…”  

“The you I know is a kind person, and you’re good at swordsmanship. So why did that mistake even happen? …Was it really a mistake to begin with?”  

There was no proof that Malcolm had hurt Emil on purpose.  

But for some reason, Marie had a hunch.  

She couldn’t confidently explain why if asked.  

Yet, having spent so much time with Malcolm, she’d become sensitive to the smallest changes in him.  

And to Marie’s words, laced with suspicion, Malcolm couldn’t offer any response, as if confirming her doubts.  

“I don’t know what’s going on, but… I have no intention of accepting an apology from you when you haven’t even apologized to Emil. …I don’t even get why you’re apologizing to me in the first place.”  

“Marie…”  

“I’m going. The others are waiting. …You can come if you want.”  

With those final words, Marie walked past Malcolm and left the classroom.  

You can come if you want.

In other words, it was fine if he didn’t.  

Malcolm stood rooted to the spot, unmoving.  

He clenched his fists tightly.  

Thinking of Emil—the reason his relationship with Marie had soured—his face twisted in frustration.  

***

Tap, tap.

‘Was I too harsh…?’  

As she walked down the hallway, Marie recalled Malcolm’s sad expression from moments ago, her own face uneasy.  

But she soon shook her head, banishing the image from her mind.  

‘No, Malcolm’s the one in the wrong.’

If he’d been in the right, he would’ve surely argued back against her suspicions.  

Malcolm hated being falsely accused, after all.  

But he hadn’t, which was as good as admitting her doubts were correct.  

That made it even harder for Marie to forgive him.  

To think he hurt Emil… on purpose.

What she felt was betrayal.  

She didn’t know why he’d done it.  

Maybe Emil had wronged him first, for all she knew.  

But even so, Marie couldn’t forgive Malcolm.  

To her, Emil was that important.  

Thud.

As that thought swirled in her mind, Marie stopped in her tracks, her cheeks flushing.  

‘But what right do I have to forgive or not forgive…?’

For a moment, she felt ashamed of her anger.  

She and Emil were just friends.  

Not family, not best friends.  

Not lovers.  

It was just Marie harboring feelings for Emil.  

That’s why she felt a little embarrassed for getting so mad at Malcolm.  

It was as if she, with her unrequited love, was acting like Emil’s lover, getting angry on his behalf.  

‘No. I’ll make it happen.’

But soon, with a determined look and flushed cheeks, Marie started walking again.  

So what if they weren’t lovers now?  


She’d make it happen.  

If not now, then later.  

More than anything,  

Marie had recently started to feel that possibility.  

“…Hehe.”

Thinking of that possibility, Marie giggled to herself, her cheeks reddening again.  

It was from a few days ago, during a one-on-one tutoring session with Emil.  

When she’d asked him what kind of person he liked, his answer had been:  

“Someone who gets good grades on this midterm.”  

A warm smile and the beautiful glow of the sunset.  

Recalling that moment, Marie’s heart felt warm.  

If you think about it positively… he was talking about me, right?

With a beaming smile, Marie walked down the hall, replaying Emil’s words in her mind.  

Emil knew.  

He knew how Marie was approaching this midterm—with what kind of determination.  

Her goal is to get good grades and prove herself to her older brother.  

And Emil had said it:  

That he liked someone who’d do well on the midterm!  

Common sense says that’s not an ideal type!

Not an ideal type, but a hint about the person Emil had feelings for.  

If she thought about it very positively,  

That person was none other than Marie herself.  

“Heh, hehehe…”  

Lost in that hopeful fantasy, a silly laugh escaped her without her realizing it.  

The mood that had sunk because of Malcolm just moments ago began to lift again.  

Lately, Marie had been experiencing this strange phenomenon often.  

When she felt down, or when memories of her brother or family occasionally came to mind,  

Thinking of Emil would instantly brighten her mood.  

It wiped away anxious, painful memories completely.  

It was like magic.  

And that’s why Marie was falling for Emil even more.  

In some ways, even more than she’d relied on her brother as a child.  

This midterm… I’ve really got to do my best.

As she crossed to the annex and climbed the stairs, Marie steeled herself once more.  

Unlike before, when it had been tinged with just tension, this resolve was now filled with hope, joy, and excitement.  

A little while later,  

Marie arrived at the classroom for the study group.  

“Inhale… exhale~.”  

She stopped for a moment, taking a deep breath.  

Relax.  

She had to meet Emil calmly and naturally.  

She wanted to show him only her best self.  

As she mentally prepared, picturing her ideal self like a form of self-hypnosis,  

“Emil…”  

“Mmm…”  

Two voices came from inside the classroom.  

…Emil, and Sierra. 

In an instant, Marie’s excited heart sank coldly.  

It felt like a rock had slammed into her chest.  

Why?  

It was only natural for the two of them to be there.  

But the sudden sound of their voices filled her with an ominous feeling.  

It was a warning bell from her feminine intuition.  

More than anything, Sierra’s voice from inside sounded different from usual.  

It was almost like…  

Like Marie herself lately, with her feelings for Emil—  

Fluttering, nervous, and brimming with tender affection.  

A girl’s voice.  

“I like you…” 

That voice  

Delivered a shocking confession to Emil.  

In that moment, Marie’s eyes turned cold as she stared at the classroom door.  

What had she just heard?  

A confession?  

No matter how she thought about it, that’s what it was.  

Sierra… to Emil…?

And then, the words from Emil that had been making her happy until now flashed through her mind.  

“Someone who gets good grades on this midterm.”  

Her ominous feeling began to taint even her happy memories with doubt.  

Sierra was the second-ranked student in their grade.  

In other words, the person most likely to get good grades on this midterm—  

Aside from Emil himself—was Sierra.  

Her unease flared up like a spark igniting a pile of straw.  

Her heart pounded with anxiety.  

Sierra had just confessed to Emil.  

Would he accept it?  

What would Emil say to that confession?  

Don’t accept it… don’t accept it…  

Without realizing it, Marie glared at the door with hollow eyes.  

She bit her lip hard, her hands trembling.  

And then,  

“Sure…”

At Emil’s response, Marie felt the strength drain from her legs.  

But Sierra’s voice followed.  

“…Hehe, how’s that? I nailed it this time, didn’t I?”

In an instant, it snapped Marie’s darkening mind back to clarity.  

…Huh?

The conversation continued.  

“Hmm… maybe 70 points?”

“Did getting hit by Malcolm mess up your head or something? That was a solid 100!”

70 points…? 100 points…?  

The exchange she’d thought was a confession veered into a strange direction.  

“Be honest. That made your heart race 100 points’ worth, right?”  

“Quiet down. Let’s just start studying.”

“Whyy~? Man up and answer properly!”

Listening to them, Marie realized she’d misunderstood.  

It wasn’t a confession.  

Sierra’s voice had returned to its usual teasing tone with Emil,  

Making it clear that the “confession” had been a joke.  

But even so, Marie still felt something uneasy lingering in her heart.  

Even if it was just Sierra teasing Emil,  

What if Emil ended up flustered by her?  

What if he started imagining Sierra as pretty?  

What if he thought she was a good person?  

Emil…

He might end up liking another girl.

Even though her calmed heart had settled, dark emotions began to stir again.  

She’d realized it was a misunderstanding, but now that she’d felt that possibility,  

Marie could no longer ignore it.  

“Alright, it was pretty good…”

That’s why Marie—  

Before Emil could be swayed any further by that girl’s tricks—  

Scrrt.

Opened the door and stepped between the two of them.  

A cold silence.  

Their expressions were like they’d been caught doing something they shouldn’t have.  

Marie looked at the two of them impassively.  

Especially at Sierra, whom she regarded with a chilly gaze.  

And then—  

Step, step.  

As if to make a point to Sierra,  

She walked over to Emil’s side and sat down next to him.  

Smile.

She beamed at the two of them.  

“Hehe, sorry, I’m super late, aren’t I?”  

***

Scratch, scratch…

In the classroom with just the two of us, the only sound was the pencil scribbling something down.  

It was after the study group had ended.  

The tutoring session with just Marie and me was quieter than usual.  

Normally, Marie would ask me all sorts of questions while solving problems.  

But today, she didn’t.  

She focused solely on the problems, not asking me anything.  

Not even making small talk.  

And so—  

This is awkward…

I was enduring a pretty uncomfortable atmosphere.  

Malcolm didn’t show up today—could that be why…?

I tried to think of one possible reason for Marie’s silence.  

But I soon shook my head.  

I already knew that couldn’t be the reason.  

This was just me denying reality.  

She probably heard that conversation…

The real reason for Marie’s silence was likely the playful exchange I’d had with Sierra earlier.  

Marie must have overheard Sierra’s fake confession meant to fluster me.  

After all, she’d walked into the classroom right after that conversation started.  

I quietly watched Marie as she worked on her problems.  

Then I noticed her shoulders trembling slightly, even though her eyes were fixed on the book.  

She seemed focused on her work, but it was clear she was very aware of me sitting beside her.  

At least it doesn’t seem like her feelings have cooled off.

My one worry was this:  

The failure of my strategy.  

If Marie had overheard my banter with Sierra and misunderstood, it could ruin everything I’d been working toward.  

But since it didn’t seem like her feelings had faded,  

I couldn’t just leave things as they were.  

My goal was to get Marie to confess to me.  

If I let this drag on, she might end up waiting for me to confess instead.  

I stared at Marie for a moment, pondering what to say.  

Then—  

“Emil…”  

“Huh? Y-Yeah?”  

Marie, who’d been silent until now, glanced at me cautiously and spoke.  

“I… can I make one selfish request?”  

It was the first thing she’d said since the study group ended.  

A selfish request.  

Was she quiet this whole time because she was thinking about that…?* 

What kind of request could it be?  

“Uh, yeah… it’s fine, so go ahead and tell me.”  

I nodded, and Marie fidgeted with the pencil in her hand, closing her mouth for a moment.  

It looked like whatever she wanted to say was really hard for her to get out.  

But after a brief pause—  

“Well…”  

She turned to face me fully.  

With a flushed face, she glanced at me nervously.  

And with trembling lips, she carefully voiced her request.  

“D-Don’t… get too close with Sierra…!”  

“Huh?”  

It was definitely—  

Something you could call a selfish request.  

And Marie, who knew that better than anyone, teared up and bowed her head right after saying it.  

“S-Sorry…! For saying something like this out of nowhere…! Y-You’re shocked, right? Sorry, I’m sorry…!”  

“No, it’s fine. I mean, I was a little surprised, but…”  

“Ugh, I’m sorry…”  

Marie’s face turned bright red from embarrassment, and she looked at me with teary, pink eyes.  

“I-It might sound weird, but… when I see you getting close with Sierra, it makes me feel all mixed up inside, and I can’t focus on studying—!”  

“Oh… I see…”  

“Ugh, I’m sorry… You’re not upset, right? For me to suddenly ask something like this…”  

“No, no, not at all. It’s totally fine.”  

Of course, I was caught off guard.  

Should I take this as a confession…?

Her statement, when you broke it down,  

Was basically like saying, “I’m jealous.”  

In a way, it was as good as admitting she liked me.  

That’s what threw me off.  

Should I really treat this as a confession?  

It feels like I’ve fallen into a trap in a chess game…

If I agreed to her request right now,  

She might take it as me accepting her confession.  

But if I rejected it here and now,  

She might think there’s no chance and give up on confessing altogether.  

That’s why—  

I couldn’t answer easily.  

“U-Ugh…”  

Of course, the longer I hesitated, the more anxious Marie’s expression became.  

I couldn’t even take too long to think it over.  

So—  

I made a decision and looked at her.  

Carefully choosing my words to escape this trap as best I could.  

“Okay.”  

My answer was, for now, a yes.  

“…R-Really?”  

At that, Marie’s tearful face brightened, and a smile mixed with joy and shyness spread across it.  

I smiled back at her gently.  

“Yeah, if it’s something that’s getting in the way of your studying, of course I should.”  

“Huh? Oh, y-yeah, r-right…! Hehe…”  

Safe… maybe?

Hiding my unease behind a natural smile, I watched Marie closely.  

After hearing my response, she fidgeted with her fingers, turned back to her book,  

And glanced at me with a shy grin.  

“Thanks… Emil. It’s a weird request, but you agreed to it. Th-Thanks to you, I feel lighter now.”  

After that, Marie focused on her book again and started solving problems.  

Looks like there’s no problem…

Seeing her happily studying, even swinging her legs a little, I let out a quiet sigh of relief.  

It didn’t seem like she’d taken it as me accepting a confession or rejecting her.  

For now, my strategy with Marie seemed to be holding steady.  

Jealousy, huh…

Having narrowly escaped a crisis, I propped my chin on my hand and looked at her.  

Unlike earlier, Marie now had a much lighter expression and was smiling.  

Every now and then, she’d glance at me, meet my eyes, and giggle again.  

Watching her like that—  

I recalled the Marie from my first playthrough.  

***

“Emil… stop it…”  

It was after I’d confessed to her and we’d become a couple.  

“But…”  

“Malcolm’s just my friend! My childhood friend I’ve known forever! You know that, Emil!”  

“Even so, I can’t just accept you two being alone together so late!”  

“Why are you even suspicious of that…! I’m telling you, there’s nothing between me and Malcolm!”  

I’d thought we’d reached a happy ending after starting a relationship with Marie.  

But then, seeing Malcolm get close to her afterward filled me with unease and frustration.  

And to that, Marie had looked at me like I was strange, pleading with an aggrieved expression.  

“Emil, you’re being so weird!”  

“Marie…”  

“Malcolm’s my friend! He’s like family to me! sob, how can you suspect us like that?”  

“That’s not what I—”  

“Your jealousy is too much—it’s overwhelming!”  

***

Remembering that day, I couldn’t help but let out a dry laugh.  

“Emil?”  

“Hm? Oh, no, it’s nothing.”  

“What’s that~? You were thinking something weird, weren’t you?”  

“Uh… maybe a little?”  

“What were you thinking about?”  

Marie, who’d been working on her problems, looked at me with curious eyes after hearing my laugh.  

I answered honestly.  

“You.”  

“…Huh?”  

Her eyes widened for a moment, then her cheeks flushed as she shyly tapped my arm.  

“Seriously, don’t tease me~!”  

I laughed and apologized at her grumbling.  

But in my mind, I was still recalling those memories with her.  

You treated me like some jealousy-crazed weirdo, but in the end, you went to Malcolm just like I thought.  

I couldn’t help but find it funny.  

And yet—  

That same girl, who wasn’t even my girlfriend now, was showing jealousy and asking me not to get close to another girl.  

Feeling both absurdity and amusement at that, I smiled and looked at Marie.  

And Marie, interpreting my smile differently,  

Blushed shyly and smiled back at me.  

***
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  Chapter 11: Battle Day


Marie’s preparation for the midterm exams progressed steadily.  

If things continued like this, she would surely reach her target score.  

The comparison was the Marie from the first cycle.  

That first-cycle Marie had also managed to achieve her target score through my pitifully desperate struggles.  

If the current her, who was accumulating knowledge far more easily than back then, was doing this well, there was certainly no problem.  

“Ughhh… I’m so nervous… What if I mess up somehow?”  

Of course, that was a fact only I knew—someone who had regressed and seen the future.  

Marie, unaware of the future where she would do well, still doubted herself and fretted with anxiety.  

“It’s okay, don’t worry. You’ll definitely do great.”  

“Really…?”  

“Yeah, if you can’t trust yourself, at least trust me.”  

“Emil…?”  

“I’m the top student in our grade, you know. Doesn’t that give me some credibility?”  

“Yeah.”  

But that part actually worked in my favor.  

The more anxious Marie felt, the more I could stay by her side, offering constant encouragement and support.  

And the more I did, the more she began to rely on me.  

“It’s… kind of weird.”  

“What is?”  

“When you say I’ll do well, Emil… even though it’s just a guess, it calms me down.”  

It was after the extra tutoring session we held together, just the two of us.  

As the sun began to set, Marie leaned her shoulder against mine and said that softly.  

Through her school uniform, I could feel the warmth and softness unique to a girl.  

It almost felt like her heartbeat was transmitted through the air.  

Her cheeks were flushed.  

With trembling eyes, she quietly lowered her gaze.  

‘Well, of course. I’m saying it with certainty.’  

Unlike her, whose heart was fluttering, my own heart remained endlessly cold.  

If this were the me from the first cycle, my heart would’ve been pounding endlessly too.  

Marie was that beautiful, after all.  

And being this close to her like this?  

But the current me, feeling her warmth and soft skin, only recalled that scene in my mind:  

“Good… haah… I love you, Malcolm…”

‘She didn’t even kiss me, did she?’  

In the first cycle, all I got from Marie was a light hug.  

Of course, there had been moments during dates when the mood was right for a kiss.  

‘S-sorry…’  

‘Huh…?’  

‘I… I’m not ready yet…’  

Back then, she’d pushed me away, her cheeks red with shy embarrassment.  

I’d been delighted by that pure side of Marie.  

I’d resolved in my heart to take it slow, to build our connection step by step.  

But looking back now, it wasn’t some cute reason like shyness.  

Marie had hesitated back then.  

She’d hesitated to give me her first kiss.  

In the end, she’d held off on it.  

“Emil…?”  

While I was lost in thought for a moment, Marie, now pressed even closer to me, quietly called my name and looked up at me.  

Her sparkling pink eyes.  

Her moist, plump lips.  

Her fair skin that stirred a man’s instincts.  

Marie gazed up at me with a cute, innocent face but an alluring air, slowly closing her trembling eyes.  

Yet she didn’t close them fully.  

She looked at me as if she’d shut them completely the moment I made a move.  Silence hung in the air.  

I knew this atmosphere.  

The same atmosphere I’d missed in my previous life.  

I locked eyes with Marie for a moment.  

Her flushed cheeks, subtle trembling, and nervous expression were all visible.  

If I leaned in just a little now, I could taste the kiss I’d failed to get back then.  

But.  

“It’s getting late, so shall we head back?”  

“…Huh, what?”  

I stood up, pulling away from Marie.  

She, who had been immersed in that strange mood just moments ago, widened her eyes in confusion and stared at me blankly.  

When she saw me start packing my bag, she hurriedly began moving too.  

With a sidelong glance, I checked her state.  

Marie’s cheeks were bright red, and she looked incredibly embarrassed.  

Her expression reminded me of myself from the first cycle.  

A mix of faint disappointment, confusion, and a tiny bit of excitement and anticipation.  

A complicated blend of emotions on her face.  

Seeing her make the same expression I had when she’d pushed me away in the first cycle amused me quite a bit.  

‘Things are going smoothly.’  

Both Marie’s studies and my strategy were progressing well.  

All that remained was to wait for the decisive day.  

If Marie got a decent score on the midterms, that would be the end of my connection with her.  

With that relaxed mindset, I awaited the exam day.  

However.  

“Ugh.”  

“What’s wrong with you lately?”  


“What do you mean?”  

It was Sierra.  

“What do you mean ‘what’? You’ve been weirdly avoiding me lately.”  

Ever since entering the sixth cycle, she’d somehow kept getting in my way.  

“I’m not really avoiding you.”  

Of course, I was avoiding her.  

The reason was simple.  

Marie had asked me not to get close to Sierra.  

‘If I ignore Marie’s request and mess up the strategy, that’d be a problem.’  

So I avoided contact with Sierra as much as possible.  

During regular class hours, I avoided passing by her classroom whenever I could.  

Even during study group time, I tried not to talk to her if possible.  

Conversations were kept to the bare minimum, just business.  

But I didn’t act cold about it.  

I’d still respond to greetings and give a small smile if she made a joke.

However.  

“Don’t lie, you’re avoiding me. Do you think I’m an idiot?”  

It seemed Sierra was keenly aware of even the smallest changes.  

“I won’t get mad, so just tell me honestly. I came to find out the reason.”  

Sierra had gone so far as to come to my classroom during lunch break, calling me out to ask why.  

She was apparently already certain I was avoiding her.  

Since denying it further would only make things weirder, I had no choice but to lead her somewhere else.  

“Where are we going?”  

“Just somewhere else for a bit.”  

“Why not here?”  

“You want me to talk about it in front of the whole class?”  

“Hmph, must be a pretty shady reason, huh?”  

“Why are you the one acting so righteous when I’m the one being put on the spot?”  

Avoiding Sierra… She didn’t seem to realize how much attention it would draw if I admitted that in front of the other students.  

‘How does this girl have more friends than me with this level of awareness…?’

Anyway.  

I dragged Sierra up to the rooftop.  

During lunch, when students were bustling around everywhere, the rooftop was the most convenient spot.  

Creak…  

Bang.

After thoroughly closing the rooftop door, I explained the situation to Sierra.  

And then.  

“Huh? Marie?”  

Sierra widened her eyes in surprise, as if she hadn’t expected that at all.  

Then she smirked and poked my arm playfully.  

“What’s this? You kept denying it, but it’s *that* kind of thing after all?”  

“It’s not like that.”  

“Then why are you going out of your way to fulfill Marie’s request? Especially when that request is to avoid *me*.”  

Sierra narrowed her eyes slightly, glaring at me.  

“Or what, did you just want to avoid me anyway?”  

It seemed she really hated being ignored.  

Knowing how persistent she could be, I had no choice but to explain the truth.  

“It’s simple. I just don’t want to affect Marie’s test scores because of me.”  

“…That’s it?”  

“Yeah, it’s definitely not because I find you uncomfortable or anything.”  

“Hmm…”  

Was my answer unsatisfying, or was she just not ready to let it go?  

She stared at me intently, lost in thought.  

And then.  

“Fine, whatever. As long as there’s no bad blood.”  

She brushed it off coolly.  

But now I was the one with questions.  

“Wait, my attitude hasn’t even been that bad, has it?”  

“Hmm… true, it hasn’t.”  

“Then why go out of your way to come to my classroom and ask about it when you could’ve just let it slide?”  

At my question, Sierra’s previously neutral expression twisted slightly.  

“Because it bothers me.”  

She answered confidently.  

“I can’t stand it when something’s bothering me and I don’t resolve it.”  

“I know that about you.”  

“Then we’re good. What’s the problem?”  

“What I’m curious about is *why* it bothers you so much. You could just ignore something as trivial as me avoiding you.”  

That’s what I’d thought.  

Marie didn’t like me being close to Sierra, but I figured keeping my distance from Sierra wouldn’t be a big deal to her.  

That’s why I’d acted so casually about it.  

But her sudden, intense reaction caught me off guard.  

And to my bewildered question, she responded:  

“Sigh… Emil, you may be the top student, but you’re an idiot.”  

“What, you little—?”  

Sierra shook her head as if she pitied me.  

“It’s obvious, isn’t it?”  

With a prim expression, she looked at me confidently and answered.  

“We’ve barely just become friends. If you suddenly start distancing yourself… it hurts!”  

Her cheeks flushed slightly, perhaps from embarrassment at her own words.  

But her eyes sparkled with conviction as she gazed at me steadily.  

Hearing her say that and meeting her gaze, I sensed a faint trust in Sierra’s eyes — something I’d only ever seen as playful before.  

‘Friends’…?

It was the first time I’d heard that word since being thrust into this damned game.  

Someone calling me a friend was genuinely a first.  

So I stared at Sierra blankly.  

Seeing my dumbfounded expression, she grinned mischievously and—  

Thwack.

—smacked my shoulder.  

“I’ll be careful around Marie, so let’s head back.”  

Then she grabbed my wrist and pulled me along.  

It was a feeling I’d never experienced before.  

Like a drop of cool dew falling onto parched ground.  

But since I didn’t know how to define that sensation precisely, I quietly followed Sierra as she led me down from the rooftop.  

***

Time flew by in an instant.  

And soon, the long-awaited midterm exam day arrived.  

‘I can do this… I can do this…’  

Even that morning, Marie had received encouragement from Emil, and she entered the exam with a confident expression.  

The moment she started solving the first problem, Marie instinctively knew.  

‘I really… can do this…’  

She was going to succeed in this exam.  

That instinct fueled her pencil with momentum.  

She worked through the problems faster and more accurately than when she’d practiced with sample questions.  

That pace continued until the very last subject was over.  

“Good job, everyone.”  

The sounds of laughter and exhausted sighs from the students around her signaled to Marie that it was all over.  

And amidst that noise, Marie—  

With flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes from her pounding heart—  

Felt a premonition.  

‘This exam…’

It seemed she’d pulled off something incredible.  

‘It’s a total win…!!’

Her pink eyes twinkled as if they’d met a star.  

And so, the midterm she’d prepared so diligently for ended in resounding success.  

That meant she’d achieved the goal she’d longed for since entering the academy.  

And one more thing.  

“E-Emil…!!”  

“Marie, how was the exam?”  

Her secret resolution.  

“Ugh, it was totally fine…! Sob, it’s all—all thanks to you, Emil…!”  

The overwhelming emotions she’d kept bottled up inside—  

She could finally pour them out to him.  


***
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  Chapter 12: Confession


The confirmed results of the midterm exams were announced the next day.  

“I did it…”  

Marie, checking her report card, smiled with overwhelming emotion and clutched it tightly to her chest.  

“With this, I can finally achieve it…”  

The one thing she had dreamed of ever since entering the academy.  

It was none other than gaining the recognition of her older brother, Damian.  

Born out of wedlock, Marie had grown up with Damian as her only ally.  

Her goal had been to earn the approval of her brother, who had somehow grown cold toward her over time.  

If she could do that, surely they could go back to how things used to be—getting along well together.  

But…  

For some reason, as Marie confirmed her target grades, her cheeks flushed, and she felt her heart pounding.  

Until now, her desperate goal had undoubtedly been Damian.  

Yet, despite achieving good grades,  

another man’s face kept flashing through her mind instead of Damian’s.  

Gulp.  

Marie buried her face on her desk, hiding her reddened cheeks.  

“I’m really… doing this, aren’t I?”  

With the moment looming right in front of her, she began trembling uncontrollably.  

“I’m going to… confess.”  

Not reconciliation with Damian.  

It was a confession to Emil that now dominated her thoughts.  

How strange.  

Her relationship with Damian, her family, had always been her top priority.  

Since when had this changed?  

When had Emil grown so large in her heart?  

…Was it from the beginning, when he approached her to join a study group?  

Or perhaps when he stood up to Damian on the rooftop?  

…Or maybe it was the moment he collapsed after being hit by Malcolm.  

At some point, Marie realized she was constantly thinking of Emil.  

“I like him…”  

Even now, as she looked at her report card,  

Marie rested her head on the desk, her cheeks flushed, thinking of Emil.  

Perhaps because her heart was so full of Emil, when she called out to Damian during lunch later that day, saying, “Brother,” she felt no trace of nervousness.  

Of course, there was excitement—the thrill of possibly being acknowledged.  

But no fear.  

Back when she had shown him the results of a quiz, she had been terrified.  

Now, though, she wasn’t afraid at all.  

Why was that?  

Even as she pondered this, Emil’s face floated into her mind again.  

“Here… these are my midterm grades.”  

Marie handed her report card to Damian.  

Damian took it with an impassive expression and reviewed it.  

“What kind of reaction will he have?”  

This moment—  the one she had dreamed of for years, imagining over and over—was finally unfolding before her eyes.  

In her daydreams, Damian had sometimes smiled brightly, other times glared coldly.  

But either way, it didn’t matter to her.  

That’s what Marie thought.  

Then—  

“You’ve changed, Marie.”  

Damian folded the report card neatly and handed it back to her as he spoke.  

His words were completely unexpected.  

“Are you talking about my grades?”  

“No, I mean your vibe.”  

Marie tilted her head in confusion at Damian’s remark.  

At that moment, Damian gave a faint smile.  

It was a smile she hadn’t seen from him in a long time.  

“Your grades are impressive, but I like this change in you even more.”  

“…Uh, what part do you mean?”  

“You’ve always clung to me too much ever since we were kids.”  

“Oh…”  

“It feels like that’s changed, and it’s nice to see. I’m prouder of that than your grades.”  

From her brother’s mouth came the praise she had longed for so desperately.  

But it wasn’t because of her grades.  

It was her changed demeanor.  

Marie, who had once blindly chased after her brother, no longer did so.  

And Damian, who had pushed her away before, now smiled and patted her head, saying,  

“Good job.”  

They grew closer.  

She had finally achieved the scene she’d dreamed of.  

“Sniff… Th-thank you.”  

Tears flowed naturally.  

But unlike before, these weren’t sad tears shed in longing for Damian’s attention.  

They were tears of joy.  

Damian looked at Marie with a warm expression and said,  

“Is this thanks to that guy from before?”  

That guy.  

At those words from Damian, Marie swallowed hard, her cheeks flushing again.  

Damian, as if he understood something, turned and walked away.  

“He’s a good friend. If you invite him over to the house sometime, we can have a meal together.”  


Clunk.  

The door closed, leaving Marie alone on the rooftop.  

Damian was gone.  

Normally, that fact would have left her feeling empty and anxious deep down.  

But now—  

Thump, thump.

“Ugh…?”  

Marie raised a hand to her chest, clutching it tightly, her face flushed.  

The emptiness that should have been there was instead filled with warmth.  

Even now, Emil’s face lingered in her mind.  

“All that’s left now… is the confession.”  

***

A confession.  

Telling Emil how she felt.  

When she first realized her feelings for Emil, Marie had resolved to confess to him.  

She had definitely made that decision…  

“But… how do you even confess?”  

The moment she tried to act on it, Marie’s mind spun into chaos, her ability to think clearly slipping away.  

The strongest emotion surging within her was anxiety.  

The unease she used to feel toward Damian was now directed at Emil.  

“Is it okay to confess…? What if he rejects me…? What if he hates me…?”  

Countless worries that hadn’t crossed her mind when it was just a vague goal now loomed before her.  

They blocked her path.  

In truth, there was no guarantee her confession would succeed.  

But even so, Marie wanted to express her feelings.  

“It’s okay…”  

So she tried to calm herself, reassuring herself inwardly.  

“It’ll be fine.”  

Her basis for this was her memories with Emil.  

The warm smile he’d given her, the encouraging voice that cheered her on when she was anxious.  

“Emil definitely… sees me in a good light too.”  

Drawing on those memories, she dispelled her worries.  

“Hoo…”  

She wanted to become Emil’s lover.  

She wanted him to be hers alone.  

To make that happen, she had to confess.  

If she didn’t, nothing would change.  

“Okay…!”  

With a small voice, Marie steeled her resolve and stood up from her seat.  

It was after school.  

Today, the midterm results had been released.  

Most study groups were taking time to celebrate their hard work and support for one another.  

Marie’s study group was no exception.  

So she moved to the annex building, heading toward their meeting spot.  

Slide…  

With a trembling heart, she opened the classroom door. There, the usual members were seated.  

“Oh, Marie~! How’d the exams go?”  

Sierra greeted her brightly with a cheerful smile.  

Emil, already knowing her results, smiled warmly at her.  

“Malcolm… isn’t here.”  

Her childhood friend was absent from his seat.  

It was something she’d expected, though.  

He hadn’t been participating in the study group lately, so she figured he wouldn’t show up today either.  

But right now, Malcolm wasn’t what mattered.  

Calming her racing heart, Marie smiled as naturally as she could and approached them.  

“Yeah! They went totally fine!”  

She casually took the seat next to Emil.  

After that, light chatter flowed, mostly centered around Sierra.  

The conversation revolved around congratulations and checking grades.  

“But how did you do this time, Sierra?”  

Marie asked something she’d been curious about during the exchange.  

After all, Sierra had always thrown herself into studying, declaring each time, “I’m going to take first place this time!”  

In response to Marie’s question, Sierra grinned and showed her report card.  

“Ta-da!”  

She looked proud.  

Marie checked the ranking section of the report card.  

There, the number “2” was clearly written.  

“Wow, amazing! Second place again! …Oh.”  

“Yeah, I did well, but I failed.”  

“Oh, no, it’s fine, Sierra. You’ll definitely get first next time!”  

“Haa… I wonder…”  

Sierra let out a small sigh at Marie’s comforting words.  

Then, with a slightly dissatisfied smile, she glared at the guy sitting next to Marie.  

“There’s just someone too unshakable standing in the way.”  

Startled, Marie glanced beside her.  

Emil, now the target of both girls’ gazes, gave an awkward smile, looking a bit uncomfortable.  

“Emil got first again… That’s incredible…”  

Of course, she’d expected Emil to do well.  

But to take first place yet again—it was almost too impressive.  

“Can someone like me… really confess to him?”  

Marie suddenly felt the gap between herself and Emil.  

Anxiety began creeping back into her mind.  

“No, no…!”  

She shook her head lightly, brushing those worries aside.  

She couldn’t hesitate.  

She had to take a step forward with courage.  

Someone as amazing as Emil could easily be taken by someone else if she didn’t act.  

“Um…! Since we all worked so hard together this time…! How about we do something to celebrate?”  

As the conversation started winding down, Marie brought up an idea she’d prepared in advance.  

“To celebrate? Like what?”  

Both of them looked at her with curious expressions.  

“How about we go out for dinner? I know a good place. What do you think?”  

Marie answered as naturally as she could.  

Then—  

“Hmm… Dinner, huh…”  

Hearing her response, Sierra smiled with a subtle expression.  

What’s she thinking? Marie wondered.  

“Sorry, I don’t think I can go.”  

Sierra apologized with a playful grin.  

“Huh? W-Why not…?”  

“Yeah, I’ve got a prior commitment. I’m really sorry… It’s not that I don’t want to go, but it’s something really important…”  

“Oh… I see.”  

Marie’s face fell at the unexpected response.  

If Sierra can’t go… then Emil might not either…?  

If her plan fell apart, she wouldn’t be able to confess today.  

But then—  

“Instead! You two should go!”  

“Huh…?”  

Sierra said brightly with a cheerful smile.  

She gave Marie a knowing look and a subtle grin.  

It was a gaze that seemed to understand something.  

Marie felt a quiet wave of emotion.  

Sierra…  

She realized it right away.  

Sierra had picked up on her feelings and was stepping aside to give her a chance.  

“Well, good job everyone, and I’ll head out first! Let’s all go together next time! Bye!”  

With that, Sierra waved at them with a mischievous smile and left.  

Marie and Emil, left standing awkwardly in the hallway, waved back at Sierra.  

Then, they quietly turned to look at each other.

“Shall we go?”  

Emil, meeting Marie’s eyes, smiled gently and said so.  

“Uh, y-yeah…”  

Thanks to Sierra’s help, they naturally ended up going on a date, just the two of them.  

That realization made Marie feel her heart pounding wildly.  

Now, I-I really have to do it…?  

Steeling herself,  

having run countless simulations in her mind,  

Marie left the academy with Emil and headed to a restaurant downtown.  

The meal was excellent.  

It had to be.  

Last weekend, when she should’ve been focused on studying, she’d taken the time to scout out a good place.  

“I didn’t even know a place like this existed.”  

“Is it good…?”  

“Yeah, I like it.”  

“Hehe, that’s a relief…”  

Seeing Emil enjoy the food she’d ordered, Marie smiled shyly.  

After that, the two of them chatted happily about various topics.  

“So, I even got praised by my brother.”  

She didn’t forget to mention what had happened with Damian.  

After all, Emil’s help had played a big part in that.  

When she told him things seemed to be improving with Damian, Emil genuinely rejoiced for her.  

Seeing that reaction,  

Marie caught a glimmer of hope.  

It’ll be okay…  

Of course, a slight unease still lingered, but with the pleasant conversation and the warm atmosphere, as they went on this date and she observed Emil, she didn’t feel like he’d reject her.  

“There’s something on your cheek, Marie.”  

“Huh? Oh…!”  

Feeling Emil’s gentle touch as he wiped her cheek with a napkin, Marie thought her heart might burst.  

It was becoming unbearable.  

I like him…  

She wanted to tell Emil these pounding feelings right away.  

I like you… Emil.  

And she wanted to hear it from him too.  

I like you…  

She wanted to hear that he felt the same way.  

So, after dinner, on the way back to the dorms that evening, as they walked together under the moonlight, Marie stopped Emil.  

“W-Wait a sec…”  

She grabbed his clothes with her hand and lowered her head.  

Her racing heart and burning face made it impossible to look at him directly.  

But—  

“I… have something I want to say to Emil.”  

No matter how embarrassed or nervous she was, she couldn’t hold back these feelings any longer. 

Summoning her courage, Marie lifted her head.  

“What is it?”  

Emil was still looking at her with that kind smile.  

Even though it was a dark evening under the moonlight, his smile was so dazzling it was hard to meet his gaze.  

But Marie didn’t look away.  

Holding back the tears that threatened to spill from her nerves, she forced her mouth open.  

“Th-This time… Emil helped me so much.”  

“Yeah.”  

“So… I’m really grateful. Thank you…”  

“It’s no big deal.”  

But the true feelings she wanted to express wouldn’t come out.  

This isn’t it…?  

Her cheeks flushed, and she clenched her trembling hands tightly.  

This wasn’t what she meant to say.  

Of course, she was thankful to him,  

but that wasn’t the message she wanted to convey.  

So, one more time.  

Marie took a deep breath, closed her eyes tightly, and shouted—  

“So I… I-I like you, Emil!”  

She blurted it out loudly, worried he might not hear.  

After shouting,  

I said it…!  

Realizing there was no turning back, Marie kept going without hesitation.  

“I like how kind Emil is to me…! It’s not sudden…! I’ve felt this way for a while now…”  

No response came from Emil.  

Is he waiting for me?  

Thinking that, Marie poured out every bit of her heart.  

“So…”  

Just one more line.  

If she could take this one step, that would be it.  

“So… I want to be in a good relationship with you, Emil…”  

Thump, thump, thump.  

Her heart raced like never before.  

Her face burned, and her eyes reddened with tension.  

She was overwhelmed with the urge to run away, but she couldn’t.  

She had to hear Emil’s answer.  

And then—  

“Marie.”  

Emil gave a soft smile in response to her heartfelt confession.  

That smile made Marie feel a flicker of hope.  

It worked, she thought to herself prematurely.  

But—  

“I’m sorry, I don’t think that’s possible.”  

“…Huh?”  

The answer that came back was cruel, far from what she’d hoped for.  


***

Author’s Note:  

Thank you for reading!  

If you enjoyed it, I’d appreciate a like, bookmark, and comment!  

Comments especially give me a lot of motivation to keep writing! Thank you.  



 
  Chapter 13: Questions and Answers


For a moment, it felt as though the world had stopped.  

Marie was so dazed that she fell into such an illusion.  

But the stopping was just an illusion.  

Emile’s cruel voice continued relentlessly.  

“…I’ve never thought of having that kind of relationship with you.”  

She hadn’t misheard.  

“So that’s how it is.”  

And so, Marie nodded with a blank expression.  

What kind of face was Emile making right now?  

She couldn’t meet his eyes.  

Because if she did, it felt like tears would spill over in an instant.  

But despite her efforts, her tears betrayed her.  

Already, with her tearful eyes reddened from tension, tears began to fall freely down Marie’s face.  

“Ugh, hic, s-sorry…! This… it’s not on purpose… hic, sorry…”  

She was embarrassed.  

She wanted to hide somewhere.  

Those thoughts kept surging within her, but what tore at her chest most painfully was one cruel reality:  

“Emile didn’t like her.”  

“Hic… ugh, hic…”  

The tears wouldn’t stop at that realization.  

And Emile just silently looked at her.  

He didn’t comfort her with the warm touch she had once known.  

Perhaps that was why.  

“Hic, Emile…”  

“Yes?”  

“C-Can I… hic, ask just one thing…?”  

“Yes, go ahead.”  

Clinging to a faint hope, Marie let her tears fall as she cautiously, slowly lifted her gaze to Emile’s face.  

There, she saw his expression—somehow tinged with sadness.  

Why was he making that face?  

Marie couldn’t understand.  

She only opened her mouth carefully, her vision blurred by tears, holding his face in her sight.  

“…What kind of person do you like?”  

It was a question she had asked before.  

But now she knew.  

The answer Emile had given back then was just a considerate lie to help her focus on her studies.  

That’s why she was even more curious now.  

She wanted to know the conditions to become the woman he’d choose.  

“Tell me, hic, I-I’ll try…! I’m really serious…! I know it might be a burden, but please just know that…! So…”  

“…Tell me what kind of person I need to be for you to accept me.”  

She pleaded with him, pouring her desperate heart into her words.  

Of course, she knew.  

A clingy girl like her—he might hate that.  

But even so, Marie didn’t want to let go of that single thread of hope.  

Because by now, his presence had taken root so deeply in her heart that she could no longer do anything about it.  

And to her desperate question,  

Emile, with sad eyes, slowly replied.  

“Sorry…”  

“…Huh?”  

“Marie, it can’t be you.”  

“W-Why…?”  

“The reason…  

…I can’t tell you.”  

And then Emile gave a faint smile.  

“You’re a good person. …I’m sure someone else, someone great, will find you soon.”  

“Sorry, I’ll head out first. …See you tomorrow.”  

After that, he turned away, his smile lingering but his eyes still sad as he looked at her.  

And just like that, he disappeared from Marie’s sight.  

Until his back was completely out of view, Marie stood rooted to the spot, staring blankly after him.  

“Why…”  

It couldn’t be her.  

“Why is that…?”  

That’s what Emile had said.  

“Why can’t it be me…?”  

In her cruelly shattered heart, two possible reasons surfaced.  

Either he didn’t like her.  

Or…  

There was someone else he liked.  

The moment she considered the second reason, a name immediately came to mind.  

Sierra.  

“Could it be her that he likes…?”  

Drip, drip…  

“Hic… sob, ugh… hic…”  

Marie walked down the path, crying sadly after Emile disappeared.  

The road to the dormitory felt endlessly far.  

It seemed as though tomorrow would never come.  

But eventually, Marie arrived at the dormitory.  

Thud.  

Without even changing her clothes, she collapsed onto the bed.  


It was cruel.  

Resentful thoughts crept in.  

Just until dinner, Marie had felt as though she owned the world, brimming with happiness.  

That moment had felt even happier than when Damian had acknowledged her.  

But that happiness vanished in an instant.  

Like being forcibly woken from a blissful dream she didn’t want to leave, Marie felt torment.  

And yet, despite it all, she missed Emile.  

“Can it really not be me…?”  

If only she could be loved by him, she’d truly do anything.  

Her appearance, her personality, her habits—even her gender.  

If he wanted it, she could change anything.  

But Emile hadn’t given her an answer.  

And that made Marie’s suffering and anguish deepen.  

“Goddess… please…”  

Lying face-down on the bed, Marie gazed at the moon outside her window.  

And she prayed desperately to that moon.  

“Please… tell me the answer…”  

The moon silently illuminated her, offering no response.  

But as if answering her plea—  

Ding!

Marie felt as though she heard something ring in her mind.  

Meanwhile, in another part of the dormitory, Emile lay in his room.  

Before his eyes, a single message appeared:  

[Conditions met! ‘Memory of Despair’ activated!]  

As Emile saw the message and flopped onto his bed,  

Marie suddenly felt an inexplicable wave of drowsiness wash over her.  

She had been crying mournfully just moments ago, so she shouldn’t have been sleepy at all.  

Yet, pulled by some unknown force, Marie fell into a deep sleep.  

**

“What…?”  

The sleeping Marie soon opened her eyes.  

What she saw was a familiar scene.  

“A hallway…?”  

She was standing in the corridor of the academy’s main building.  

But she quickly realized this was a dream.  

After all, it had been night when she fell asleep, yet the scene before her was early morning.  

“Why am I here…?”  

It was a dream far too vivid to feel like a dream.  

It was as if she had just arrived at the academy for the day.  

But her translucent body reminded her that this was, indeed, a dream.  

And then—  

“Ma-Marie—!!”  

“…Huh?”

A familiar voice called out from behind her.  

The man she had longed to see so desperately before falling asleep.  

Emile.  

When Marie turned around, there he was.  

He seemed to have rushed back from somewhere, catching his breath, holding the hand of a troubled-looking male student beside him.  

And standing in front of Emile was none other than… “Marie”.  

“What… it’s you again?”  

The version of herself in front of her spoke to Emile in an unbelievably cold tone.  

Yet, despite her icy demeanor, Emile grinned brightly and proudly showed off the male student he’d brought along.  

“Look! This guy’s grades are amazing! Did you know?”  

“I know, but…”  

“He says he’ll join your group!”  

“R-Really?”  

At Emile’s words, Marie looked at the student beside him with surprised eyes.  

The boy nodded silently, his face still troubled.  

Seeing this, Emile straightened up confidently and declared,  

“So put me in your group too!”  

“What?”  

“I told you before, didn’t I? I’d bring an honor student, so let me join your group.”  

“Pfft.”  

At Emile’s words, the Marie who had been standing still burst into a bright laugh.  

“You’re really a weird one, huh? …Alright, let’s do it together.”  

“For real? Yes—!”  

When she agreed, Emile beamed with joy, practically bouncing with excitement.  

“This is…”  

The translucent Marie, watching all of this from the sidelines, stared at the three of them with a face full of confusion.  

The scene before her was more vivid than any memory.  

But it was certainly not something she remembered.  

No—  

It was a scene different from her memories, playing out before her eyes.  

“Why is Emile with another student… and why did I reject him?” 

It was all incomprehensible.  

That’s why Marie could only watch the version of herself and Emile before her with a confused expression.  

After all, in this dream, all she could do was observe.  

And so, time began to flow.  

“Marie…”  

“Hic, ugh, hic… What, hic, why…”  

“I, uh… sorry, I overheard.”  

“Go away… ugh, I said go… leave me alone…”  

Once again, a familiar yet different scene from her memories played out.  

“I see…”

But as Marie continued to watch, she soon realized something.  

“These are my memories from a different time…”

The reason she could understand this was synchronization.  

The scenes the translucent Marie witnessed in the dream soon transformed into memories and were absorbed into her mind.  

The memory of Emile bringing an honor student just moments ago now felt as vivid as if she had experienced it herself.  

And the scene she was watching now—  

where she had just been hurt by Damian, and Emile, who had secretly seen it, came to comfort her—  

This scene, so utterly different from her own memories,  soon turned into yet another new memory that seeped into her mind.  

“I’m watching the story of myself and Emile from a different time…”

How could such a thing be possible?  

As Marie observed this other version of herself and Emile from another world, she sought the answer to that question.  

“If I study with Malcolm, would you hate it?”  

“…Focus on studying, Marie.”  

“You can’t even answer this? Idiot, fool, coward.”  

“…Of course I’d hate it. Stop asking and study.”  

“Why? Why would you hate it?”  

The scenes unfolding before her flowed completely differently from her memories.  

“In this time, Emile was hardworking…”

But what stood out most was Emile himself.  

“And… he likes me…?”

The way Emile treated her was entirely unlike the time she had lived through.  

Not only was it different that Emile struggled with studies,  

but what caught Marie’s attention more was the tender affection she could feel from him.  

“The Emile over there… likes me.”

Drip, drip…  

Translucent tears fell from the translucent Marie’s eyes.  

Yet she couldn’t look away.  

The scenes the dream showed her were what she had yearned for more desperately than anything else.  

“When Emile likes someone, he’s *that* passionate…?”

In reality, she had been the one chasing after Emile.  

She had tried so hard to win his favor.  

She had studied harder to confess to him.  

And yet—  

“Marie…! I figured out the solution! Here…!”  

“Huh? Really? Wow! How’d you do it?”  

In the dream, Emile was the opposite.  

He looked at Marie with love, sparing nothing for her, doing anything and everything.  

Though his grades were average, he worked tirelessly, running himself ragged.  

He’d bow his head desperately to others, stumble, and even get hurt.  

But despite it all, Emile was smiling.  

“I’m jealous…”

Because all of it was for Marie’s sake.  

“I’m jealous…”

Emile was genuinely happy helping Marie.  

“So… so jealous…”

His actions and expressions radiated love.  

And because of that,  

Marie couldn’t stop her tears.  

Because what she had longed for was right there.  

“Is this… the answer to my prayer…?”

As she watched the dream’s scenes, Marie spoke to the goddess she imagined was watching from somewhere.  

She recalled the prayer she had murmured to the moon before falling asleep.  

“Are you telling me to just be satisfied with happy memories…?”  

Another scene turned into a new memory and seeped into Marie.  

Now, two sets of memories coexisted within her.  

The memory of her chasing Emile, yearning for his love.  

The memory of Emile chasing her, showering her with love.  

Holding both in her heart, Marie sobbed.  

And then—  

“Marie…”  

The scene she had been watching through her tears finally reached its conclusion.  

“I really, truly love you.”  

It was after the midterm exams.  

“…Ah.”

Once again, a scene unlike her own experience unfolded.  

“Will you… be my girlfriend?”  

In the dream, Emile confessed to her.  

And the dream version of herself nodded, as if she had expected it, though with a shy expression.  

“Yes…”  

And so, the two became lovers.  

The love with Emile that Marie had so desperately longed for today had begun.  

The translucent Marie, watching from the sidelines, stared blankly at her dream-self.  

A happy smile.  

She laughed cutely while talking with Emile.  

There wasn’t a trace of tears in that Marie’s eyes.  

She looked truly happy.  

“Why couldn’t it be me…?”

Gazing at the scene, Marie murmured to herself.  

As if searching for an answer.  

Not just some “what-if” memory she’d wake up from,  

but a desperate wish for it to happen in her real reality with Emile.  

“What was lacking in me…?”  

She kept muttering to herself.  

The dream version of herself must be happy now.  

She had gained the precious bond she had longed for so much.  

Born a bastard, abandoned by her mother, ignored by her father—  

She had finally found a wonderful man who would give her unconditional love.  

The dream-self would be happy.  

Another new memory seeped into her mind.  

Now, within her, coexisted the memory of being rejected by Emile and the memory of becoming his lover.  

“Should I just be satisfied with this…?”

But the dream didn’t end.  

Even though she had obtained the memories she wanted,  

it continued as if there were more to see.  

The scenes in the dream kept unfolding.  

And then—  

“…Huh?”

Marie realized something.  

“Marie!”  

“Malcolm.”  

This wasn’t some kind gesture to comfort her in her sadness.  

“What… what’s going on…?”

It wasn’t kindness.  

It was an answer.  

The answer to the question she had desperately prayed for—  why Emile couldn’t accept her.  

“No, no…”

As she watched that answer unfold, Marie’s face turned pale, and she cried out.  

Even knowing that what she was witnessing was an unchangeable “memory,”  

“Don’t do it…!”

She swung her arms through the air, tears streaming down her face.  

Her translucent hands passed through the body of the dream-self kissing Malcolm,  

gesturing desperately in vain.  

But despite her struggling—  

“Don’t do it!!!”


The new memory seeped into Marie’s mind. 

***
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  Chapter 14: Questions and Answers(2)


It was less than a week after Marie started dating Emil that Malcolm and Marie shared their first kiss.  

At first, it was just a simple kiss.  

In the dream, Marie told her childhood friend Malcolm that she had become lovers with Emil.  

After all, they were the kind of friends who had shared every little thing since they were young.  

So, the real Marie, watching it unfold, didn’t think to question it either.  

But then…  

“…I’m dating Emil now.”  

“Yeah, hehe…”  

When Malcolm heard the dream version of Marie say this, his expression subtly shifted for a moment.  

The dream Marie, caught up in the conversation, didn’t notice it.  

But the Marie watching from the sidelines caught that faint change.  

From then on, Malcolm started calling Marie out more often, in a strangely casual way.  

“By the way, Marie.”  

“What?”  

“You did well on your exams, didn’t you? We haven’t celebrated just the two of us yet, have we?”  

“Uh…?”  

At first, it was just greetings and small talk.  

Then they went out to eat together to celebrate her success on the exams.  

Along the way, Emil found out about it, and it led to an argument.  

But she didn’t stop.  

“That’s weird…! Why do you keep meeting so often?”  

“I told you! Malcolm and I are just…!”  

“Even if you’re childhood friends, shouldn’t you keep some distance out of consideration for me?”  

“Seriously, stop it!”  

Even though she vaguely sensed Malcolm’s feelings.  

Even though she knew Emil’s worries weren’t just excessive jealousy.  

Marie didn’t stop.  

And then…  

“Marie, do you have a minute?”  

“Yeah…?”  

The kiss came out of nowhere.  

Malcolm suddenly pressed his lips to Marie’s in the empty classroom after school.  

Without asking for permission.  

It was just a brief moment when their lips quietly met.  

Malcolm kissed Marie, who belonged to Emil.  

It was, without a doubt, an act akin to a crime.  

But the Marie in the dream didn’t avoid that kiss.  

“Mmm…”  

Chup, chup…

‘Why…?’  

At first, she pushed against Malcolm’s chest, but as his lips clung to hers persistently, she eventually stopped resisting.  

“Haa… mm…”  

After that, the sound of two tongues intertwining quietly filled the orange-tinted classroom.  

‘H…’  

The translucent Marie watched them.  

Standing in front of the pair, she shed tears in a daze.  

‘You have Emil…’  

She couldn’t understand it.  

She couldn’t believe it.  

It was clearly the same her, yet she couldn’t accept the version of herself in the dream.  

Because that version was undeniably betraying Emil.  

‘When you have something so precious, why…!’  

Even though she knew how much Emil treasured her.  

Marie betrayed him.  

She didn’t know why.  

Was it because the Malcolm in her dream was more handsome than Emil?  

Because he had better grades than Emil?  

Because they had built a deeper bond over a longer time?  

None of it made sense to her.  

She couldn’t comprehend it, but…  

‘Stop…! Don’t come in…!’  

Despite her rejection, the memory flowed into her mind.  

‘No, no… this isn’t my memory…!’  

But as if to deny Marie’s pleas, the memory seeped into her head.  

And bit by bit, it revealed to her the sordid reason why the dream version of herself had chosen Malcolm over Emil.  

‘No… no, it’s not true…’  

In front of the kissing pair, Marie hugged her knees and buried her face.  

She didn’t want to see anything anymore.  

She didn’t want to taint her heart any further.  

She denied it, telling herself it was just a simple nightmare, a fabricated story.  

But…  

Once the memory seeped in, she couldn’t help but realize.  

This memory of betrayal was something she had truly chosen.  

Something she had actually done.  

Not the result of anyone’s malicious manipulation, but purely Marie’s own actions.  

Having learned the thoughts of the Marie in the memory, she came to that realization.  

And the scene continued without pause.  

“Marie… listen…”  

What the dream showed her next was a few days after the kiss with Malcolm.  


A date between Emil and Marie.

The two of them went on a picnic to a place filled with blooming flowers, enjoying a clear holiday.  

But unlike the bright sky, Emil’s expression was dark.  

Marie, who was on this date with him, could guess why his face was so somber, though she pretended not to notice.  

Finally, unable to hold back any longer, Emil cautiously spoke up.  

“Yesterday… did you go somewhere with Malcolm?”  

At his question, Marie, who had been smiling, froze for a moment.  

“You’re asking again?”  

Then, radiating irritation, she glared at Emil sitting beside her.  

“I already told you last time…!”  

“No, but…”  

“I said it! Malcolm is just my childhood friend! My best friend!”  

Emil’s suspicions were, without a doubt, justified.  

And in truth, Marie was indeed involved in an improper relationship with Malcolm, just as he suspected.  

But because of that very fact,  

Marie lashed out at Emil even more.  

“We finally came out to have a good time, and you just have to bring this up here?”  

“Seriously, I’m so disappointed.”  

“You’ve ruined everything. Getting all dressed up, making a lunchbox—all of it was for nothing.”  

Marie spat out sharp words without hesitation.  

And those words pierced Emil’s heart, leaving wounds.  

But Emil didn’t show his hurt; he just gave a faint, apologetic smile.  

“Sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up…”  

As if choosing to trust Marie once more, Emil didn’t mention Malcolm again after that.  

Marie, feeling a twinge of guilt but brazenly hiding the truth, continued her relationship with Emil.  

About a month after the kiss with Malcolm…  

“Sorry.”  

“What?”  

In the end, Marie betrayed Emil.  

She uttered an apology she should have given long ago, only now letting it slip out.  

Emil, who had believed in her until the very end, wore an expression of indescribable shock.  

And the translucent Marie, watching it all,  

‘I’m sorry…’  

Traced Emil’s intangible face with her hands, tears streaming down her blank face.  

Stroking his pale, wounded face, she wept endlessly.  

‘I’m sorry… *sob*…’  

Unlike the Marie in the dream, she sincerely apologized to the genuinely hurt Emil.  

‘I’m sorry…’  

But it didn’t reach him.  

This was merely a vision of events that had already happened.  

No matter how much she tried to touch him, her hands passed through, and no matter how loudly she cried out, it didn’t reach him.  

And so, Marie could only weep and apologize to Emil.  

“Marie, how could you…”  

“Sorry, but… but I really mean it…!”  

‘I’m sorry… sob, I’m sorry…’  

To Emil, who had devoted himself to her from start to finish, who had filled the loneliness in her heart, she offered an apology for betraying that trust.  

But as if mocking her feelings, the Marie in the dream ultimately told Emil it was over.  

Emil stood alone in the spot where Marie had left, staring at the sky.  

Thin tears rolled down his cheeks, and his hands and jaw trembled with frustration.  

‘So this is it…’  

The translucent Marie, collapsing in front of him, realized.  

This was the answer to the question she’d been so desperate to understand.  

‘The reason Emil can’t accept me… this was it…’  

She had already betrayed Emil once.  

Even after receiving a love so great it could never be repaid, she had betrayed him and chosen another man.  

And perhaps, Emil carried this memory with him.  

That must be why she was having this dream.  

And this was reason enough for her to be unacceptable.  

But…  

‘Even so… no…’  

Marie stood up and gazed at the blankly standing Emil.  

‘I like you so much…’  

She spoke to him, even though he couldn’t hear her.  

Hoping he’d somehow understand her true feelings.  

‘My heart is already full of you… and now I even have the memory of how much you loved me…’  

Feeling guilt, knowing it was selfish, Marie pleaded nonetheless.  

‘I can’t even imagine a tomorrow without you anymore…’  

Though she couldn’t touch him, she placed both hands on his cheeks and looked straight into his eyes.  

Then, Emil’s empty gaze met hers, pitifully.  

‘I’m sorry… I’m sorry for hurting you… but even so, sob, I want to be your girl…’  

Though she’d witnessed this shocking memory, Marie steeled her resolve.  

Because she thought it was still okay.  

‘I want you…’  

Yes, she had betrayed him, but that was a different version of herself from another time.  

It was still okay.  

If it was now, she could turn things around.  

So when she woke from this dream, she’d run to Emil right away.  

She’d apologize, and no matter how long it took, she’d work to win his heart.  

‘I really like you…’  

With that, she made her vow.  

Standing before the wounded Emil.  

But as if denying her resolve, the dream showed her a story she hadn’t yet seen.  

As if to say, “Will you still make that vow after seeing this?” 

Thwack—!!

“Kyaaah! S-stop—! Malcolm, enough…!!”  

“You crazy bastard, have you lost your mind?!”  

“Cough, cough…”  

Emil had witnessed Marie and Malcolm kissing.  

And it was the very next day after Marie had ended things with him.  

On the rooftop, a place filled with memories of Emil and Marie.

Thwack! Thwack!

“Argh…!!”  

“Are you seriously out of your mind? How dare a piece of trash like you!!”  

“Stop it! Malcolm—!!”  

“From the start, it pisses me off that a nobody like you even dared to look at Marie!!”  

Thwack!!

Emil, who loved Marie, naturally swung his fists at Malcolm.  

But the gap in their strength was too wide.  

Emil, who had charged in, ended up being brutally beaten by Malcolm.  

After Malcolm and Marie left, Emil remained alone on the rooftop, sitting there with a vacant expression, his body stained with dust and blood.  

Before him, the translucent Marie knelt and gazed at him.  

‘E-Emil…’  

No words of apology came out anymore.  

The wounds he had suffered were far too great for a simple apology to dilute her guilt.  

‘Sob, hic, Emil…’  

He had lost the woman he loved.  

Despite loving her devotedly and giving her everything, she was taken away so easily, just because someone was more handsome and accomplished.  

And that woman, the very next day after their breakup, shared a kiss with that man—a kiss she had refused Emil—so effortlessly.  

And when Emil confronted that man, he was beaten to a pulp in front of the woman he loved.  

Betrayal.  

That simple word couldn’t define his pain.  

‘Sob, Emil…’  

Marie wept, simply watching him from the sidelines.  

And she could only hope.  

That he would somehow stand up.  

That he would rise, shake it off, and overcome it.  

But…  

‘E-Emil…?’  

Emil couldn’t overcome it in the end.  

He sat blankly on the rooftop until night fell.  

After the sun set, he went to the academy’s gym storage and returned to the rooftop.  

In Emil’s hands was a rope.  

‘No, no!! Don’t do it! Don’t!!’  

Marie waved her arms more desperately than ever while watching the dream.  

Knowing her body would pass through him, she still tried to stop Emil.  

Her face soaked with tears, she struggled to prevent what was about to happen.  

Whoosh!!

But she couldn’t stop it.  

This was merely a replay of what had already occurred.  

‘Ah… ahh…’  

Thud…!  

Swing…, swing… 

‘Ahhh…’  

As if forcing her to look directly at him, the dream transported her to the front of the academy’s main building.  

There, she saw Emil hanging high, perfectly in view.  

He thrashed.  

His face twisted in agony.  

Instinctively, his hands grabbed at the rope, but it was irreversible.  

And in the end, Emil met his death.  

It was dawn when she awoke from the dream.  

But Marie didn’t try to go back to sleep or prepare to head to the academy.  

Even though, just moments ago, she had resolved to go straight to Emil the moment she woke up, Marie buried her face in her knees and stayed still.  

No more tears came.  

Because someone like her didn’t deserve to cry.  

‘Even after seeing Emil like that… I still did that with Malcolm…’  

As she stifled her breaths, the vivid memories of the dream she’d just seen flooded her mind.  

Especially the last part.  

The moment she witnessed Emil’s suicide and then, that very night, slept with Malcolm—it was enough to make her nauseous.  

The Marie in the dream, pinned beneath Malcolm, drowned out Emil’s death with excitement.  

Turning her back on guilt to forget Emil.  

It was the most cowardly act imaginable.  

Because of that memory and those emotions, disgust for herself welled up within Marie.  

“Die…”  

Marie muttered, her face still buried in her knees.  

Who was she speaking to?  

Malcolm…?  

Or perhaps the Marie in the dream…?  

Or maybe even herself, right now.  

“Die…”  

She cursed, regardless of who it was meant for.  

“Right now… sob, just die…”  

She cursed everyone—  the man she had loved and those who had driven him to that fate—  

from the depths of her heart.  


***
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  Chapter 15: The end of Jealousy


As I opened my eyes, it was earlier than usual—about an hour earlier than my typical wake-up time.  

It felt as though I’d woken up from a nightmare.  

I had thought that once I achieved my revenge, I’d feel a refreshing sense of relief, like everything would be washed clean.  

But surprisingly, that refreshing feeling was nowhere to be found.  

The moment I opened my eyes, the first thing that came to mind was last night—Marie, crying.  

After confessing to me, and after I rejected her.  

Her figure, grieving over the harshness of reality, lingered before my eyes.  

“Let’s get ready…”  

I pulled myself together, washed up, and changed my clothes.  

It was a bit early, but once I finished preparing, I left the dorm and headed toward the academy.  

“Phew…”  

As I breathed in the cold morning air, I felt my mind clear up a little.  

“Why do I feel so uneasy?”  

Even though I took in the crisp air, the lump in my chest wouldn’t go away.  

I had believed that if I could make her feel the same way I did, this heaviness would cleanly disappear.  

But it wasn’t as satisfying as I’d expected.  

Why was that?  

Was it because Marie had shown me her true feelings?  

Was that why I felt sympathy for her?  

While lost in those thoughts as I walked—  

Ding!

[‘Mental Healing’ has been activated!]  

A familiar sensation enveloped my entire body.  

It was as if the filth I’d been covered in was being washed away completely.  

“Right… There’s no reason for me to feel tormented.”  

My foolishly weakened heart began to recover.  

“The reason I feel uneasy is simple… I’ve only taken care of one of them so far.”  

And just like that, the chaotic thoughts that had been cluttering my mind vanished.  

I recalled the goal I’d felt when I first opened my eyes in this cycle.  

Those girls who, over the past five cycles, had brought me despair and death.  

Those who had trampled on my heart and betrayed me.  

Even if this cycle ends in another bad ending, I will make them feel this same pain in return.  

“I was thinking like an idiot, even if just for a moment.”  

Feeling refreshed, I smiled lightly and enjoyed the cool morning air.  

With light steps, I made my way toward the academy.  

There was no need to hesitate.  

What I had to do was already decided.  

At the academy, I attended classes as usual until lunchtime rolled around.  

All the while, my attention kept drifting toward the classroom door.  

“She’s not coming, huh.”  

To be honest, I’d been slightly looking forward to it.  

After all, last night I’d gone to bed after confirming the message that said “Memory of Despair” had activated.  

I was curious about what kind of attitude Marie, having recalled the memories of the first cycle, would approach me with.  

But she didn’t show up.  

Even when lunchtime started and I lingered at my seat for a bit, she didn’t come.  

Why was that?  

I didn’t know the reason.  

Maybe she’d just accepted it and gone back to Malcolm.  

“That wouldn’t be so bad either.”  

I stood up from my seat and picked up my lunchbox.  

At that moment—  

Crash!

“Emil.”  

The classroom door, which I’d been waiting for, finally swung open with force.  

But the one who opened it wasn’t the person I’d been expecting.  

“Malcolm? What’s up?”  

It was Malcolm who had come.  

Ever since the accident during the swordsmanship training session, I hadn’t seen him properly until now—he’d been absent for quite a while.  

As soon as he spotted me, he walked straight over.  

And then—  

“How about we move somewhere else? I’ve got something to say.”  

“…”  

He glanced around at the puzzled students watching us before saying that.  

Move somewhere else?  

What could the reason be?  

Well, whatever it was—  

“Sure, I know just the place.”  

From the look on his face, it seemed like it was something pretty serious.  

And that—  

Was exactly what I wanted.  

I decided on the location.

The place we moved to was the rooftop.  

A spot overflowing with memories for me—both with Marie and with Malcolm.  

There couldn’t be a better place for a serious conversation with him.  

“So, what’s this about?”  

After stepping onto the rooftop, I closed the door, turned around, and asked Malcolm.  

He looked at me with a stern, quiet expression before cautiously opening his mouth.  

“Marie didn’t come to school today.”  

Hearing his words, I realized why Marie hadn’t shown up.  


I see—so she’s still holed up in her dorm room, sorting out her thoughts.  

I wondered what conclusion she’d come to.  

As I imagined what Marie might be doing right now, Malcolm spoke up again.  

“What, no guesses?”  

His expression seemed to say, “I already know everything, so just spill it.”  

There was an air about him—like he wouldn’t hesitate to get violent if I lied.  

Of course, regardless of the atmosphere, I intended to answer honestly.  

“Yeah, yesterday Marie confessed to me.”  

“What?”  

“…And I rejected her.”  

As I laid out the honest truth to his question, Malcolm’s expression shifted.  

Naturally, it wasn’t a shift in a good direction.  

His forehead veins bulged as if the anger he’d been holding back was leaking out.  

His pupils shrank, and he glared at me with a menacing look.  

And then—  

Grab! 

Malcolm seized my collar and slammed me against the wall.  

“You bastard, what did you do to Marie…!”  

“…”  

Growling low, Malcolm bared his teeth.  

He looked like he might tear into my throat at any moment.  

It was familiar.  

Back in the first cycle, I’d been beaten up by this same furious Malcolm in this very spot.  

The situation was similar then too.  

Pinned against the wall, hadn’t he stomped on me mercilessly?  

Malcolm’s violent tendencies were all too familiar to me.  

And so—  

Even in the face of his threatening behavior, I stared back at him without flinching.  

Then, in the same calm tone, I spoke to him.  

“Why are you asking me that? I told you—I just got confessed to by Marie and turned her down.”  

“Cut the bullshit!!”  

Bam!

Malcolm shoved me harder against the wall again.  

Leaning in even closer, he glared at me and continued.  

“Answer me straight— you must’ve hurt her somehow. That’s why she’s locked herself up in the dorm, isn’t it—!!”  

Malcolm seemed so furious he could barely think straight.  

His eyes had already lost all trace of reason.  

No matter what I said, he’d probably swing at me anyway.  

What was it that had set him off like this?  

The fact that Marie was hiding in her dorm?  

Or maybe the assumption that I’d done something awful to her?  

In my opinion, it was neither.  

“Pfft.”  

“You’re laughing?”  

It was simpler than that.  

Malcolm was jealous.  

“Malcolm.”  

Just like how, in the first cycle, I’d lunged at him after seeing him kiss Marie—  

This Malcolm, standing before me now, was consumed by ugly jealousy over the fact that Marie had confessed to me.  

It was the pathetic thrashing of a defeated male.  

“You’re really pathetic.”  

And so, with a mocking smirk, I said the words to him that I’d wanted to say all along—ever since that moment in the first cycle when he’d taken Marie from me.  

“You son of a—!!!”  

As if he’d caught the hidden meaning, Malcolm’s face turned bright red, and he raised his fist.  

But—  

Ding!

[The effect of ‘Blossoming Talent’ has activated! Your senses sharpen!]  

Whoosh—!!

Crash!!

“Guh, ugh…!”  

The one feeling pain wasn’t me, still pinned by the collar—  

It was Malcolm, the one who’d raised his fist.  

“You were about to hit me, so you started it, right?”  

“Urgh…!”  

Malcolm hit the ground hard, thrown over my shoulder.

Perhaps because of that, Malcolm stared blankly at the sky with a dazed, disoriented expression, panting heavily.  

But I showed him a sliver of mercy.  

Not letting him be pathetically trampled like this, I gave him a moment to catch his breath and a chance to come at me properly.  

“Haah, haah… you bastard…”  

“Haha, what, you gonna fight me with your mouth? You’ve been running it nonstop.”  

“Shut up!!!”  

After getting up and pulling himself together for a moment, Malcolm lost his cool again at my taunting words.  

Like a wild beast, his eyes flashed as he charged at me.  

But unfortunately for him—  

This wasn’t the hard-mode first cycle anymore; it was the easy-mode sixth cycle.  

Whoosh!

Bam!

“Guh…!!”  

I easily overpowered the charging Malcolm, driving my knee into his stomach.  

Feeling the sharp pain in his solar plexus, Malcolm gasped for air.  

“Haah, haah…”  

The situation didn’t change after that.  

Whether he was the original story’s male protagonist or not, there were no buffs left for him now.  

Bam! 

Crash!  

“Urgh…”  

Every time Malcolm rushed at me, I subdued him and landed my own hits in return.  

This repeated several times.  

By now, he must’ve started to realize—  

The reason he was getting beaten wasn’t just bad luck.  

It was simply because there was this much of a gap between us.  

“Haah, guh…”  

“Malcolm.”  

I looked down at him, slumped against the wall, and spoke.  

“You… like Marie, don’t you?”  

“Shut… up.”  

Even through his pain, he bristled with irritation at my question.  

I found his reaction rather amusing and smiled.  

Then I continued.  

“Then take her.”  

“What?”  

“She confessed to me, but I’m not interested. So you go ahead and make it work with her.”  

“You fucking bastard… haah, what are you even…”  

This was a small act of payback.  

A little retribution for that shitty experience in the final moments of the first cycle, when I’d been humiliatingly beaten in front of Marie.  

Of course, this alone wasn’t enough.  

All he’d done was get pitifully thrashed in front of me.  

It would’ve been better if Marie were here, but since that wasn’t possible, I settled for this.  

“Haah, don’t screw with me… haah, even without you saying it… ugh, Marie…”  

Still, Malcolm’s reaction was pretty satisfying.  

At my words telling him to take Marie, he lowered his eyes with a humiliated expression.  

That alone felt like enough.  

“Well, I’ll get going. Take your time coming back once you’ve gotten over the embarrassment. The air up here’s nice, after all.”  

With one last glance at Malcolm’s clenched fist, I turned and headed for the stairs.  

As I walked away, I heard his low voice muttering, “Fuck…” followed by the sound of sobbing behind me.  

Was he crying?  

Over something like this?  

I couldn’t help but laugh.  

Sure, it must be humiliating and shameful to charge in full of confidence only to get beaten down instead.  

But compared to what I’d been through, this was such a trivial disgrace.  

Feeling a mix of disbelief and amusement, I left the rooftop.  

***

Malcolm stayed there for a while, tears eventually stopping.  

He had no intention of returning to the classroom.  

Going back in this state would obviously just invite ridicule.  

“Fuck… fuck…”  

Instead, Malcolm sat on the rooftop until dismissal time, spitting out curses.  

The target of his swearing was Emil—the one who’d reduced him to this.  

“That nerdy bastard…”  

Anger welled up inside him.  

He’d never liked the guy from the start.  

Not the way he’d earned Marie’s attention with his title as the top student in their grade.  

Not the way he meddled in family matters with his unnecessary nosiness.  

And certainly not the way Marie had ended up smitten with him, giggling like an idiot.

None of it sat right with him.  

And yet, he’d lost to that guy.  

“Fuck…”  

The fight hadn’t even been a contest.  

Sure, during the last swordsmanship class, it hadn’t been this bad.  

“So that was all an act too… that bastard…”  

Rage boiled up inside him.  

For a while, Malcolm stayed on the rooftop, passing the time.  

Just as Emil had said, he stared blankly at the sky, letting the embarrassment settle.  

A few hours later, the voices of students leaving school echoed from below.  

But Malcolm didn’t move from his spot for a while.  

He just sat there, waiting.  

Waiting until he could return to the dorm without running into anyone.  

As he waited, the sun began to set.  

Soon, darkness enveloped the surroundings.  

“Let’s go.”  

Only then did Malcolm stand up.  

The pain had subsided somewhat, and he rose from his spot with an indifferent expression, heading down from the main building.  

Even so, Emil’s face still lingered in his mind.  

That bastard… next time, I’ll make him pay.

To restore his shattered pride, he’d have to pay it back twofold.  

With that promise to himself, Malcolm left the academy behind.  

At that moment—  

“…Marie?”  

As he walked toward the dorm, there, on a quiet, dimly lit path with no one else around, stood a girl with pink hair—Marie.  

“M-Marie…”  

The girl stood there silently, not saying a word.  

Even when Malcolm called out to her, she didn’t respond—just stood still.  

Clench…

Seeing Marie like that, Malcolm felt anger rising again.  

“Marie… I heard what happened.”  

“…That you didn’t come today because of Emil.”  

Marie still didn’t answer.  

Normally, she would’ve poured out all her troubles to him, her childhood friend.  

But now, she just stood there quietly.  

Her awkward demeanor made it painfully clear to Malcolm just how much she’d liked Emil.  

His face twisted with frustration as he lowered his head.  

“I…”  

“I’m here for you, Marie.”  

With effort, Malcolm forced the words out.  

“Don’t let getting rejected by a jerk like him get you down! I’ve been the one by your side all this time—not anyone else!”  

“Not Damian, not Emil—it’s me!”  

He shouted, hoping his words would reach her silent figure.  

That’s right, Emil… like you said, I’ll take Marie.

In that moment, Malcolm made up his mind.  

He decided that this might actually be for the best.  

Since Marie had been rejected by Emil, he could comfort her, stay by her side, and win her heart.  

With that thought, Malcolm stepped closer to Marie.  

Swish… 

He placed both hands on her shoulders.  

“So… let’s head back. Starting tomorrow, we’ll go back to how things used to be.”  

He spoke as gently as he could, offering words to soothe her heart.  

And the moment Malcolm finished speaking—  

“Malcolm…”  

Marie, who had been silent all this time, finally opened her mouth.  

“M-Marie! Yes, it’s me. From now on, I’ll always be by your side.”  

Her response brought a wide smile to Malcolm’s face.  

The humiliation he’d endured on the rooftop seemed to wash away as if it had never happened.

Overjoyed by Marie’s voice, Malcolm gripped her shoulders tightly.  

And then—  

Whoosh!

Marie threw herself into his arms.  

“Marie…”  

Was she accepting him?  

For a moment, Malcolm thought so, his cheeks flushing.  

Carefully, he wrapped his arms around her shoulders from behind, burying his face in her hair.  

He felt hope.  

No matter how humiliatingly he’d lost to Emil or how degrading the words he’d heard were—  

If he could have Marie in the end, that would mean he’d won.  

“Marie…”  

“Malcolm.”  

But unfortunately—  

It was Malcolm’s massive misunderstanding.  

Stab…

“…Huh?”  

Marie hadn’t embraced him because she accepted him.  

“Malcolm.”  

Thrust…

Crunch…  

“M-Marie…”  

The reason Marie had stepped into his arms was painfully simple.  

If she’d stayed at a distance—  

She might have missed.  

“Die. Right now…”  

Malcolm looked down at her, struck by the sharp pain piercing his abdomen.  

And there—  

Her hollow pink eyes glared up at him, filled with a curse.  

***
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  Chapter 16: Second Target


Marie had been curled up on her bed ever since she opened her eyes.  

She didn’t have the slightest desire to go outside.  

As dawn passed and morning arrived, the sounds of the dormitory stirring began to echo.  

It was probably the students starting to head to class.  

But even so, Marie didn’t move.  

“I should go…”  

Somewhere deep in her heart, a voice screamed at her to run to Emil right now and apologize.  

He’s kind, after all.  

If she apologized sincerely, truly from the bottom of her heart, he might just forgive her.  

That’s what she thought.  

“I should go to Emil…”  

But her body wouldn’t budge.  

The moment she resolved to move, that scene flickered in her mind.  

In front of the academy’s main building.  

Emil’s small figure hanging there.  

His limp body dangling, tongue sticking out, his rolled-back eyes seeming to stare right at her—that scene.  

That image kept holding Marie’s steps back.  

Even so, she couldn’t stay like this.  

Emil surely still carried the memories from back then.  

The events she saw in her dreams were likely the reason he rejected her confession.  

Marie still wanted to be in a loving relationship with Emil.  

That desire hadn’t changed, even now with the memories from her dreams,  

and it had only grown stronger with the recollection of being Emil’s lover.  

That’s why she couldn’t just stay cooped up in her room like this.  

“But even if I go out… will anything change…?”  

Marie sat curled up on her bed, lost in thought.  

How could she earn Emil’s forgiveness?  

How could she make Emil love her?  

She pondered and pondered these questions as time slipped closer to night.  

After agonizing for a long time,  

Marie finally reached a conclusion.  

“Yes… that’s it…”  

Having found her answer, Marie lifted her head and gave a faint smile.  

Her mind felt clear.  

“I’m not a bad person.”  

She could become Emil’s lover.  

With that single thought, Marie rose from her bed.  

The image of Emil hanging by his neck flickered before her eyes again,  

but with the sheer determination to share love with him, she erased that trauma.  

Click, click…  

Rustle…  

Marie changed her clothes and rummaged through her room.  

It was something she’d stored away at some point.  

Though she was a bastard child, she was still a noble, and for emergencies, she kept self-defense items.  

Among them, she picked up a knife with an ornate, antique design, grinned faintly,  

and hid it at her waist before leaving the dormitory.  

***

Later, Marie found herself on the dimly lit, isolated path between the academy and the dormitory.  

There, she encountered her target—Malcolm.  

Stab!  

Stab—!  

Fortunately, no one was passing by.  

At this hour, no one would be on this path anyway.  

Though Marie was currently in a fragile mental state, she had meticulously checked such details.  

Stab—!  

Stab—!  

With each thrust of the knife, the light faded from Malcolm’s eyes.  

“It’s because of you…”  

Stab!  

Stab!!  

“Everything… it all went wrong because of you…”  

Stab—.  

Stab…  

“So… this is you paying for your sins…”  

What was he thinking as his body grew cold?  

Since he couldn’t even let out a final cry, no one would ever know.  

All that remained was Malcolm staring up at Marie, who had straddled him, a single tear falling from his dimming eyes.  

***

The next day, Marie still didn’t show up at the academy.  

“I guess the shock really hit her hard.”  

Of course, unlike yesterday, my mind wasn’t in turmoil.  

If I started showing signs of distress, the system would automatically trigger mental healing for me.  

So, with a refreshed mind, I attended classes as usual.  

…Perhaps it’s because Marie can’t receive this kind of mental healing that her shock is so much greater.  

After all, witnessing someone’s death is naturally traumatic.  

The fact that Marie, in the first cycle, had sex with Malcolm even after seeing me hang myself—that’s what’s strange about her.  

Still, putting Marie aside, the fact that Malcolm didn’t show up at the academy either was quite concerning.  

“Was getting beaten up a little really that tough for him?”  

I didn’t know the reason, but if losing miserably to me was why, I’d be pretty disappointed.  


To think I’d lost Marie to a guy like that.  

Well, whatever.  

After rejecting Marie’s confession, my life had completely reverted to how it was before pursuing her.  

“So, you’re saying you have no idea at all?”  

No, it hadn’t completely reverted.  

“I told you, I don’t know.”  

“That’s weird… I thought you’d definitely know something.”  

“Why would you think that?”  

“Because the day before Marie took a break, she went on a date with you.”  

“…”  

“I was sure she’d confess that day.”  

If there was one thing different from before pursuing Marie, it was Sierra.  

She’d started coming to me more often.  

Even now, she plopped down in the seat in front of me in the classroom, chatting with me casually.  

The topic was none other than Marie and Malcolm, who hadn’t shown up at the academy.  

“You really don’t know anything…?”  

Sierra looked at me with suspicious eyes as she asked about the two of them.  

Of course, I knew.  

I knew very well.  

But I didn’t bother explaining the situation to her.  

“No point in stirring up trouble.”  

Perhaps when Marie and Malcolm eventually returned to the academy, I could ask them why they’d been absent.  

I’d just play dumb and say I didn’t know the reason back then.  

“Sigh, if you don’t know, there’s nothing I can do. I’ll head back now. See you later.”  

“Later…? You’re coming back?”  

“What, you don’t want me to?”  

Sierra shot me a glare before breaking into a playful smile.  

“See you later, then.”  

And with that, she waved goodbye, promising a next time as she left.  

“See you later, huh…?”  

I had no intention of hanging out with Sierra.  

For some reason, she seemed to treat me like a friend, but I had things to do.  

I didn’t have time to waste playing friendship games with her.  

“Especially since the next target’s攻略 timing is coming up soon.”  

Marie’s pursuit had ended with me rejecting her confession.  

So, I had no more business with her.  

Now was the time to move on to the next target.  

“There she is.”

At that moment, I caught sight of her walking through the scenery outside the window.  

A girl with a confident stride, her blonde ponytail swaying, her fierce yet steadfast gaze standing out.  

Chris Bellmore.  

She was my second target to pursue.  

For reference, I had previously pursued her in the fourth cycle.  

However, due to the timing, this was the most suitable moment to go after her, making her the second in line this time.  

Anyway, it was about time to start preparing for Chris’s pursuit.  

***

To be honest, out of the five heroines, Chris was the furthest from my type.  

That’s why I only attempted to pursue her in the fourth cycle.  

The reason was simple.  

Crash!  

“Hmph, that’s all you’ve got? Pathetic.”  

“Ugh…”  

She was rough and violent.  

In short, she was scary.  

“Even in the fourth cycle, pursuing her was a real struggle…”  

I watched Chris sparring during a joint training class, recalling memories from the previous cycle.  

Chris.  

To pursue her, you had to put your body through a lot.  

Not in the sense of running around like I did with Marie, but in the literal sense of pushing your body to its limits.  

“Still, with easy mode and all the perks I’ve stacked up now, it should be pretty doable.”  

Pursuing Chris fundamentally required combat ability.  

That’s why, in the fourth cycle, I threw aside studying and everything else from the start, focusing solely on practical training.  

Even then, I never reached a level where I could beat Chris, but I managed to get just close enough to barely make the pursuit work.  

For reference, what level was that?  

It meant being able to survive the upcoming labyrinth training event without dying.  

“You don’t seem happy with your opponent. Want to go a round with me instead?”  

“Huh?”  

During a short break after a light sparring session,  

I approached Chris, who was standing there with a dissatisfied look, and struck up a conversation.  

Her sharp, delinquent-like eyes glared at me slightly.  

That gaze was still intimidating, even after pursuing her once before.  

But despite that, she was beautiful.  

The complete opposite of the innocent Marie, with striking features, flawless skin, and a toned, slender figure honed by years of training—enough to make any man’s heart race.  

Enough that the pounding in my chest from her fierce glare could be mistaken for love.  

“You… you’re the guy who stood out at the entrance ceremony, right?”  

Unexpectedly, Chris already knew about me.  

“Being the top of the entrance exam really pays off.”  

Fortunately, it didn’t seem like I’d need to spend much time introducing myself.  

“Yeah, I’m Emil.”  

“I’m Chris… but I heard you collapsed during a spar not too long ago.”  

“Oh…”  

It seemed she’d heard about that incident with Malcolm.  

And since the story was about me getting hit by a wooden training sword and being carried

off to the infirmary, it was only natural that Chris now glared at me with a look of displeasure.  

“Sorry, but I don’t have time for a guy who falls apart in a simple spar. Find someone else.”  

With that, Chris turned her gaze away from me, waving her hand dismissively.  

Like she was shooing away a bug.  

I’d ended up getting a bad mark from her in a way I hadn’t anticipated.  

“What do I do now…?”  

I needed to start building a connection with Chris soon.  

In the fourth cycle, I’d bonded with her right after enrollment, giving me plenty of time to pursue her, but this time, all that time had been eaten up by pursuing Marie.  

If I didn’t start now, I’d miss the most critical timing for Chris’s pursuit.  

So,  I decided to take a bit of a gamble.  

“What, are you scared you’ll lose?”  

“…Huh?”  

At the end of my deliberation, I blurted it out, and in an instant, Chris turned to me with a sharp glint in her eyes.  

My legs trembled under that gaze.  

No matter how you looked at it, I’d clearly struck a nerve.  

Just then, the voice of the combat training professor, who’d been observing the students, rang out.  

“Alright! Break’s over—everyone, get back to your sparring!”  

With that signal, Chris, who’d been glaring at me, smirked and pointed her wooden sword my way.  

“Fine. You seem to like getting beat up, so I’ll grant your wish.”  

“Haha…”  

There was no helping it.  

Sure, I’d ended up pissing her off, but I didn’t have time to waste.  

“Don’t expect me to go easy on you!”  

And with that, the fired-up blonde delinquent charged at me with ferocious intensity.  

***

“Ouch…”  

The result of my spar with Chris was, unsurprisingly, my defeat.  

It was only natural, really.  

I could handle someone like Malcolm with ease now, but Chris’s skill was on a completely different level.  

Plus, she was so riled up that she attacked even more aggressively than in a normal spar.  

My loss was inevitable.  

But it wasn’t the same level of defeat as in the fourth cycle.  

“You… you’re better than I thought.”  

After the spar ended, Chris rubbed her shoulder where I’d landed a hit with my wooden sword and looked at me.  

The anger in her eyes from earlier had faded, replaced by a hint of surprise.  

“Your name’s Emil, right?”  

Then, as she said that, she extended a hand to me while I was still sitting on the ground.  

When I took her hand,  whoosh, she pulled me up to my feet.  

“Sorry for brushing you off earlier. I definitely misjudged you.”  

For the first time, Chris faced me and gave a genuine smile.  

That smile highlighted the stunning beauty hidden behind her sharp gaze.  

At the same time, the professor’s voice signaled the end of the class.  

“Everyone, pack up and head back! Good work today!”  

Groans of exhaustion echoed from the tired students around us, and Chris naturally let go of my hand, giving me a casual farewell.  

“See you next time.”  

“Oh, yeah.”  

It had been a bit of a reckless move to start a spar with Chris like that, but the result was better than expected.  

I’d etched my name into her mind and left a good impression.  

Sure, my body ached all over because of it, but I’d succeeded in making a solid first impression.  

With that, I watched Chris’s retreating figure and gave a small smile.  

“Now, the next thing to do is…”  

***

After that, I went about my day attending academy classes as usual.  

Of course, that didn’t mean I was fully focused on the lessons.  

My mind was brimming with thoughts about how to pursue Chris.  

I sifted through memories from the fourth cycle, organizing what I needed to do at this point in time.  

With Marie, I just had to follow the flow of a major event like the midterm exams,  

but Chris was different.  

Pursuing her required a certain level of practical combat skill improvement.  

I needed to boost my abilities enough to survive the upcoming labyrinth training event.  

On top of that, I had to work on pursuing Chris simultaneously, so I spent the entire day mentally sorting out my schedule.  

Before I knew it, it was after school, and the students began leaving the academy to head home.  

“Starting tomorrow, it’s training time… It’d be great if I could rope Chris into it…”  

Even as I walked back to the dormitory, my mind was still occupied with pursuit strategies.  

Perhaps because of that, I wasn’t fully aware of my surroundings.  

And then—  

“E-Emil!!”  

Someone called out to me from behind as I walked through a secluded area.  

That voice was all too familiar.  

“Marie…”  

Startled, I immediately turned around, and there she was, standing before me.  

“S-Sorry… hehe, did I scare you…?”  


“I-I… have something… I want to say to you, Emil…”  

She looked the same as always, but something felt instinctively off.  

Especially that bright smile she wore with those hollow, empty eyes—  

it sent a chill down my spine from the sheer dissonance.  





 
  Chapter 17: I can never let you go


“Marie… Are you okay…?”  

I spoke to her cautiously, keeping my distance for now.  

Asking if she was okay was directed at her current unsettling state.  

But it seemed Marie interpreted it differently.  

With hollow eyes, her cheeks flushed, and a joyful smile spread across her face.  

“You’re worried about me…?”  

And then, one step.  

Thud…  

She approached me, clutching both hands tightly over her chest and nodding.  

“Yeah! I’m okay…! Thanks, you were worried because I didn’t show up at the academy, right…?”  

“Uh, y-yeah…”  

“As expected… Emil, you’re so kind…”  

With a relieved expression, she gently bowed her head.  

“Kind, huh… Isn’t it normal to ask something like that…?”  

Something was off.  

No matter how I thought about it, it wasn’t just me being overly sensitive.  

Was the memory from the first cycle really that traumatic for her?  

“Hey… Emil…”  

While I was observing Marie’s condition, she hesitated for a moment before speaking first.  

“I… I get it now…”  

“Get what…?”  

“The reason why you… can’t accept me.”  

What she was referring to was clearly about the first cycle.  

It seemed she’d recalled those memories and realized that I, too, remembered them.  

“Right? The reason you won’t accept me… the reason you rejected my confession—it’s because of that, isn’t it?”  

“No…?”  

Was she here to confirm it?  

‘I hadn’t planned on telling her originally.’

Still, I’d figured she’d eventually realize it if she recalled the memories.  

By then, our relationship would already be over anyway.  

I hadn’t intended to directly inform Marie, but with her asking so desperately, I had no choice but to answer.  

“Yeah, that’s the reason.”  

At my confirmation, Marie’s face was instantly overtaken by despair.  

Perhaps a part of her had hoped it wasn’t true.  

But there was no helping it.  

It was an unchangeable fact.  

That said, I had no intention of treating the Marie standing before me coldly.  

After all, my goal was simply to pursue her and trigger her memories—nothing more.  

I didn’t have any desire to hold a grudge or pick a fight.  

“Anyway, because of that, I can’t accept your confession. Sorry.”  

Hiding my unease, I gave her a gentle smile.  

I had no more business with her now.  

But then—  

“W-Wait…!!”  

Marie stopped me as I turned to leave, as if she still had something to say.  

What more could she have to tell me?  

When I turned back to her with that question in mind, she took a step closer, her face filled with desperation.  

“Just once… Could you give me one more chance?”  

Tears welled up in her eyes as she pleaded.  

***

“Please…! Just one more chance…! I swear I can only look at you now, Emil…!”  

Marie begged Emil with all her heart.  

As if this were her last opportunity.  

As if crumbling here would mean she could never stand again.  

One step.  

Thud.  

She drew closer to him.  

Unlike before, the distance between them had shrunk considerably—close enough that a slight move would bring them within reach.  

“Marie…”  

Emil’s face showed discomfort at her plea for another chance.  

“No…”  

Her heart began to pound even harder.  

Overwhelmed by a bad feeling, she spoke again before Emil could finish.  

“I mean it…! After having that dream, I’ve reflected so much…! I understand why you rejected me! I know how much it must have hurt you!”  

“Uh…!”  

“I’m sorry… sob, I’m so sorry. You must have been so disappointed in me, right…? You must have hated me so much… sniff, I’m sorry, I’m really sorry…”  

And then another step.  

Tears streaming down her face, she approached Emil.  

Now, they were so close that a mere stretch of the hand would barely connect them.  

But Emil didn’t step back.  

He simply looked at Marie with a pained expression.  

“I… I know I’m beyond redemption… I know you’d never want a girl like me…”  

“But… I’m serious now… Please believe me… I know it’s shameless of me, sob…”  

Marie reached out gently and grabbed Emil’s hand.  

The familiar sensation from their memories flashed through both of their minds.  

“I can’t live without you anymore, Emil…”  

Clutching his hand tightly, as if she’d never let go,  

Marie looked up at him with tear-soaked, hollow eyes.  

Those eyes no longer sparkled with the innocence they once had.  


“So… just once, okay? Give me just one more chance… I’ll only look at you from now on…”  

Forcing a smile as she gazed at him, she desperately tried to return to that happy moment from before.  

Back to when Marie liked Emil, and Emil liked her too—back to that memory.  

But—  

“I’m sorry, Marie.”  

Emil’s heart didn’t waver in the slightest.  

“Why…”  

Her forced smile collapsed into despair in an instant, and Marie spoke in a hollow voice.  

“Why…”  

“Marie…”

“Why…! Why…! No…! Absolutely not…! Sob, I really can’t live without you now…!!”  

“There’s nothing I can do about it.”  

“Just think about it…! I’m not the same person from that time! Right? That Marie betrayed you, but me, I—I didn’t…!”  

Of course, Marie herself knew.  

Even if it wasn’t something she’d done, it was undeniably something she might have done.  

In the same situation, she might have betrayed Emil just the same.  

But—  

In this moment, where she might lose Emil, she clung to a sliver of hope, pleading the outcome that she hadn’t done it.  

“I’m clean…! I haven’t even had my first kiss yet…”  

That one result was all she had left to rely on.  

So, Marie let go of Emil’s hand, wrapped her arms tightly around his waist, and spoke to him.  

“It’s my first time… Everything with you would be my first… Sob, so I’ll give all my firsts to you… I’ll belong only to you, Emil…!”  

In her dream, she had betrayed Emil and shared love with Malcolm.  

Marie couldn’t forget the look of shock on Emil’s face when he witnessed it.  

Seeing that expression had tormented her too.  

And if that was the reason he couldn’t accept her, then there was still a chance.  

Because, in reality, her current self was still pure, untouched by anyone.  

“Right? Emil, just give me one more chance… Sob, I—I can do anything you ask…”  

It was cowardly, pathetic even.  

But Marie didn’t care about the means or the methods.  

Even if the only feelings he had for her were base, instinctual desire, she needed even that.  

Clinging tightly to Emil’s body, she pressed her soft frame against him, appealing to him.  

She wanted to become his woman, even if it was like this.  

“I know, Marie.”  

“Huh…?”  

But—  

Despite her desperate struggling, Emil smiled calmly and gently pushed her away from him.  

“You haven’t done anything wrong.”  

Emil’s expression didn’t change at all.  

He didn’t blush with embarrassment or leer at her body.  

He simply looked down at her with a sorrowful face.  

Emil’s hand gently patted her shoulder.  

From that touch, not a trace of affection could be felt.  

“So, it’s not like I rejected your confession because I resent you.”  

“Then…? If you don’t resent me, then accept me…”  

“But I can’t do that.”  

“Why…! Sob, W-We can start over…! Forget everything and begin again…!!”  

“I can’t forget.”  

At Emil’s bitter reply, Marie fell silent for a moment.  

The image she’d been avoiding all this time—  

Emil hanging from the academy’s main building—flickered before her eyes.  

“I know you’re not a bad person. I know you didn’t do anything wrong.”  

“But even so, I can’t forget. You’ve remembered it too, haven’t you, Marie?”  

Just as he said, she knew all too well.  

The pain he’d gone through because of her betrayal.  

The truth she’d been ignoring was brought back to the surface by Emil’s calm words.  

Unable to respond, Marie could only bow her head and let the tears fall.  

As if to comfort her, Emil spoke kindly.  

“It’s okay, Marie. The pain of heartbreak is temporary. It might feel like I’m the only one for you right now, but you’ll definitely find someone else good in time.”  

“…No, that won’t happen…”  

“Don’t be so sure. You know…”  

Emil hesitated for a moment, then smiled faintly and spoke carefully.  

“There’s Malcolm too.”  

“Anyway, in the last life, you loved Malcolm, right? So I’m sure it’ll be fine this time too.”  

Emil’s words were meant as comfort.  

But in a way, they were cruel too.  

Bringing up Malcolm here meant he still saw Marie as Malcolm’s woman.  

“Well, I’ll get going. Head back early… The night air’s cold.”  

With that, Emil left Marie standing there and headed back to the dormitory.  

A familiar pattern.  

Once again, the same outcome.  

She’d been rejected, left standing alone on an empty street.  

It was no different from when she’d confessed before.  

Drip, drip…  

“No, Emil…”  

Marie muttered through her tears, standing abandoned on the road.  

Her voice, calling out to someone no longer there, couldn’t reach him.  

“I’ll never go back to Malcolm…”  

And with hollow eyes, she gave a faint smile.  


“So… it’ll really be okay…”  

Staring blankly at the end of the path where Emil had disappeared,  

she clutched her unyielding heart.  

“Because you’re still the only one for me…”  

Someday, without fail, she would become the woman he loved.  



 
  Chapter 18: You don’t like?


“Phew, haa…”  

Early morning.  

I woke up earlier than usual and was running near the dormitory.  

The reason for running was basic stamina training.  

Since I hadn’t done any physical conditioning until recently due to pursuing Marie, I was now hurriedly starting to get my body moving.  

Of course, it wasn’t exactly too late.  

Ding!  

[“Due to the effect of ‘Blossoming Talent,’ training efficiency is maximized!”]  

Thanks to the perks of easy mode, the effects of my stamina training were excellent.  

It had been a week since I finished pursuing Marie and started this morning training routine.  

Just one week, but thanks to this trait, I could already feel my stamina improving.  

In a way, starting later than I did in the fourth cycle of hard mode, I might have grown even more now.  

“98… phew, 99… grunt… 100!”  

After running, I moved on to light bodyweight exercises to build strength.  

Completing my goal of 100 push-ups, I finished the morning training session.  

“Haa… That was tough…”  

It was exhausting, but not bad.  

One perk of exercise is that the effort drowns out stray thoughts.  

Still, once the workout ends, those thoughts creep back in.  

“Marie… I’m glad she seems to be doing better than I worried…”  

Lately, the most frequent stray thought was about Marie.  

A week ago, Marie confessed to me again.  

That day, I cleanly rejected her confession.  

Naturally, I had no intention of becoming her lover.  

But a part of me felt a little uneasy.  

After all, the Marie I met that day was far—very far—gloomier than usual.  

I’d worried that rejecting her might push her to do something extreme.  

“…But she seemed fine, surprisingly.”  

The next day, I ran into Marie in the hallway, and she greeted me hesitantly.  

We chatted casually like before and parted ways cleanly.  

No more crying or clinging, no dark expressions.  

“Has she given up?”  

Or maybe she hasn’t.  

Either way, it didn’t matter.  

As long as Marie didn’t do anything drastic, I could stop worrying about her and focus on my next goal.  

Lost in these thoughts, I’d let time slip by.  

I got up from the grass, preparing to head back.  

“Time to go…”  

“Go where?”  

“Gah!”  

At that moment, a voice from someone who’d approached unnoticed startled me, and I whipped around.  

“S-Sierra…?”  

“Hi! Working hard this morning, huh?”  

“Hehe, but isn’t that a bit of an overreaction? Scaredy-cat~.”  

Her playful teasing made me narrow my eyes and silently glare at her.  

Scaredy-cat, huh?  

I couldn’t help it.  

After facing that Marie a week ago,  

I’d momentarily thought it was her again and panicked.  

It’s not like I’m actually a coward.  

“What’ve you been up to lately? I’ve seen you training every morning.”  

As I stared at her, feeling unjustly accused, Sierra smiled warmly and asked.  

“Like you saw. Training. …How’d you even know I’ve been training at this hour?”  

“Well, I wake up around this time. A cup of morning tea makes the day feel so refreshing.”  

“…So you saw me while sipping your tea?”  

“Yup. I was like, ‘What’s he up to?’ and watched you for a week. Got curious and came out here.”  

Sierra grinned brightly as she explained.  

Her pretty face beamed with an innocent smile, and I couldn’t help but feel my heart skip a beat, quickly averting my eyes.  

“So? Why’ve you been training every morning? Dieting?”  

“Are you serious…?”  

“Haha, kidding, kidding!”  

Dieting, huh?  

Unless losing weight made me stronger, that wasn’t happening.  

I’m at a normal weight anyway.  

Knowing that, Sierra giggled at her own joke.  

“Just preparing for an upcoming practical exam.”  

“Practical exam? …Oh! You mean the finals!”  

Realizing what I meant, Sierra clapped her hands together.  

“Wow… Are you seriously preparing for finals already? …No wonder you’re such a nerd.”  

“Who’re you calling a nerd?”  

“I take exams seriously too, but I don’t start prepping for finals a week after midterms.”  

Hearing Sierra put it that way, I could see how I might look like an exam-obsessed freak.  

In reality, I couldn’t care less about exams—I’m only thinking about pursuing heroines.  

It’s unfair, but there’s nothing I can do, so I quietly shut my mouth.  

But Sierra, who’d been studying me closely, smirked mischievously and said, “Oh, maybe~.”  

“Is it because of that thing from before?”  

“What thing?”  

“You know, when you got carried off after sparring with Malcolm.”  

“Oh…”  


“Hehe, must’ve been pretty embarrassing. Trying to make up for it with this practical exam?”  

“It’s not like that…”  

“Don’t be embarrassed. Guys can be weak sometimes. You know what they say—heaven’s fair, right? If you’re good at studying and fighting, that’d be unfair. Haha!”  

What’s this girl on about?  

Sierra giggled knowingly and patted my shoulder.  

A tease disguised as comfort.  

Her touch made me bristle with indignation.  

‘I let him hit me on purpose back then!’

If I told the truth, this frustration would clear up.  

But then it might come out that I used Malcolm to pursue Marie.  

So, despite the embarrassment and unfairness—  

“Yeah, I’m a weakling trying to get stronger. Happy now?”  

I brushed Sierra’s hand off my shoulder and answered curtly.  

“Huh? What?”  

Sierra, who’d been giggling, suddenly stared at me blankly, then broke into a wide smile.  

“What’s this? You’re more upfront than I thought! I expected a ton of excuses.”  

“Disappointed I didn’t react the way you wanted?”  

“Nope, hehe.”  

She laughed off my glare, giving me a strange look with that bright smile.  

With her already stunning looks, facing Sierra’s innocent grin made me catch my breath for a moment.  

“I don’t mind people who own it. And trying to overcome your weaknesses? That’s pretty cool.”  

The Sierra who’d been teasing me moments ago now spoke in a calm, sincere tone.  

What’s with her?  

She comes out of nowhere to mess with me, then suddenly acknowledges my efforts with that odd expression.  

The embarrassment from her teasing was replaced by a different kind—a warmth filling my head.  

“Alright, then I’m in too!”  

“What…?”  

As I stood there silently calming myself,  

Sierra suddenly jumped up and declared.  

“What else? Practical exam training, obviously!”  

She grinned playfully at me again while I sat there.  

“I’ll come out starting tomorrow morning. Take care of me!”  

“…Huh?”  

“Get ready. I didn’t take top spot in midterms, but I’m definitely getting it for finals.”  

“Wait, you can’t just decide—”  

“See you at the academy later!”  

She made her unilateral declaration, gave a casual goodbye, and walked off.  

Her sudden, decisive actions left me too stunned to stop her, and I just watched her retreating figure.  

“…Starting tomorrow morning, she says?”  

For some reason, my connection with Sierra just wouldn’t break off in this cycle.  

***

Time passed, and soon it was after school.  

“She’s coming out starting tomorrow… Why on earth…?”  

With my mind already tangled up with thoughts of Chris and Marie, Sierra had just tossed me another thing to worry about.  

The protagonist of the original story, who I kept getting tangled up with in this cycle for some reason.  

“What’s changed…?”  

In all the cycles so far, I’d never once approached Sierra on my own.  

After all, she already had five predestined partners.  

Beyond that, since I’d decided to focus solely on revenge this cycle, there was even less reason for me to get close to her.  

But strangely, my encounters with Sierra kept increasing.  

“Is being the top student really that big of an advantage?”  

No matter how I thought about it, that seemed to be the only reason Sierra was approaching me.  

I couldn’t come up with any other guesses.  

“…This is a downside I’ll have to weigh against the benefits.”  

Being the top student had made pursuing Marie incredibly easy.  

It even gave weight to my words when I confronted Damian.  

But on the flip side, it kept getting me tangled up with Sierra, the original protagonist.  

“Well, I don’t dislike her or anything…”  

I didn’t dislike her.  

But since I didn’t know what kind of variable she might introduce to my goals, I couldn’t help but be concerned.  

“No, for now, let’s focus on the immediate goal.”  

I shook my head lightly to clear my stray thoughts as I passed by the students heading home.  

No more thinking about Sierra or Marie.  

My current goal—  

Chris’s pursuit—came to mind as I walked down the hallway.  

“It’s about time to get started.”  

It had been a week since I began my morning personal training.  

Thanks to the perks working better than expected, I’d reached my target strength and stamina sooner than planned.  

So today, I headed straight to where Chris was.  

The location was a private training area tucked away in a corner of the sports field.  

After school, no one ever came by, but she was always there, holding her ground.  

And today was no different.  

As I approached the training area, the sounds of Chris’s practice reached my ears.  

“Hah!”  

Thwack—!!  

The dull sound of a wooden sword striking something blunt.  

She was probably practicing her swordsmanship alone against the scarecrow in the training area.  

“It’s been a while…”  

Aside from the fourth cycle, I’d hardly ever come here.  

As I neared the training area, the painful memories from that cycle crept back into my mind.  

“Use your feet, not your hands!!”  

“Argh—!!”  

“You idiot! Your feet stopped moving!!”  

“W-Wait, wait… Just a sec—!!”  

“You think the enemy will wait for you in a real fight?!”  

“Gaaah!!”  

Now that I think about it, those aren’t fond memories.  

At the very least, my memories with Marie were mostly tender and cozy.  

But with Chris, they were overwhelmingly filled with pain and fear.  

“Man… For a hard-mode extra, she sure was motivated…”  

Looking back, I have no idea how I endured that hellish training without any perks.  

Well, thanks to it, I managed to pursue Chris, though.  

Tracing those memories, I cautiously peeked inside the training area.  

What immediately caught my eye was her swaying blonde hair and the glistening beads of sweat that sparkled enticingly.  

“Haa!!”  

Thud! Thwack—!!  

Alone in the training area, Chris swung her wooden sword with a serious expression.  

“She’s way more diligent than her looks suggest…”  

Despite her delinquent-like appearance and personality, her earnest and upright nature was Chris’s unexpected charm.  

The delinquent character wasn’t my type, but that diligence was the part I could genuinely fall for.  

Of course…  

“Let’s break up…”  

“Tch… Shut up. I’m just not serious about you anymore.”  

“Just… forget everything that happened between us…”  

Even so, she ended up going to someone else.  

Being diligent didn’t mean she wouldn’t cheat.  

I learned that the hard way in the fourth cycle.  

“No, let’s not dwell on bad memories before starting the pursuit.”  

I pushed those despairing thoughts down as much as I could.  

Right now, I was still just someone Chris barely knew.  

I needed to approach her with as much goodwill as possible.  

After all, she was as sharp at reading emotions as her appearance suggested.  

“Alright, she’s almost done…”  

Just then, Chris, who’d been striking the scarecrow with her wooden sword, set it down and sat nearby to drink some water.  

Gulp, gulp.  

As she tilted her head back to drink, her sweat-glistened neck and collarbone were revealed in an alluring way.  

For a moment, I watched her, waiting for the right opportunity, captivated by the sight I couldn’t tear my eyes from.  

“Phew… So, how long are you planning to stay there?”  

“Ah.”  

I’d been caught.  

“Sorry, I was going to say something, but you were so focused… When did you notice?”  

“I heard your footsteps when you got close.”  

She’d noticed me much earlier than I’d thought.  

I’d assumed I was well-hidden, so a slight wave of embarrassment washed over me.  

But Chris didn’t seem to care about that at all.  

With her usual sharp, indifferent expression, she spoke.  

“Emil… right?”  

“Uh, yeah.”  

She said my name, showing she remembered me.  

“So? What’s up? You got business with me?”  

Skipping the small talk, Chris cut straight to the point, asking about my purpose.  

That was very much like her.  

“I hope she accepts my request just as straightforwardly.”  

To pursue a heroine, building rapport with her is, of course, the most important step.  

Sure, there’s an event later that can massively boost affection, but that event only works if you’ve already established some familiarity.  

For Marie, that was the midterm study group.  

However, with Chris, the approach had to be a little different from Marie’s.  

With Marie, I approached her in a way where I was helping her.  

“I have a favor to ask… Chris.”  

“Me?”  

This time, it was the opposite.  

“Teach me swordsmanship!”  

I bowed my head confidently, facing Chris with a serious expression.  

That’s what made this pursuit different from Marie’s.  

In this pursuit, I’d be the one relying on Chris.  

“Swordsmanship?”  

“Yeah, please. I really want to learn it from you.”  

And that’s exactly why it posed the opposite problem from Marie’s case.  

With Marie, as long as I was competent enough to help her, building a connection was a breeze.  


But with Chris—  

“Nah, why should I?”  

“Figured as much, huh?”  

The issue was that creating a connection could fail depending on her mood.  

If I couldn’t resolve that, the pursuit wouldn’t even get off the ground.



 
  Chapter 19: Now I can relax and not get hurt


“No way? Why should I?”  

Chris rejected my request without the slightest hesitation.  

Yeah, I figured as much.  

Of course, this was something I’d somewhat anticipated.  

Having lost her parents in a war as a child and been taken in by a mercenary group, Chris grew up under the care of mercenaries. She mercilessly refuses anything that doesn’t benefit her.  

That was true even in my fourth run.  

“Please, just once! I’m begging you like this!”  

“Ugh, you’re so persistent… I said no!”  

“Come on, just consider it one more time!”  

“You’re planning to cling to me until I give in, aren’t you? You think I don’t know that?!”  

“If you know, then just say yes already!”  

“No way!!”  

Back then, it took me nearly two weeks to break her resolve.  

At the time, I was just an insignificant extra with no notable skills, so I had nothing valuable to offer her.  

And since asking her to teach me swordsmanship was the only way to create a connection with her, I didn’t stop begging until she gave in.  

That’s how my攻略 (conquest) of her began in the fourth run…  

But this run, I don’t have that kind of time…  

The sixth run is different.  

In the fourth run, I approached Chris right after enrollment, so I had plenty of time until the next event.  

But now, having skipped a significant amount of time due to my focus on Marie, spending two weeks begging Chris would throw off my schedule entirely.  

“Really, no chance at all?”  

“Nope, you’re in my way.”  

At my final question, Chris stood up, picked up her wooden sword, and turned her gaze back to the training dummy.  

Whoosh!  

Thud!  

Her sturdy wooden sword began striking the dummy again.  

As if she had no intention of continuing the conversation, she focused solely on the dummy.  

Guess I’ve got no choice…  

She probably wouldn’t answer any more of my questions today.  

And even if she did, she wouldn’t agree to my request.  

I’d experienced her stubbornness plenty of times in the fourth run.  

Let’s see…  

So instead of begging, I scanned the training area.  

Found it.  

Spotting what I was looking for, I walked straight toward it.  

Chris, who’d been striking the dummy, glanced at me briefly—perhaps thinking I was leaving—before refocusing on her task.  

And then—  

Whoosh—!!  

“What the…!!”  

Crack!!  

“What are you doing…!”  

I grabbed a wooden sword from the corner of the training area and swung it at Chris.  

She effortlessly blocked my surprise attack and glared at me with sharp eyes.  

Even though I’d initiated the attack myself, facing that gaze sent a chill down my spine.  

Still, I can’t back down now…!  

If I kept relying on just begging, I’d end up wasting two weeks clinging to her leg like in the fourth run.  

But I don’t have that kind of time now.  

So—  

Whoosh!!  

I chose to take a forceful approach.  

Crack!!  

My wooden sword, aimed at her side, was blocked by Chris once again, the impact ringing out.  

“You… Are you seriously picking a fight?”  

“No, my request is still the same. Teach me swordsmanship…!”  

“I said no!”  

Whoosh!  

As we exchanged a few words with our swords clashing, Chris spun her body and swung her leg at me.  

Oh no…!  

In the fourth run, that surprise attack would’ve hit me.  

But—  

Ding!  

[Due to the effect of “Blossoming Talent,” your senses sharpen!]  

Tap!  

With the power of my easy-mode perk, I narrowly dodged her kick.  

Chris, adjusting her stance, looked at me with surprised eyes.  

“…I felt it last time too, but… your swordsmanship’s terrible, yet your reflexes are sharp.”  

“Like it? Then teach me swordsmanship.”  

“Heh, no way.”  

Chris smirked at my words, amused.  

Then, this time, she charged at me with her wooden sword raised.  

Whoosh!  

A sharp strike came flying straight at the top of my head.  

It was an obvious attack.  

But incredibly fast.  

“Guh…!”  

Crack!  

I blocked it with just a hair’s breadth to spare.  

But Chris didn’t stop there—she pressed her weight into the sword, pushing it toward me.  

“Haha! This is fun… So what’s your deal now? Don’t tell me you think I’ll agree if you win?”  


“…Good thing I don’t need to explain.”  

“Then let me tell you upfront—give up. There’s no way you’ll beat me!”  

Tap!  

Whoosh!!  

Before she even finished speaking, Chris pulled her sword back and swung it horizontally.  

I can’t block this…!  

Realizing instinctively that I couldn’t parry it, I threw myself to the side.  

Boom!  

Tap…!  

“Haa, haa…”  

After rolling across the training ground’s floor, I steadied myself with a hand on the ground.  

Chris looked down at me with an impressed smirk.  

“Get it now? You can’t beat me. So stop being a nuisance and get lost.”  

“…I know I can’t win.”  

To begin with, if I could beat her, I wouldn’t need her to teach me swordsmanship.  

So my goal isn’t to defeat her.  

“Let’s make it a bet, then.”  

“…?”  

I stood up, keeping my eyes locked on the puzzled Chris.  

Gripping my wooden sword tighter, I flashed her a grin.  

“Five times. …If I can land five hits on you, count it as my win.”  

Having spent so much time with Chris in the fourth run, I know this well.  

Even with easy mode and my perk, beating her outright before the next event is impossible.

Of course, someone with Malcolm’s level of skill could beat her with physical ability and talent alone.  

But Chris is different from Malcolm.  

Malcolm merely learned swordsmanship from a good instructor since childhood.  

Chris, who roamed battlefields swinging a sword from a young age, is on an entirely different level from the likes of Malcolm.  

“Why should I agree to that bet? No way, it’s a hassle and a waste of time.”  

Chris rejected me outright with an indifferent expression, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.  

Naturally, I expected her to refuse.  

That’s why, just like before, I threw out a bit of a reckless move.  

“What? Are you scared you’ll lose?”  

At my words, Chris’s expression twisted for a moment.  

Provocation.  

I’d learned this in the fourth run—Chris falls for taunts easily.  

She’s that belligerent and prideful.  

But this time, she didn’t bite so easily.  

“Hah… Sorry, but there’s no way I’d lose to you. Like I said, it’s a waste of time.”  

Unlike the last swordsmanship class, where she’d charged at me in a fit of excitement, this time she responded calmly.  

She’s keeping her cool because it’s a bet…  

Perhaps because, unlike last time when I simply asked her to spar, this was a bet involving her teaching me swordsmanship.  

“Phew… Fine, guess I’ve got no choice.”  

So, I had no option but to push her buttons a little more.  

“Running away, huh? Guess the swordsmanship you learned isn’t much either.”  

“What?”  

“Whoever taught you must be pretty mediocre too, huh?”  

Oh crap…  

My last-ditch, critical taunt.  

The moment she heard it, the air around Chris shifted.  

Her fierce aura made the hairs on my body stand on end.  

I froze, smiling stiffly as I faced her cold, stern expression.  

Standing before me, she let out a small scoff.  

“Hah.”  

Then, she raised the wooden sword in her hand and pointed it at me.  

“Fine. Five times. …If you land five hits, I’ll grant your request.”  

“W-Wow… Really…?”  

“But.”  

The wooden sword pointing at me felt almost like a real blade.  

With that level of intensity, Chris glared at me.  

“If you can’t land those hits, you’re dead.”  

As expected.  

Even in easy mode, conquering a heroine requires throwing yourself into the fire.  

“Please take care of me…”  

Bracing myself for the fierce pain about to come, I gripped my wooden sword tighter.  

“Wow… What the heck happened?”  

The next morning, Sierra showed up for the morning training session as she’d promised the day before.  

Seeing the purple bruises on my arms, legs, and shoulders, her eyes widened in shock.  

“Those aren’t drawn on, right…?”  

Poke.  

“Ow!”  

“Ah, sorry.”  

Yesterday had been a nightmare.  

Naturally, I failed the bet.  

Afterward, as I tried to apologize and escape, Chris grabbed me and forced me to keep sparring.  

“Sparring” was a generous term—it was more like a beating with a club.  

A hellish game where I’d get hit if I couldn’t block her full-force attacks.  

Thankfully, whether it was survival instinct or luck, I managed to block all the strikes aimed at my head.  

“Emil… Where’d you get beat up like this?”  

“It’s a long story… If you’re here to train with me, just train quietly.”  

“…”  

“What if you’re being bullied by some delinquent because you’re good at studying…?”  

“If you’re not going to train, leave.”  

Well, Sierra’s guess wasn’t entirely off.  

I did get beaten up by a delinquent, in a way.  

Anyway, after that, I went through the morning training with Sierra.  

“Ughhh~ So tiring~”  

Of course, Sierra, who’d joined me for training starting today, ran alongside me.  

The usually quiet running course was now filled with her whining.  

After finishing the run and completing some bodyweight exercises—  

“Wait a sec, Emil.”  

“Huh? Wait for what… Wait, where are you going?!”  

“Just wait!”  

Leaving only those words, Sierra dashed off.  

I plopped down on the grass, staring blankly in the direction she’d disappeared.  

A little while later—  

“What’s this…?”  

“Hehe, take a good look. I’m pretty good at this kind of thing.”  

Sierra returned from the dorm with a basket and sat down in front of me.  

With a proud grin, she pulled something out of the basket.  

It was ointment and bandages.  

“…It’s fine even if you leave it alone.”  

“Stay still. There’s a cut here too. You need to take care of stuff like this so it doesn’t scar.”  

So that’s what she was up to—she’d gone to the dorm to grab first-aid supplies for me.  

After that, she started treating my wounds.  

As she leaned in close to wrap the bandages, Sierra was unusually calm and quiet, focused on my injuries.  

Maybe because of that, she gave off a different vibe than usual, and I found myself staring at her face absentmindedly.  

Her eyelashes are really long…  

Seeing her up close made me understand why she was the protagonist of the original story.  

I’d thought it before, but her calm face was strikingly beautiful.  

“All done! How’s that? Perfect, right?”  

“Oh, yeah.”  

While I was staring at her in a daze, she finished treating me.  

When Sierra looked up and smiled, I quickly turned my head to avoid her gaze.  

“So, where’s my thank you?”  

“Huh?”  

“You’re supposed to say ‘Thank you’ in times like this, right?”  

“…Did you do this just to get thanked?”  

“Nothing in this world is free.”  

With her signature playful smile, Sierra urged me with her eyes to hurry up and say it.  

Feeling oddly embarrassed, I scratched my cheek and looked away, mumbling awkwardly.  

“Thanks…”  

“Hehe.”  

Satisfied, Sierra grinned brightly.  

After that oddly heartwarming morning training session—  

Well, the bandages do help.  

Thanks to Sierra’s treatment, the pain of my wounds rubbing against my clothes disappeared, and I changed with a lighter heart.  

Then, as usual, I headed to the academy.  

…She’ll agree to the bet again today, right? It’s about her adoptive mother’s honor, after all.  

While attending classes as usual, I kept thinking about my strategy for Chris.  

The bet to land five hits on her.  

It was undeniably a tough challenge.  

But unlike the fourth run, the “Blossoming Talent” perk gave me a glimmer of hope.  

I’d made the bet banking on this perk in the first place.  

Without any perks in the fourth run, this approach would’ve been impossible.  

If possible, I’d like to settle this within a week…  

So, I spent all my time at the academy replaying yesterday’s sparring session with Chris in my head.  

I mentally simulated how I could land those five hits on her.  

And then—  

“…Emil.”  

I’d been so focused on Chris that—  

“Ah.”  

“Y-You’re covered in wounds…!! What happened?!”  

I didn’t notice Marie approaching me in the hallway.  

Spotting the bandages on my arm, her face went pale as she rushed toward me.  

“Who did this…”  

And then—  

“N-No, Marie…”  

With those same eerie eyes I’d seen before, she looked up at me and asked—  

“Who did this…?”


***

Author’s Note  

Thank you for reading!  

If you enjoyed it, I’d appreciate a like, a bookmark, and a comment!  

Comments especially give me a huge boost for writing! Thank you.  



 
  Chapter 20: The beginning of the attack again


“Who did this…?”

At Marie’s question, I momentarily swallowed my breath.

Lately, I’ve been overwhelmed by the gazes of women more often than not.

Of course, the main culprit behind this is usually Chris.

Whenever I meet her sharp, cold eyes—especially yesterday, when I touched her sore spot—I’m gripped by a sense of dread and fear.

But…

“Hm? Answer me, Emil. Who did this…?”

Right now, facing Marie, I feel a vertigo-inducing fear far greater than the terror I felt with Chris.

What is this…?

Her empty eyes.

Those pupils, which until just a moment ago sparkled beautifully in pink, now seem to suck in all light, as if they’ve turned into an abyss.

Looking into them, I felt an instinctive, primal fear—as if I might be pulled into that void myself.

“N-No big deal. Just something I’ve been up to lately.”

Feeling that fear, I instinctively realized something.

Answering honestly would be dangerous.

So, I forced a natural smile and brushed it off casually.

“Liar.”

But Marie didn’t buy my words so easily.

Step.

Instead, she took a step closer to me and gently placed her hand on my chest.

“Who hit you?”

As she said that, Marie smiled sweetly.

“It’s okay, Emil. Tell me.”

“H…?”

…

“I’ll help you.”

Help me?

For a moment, I almost asked her what she meant.

But I couldn’t.

That gentle smile of hers looked so unnervingly eerie to me.

Help me? What does she even mean by that…?

The moment I started questioning her words, a sudden thought flashed through my mind.

Now that I think about it… Malcolm…

It occurred to me that Malcolm hadn’t been showing up at the academy lately.

Why did he come to mind now, of all times?

Well, obviously—because Malcolm had hit me before.

Seeing Marie ask about who hurt me naturally brought him to mind.

“Hm? It’s okay, Emil. I’m always on your side.”

While I fell silent, lost in thought, Marie stepped even closer.

Now, it wasn’t just her hand—her arm, even her chest, brushed lightly against me.

I wished some other student would pass by and break this atmosphere, but we were at the end of the hallway.

No one came by, and Marie approached me even more freely.

“I told you, didn’t I?”

Then, she leaned in close and whispered softly.

“I’d do anything for you. I’ll take care of everything. So, tell me, okay?”

Her beautifully glistening lips let out a cold voice in a cute tone.

“Who hurt you…?”

Of course, there’s no way I’d answer her.

“Stop it, Marie.”

At my firm voice, Marie, who had been inching closer as if to seduce me, froze in place.

Her smiling expression stiffened slightly, and she stared at me blankly.

To her, I spoke in a cold tone I didn’t want to use.

“I told you. I just want to stay friends with you.”

“So… I don’t want you to do anything for me.”

Honestly, I don’t want to hurt her any more than I already have.

The resentment I held toward her was fully resolved when I rejected her confession.

Having achieved that goal, our relationship is over.

There’s no lingering grudge, nor any affection.

That’s why her approaching me like this felt entirely unwelcome.

Swish…

I pushed Marie away with both hands, separating her from me.

Then, I looked straight into those eyes I’d been afraid to face.

“Don’t make me dislike you any more than this, Marie.”

“E…?”

I don’t want to hurt her, but in this situation, being firm seemed like the right thing to do.

At my words, meant to push her away, Marie’s face filled with shock.

And then…

“N-No, Emil, that’s not it…! I didn’t mean to make you hate me…!”

“I know. It’s fine… As long as you don’t do anything, I won’t hate you.”

“…”

Her dark eyes began to sparkle again at those words.

But it wasn’t the pure, bright sparkle of the old Marie.

It was a shimmer wet with sadness and tears.

“Sob… I’m sorry, I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to… Ugh, don’t hate me… Please don’t hate me…”

“It’s okay. I told you before—you’re not a bad person. So I don’t hate you.”

“Sob… Ugh…”

I did my best to calm Marie, who was sobbing and shedding tears.

However, I carefully avoided unnecessary physical contact like patting her head or hugging her.

I couldn’t afford to give her any more room for misunderstanding.


“Well, I’ll get going then… See you later.”

After that, I left the still-sniffling Marie behind and walked down the hallway.

She didn’t follow me.

Seeing her just standing there motionless, I felt a sense of relief and quickened my pace toward the classroom.

No way…

As I walked, my mind wasn’t on Marie but filled with thoughts of someone else.

Malcolm not showing up…

It was almost like a delusional assumption.

But for some reason, my instincts kept insisting it was certain, and I couldn’t shake that thought from my head.

After the little commotion with Marie, I kept pondering why Malcolm had disappeared.

But no matter how much I thought about it, no answers came.

So, for the time being, I set those thoughts aside and focused solely on my current goal.

“Haaap!!”

Whoosh!

Crack!

“Guh…!”

The wooden sword I swung was narrowly blocked by Chris’s own.

A bet to land five hits on Chris.

It had already been three days since that wager began.

Pushing thoughts of Malcolm aside, I concentrated entirely on winning this bet with Chris.

However, I’d developed a habit of scanning my surroundings before sparring with her—just in case Marie might be nearby…

“Hup!”

While I was distracted, Chris seized the opening and thrust her sword at me.

Swish!

But I dodged it, the blade grazing my cheek.

Though I’d let my mind wander during the fight, it was the third day now.

I’d grown fairly accustomed to her movements.

That’s why I could narrowly evade even a sudden thrust like that.

And the moment I dodged her attack—

That moment became my opportunity.

“Haaap!!”

Boom!

As I ducked to avoid her thrust, I swung my wooden sword toward Chris’s now-exposed midsection.

The situation reversed, and Chris’s eyes widened in surprise as she’d been the one waiting for an opening.

She couldn’t dodge this.

Thwack!

“Gah…!”

She barely managed to extend her left arm to block the strike, but it was still a hit.

A strike was a strike.

Tap tap!

“Phew…”

Having allowed the third hit already, Chris stepped back a few paces and glared at me with a serious expression.

“Haha, only two more to go, right?”

“…It’s not over yet, so focus.”

Chris’s stern face contrasted with my grin.

Ironically, though, the one covered in dust was me, the one smiling.

Well, of course—countless exchanges had passed before I managed to land those three hits on Chris.

To get those three strikes in this sparring session, I’d been hit by her wooden sword over twenty times.

In a real duel, I’d have obviously lost.

In an actual fight, I’d have died with her first attack.

But since this was a bet, I was the one smiling, and Chris was the one growing anxious.

That’s why, despite the pain coursing through my body, I grinned and pressed her even harder with sharper movements.

Whoosh!!

Crack!!

“Guh, you undead freak!”

Over the three days of sparring, Chris had given me a nickname.

“Undead.”

On the first day, she’d fallen for my taunts and beaten me to a pulp in anger until I was a wreck.

But on the second day, and now the third day—today—she’d given me that nickname for charging at her without even recovering.

“…If you’d just teach me swordsmanship, we could end this.”

“Shut it! You think I’d let that slide now?!”

Whoosh!

In her growing frustration and anger, Chris swung her wooden sword wildly.

But when she got excited, her sword’s trajectory became simple and wide.

It was threatening, sure, but easier than anything to dodge.

Now…!

I didn’t miss my chance.

“Guh…!”

Thwack!

The thrust she’d nearly landed on me earlier—

This time, I used that same technique.

Caught off guard in her excitement, Chris took the surprise attack to her shoulder.

Though perhaps due to my lack of skill, the damage didn’t seem significant—her right arm was still fine.

But still…

“That leaves one more.”

My goal wasn’t to incapacitate her but simply to land five hits.

I can do this.

Feeling the possibility, I smiled and gripped my wooden sword even tighter.

“Ugh… I’m gonna die…”

…

Feeling the pain throughout my body, I collapsed onto the ground.

I didn’t care one bit that the dirt stuck to my sweat-drenched body.

I just lay there, relieved to finally rest.

For a moment, I steadied my ragged breathing and inhaled the refreshing air, then glanced at Chris.

“Tch…”

With a frustrated look, she clicked her tongue and rubbed her left wrist, which had just been hit.

“So… you’ll teach me swordsmanship now, right?”

Chris didn’t answer.

But she didn’t say no either.

In other words, she was agreeing to my request.

“I did it…!”

Laughing joyfully, I pressed my head back into the training ground’s dirt, savoring the sweet taste of victory.

Three days… I did it in just three days…!

A surge of exhilaration welled up in my chest.

If this were my fourth run, I wouldn’t have achieved this even with a whole month.

The only reason I managed this was thanks to the perk of my “Blossoming Talent.”

To think I’d steal Chris’s techniques through sparring.

This was arguably the first time I’d truly harnessed the power of this perk.

After all, something like studying for midterms relied on knowledge I’d already reviewed multiple times in past runs.

Even without the perk, the advantage of “easy mode” alone had been enough to secure the top spot.

But winning a bet against Chris in swordsmanship?

For someone like me, who had no talent for it, this was an almost unbelievable achievement.

And through that victory, I realized the cheat-like potential of this perk.

Just three days.

In those three days of sparring, I’d figured out Chris’s patterns and managed to mimic her attacks closely enough.

That was the key to landing five hits on her.

“Emil.”

While I was resting and savoring my victory with a smile, Chris, who—unlike me—was still standing perfectly fine, quietly called my name.

I propped myself up slightly and looked at her.

“I lost this time.”

With a somewhat aggrieved expression, she averted her gaze and spoke softly.

“…But this defeat is just because my skills were lacking. It doesn’t mean my master is incompetent or anything.”

“Oh…”

Her words made me realize why she looked so upset.

It wasn’t just about losing the bet.

The real reason was the provocation I’d thrown out right before the bet.

Three days ago, to goad her into this wager, I’d insulted the swordsmanship of her adoptive mother, who’d taught her, calling it mediocre.

Her darkened expression was likely because she felt she’d tarnished her adoptive mother’s honor.

“Sorry. Now that I think about it, I should’ve apologized first instead of celebrating.”

Realizing this, I immediately brushed off the dirt and stood up.

Wiping the smile from my face, I looked at Chris with utmost seriousness.

“That thing I said about the person who taught you swordsmanship being mediocre? I take it back.”

“I only said that to rile you up. I didn’t mean it. …I’m sorry.”

Then, bowing my head slightly, I looked at her again.

Chris’s eyes widened in surprise before she…

“Haha…”

…gave me a small smile.

“Looks like I totally fell for it, huh?”

“You’re a bit slow to catch on, aren’t you…?”

“Shut up. That woman’s honor means more to me than my life.”

Her reply was sharp, but the smile didn’t leave her face.

Probably a sense of relief.

Thanks to that, the atmosphere between us lightened considerably.

“So, I just need to come here after school from now on, right?”

Now that Chris’s mood had brightened, I casually asked about our future schedule.

She nodded readily and replied.

“Yeah. …But since we’re doing this, don’t expect me to go easy on you.”

“Yeah, I figured…”

Her chilling declaration brought back memories of my fourth run.

The recollection of swinging a wooden sword every day until I was battered and exhausted.

The physically toughest run out of all of them.

Still… I pulled it off somehow.

Now, I could finally start my攻略 (conquest) of Chris.

Focusing solely on that fact, I gave a small smile.

Just then—

“Wow, this feels like one of those heart-pounding moments, huh?”

“…Edric.”

A familiar voice came from behind me.

At that voice, Chris muttered the name of its owner with a surprised expression.

“Hey, Chris. I was just watching for a bit. You were so into it, you didn’t even notice me. Haha.”

I slowly turned my head to look at the source of the voice.

There, leaning against the fence, was a tall man with a friendly smile and short, sporty black hair.

Edric Balfour.

This was our first meeting in this run, but I knew him very well.

He was Chris’s fiancé and one of the male leads of Sierra.

And the loathsome guy who’d taken Chris from me.

***



As you all probably know, In the original story, Edric abandons his fiancée, Chris, and chooses Sierra.

So, with the mindset of “If he’s going to toss her aside anyway, I’ll take her,” our protagonist went for it! (Wink)

Thank you for reading!

If you enjoyed it, I’d appreciate a like, a bookmark, and a comment!

Comments especially give me a huge boost for writing! Thank you.



 
  Chapter 21: Another mental healing?


“Hello, Emil.”  

Even now, I can’t forget that bastard’s smile from back then.  

“Damn it, ugh…! Stop screwing around—!! Edric—!!”  

“Don’t get so worked up when it’s your last moment. You’re going to die anyway. Wouldn’t it be better to go peacefully?”  

This happened after the main event with Chris had concluded.  

It was a few weeks after Chris and I had officially become lovers.  

I had definitely gone to a conquered dungeon near the academy at Chris’s summons.  

But what was waiting there wasn’t Chris—it was Edric.  

Her fiancé, the one she had promised to break off her engagement with soon.  

“Fck…! Ugh, fck—!! This is…!”  

“That’s what you get for messing with someone else’s fiancée.”  

What had been prepared in the dungeon wasn’t Chris, but a trap.  

It was supposed to be a dungeon that had already been cleared, with no monsters remaining.  

Yet, inside a pit, there was a massive swarm of slimes and venomous insect-like monsters.  

Edric looked down at me, trapped in the pit, and sneered.  

Splurch!!  

“Gah…!”  

As my body struggled, tangled in the slime, a stinger from one of the venomous insects pierced my back.  

“Whoops, that’s gotta hurt.”  

“Arghhh…!!”  

“But don’t worry too much. Not everything down there is lethally poisonous. It’ll just hurt like hell, paralyze you, and make you numb.”  

“Edric…! Chris—haah—where’s Chris…!!”  

“Chris…?”  

Even in that moment, my concern for Chris came first.  

Chris.  

I didn’t believe for a second that she, who valued honor and loyalty above all else, would betray me.  

I was convinced that Edric, consumed by vengeance, had done something to her.  

But then—  

“Haha, don’t worry about Chris. She’s sleeping soundly in my bed right now.”  

“…What?”  

Was that a lie?  

Wasn’t it just a lie to fill me with despair in my final moments?  

At that moment, I doubted it.  

Of course, now I know.  

What he said wasn’t a lie—it was the truth.  

“Let me give you a nice little tidbit for your journey to the afterlife, Emil.”  

“Chris, you see, for all her bravery, she’s incredibly girlish in bed.”  

“Bullsht… don’t spew that bullsht—!!”  

“And her body? Way softer than you’d expect. I’m completely hooked now.”  

Edric smirked at me before standing up.  

“Well, I’ll be going. Cheer for me from the other side. …For me and Chris’s love.”  

After that, Edric disappeared from my sight.  

He probably assumed I’d die, buried in the slime.  

Unfortunately for him, I survived.  

Thanks to the knife I’d carried with me ever since my first run.  

I pulled it out, dealt with the venomous insects, and then barely managed to take down the monsters drawn by the scent of blood.  

Though I lost an arm in the process.  

And so, I survived.  

“I’m Edric. And you are?”  

In my sixth run, I faced Edric Balfour for the first time.  

The moment I saw his face, the resentment I’d buried for so long began to resurface.  

Part of me wanted to smash his head with my wooden sword right then and there.  

Ding!  

[‘Mental Healing’ activated!]  

Fortunately, thanks to the perks of easy mode, the rising anger subsided cleanly.  

“I’m Emil.”  

I gave him a bright smile, took his outstretched hand, and shook it.  

The moment he let go, Edric slung an arm around my shoulder and spoke to me casually.  

“Haha, by the way, Emil, I was watching earlier—you’ve got some serious guts!”  

“…About what?”  

“That sparring match earlier. I don’t know what it was, but that fiery passion really stirred something in me as a man. Honestly, I was kinda moved.”  

Tap. He lightly patted my chest before turning his head to look at Chris.  

“So? What made you fight so hard like that?”

“It’s no big deal.”  

“Just made a little bet.”  

Chris answered curtly, and I added some explanation afterward.  

Edric, who had been eyeing me closely, muttered with curious eyes,  

“A bet…?”  

“I asked Chris to teach me some swordsmanship.”  

“Haha, and that’s why she turned you down.”  

“That’s how it went.”  

“Chris has always been stubborn since way back.”  

“It’s not stubbornness, I just don’t like wasting time.”  

“Sure, whatever you say.”  

Having roughly figured out what Chris and I were up to, Edric took his arm off my shoulder.  

As the conversation wrapped up, I kept my smile and looked at the two of them.  

“Anyway, I’m done here, so I’ll get going. See you tomorrow, Chris.”  

“Yeah.”  

It felt a bit like I was rushing to leave, but I couldn’t help it.  


Even if Mental Healing restored my mind, the memories I carried didn’t disappear.  

Even if this run’s Edric hadn’t done anything to me, I didn’t want to spend a second longer with someone tied to those memories.  

“That’s surprising. You actually agreed to a bet like that?”  

After Emil left, Edric looked at Chris, who was tending to her wooden sword, and asked.  

Having often seen her around his family’s estate since childhood, he found it unexpected that she’d so easily agree to such a bet.  

“Well… it was about my mother’s honor.”  

To Edric’s question, Chris replied in an indifferent tone.  

Her mother’s honor.  

Hearing that, Edric nodded with a laugh as if it made sense.  

“Haha, I see. That explains it. I thought there might’ve been another reason.”  

“…Another reason?”  

“Hmm… like maybe you took a liking to that kid?”  

“Hah, no way.”  

Chris scoffed at Edric’s assumption.  

Then, placing the wooden sword she’d been tending to back on its display rack, she said to him,  

“Even if it’s just a formal engagement, I’ll stick to the rules. There won’t be anything like that until we graduate from the academy.”  

It was a promise only the two of them knew.  

A promise made between just the two of them, unbeknownst to Chris’s adoptive mother or Edric’s family.  

“So don’t worry about pointless things.”  

But an engagement was still an engagement.  

Regardless of their private agreement, they were still fiancés, and Chris was strict about that boundary.  

That’s why she spoke to Edric with confidence.  

Edric, however, looked flustered by her words.  

“What’s with that reaction?”  

Chris tilted her head, puzzled by Edric’s unexpected response.  

“…No, just in case—don’t tell me we’re banned from dating until we graduate?”  

“What? Obviously! Don’t you know if we secretly date and our families find out, it’s our side that’ll suffer?!”  

Unlike her usual calm demeanor, Chris raised her voice, visibly agitated by Edric’s comment.  

Edric flinched, giving an awkward smile as if apologizing.  

“No way, you’re not…”  

“No, no! It’s not like that! I just… got interested in someone! That much should be fine, right?!”  

At Edric’s excuse, Chris shot him a cold glare for a moment.  

“Haa…”  

With a small sigh, she averted her gaze.  

Sensing an opportunity in Chris’s softened reaction, Edric seized the moment to speak.  

“Come on, we’re in our prime, right? As long as we don’t get caught, it’s fine. Who else is here besides us?”  

“I’ve really found someone I like! Who knows, maybe I’ll marry them after graduation!”  

“…You’re not even dating yet?”  

“A man’s gotta dream big!”  

His shameless yet bold declaration.  

Familiar with Edric’s antics since childhood, Chris didn’t snap at him and simply shook her head quietly.  

Then she responded calmly,  

“Don’t get caught, and if you do, take responsibility. Promise me those two things, and I don’t care what you do.”  

“For real?”  

At Chris’s words of permission, Edric broke into a wide grin, clenching his fist in triumph.  

“Phew, that’s a relief. Honestly, I came here partly to check if you’d found someone decent.”  

“What?”  

“No, I mean, if you got a lover first… I’d have nothing to say.”  

“You little…!”  

“Haha, sorry, sorry.”  

Unable to hold back, Chris raised a fist, but Edric laughed it off and blocked her as if it were routine.  

After a brief scuffle, it came to an end.  

Lovers, huh.  

Chris mulled over Edric’s earlier words and glanced down the path Emil had taken.  

And today.  

Recalling him—someone with more tenacity than anyone she’d ever seen—she thought,  

Well, he’s a decent guy, but… that’s not happening.  

With a faint smile, she turned her head away.  

***

“Haa…”  

On the way back to the dorm from the academy, I let out a small sigh as I gazed at the orange-tinted sky.  

For some reason, my chest felt tight and heavy.  

Why was I feeling like this?  

As I walked leisurely, lost in thought, I realized the cause: Chris and Edric.  

Is it because I saw them together?  

My affection for Chris had long since faded.  

The tender feelings I’d held in my fourth run were discarded the moment I stabbed myself in the neck and regressed.  

So this emotion wasn’t lingering attachment to Chris.  

It was probably just…  

Plain old displeasure.  

Yeah… sticking to my plan and achieving my goal is the right move.  

Even after pursuing Marie, a lingering unease remained.  

I’d felt pity for her too.  

But still, I believed that pursuing them—my targets—was the right thing to do.  

Only then would this knot in my chest unravel.  

Even just a moment ago, it was the same.  

A simple greeting and a few words of conversation.  

In that brief moment, I’d recalled the despairing memories of my fourth run.  

My body’s been moving nonstop, but I don’t feel refreshed at all.  

This sticky, unpleasant feeling.  

It’d only go away once I’d conquered Chris.  

That’s what I thought as I looked up at the vast sky.  

Then—  

“Hey! Watch out, you’ll trip!”  

A familiar voice called out in front of me as I stared blankly at the sky.  

“Sierra.”  

“See? I knew it.”  

Before I knew it, I’d reached the dorm’s front gate.  

There, Sierra was squatting, pointing at me with a bright smile.  

“Knew what?”  

“Why you got hurt. If it’s not from being bullied, I figured there had to be something else.”  

“Huh…?”  

She’d appeared out of nowhere and started talking like that.  

Standing up, she let out a “Hoo-hoo” laugh and mimed pushing up nonexistent glasses.  

“All the secrets have been uncovered…”  

“There’s no secret.”  

“According to the great detective Sierra’s deduction… Emil! You rolled down after staring at the sky!”  

“How’s that? Nailed it, right?”  

Sierra puffed up with confidence, hands on her hips.  

For a moment, I was speechless.  

“Haha…”  

“Oh, you laughed.”  

Overwhelmed by the absurdity, I couldn’t help but burst into laughter.  

“So? Did I get it right? Even now, you were about to trip just staring at the sky.”  

“Sure, let’s go with that.”  

“Don’t just ‘go with it’—tell me if I’m right! My deductive pride is on the line here!”  

“Fine, you’re right, Sierra. …I rolled down while looking at the sky.”  

“Hoo-hoo, I knew it!”  

She probably knew that wasn’t true, but Sierra beamed and stood beside me.  

This is weird.  

For some reason, I kept running into Sierra a lot this run.  

It made me a little uneasy.  

My goal, after all, was to conquer those five and get their confessions.  

But still…  

It wasn’t so bad.  

Oh… the heavy feeling’s gone.  

At that moment, I realized the unpleasant feeling that had been weighing me down on the way here had vanished.  

Why was that?  

Had Mental Healing kicked in again?  

Or maybe…  

“Hey, Emil. You’ve got more scratches now… Did you actually roll down on the way here?”  

Was it because of this oddball protagonist poking at my injured arm?  

Either way—  

Not bad.  

It wasn’t bad at all.  


***

Author’s Note  
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  Chapter 22: Her fears(1)


A week had passed since I started taking swordsmanship lessons from Chris.  

“Hup!!”  

“Don’t just focus on the sword! Attacks can come from any direction—!”  

Whoosh!  

Clack!!  

Chris’s swordsmanship lessons were something I’d experienced in my fourth run as well, but even having gone through it once, they were still incredibly grueling.  

Her teaching method was solely through sparring.  

It was a process of swinging swords, clashing, and learning swordsmanship through direct confrontation.  

Naturally, it was physically exhausting.  

Not just practicing stances or correcting forms—  

But real combat-style sparring where you got hit, moved your body, and swung your sword.  

On top of that, I was training in the morning and then taking her lessons in the afternoon.  

In some ways, it was even tougher than my fourth run.  

But—  

“Haa, haa… ugh… I’m gonna die.”  

“Heh, and yet you catch up again so quickly? Honestly, watching you is kind of amazing.”  

The effort paid off.  

At first, Chris had found teaching me a huge hassle.  

But seeing how I kept up with her lessons so quickly, she soon found herself getting more invested in teaching me.  

“Here, water.”  

“Oh… thanks…”  

And as a result, we’d grown quite a bit closer.  

It had been awkward at first, but as we crossed swords and matched each other’s rhythm, the awkwardness faded, and a slight sense of familiarity began to form.  

Even without much conversation, bonding came easily.  

“By the way, Emil.”  

“Yeah?”  

“I’m asking since I’ve got the chance… Why are you so obsessed with swordsmanship?”  

“…Huh?”  

For her to ask something so personal, it meant Chris had started to see me as someone close.  

But that question’s a bit tricky.  

I can’t exactly say, ‘To conquer you…’  

Pretending to think it over, I stared into the air and tried to come up with the most plausible answer I could.  

“To get good grades?”  

Of course, I didn’t have the quick wit for anything better.  

It would’ve been nice if I’d gotten a perk for this kind of thing too.  

But—  

“Pfft.”  

“…What?”  

“Is it funny?”  

“Good grades, huh? That’s so you…”  

Fortunately, thanks to my image as a top student, Chris didn’t suspect much and accepted my answer.  

Maybe it was also thanks to my Sweet Voice trait.  

“To think you’d put in that much effort just for good grades—there’s probably no one else like you, Emil.”  

She giggled at my half-baked excuse.  

It was the first time I’d seen her look so bright in this run.  

Things are going smoothly.  

My relationship with her was steadily getting closer, just as planned.  

But—  

Something was still missing.  

The decisive blow.  

Right now, at best, Chris and I were friends. She didn’t seem to feel anything beyond that for me.  

I’d hoped the perk effects would help, but they’re no use here.  

The Tear of Charm effect, which had worked so well on Marie, didn’t have much impact on Chris.  

I’d somewhat expected this.  

Chris wasn’t the type to feel rational attraction based solely on someone’s appearance or vibe.  

That’s why I needed that decisive blow.  

And if my memory served me right, that decisive moment would come soon.  

“Speaking of which, isn’t the first-year group practical training coming up soon?”  

“Huh? …Oh, yeah, it is.”  

Chris answered my question, and for a moment, tension flickered across her face.  

The group practical training I’d brought up—  

That was the decisive blow I’d been waiting for.  

At the mention of it, Chris’s expression hardened as she sank into thought.  

Of course, having already conquered her once, I knew exactly what she was thinking right now.  

She’s scared.  

***

The group practical training about to begin—  

Its stage was a dungeon.  

The exercise involved students splitting into teams to experience the early parts of a large beginner-level dungeon.  

“Everyone, check your weapons! If any of you have equipment in bad condition or feel scared, speak up now—I’ll excuse you, so don’t hesitate to step forward!”  

The professor in charge of practical lessons, as always, shouted loudly in front of the gathered students.  

It’s starting…  

The students were all equipped with identical gear, milling about in a chaotic crowd.  

Strapped to their waists were the provided longswords.  

But these weren’t practice swords—they were real, sharpened blades.  

The students chattered with their friends beside them, each exuding a different vibe.  

Some looked worried, others brimming with excitement.  

Among the countless students—  

I quietly watched just one.  


Chris Bellmore.  

She wasn’t talking to anyone, simply staring ahead in silence.  

But even from a distance, I could tell.  

Her hand, gripping the hilt of her sword, was trembling.  

Will I be able to find it in there…?

I stared intently at Chris, lost in a single thought.  

At that moment—

“Ah!”  

“Eek!”  

“Hahaha! You’re so easy to scare.”  

Sierra appeared.  

…Lately, she’s been popping up in the most unexpected places.  

Or maybe she just waits for moments when I’m lost in thought?  

“Scaredy-cat~ Are you nervous about going into the dungeon?”  

As usual, Sierra teased me with that playful smile of hers.  

And as usual, I responded with a light glare.  

“What’s with that? I was just trying to lighten the mood.”  

“I wasn’t tense to begin with.”  

“Then why were you standing there with such a serious face?”  

“Huh?”  

“You looked really intense just now.”  

I didn’t think my expression was that heavy.  

But I guess from the outside, it must’ve seemed that way.  

As I was reflecting on how I must’ve looked…  

“Alright! The practical session begins now! Everyone, make sure not to lose your issued bracelets! Enter in order!”  

The instructor’s voice echoed through the area.  

“Ah, it’s starting.”  

“Yeah.”  

“I have an early number, so I should head in now.”  

“Huh? Oh, yeah, go ahead.”  

Sierra said she had to go, but when I told her to hurry, she just stood there blankly.  

I gave her a puzzled look.  

“Emil, if things get dangerous, come find me.”  

“…Huh?”  

“Hehe, that’s what friends do.”  

“No, what’s with the sudden—”  

Before I could finish, Sierra giggled and blended into the crowd of students entering the dungeon.  

As she walked away, she called back:  

“Because Emil, you’re such a weakling~!”  

Was that supposed to be considerate?  

‘This is unfair.’  

Honestly, just judging by our morning training sessions, I’m physically stronger than Sierra.  

So what’s with that confident look of hers?  

Like she’s saying, “I’ll protect you!”  

…After the hellish swordsmanship training Chris put me through recently, nothing could be more provoking.  

And worst of all—  

Sierra genuinely meant it when she said she’d help me.  

That was the most infuriating part.  

As I simmered in petty irritation—  

“Ah, Chris…!”  

I suddenly remembered my real goal and immediately turned toward the dungeon entrance.  

But by the time I realized, she had already gone inside.  

“Damn it…”  

I’d at least wanted to see when she entered.  

‘Guess I’ll just have to run after her.’  

This dungeon raid was turning into a physical ordeal.  

Tap-tap-tap—!!  

Swish!  

“Screeee!!”  

A caterpillar-like monster split in two as my longsword flashed through the air.  

The bug’s shrill scream.  

Stab!  

“Gurgle…”  

I silenced it with a thrust to the head.  

“Now, where…?”  

I didn’t forget to collect the magic stone—part of the practical assignment.  

After finishing up, I took a breath and scanned my surroundings.  

This was a beginner-level large dungeon.  

A cave system inhabited by the weakest monsters, perfect for first-year students getting their first taste of real combat.  

The interior was surprisingly spacious for a cave—though that might’ve been because I was near the center.  

About half the size of a sports field.  

In the distance, I occasionally spotted other students battling monsters.  

‘Chris isn’t here.’  

She probably avoided crowded areas.  

Given her personality, she’d hate showing weakness in front of others.  

“Kyaaaa!”  

Just then, a girl’s scream echoed from somewhere in the cave.  

Thinking of Chris, I reflexively turned toward the sound.  

There, an unfamiliar female student was being attacked by a monster.  

A slime.  

Despite its simple appearance, it was an annoying foe—hard to kill unless you struck its core.  

Tap-tap-tap—!!  

Since I’d already seen it, I moved without hesitation.  

Swish!  

Splaaat!  

My longsword sliced horizontally, cleaving both the slime’s body and core in half.  

‘Easy mode really is a breeze.’  

In past playthroughs (on hard mode), cores didn’t break this easily, and monsters weren’t this sluggish.  

Now, it was the opposite.  

But watching other students struggle as if they were still on hard mode…  

Maybe I was the one who’d changed, not the monsters.  

“You okay?”  

“Huh? Oh, y-yeah…”  

I offered a hand to the girl, now drenched in slime goo.  

She glanced at me, then shyly lowered her head and took my hand.  

Squeeze…  

Feeling her grip tighten like she was clinging to me, I pulled her up.  

“Th-thank you…”  

“If you can’t handle it, don’t forget to use your bracelet.”  

“Mm…”  

“Then I’m off.”  

“W-wait! Um…!”  

She called after me as I left, but I ignored her and kept running.  

Whatever she wanted, my job here was done.  

Right now, I was too busy finding Chris.  

***

In a dark, narrow passage…  

Chris walked through a cramped tunnel, far from the dungeon’s center.  

Step… step…  

So far, she hadn’t encountered any monsters.  

Which meant she hadn’t even begun fighting.  

But.  

Tremble…  

Her hands on the sword hilt shook uncontrollably.  

Her wide-eyed gaze fixed ahead, pupils quivering violently as cold sweat dripped down her cheeks.  

Then—  

Claaang!  

Somewhere, another student must’ve swung their blade.  

The sound of metal striking something hard reverberated through the cave.  

And.  

“Eek!”  

Chris, already trembling, collapsed to the ground at the noise.  

“Haa… haa…”  

Her breathing turned ragged, her pulse frantic.  

Despite having experienced battle countless times, in this moment, she felt like a terrified ten-year-old girl again.  

Memories long buried resurfaced.  

The scorching heat. 

The screams.  

Her familiar room, now horrifically transformed.  

And the smell of blood.  

None of those things existed in this cave.  

Yet.  

“Ugh… Hic… Ugh…”  

Chris faced them anyway.  

Faced them.  

Shaking in fear, crumpled on the ground.  

The ten-year-old girl hugged her knees, crying in terror.  

“Mom…”  


Alone in the silent cave, listening to the echoes of war.  

Chris whispered quietly.  

***
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  Chapter 23: Her fears(2)


Whoosh!  

Splurch!  

“Kyeeeeek!!”  

With a swing of my sword, a gray rat-like monster the size of a retriever was sliced in half.  

Its guts spilled out, blood gushing, before it turned to dust and left only a magic stone behind.  

“Phew… At this rate, I’ll end up with a pile of magic stones.”  

I had already scoured the central part of the dungeon and was now checking the branching side paths that spread out like roots.  

The path I was currently on had just led me to a dead end.  

Not here either…  

Based on my experience from the fourth run and my knowledge of the original story, Chris was probably staying in one spot.  

Since she wasn’t moving, there was no chance of us missing each other while I wandered around.  

But this beginner-level large dungeon was so vast.  

Finding her is a chore in itself.  

It was no small feat to roam this expansive place, taking down monsters while searching for her.  

After wandering for a while and checking yet another dead-end side path, I returned to the central area.  

“Uwaaaah…!! Scary, scary, scary!!”  

From a distance, I spotted a student bolting out of a side path, clearly terrified.  

What’s that about?  

He was chubby, wearing glasses, and looked like a total coward.  

He ran frantically toward the exit, and sensing something unusual, I dashed over and called out to him.  

“Hey!”  

“Huh, wha—?”  

“What’s going on?”  

“There’s a g-ghost inside!”  

“A ghost?”  

“I hate undead—!!”  

After his brief explanation, the student bolted toward the exit without looking back.  

A ghost…  

I stared after the frightened student, and a sudden realization hit me as I turned to look at the path he’d come from.  

This is it…!  

It seemed I’d found Chris.  

***

Dark places were bad enough.  

Dark, enclosed spaces were even worse.  

That’s why Chris had always avoided such places.  

Being in them brought back memories of that time in the closet as a child.  

Before sleeping, she always lit a candle and never closed the curtains.  

And so, she sat there, hugging her knees, tears streaming down her face.  

“Ugh… hic… Mom…”  

She murmured the name of the person she longed to see.  

It was the year she turned ten.  

Born as the daughter of ordinary farmers, she had been helping her parents with their work that day, as usual.  

Rumble, rumble, rumble—!  

Suddenly, the ground began to shake.  

“Oh my, an earthquake…?”  

She remembered her mother muttering that as she pulled Chris into the folds of her skirt.  

But it wasn’t an earthquake.  

It was a vibration caused by humans.  

The tremor was like an earthquake, created by countless people rushing toward the city where she lived.  

“Kyaaaaah!!”  

Moments later, when the truth became clear, faint screams echoed around her.  

Her parents, standing beside her, dropped the belongings they were holding and scooped her up.  

“Honey…!”  

“Get Chris to safety! Hurry!!”  

The other people were no different from her parents.  

Everyone ran to their homes, scrambling to protect their families.  

Mothers held their children close.  

Fathers grabbed anything that could serve as a weapon.  

“Mom…”  

“Stay here. Don’t come out, no matter what.”  

“Mommy…”  

“You absolutely can’t come out until I come back!”  

Her mother hid Chris in the closet in her room and then—  

“Honey~!!”  

—ran off toward her husband.  

And so, Chris was left alone in the closet, trembling with fear.  

Even at ten years old, she understood that what was happening was dangerous.  

This was war.  

A matter of people killing and being killed.  

“Hic… ugh… Mom…”  

As her mother had instructed, she hid in the darkness of the closet, keeping her voice low and waiting.  

Tears streamed down her face, and the urge to run out surged within her, but she held it back.  

She waited for her parents.  

Endlessly.  

And then—  

“Kyaaaaaa—!!”  

“H-Hic…!”  

Outside, countless screams began to echo.  

Crash!  


Boom—!  

“Waaaaah—!”  

The sound of objects shattering, a child crying.  

“Please…! Just once…!”  

And the desperate pleas of someone begging for mercy reached even Chris, hidden inside the closet.  

She hated dark places.  

But in this moment, her instincts told her that this darkness—where she couldn’t see the hell outside—was safe.  

“Mom…”  

She held her breath, listening to the screams, smelling the blood, and waited.  

The screams, which had felt like they would never end, gradually faded. The outside grew quiet, as if everyone had fallen asleep.  

But her mother never came for her.  

She had told Chris to stay hidden until she returned.  

“Hic… Ugh… S-Sob…”  

Chris stifled her endless tears and waited for her mother inside the closet.  

Step… step…  

Creeeak…  

“Any survivors?”  

“…Doesn’t look like it.”  

“Search thoroughly. Rescue comes first.”  

Then, voices—strange, unfamiliar—filled the once-silent house.  

Chris covered her mouth with her small hands, desperately suppressing any sound.  

Just pass by…  

Please pass by, and let me see my mother again.  

She prayed and prayed, enduring the darkness.  

And then—  

Creeeak…  

The closet door—the one she was told never to open—was pulled open.  

“H-Huuuh…!”  

“It’s okay. I’m not here to hurt you.”  

That was the moment Chris met her second mother.  

A woman she had never seen before gazed at her gently, then carefully lifted her into her arms.  

Later, Chris saw her parents’ bodies.  

Her father, his throat slit, still gripping a farming tool.  

Her mother, embracing him, killed by an arrow.  

“Want to come with me?”  

With nowhere left to go, Chris was taken away by the woman who had found her.  

Ironically…  

That woman was a mercenary.  

***

“Mom…”  

The dungeon forcibly dragged out those old memories.  

It shoved her back into that closet.  

Inside the closet, the brave version of herself disappeared, leaving only the weak, pitiful ten-year-old girl.  

So Chris hugged her knees, sobbing and crying.  

Just like back then.  

Waiting for the mother who had told her never to come out.  

And then—  

“Haa… Found you…”  

……  

That day.  

Just like her adoptive mother who had pulled her out of the closet—  

Someone reached out to her in the darkness.  

“You okay?”  

Calloused hands—freshly formed, some parts cracked and wounded from rough use.  

Chris recognized whose hand this was.  

“E-Emil…”  

Finally lifting her head, she looked at the boy standing before her.  

Emil Tier.  

The male student who had recently begged her—while enduring her beatings—to teach him swordsmanship.  

Catching his breath, exhausted, he grinned and unceremoniously grabbed her arm, pulling her up.  

Just like her new mother had done back then.  

“Let’s go back.”  

With that, the world around Chris returned to the dungeon’s scenery.  

I held Chris’s hand and walked through the dungeon.  

The reason I had to hold her hand was simple:  

She wouldn’t let go.  

“W-Wait… Slow down…”  

“Ah, sure.”  

Even in the fourth playthrough, I’d noticed how helpless Chris became inside dungeons.  

Whoosh!  

“Squeeeee—!”  

“It’s over, Chris.”  

Every time a monster appeared, she’d collapse, squeezing her eyes shut.  

Once the fight ended, she’d cling to my hand again, latching onto my arm.  

“Even after clearing this once, I still can’t get used to it.”  

The trembling in her grip told me just how terrified she was.  

The fiercer and prouder she usually was, the more fragile she seemed now.  

“D-Don’t let go…”  

Hanging onto me like this, she looked even more vulnerable.  

“I guess this is what war does to people.”  

Feeling her warmth against my arm, I recalled Chris’s backstory.  

Chris Bellmore.  

She lost her parents to war and was adopted by the leader of a mercenary group that had fought in it.  

Fortunately, the mercenary who took her in had been on her city’s side—not the enemy forces that had attacked.  

So, from a young age, Chris grew up on the battlefield as part of that mercenary group.  

Originally, in this dungeon event, it was supposed to be her fiancé, Edric, who rescued her from her panic.  

And that would’ve been the moment Chris started developing feelings for him, setting her up as Sierra’s rival.  

But I exploited that setting for my own route.  

Just like with Marie, I inserted myself at the exact moment these heroines were supposed to fall in love.  

No guilt, of course.  

They were just heroines destined to be abandoned anyway.  

If they were going to be discarded, I figured I might as well step in and make them happy myself.  

“…Didn’t expect to get betrayed, though.”  

Glance.  

I looked at Chris, still clinging to me, barely managing to walk.  

A far cry from her usual bold self—now just a trembling mess.  

Tears welled in her eyes, her face pale as if she’d just watched a horror movie.  

After walking like that for a while—  

“Oh, you’re out. I was getting worried—you took so long.”  

We finally exited the dungeon.  

Unlike the darkness inside, bright sunlight greeted us outside.  

A professor waiting at the exit welcomed us back.  

“Hm? Is she hurt?”  

Noticing Chris clinging to me, the professor frowned in concern.  

Under our combined gaze, Chris—  

“Eh… Ah! N-No! I’m… fine!”  

Finally snapping back to reality in the light, she blushed and quickly detached herself from my arm.  

As we headed to the waiting area together, I smirked.  

“What… Why are you smiling…?”  

“No reason. It’s just… kinda cute. Chris.”  

“Grrrr…!”  

Flushing red, she hung her head and stormed ahead of me.  

Just when I thought she’d leave without another word—  

Stop.  

She paused in front of me, head still lowered, silent for a moment.  

“……E-Emil.”  

“Hm?”  

With her face still burning, she glanced back at me—just for a second.  


“…Thanks.”  

Leaving only those words behind, she bolted away.  

***
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  Chapter 24: What is this feeling..?


Whoosh!  

Thwack!  

The sound of wooden swords clashing echoed across the training grounds.  

“Haaah!”  

“Don’t just charge in recklessly!”  

A few days had passed since the first-year dungeon training—the day Chris had fallen into a panic. 

Now, she had completely returned to her usual self and was back to teaching Emil swordsmanship.  

“Hup!”  

Emil poured all his strength into his strikes, desperately searching for an opening. 

As she parried his attacks, Chris studied his face intently.  

Sweat dripped down his forehead as he focused solely on landing a single decisive blow. 

At this moment, his entire attention was fixed on her—and only her.  

Chris found herself staring blankly at him.  

Then—  

Thwack!  

“Guh—!”  

“H-Huh?! A-Are you okay?!”  

Distracted, Chris reacted too late to Emil’s strike from her blind spot. 

His wooden sword hit her squarely on the forehead.  

Fortunately, Emil had pulled back at the last second, so it didn’t hurt much.  

“Does it hurt? Is it swelling…?”  

Perhaps because he was the one who had hit her, Emil’s expression was laced with concern as he stepped closer, carefully examining her head.  

Pat, pat.  

His fingers brushed lightly over the spot, as if handling something fragile—like a child.  

“E-Eek! I-I’m fine! This is nothing!”  

“O-Oh, r-really?”  

Whap!  

Chris smacked his hand away, her face burning as she scrambled to her feet.  

Why am I like this?  

She couldn’t calm down. Just a short while ago, she wouldn’t have been so flustered by something like this.  

Whoosh!!  

‘It’s because of these stupid thoughts…! Get a grip, Chris…!’  

Shaking her head, she forced herself to focus entirely on their sparring, pushing away all distractions.  

“Grr…!”  

“I told you—when you close in, don’t stop! Keep flowing!”  

She avoided looking at his face.  

This is a battlefield.  

Even if they were just sparring with wooden swords, this was still a duel—one where they could theoretically kill each other.  

“Haaah!!”  

To silence her wandering thoughts, Chris poured even more intensity into the fight.  

But then—  

Thud!  

“Ghk—!”  

“Kyaa?!”  

In her heightened focus, she forgot to hold back—and struck Emil’s vital point with full force.  

By the time she realized, her wooden sword had already stabbed into his chest.  

“Ugh…!”  

Emil dropped his sword, collapsing to his knees as he clutched his chest in pain.  

“E-Eh…? U-Uh…?”  

Panic set in.  

She had hit Emil countless times before—this wasn’t new. But never this hard.  

Yet, seeing him in pain now made her chest tighten in a way it never had before.  

“A-Ah… A-Are you… okay?”  

Her legs gave out, and she dropped to her knees in front of him, her hands hovering helplessly.  

Her heart pounded erratically.  

For some reason, seeing Emil hurt like this ached more than when she had been struck earlier.  

“I’m… sorry…”  

The words slipped out naturally.  

Just a few days ago, she never would have apologized like this.  

“S-Sorry… D-Does it hurt a lot…?”  

Her sharp eyes softened, tears welling up as she looked at him with genuine worry.  

But Emil, unaware of her turmoil, forced a pained grin.  

“Hah… haha… Got me good. That’s payback for earlier, huh?”  

“Huh?”  

He thought she had retaliated for when he accidentally hit her head.  

Chris stared blankly at his smile before puffing her cheeks in frustration.  

“N-No! That was an accident!”  

“An accident?”  

“Grr…!”  

Flustered by his questioning look, she buried her burning face in her hands.  

Then—  

Fwip!  

She shot to her feet, turning her back on him.  

After placing her wooden sword back in its rack, she marched straight out of the training grounds.  

“W-Wait! Chris! Where are you going?!”  

“Dorm! Training’s over for today!”  

With her heart in turmoil, Chris hurriedly escaped from Emil and retreated to her room.  

***  

After showering, Chris sat on her bed, hugging a pillow as she stared blankly at the wall.  


The spot where Emil had hit her still throbbed faintly.  

But more than that—  

The moment her sword had struck his chest replayed in her mind over and over.  

And for some reason, that memory brought an inexplicable ache to her own chest.  

“…Ugh.”  

Her cheeks flushed as she buried her face into the pillow.  

Why do I feel like this?  

She had killed monsters before. 

She had even fought in wars—killed people.  

Yet.  

A single wooden sword strike to Emil’s chest bothered her this much.  

Why?  

With her face still buried in the pillow, Chris mulled over the reason.  

Then, what flashed through her mind was—  

The hand that had reached out to her when she collapsed in the dungeon.  

That hand flickered before her eyes like an illusion.  

“…Grr.”  

Her cheeks burned again as she buried her face deeper into the pillow.  

This feeling was entirely new to her.  

She didn’t understand what was happening—or what she was supposed to do about it.  

“Ugh…”  

In the end, after agonizing over it, she finally gave up and let herself sink into the bed, slowly closing her eyes.  

***

The next morning.  

“…I’m seriously losing it.”  

The moment she opened her eyes, Chris covered her face with both hands, her cheeks flushed.  

The reason for her embarrassment was simple.  

Last night, she had fallen asleep with Emil still lingering in her thoughts.  

And now, the moment she woke up—  

The first thing that came to mind was him.  

That fact alone was mortifying.  

“…Get a grip.”  

With her face still red, Chris forced herself out of bed.  

After changing clothes, she stepped outside, hoping the fresh air would clear her mind.  

But—  

“Hng… Hnngh…!”  

“C-Come on…! One more!”  

“Haaah…! N-No more…! I can’t…!”  

“You can do it! Push through!”  

“Hggk…!”  

Instead of calming her down, the sight she stumbled upon only made her thoughts worse.  

On the grassy field outside the dorm, two figures were sitting together—a boy and a girl.  

The boy was holding the girl’s legs steady as she struggled through sit-ups, her upper body trembling with effort.  

Chris didn’t recognize the girl.  

But—  

That familiar boy’s back?  

She knew it all too well.  

It was Emil.  

“Haaah…!”  

“Yes! Ten! You’re amazing, Sierra! You did one more than yesterday!”  

“Hah… hah… U-Uhuhu… Yeah, when I set my mind to something… I do it…”  

“Then let’s move on to push-ups next?”  

“Ugh… N-No… Just… give me a minute…”  

“What happened to the girl who ‘does what she sets her mind to’?”  

The two of them looked incredibly close.  

There was no hesitation in how they interacted—teasing each other, laughing easily.  

That expression on Emil’s face…  

She had never seen him smile like that during their training sessions.  

Twitch.  

‘Why?’  

Seeing Emil make a face she’d never seen before—directed at another girl—  

Watching from a distance, her chest ached even more than when she had stabbed him with the wooden sword.  

‘When he’s with me… he’s always scared.’  

At this point, what this feeling was didn’t matter.  

The only thing that mattered was—  

Watching them together hurt.  

It bothered her.  

So—  

“Ahem!”  

“Huh?”  

“Eh?”  

Chris deliberately walked closer and cleared her throat.  

Emil and Sierra, absorbed in their workout, finally noticed her and looked up.  

“…Oh?”  

Emil’s eyes widened in surprise when he recognized her.  

“C-Chris…”  

“Chris? A friend of yours?”  

“Huh? Well, I wouldn’t say—”  

For some reason, Emil’s hesitation at calling her a friend irritated her.  

…So she wasn’t a friend?  

But then again, if he had called her one, that would’ve annoyed her too.  

“…We’re just acquaintances.”  

So Chris cut in before he could answer.  

“Oh, I see! Same year? I’m Sierra.”  

The girl—Sierra—smiled brightly at her, introducing herself without a hint of hostility.  

She was the complete opposite of Chris—sharp-tongued and violent.  

And worst of all…  

She was pretty.  

‘…Do guys really prefer girls like her?’  

“Hm? Chris, do you have a cold?”  

Sierra’s question snapped her out of her thoughts.  

Only then did Chris realize her face was burning red.  

“N-No! More importantly—!”  

She quickly steered the conversation away.  

“Emil!”  

“Y-Yes?!”  

“…Don’t tell me you’ve been training in the mornings too, not just the afternoons?”  

“Huh? You train in the afternoons too?”  

“Uh? W-Well, yeah.”  

‘Good job.’  

For a second, the words nearly slipped out—but she barely managed to hold them back.  

The reason she didn’t say it?  

Because it was embarrassing.  

So instead, she swallowed the praise and glared at Emil without realizing it.  

“Starting tomorrow, I’ll be joining the morning training too.”  

“……Huh? …Wha?!”  

Emil jolted in shock, while Sierra just blinked in confusion.  

“S-Suddenly…? Why?”  

“Ugh, w-well, if you exhaust yourself in the morning, it’ll affect afternoon training, right?!”  

“Ah…”  

“Starting tomorrow, I’ll be watching you closely, so you better be ready!”  

“O-Okay… Got it.”  

After saying her piece, Chris lingered for a moment, her expression oddly dissatisfied.  

Then—  

Spin!  

She turned on her heel and marched straight off the field.  

“Grr…!”  

Her face still burning, she retreated back to her dorm.  

‘Why did I even suggest that…?’  

The declaration that she’d join morning training—  

Chris had blurted it out entirely on impulse.  

No logic, no forethought—just pure, unfiltered emotion.  

But if she had to guess why she acted so impulsively…  

She had a rough idea.  

Sierra.  

The idea of Emil and that beautiful girl training together every morning—just the two of them—didn’t sit right with her.  

And so—  

Little by little—  

Chris was starting to understand what this frustrating feeling in her chest was.  

***

“Huh… What’s this?”  

Edric, who had woken up earlier than usual, stumbled upon an unexpected scene on his way to school.  

Three people training together.  

The male student he’d seen before—Emil.  

Sierra, the girl he had feelings for.  

And—  

“Come on, Emil, one more.”  

“Hggk…!”  

“Good, one more.”  

“Hnngh…!”  

“Hmm, one more—”  

“Ghk…! I-I can’t…!”  

His own fiancée, Chris, helping Emil with his sit-ups.  

‘She’s making… that kind of face…?’  

Chris was holding Emil’s legs steady, watching him struggle with an unreadable expression.  

Her shoulders flinched every time Emil strained to lift himself.  

Her eyes trembled slightly.  

Her cheeks were faintly flushed.  

Edric could only stare blankly at this side of Chris he’d never seen before.  

Even though Sierra, the girl he had feelings for, was right there beside him…  

***
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  Chapter 25: Make a Wish


Chris stared blankly out the window during class, unlike her usual self.  

Lately, she had been joining Emil and Sierra for their morning training sessions. 

Perhaps her frequent dazed spells had started since then.  

Two figures lingered in her mind as she gazed absently into space—Emil and Sierra.  

“Tch…?  

Why is it that whenever I think of them, I picture them getting along so well?”  

Her fist clenched involuntarily, trembling with tension.  

“Just what kind of relationship do they have…?”  

Her fingers twitched before she finally let out a sigh and slumped onto her desk. 

Resting her head on her arms, she sulkily searched for answers to her own questions.  

Sierra was undeniably beautiful—anyone would agree—and she was also incredibly friendly.  

Maybe Emil too…  

At that thought, her sharp eyes flickered uneasily.  

Why do I keep thinking like this?  

She had been pondering the reason for days now.  

Of course, the answer was simple.  

It was because she saw Emil as a man.  

And not just that—she wanted a close relationship with him.  

“Ahem, Chris.”  

“…Yes?”  

“No matter how tired you are, during class—”  

“Eek! N-no, I’m… ahem.”  

Caught off guard, she had been resting her head on the desk when the professor called her out. 

But the moment their eyes met, the professor flinched and quickly looked away.  

A reaction Chris was all too familiar with.  

Emil did the same.  

“Am I really that scary?”  

She hadn’t even glared that hard just now. 

Yet both the professor and Emil instinctively avoided her gaze.  

“……”  

For some reason, that realization suddenly didn’t sit well with her.  

***

Whoosh—!  

Clash!  

Clang!  

Chris lightly parried my wooden sword and gracefully stepped back to create distance.  

“……”  

Then, she shifted into a defensive stance, waiting for my next move.  

“As expected, the affection events are working.”  

Her demeanor during sparring had changed.  

Before, she would have relentlessly attacked me with fast, heavy strikes, regardless of whether I got hurt. 

But ever since the last dungeon training session, she had become much more defensive.  

If things continued like this, the main event would trigger naturally, and the route would conclude.  

But.  

“My goal isn’t just to complete the route—it’s to get her confession.”  

To achieve that, simply winning her over wasn’t enough.  

“So I need to raise her affection even higher.”  

With Marie, I had succeeded in getting her confession. But Chris was different—she was prideful and surprisingly shy.  

That’s why I had to make sure she reached the point where she thought, “I should confess.”  

“Hey, Chris.”  

“Huh? What?”  

After our sparring session, I casually struck up a conversation while she was resting.  

“Don’t you think training like this every time is a little boring?”  

“…What?”  

For a moment, she looked puzzled by my question, but then—  

“Well… I guess it could be.”  

Her cheeks flushed slightly as she answered in a somewhat distant tone.  

“She didn’t get mad.”  

The usual Chris would’ve snapped, “Do you need training to be fun to get stronger?” But instead, she glanced at me and agreed.  

Prioritizing my feelings over her own principles.  

“It was that side of her that made me fall for her.”  

Chris wasn’t my usual type of heroine, but after completing her route, I found this side of her incredibly charming.  

(Of course, she still betrayed me later.)  

“Anyway.”  

Seeing her respond positively, I continued.  

“How about we make a bet?”  

“…A bet?”  

The very bet that had tied our fates together in this playthrough.  

At the mention of it, Chris reacted strongly. Her sharp eyes widened slightly, now bright and alert.  

“Lately, it feels like you’ve lost some motivation… like your drive has weakened.”  

“Urk… T-that’s not true.”  

“So I thought a bet might make things more fun.”  

“……What kind of bet?”  

Seemingly willing to hear me out, Chris asked for the details.

Chapter 25 (Continued)  

I grinned and answered her.  

“How about a wish?”  

“A… wish?”  

“The loser has to grant the winner’s wish. Sounds good, right?”  


“……”  

For a moment, Chris’ eyes trembled slightly.  

She seemed very interested.  

What kind of wish is she imagining?  

If it’s a confession, that’d be perfect.  

“Tch, what a childish suggestion… You think training is some kind of joke?”  

Chris turned her face away, cheeks flushed, trying to sound dismissive.  

But despite her words—  

“Fine…! I’ll crush you this time, so be ready to lose.”  

“Haha, that’s more like it.”  

Though she spoke harshly, a faint smile tugged at the corner of her lips.  

She must’ve really liked the idea of the bet.  

“Looks like you’ve gotten a little too confident after I’ve been going easy on you lately.”  

“Well… I have gotten stronger, you know.”  

“Hmph, I’ll remind you that you’re still just a rookie.”  

Chris and Emil faced each other, wooden swords at the ready, exchanging sharp banter.  

Chris’ eyes gleamed with a fierce, competitive light—her expression as intense as always.  

But inside—  

“A w-w-wish…! A wish…!?”  

Her heart was racing like never before, unable to calm down.  

A wish.  

Meaning, anything she wanted.  

As long as Emil could grant it.  

Whoosh—!  

Clash!  

Their wooden swords collided, signaling the start of their spar.  

Both looked serious.  

But even as they fought, Chris couldn’t silence the storm in her mind.  

“W-what should I ask for? What can he even do? How far can I push this?”  

This was a rare opportunity, and given the difference in their skill levels, she was absolutely going to win.  

The outcome would be decided by whoever landed the first hit.  

Compared to their previous bet (where she had asked him to teach her swordsmanship), this one was much more in her favor.  

All she could think about was securing that wish.  

“What should I wish for…?”  

Even as she swung her sword, her mind was entirely occupied with possible wishes.  

Not once did she consider the possibility of losing.  

And the very first wish that came to mind was—  

Sierra.  

The image of Sierra, who always seemed so close to Emil, flashed in her head.  

“…Maybe ask what he thinks of Sierra…?”  

Or—  

“…Tell him to keep his distance from her…?”  

Something along those lines.  

“Ugh…!”  

Whoosh!  

Thud!  

Blocking Emil’s strike, Chris clenched her eyes shut, her face burning.  

“That’s way too obvious…!”  

Even she knew how blatant that would be.  

It’d practically be the same as confessing.  

“Something else… something more natural…”  

As she effortlessly deflected Emil’s flurry of strikes, she sank deeper into thought.  

She needed a wish that would satisfy her desires without revealing her feelings.  

And then—it hit her.  

“What about… a meal?”  

The thing most people called a date.  

“Right, asking him to treat me to food isn’t that weird for a wish…”  

It’d be a chance to spend time alone with Emil outside of training.  

Maybe she could even casually bring up Sierra during the meal.  

Most importantly—it’d feel natural.  

“Perfect! This is it!”  

Chris had decided.  

Her wish would be—  

“A nice meal together at a fancy restaurant.”  

That settled it.  

With her mind made up, Chris finally focused on the spar, determined to win—  

“Opening!”  

“Eek—!?”  

Thwack!  

In that split second—  

Emil didn’t miss. His wooden sword struck cleanly against the top of her head.  

“Guh—!”  

Clutching her head, Chris crumpled to the ground.  

And just like that—the bet was over.  

“Sorry, you were blocking so well despite being distracted. I just… kinda went for it.”  

“Grrrr…”  

Emil smiled apologetically at the groaning Chris.  

But the pain wasn’t from the hit.  

What really hurt was—  

Losing the bet.  

“I got careless…!”  

She’d been so sure of her victory that she’d let her guard down.  

“Sigh…”  

“That bad? You’re sighing like your life’s over.”  

“No… It’s not that…”  

How could she not sigh?  

“My wish…”  

The feeling of losing something she’d already considered hers left Chris utterly dejected.  

She’d finally thought of a wish that wouldn’t expose her feelings—  

And now it was gone.  

Did Emil know how she felt?  

Probably not, given how brightly he was smiling at his victory.  

“Well, since I won, the wish is mine now, right?”  

“……Yeah.”  

What kind of wish would he make?  

Chris briefly pondered.  

“No wooden swords in the next spar…?”  

“Carry my bag for a day…?”  

Nothing but silly, trivial wishes came to mind—the kind Emil would probably ask for.  

She couldn’t think of anything else he’d want from her.  

After all, the only thing he’d ever asked of her before was swordsmanship lessons.  

“…Does he not see me as a girl at all?”  

Another sigh threatened to escape.  

But then—  

“Then, let’s meet up this weekend.”  

“Huh?”  

“Ah, having a wish is so refreshing.”  

“………Wait… what?”  

Chris, who had absentmindedly agreed, stared blankly at Emil’s cheerful grin.  

What kind of wish did he just make?  

“Meeting up on the weekend. That’s fine, right?”  

“……You mean, you want more sword training?”  

“Huh? Haha, of course not. Let’s meet at the plaza in town.”  

“The… plaza?”  

After saying that, Emil returned both their wooden swords to their places.  

“Well, training’s over for today. See you tomorrow.”  

And with that, he casually headed back to the dorm.  

But Chris stood there for a while, watching his retreating figure.  

“This is…”  

After a long moment of thought, she finally—  

Lowered her head, her face burning.  

“A date…?”  

*** 
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  Chapter 26: What goes well with it


The weekend arrived, and Chris stood in front of the mirror in her room.

It was still early morning.

Since their meeting time was around noon, she had plenty of time to get ready.

But.

“Is… is this okay? Or maybe… this…?”

She held up a flowy dress in one hand and a more casual blouse in the other, agonizing over her choice.

The dress, with its soft color and fluttering skirt, emphasized femininity and cuteness.

The blouse, paired with pants, was less overtly feminine but natural and understated.

“…Should I go with the skirt after all?”

Even though Chris had grown up in a mercenary group…

She was still a girl.

And the idea of a date made her lean toward something more traditionally feminine.

But.

“No, it’s not like it’s officially a date…”

A lingering sense of toughness made her hesitate.

“Maybe I should pick something else…!”

In the end, she tossed both outfits onto her bed and began digging through her wardrobe for alternatives.

An hour passed.

“Was the first one better…?”

Two hours.

“No… this one is too much…”

By the third hour—

“AAAAHHH!!”

Unable to decide, Chris stormed out of her room in frustration.

At this rate, she wouldn’t make it in time.

Bang bang bang!

She sprinted to the building across from hers and urgently knocked on a certain door.

Technically, entering the opposite gender’s dorm was against school rules—

But Chris didn’t care right now.

Luckily, it was the weekend, so there were no students around to see her.

Bang bang bang!

She kept knocking impatiently.

“Ugh… who is it this early…?”

“Edric—!”

“Huh? C-Chris? Why are you—”

The door opened to reveal Edric, his hair a disheveled mess, blinking sleepily at her.

“Hey, this is the boys’ dorm.”

“Shut up! This isn’t the time for that!”

Chris brushed past his confusion and—

“W-wait?!”

“I’m coming in!”

Thud!

She shoved him aside and marched straight into his room.

“I hate relying on this guy…!”

Her fiancé.

Well, temporary fiancé.

Even though their engagement was set to dissolve after graduation, it was still an engagement.

She really didn’t want to ask Edric for help.

But.

Right now, he was the only person she could turn to.

Chris didn’t have any close friends.

“I need your help!”

“Help…?”

Edric stared at her, bewildered by her frantic, sharp demeanor.

This was his room.

A guy’s room.

Even if they were technically engaged, a girl barging into a guy’s room—

“What’s gotten into her…?”

Instinctively, Edric glanced around, making sure there wasn’t anything embarrassing lying around.

Once he confirmed it was safe, he sighed.

“I don’t get what’s going on, but… explain.”

He ruffled his messy bedhead and let her in.

Thump!

“What’s all this?”

“Just look and tell me what you think.”

The moment she stepped inside, Chris dropped a large bag in front of him.

“So… what am I looking at?”

“Wh-what suits me best…”

“Huh?”

“Tell me which one looks better on me!”

Her face burned red as she shouted.

Edric had never seen her like this before.

“What the hell…?”

He’d known her since they were kids.

Chris had always been fierce, sharp-tongued, and strong-willed.

That’s why he hadn’t been thrilled when their engagement was arranged.

He’d never seen her as feminine before.

But now—

Watching her fidget and blush like a girl with her first crush—


Thump.

Something stirred in him.

“D-did letting her into my room do this?”

Maybe having a girl—her—in his personal space was affecting him more than he thought.

A man’s instincts, after all.

26 Continued

Thump, thump.

Being in the same room as Chris, who suddenly seemed so cute, was making it impossible not to let his imagination run wild—even if the chances were one in a million, they were still chances.

After leaving Edric in the room, torn between embarrassment and excitement, Chris soon stepped out of the bathroom.

“……H-how is it?”

She was wearing a cute dress. Not overly girly, but elegant while still maintaining its charm.

‘Why is she showing this… to me?’

A man’s instincts fueled his imagination.

‘Don’t tell me…’

Still, they were engaged. As long as the contract stood, marriage was inevitable.

What if… just maybe… Chris had feelings for him?

Gulp.

“W-well, it suits you.”

“R-really? It’s not weird? I mean… I’m kinda tomboyish, so…”

At Edric’s words, Chris blushed and muttered hesitantly.

Tomboyish?

Edric didn’t see that at all. The girl in front of him was as beautiful as any noble lady.

So he hurriedly replied, “N-no! It looks great! …Y-you’re cute.”

At his words, Chris blinked rapidly, then scrunched up her face—a habit of hers when embarrassed.

“Then… next, look at this one too!”

“Huh? O-okay…”

Chris grabbed another outfit and disappeared back into the bathroom.

‘What’s going on…?’

Thump, thump.

His heart raced on its own. This feeling was something he hadn’t even felt when facing Sierra, that beautiful student.

Unable to understand this strange flutter, Edric fidgeted on the bed, restless.

And then—

Click.

“H-how about this one? Compared to the last dress…!”

Chris stepped out again, now wearing a pristine white blouse and pants that accentuated her legs. 

If the dress had given off a sweet, innocent vibe, this outfit was more mature and refined—but no less pretty.

“Y-yeah, that’s pretty too.”

“…R-really?”

Chris smiled shyly at Edric’s response, and he nodded.

“Then! Then which one do you like better? Umm… which one do you think suits me best?”

But the whole point of this was to settle on one outfit, so Chris cautiously asked.

The two she had brought were her top picks, ones she couldn’t decide between.

Hearing her question, Edric’s cheeks warmed as he pondered.

‘Why is she asking me this…?’

The possibility that crossed his mind made Chris seem even cuter. The way she nervously waited for his answer made her seem softer than usual.

Pushing aside his personal feelings, Edric recalled which outfit had drawn him more.

“…I still like the first one.”

“The first one? The dress?”

“Yeah, that one…”

“R-really? It suits me? It’s not weird? Right?”

“N-no, it’s not weird at all. It looks really good on you… I mean it.”

“Haa… That’s a relief…”

At Edric’s firm words, Chris sighed in relief, bowing her head slightly with a happy smile.

‘What the hell…?’

Why was she asking him to pick her outfit? And so early on a weekend morning?

‘There’s only one possibility…’

Gulp.

Edric convinced himself his assumption was right.

“Hey, Chris…”

“Hm?”

So he spoke up before she could. As a man, he couldn’t let her make the final move.

“It’s just… it’ll take me a bit to get ready.”

“Huh?”

“I mean, I’ll hurry, but… can you wait a little?”

“Wait for what?”

Chris tilted her head in confusion.

Blushing, Edric answered, “I’ll be out soon. I know a good place. Since it’s the weekend, let’s go together—”

…

Just as he was about to confirm the reason for her visit and respond to her signal like a proper man—

“Huh? Oh, sorry, Edric. I have plans for lunch.”

“…W-what?”

“Ahaha, really sorry. I’ll make it up to you for helping me today, promise!”

Edric froze at her words. Oblivious, Chris played with her golden hair, cheeks faintly pink.

“A date… well, not exactly a date, but… yeah, something like that. Anyway, I have lunch plans.”

“W-what’s with that face?! You were the one who said it’s fine as long as no one finds out, even before graduation!”

Chris, flustered, got defensive before shrinking back shyly again.

Listening quietly, Edric soon realized the full picture.

“…Hey, Chris.”

“Yeah?”

“Who’s the… other person?”

“Uh, well…”

He hadn’t meant to ask, but he already had an idea.

“E-Emil… You know, the one who sparred with me before…”

Hearing that name from Chris’s bashful lips planted an indescribable discomfort in Edric’s heart.

“J-just so you know, back then, it really wasn’t like that!”

“You listening? So don’t tease me about last time—”

After a few more words, Chris thanked him and left the room. Most of what she said didn’t register.

After she was gone…

Edric clenched his jaw, staring blankly at the floor.

Throb.


The unpleasant sensation in his chest, which had been pounding just moments ago, lingered.

***
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  Chapter 27: Dating and Losers


After finalizing her outfit, Chris hurriedly left the dormitory.

Even though she had woken up early, she had wasted too much time picking clothes.

‘I should’ve just gone with the dress from the start.’

Luckily, she wasn’t late.

With slightly rushed movements, Chris arrived at the plaza—their meeting spot—and reached the large ancient tree that served as its landmark.

Thud.

But just before stepping into the promised location, Chris stopped in her tracks.

Emil was already there, sitting on a bench in front of the tree, reading a book to pass the time.

‘Now that I think about it, he was always the bookish type…’

Having spent most of her recent days sparring with Emil using wooden swords, Chris was suddenly reminded that he was the top student of their first year.

The same guy who had been getting beaten up by her in the training grounds was, outside of combat, the undisputed academic leader of their grade.

Realizing this made Emil seem… awkwardly different in her eyes.

The image of him as just a clumsy beginner had shifted slightly.

‘Do I look weird…?’

Perhaps because of that thought, Chris checked her reflection in a nearby window before approaching him.

The flowy dress, matching shoes, and accessories—

‘Why does it look so strange…?’

She frowned.

She was a woman who belonged in armor and swords, not this.

For a moment, she worried that Emil might laugh at her.

“Ugh…”

But she couldn’t back out now.

She had already reached the battlefield—the trumpets were about to sound.

“E-Emil…”

“Ah, you’re here.”

Chris appeared before him, visibly nervous.

She fiddled with the hem of her dress, scrunched up her face (a habit when embarrassed), and averted her gaze.

“…….”

Emil stared at her blankly for a moment.

‘What’s wrong? Why isn’t he saying anything? D-does it look weird after all…?’

Squeeze…

His lack of reaction made Chris feel both embarrassed and strangely sad.

For a few seconds, she considered squeezing her eyes shut and running away.

Then—

“You’re pretty. I didn’t know you dressed like this.”

“……Huh?”

Emil, who had been silent until now, finally spoke.

Chris blinked in surprise and looked at him properly.

The expression she had been too afraid to see earlier—Emil was smiling shyly.

“……I-Is it not weird?”

“Huh? Not at all. Haha, well, it’s different from your usual image, so I was surprised.”

“Uuuh…?”

“But it suits you. You look really beautiful.”

“…….”

Thump, thump.

‘Something’s definitely off…’

Just minutes ago, she had received the same compliments from Edric.

Edric had praised her appearance too, saying she looked cute.

But this was different.

Thump, thump.

Her heart raced in a way it hadn’t with Edric.

“…….”

Chris’s face burned red as she lowered her head.

But she didn’t feel displeased.

No—instead, an inexplicable joy surged inside her, almost overwhelming.

“Shall we go?”

“……O-okay.”

Despite her flustered state, Emil naturally escorted her.

The two began walking side by side through the city.

***

‘I’m surprised… I thought she’d wear something casual like last time.’

Emil stole a glance at Chris as they walked.

Maybe it was the feminine dress, but she seemed calmer than usual.

His earlier compliment hadn’t been empty flattery—he had genuinely been taken aback.

In his fourth playthrough, even when he had successfully romanced Chris, he had never seen her like this.

‘Back then, she always wore pants.’

Even during their dates—both before and after confessing—Chris had never worn a skirt.

Not that Emil had minded.

She had looked great in pants too, her toned figure well-displayed.

‘But the dress is definitely something else.’

Something in this playthrough had clearly influenced her.

What could it be?

Him being the top student?

The way he had become her disciple through their bet?

Or—

‘…Was it just that Chris wasn’t as serious about me in the previous playthroughs?’

The thought left a bitter taste in his mouth.

“What’s wrong…?”

“Huh?”


Chris, walking beside him, cautiously asked.

‘Her instincts are as sharp as ever.’

Her battlefield-honed senses had likely picked up on his shift in mood.

“Ah, no. I guess I’m just a little nervous.”

“…….”

Emil smiled faintly, brushing it off.

***

‘Emil was nervous too…’

A strange happiness bloomed in Chris’s chest at his lie.

Him being nervous meant—

He was conscious of her.

And if he was conscious of her…

‘Does that mean he sees me as a woman?’

Thump, thump.

Their date hadn’t even properly begun yet.

But just walking beside Emil made her heart race uncontrollably.

***

The Date

What Chris had firmly decided was a date with Emil progressed smoothly.

First, they had a light meal at a nice restaurant Emil had recommended.

‘It’s delicious…’

Chris chewed slowly, her eyes widening in surprise. She usually didn’t care much about food, but for some reason, this meal felt incredibly special.

Maybe it’s because of who I’m sharing it with.

She watched Emil chatting happily and thought to herself.

“Huh? What about the bill?”

“I already took care of it. We can just go.”

“…Eh?”

Even the meal, which she had assumed she’d pay for, had already been settled by Emil.

‘Then why did he make that bet…?’

Chris stared at Emil’s retreating back, lost in thought.

If he wasn’t making her pay, why had he summoned her out on the weekend as part of their wager?

“…….”

As she pondered the reason, her cheeks flushed slightly, and she lowered her head.

After the meal, the two stopped by a newly opened toy store nearby.

It was filled with all sorts of fascinating gadgets—wind-up toys and magical contraptions.

“Wow, this jelly is so sparkly!”

Of course, Chris had long outgrown dolls and toys, but browsing through the strange and amusing items was still fun.

“If we took this into a dungeon, it’d make a great trail marker, don’t you think?”

“…That’s actually a pretty clever idea.”

Little by little, the feminine side she had buried under years of mercenary life began to surface.

The usually sharp and prickly Chris spent the day like an innocent girl, thoroughly enjoying herself.

Next, they visited an ancient temple in the city center.

Built centuries ago, its archaic architecture exuded a mystical atmosphere.

Despite being a place of worship, it was packed with tourists—clearly one of the city’s famous attractions.

“It’s huge.”

“They say it was built a thousand years ago.”

By now, excitement had overtaken Chris’s nervousness.

For someone who had always been obsessed with swords and training, this joy felt twice as intense.

After exploring the temple’s visitor route, they ended their tour with a moment of prayer in the chapel.

Glance.

Sitting with her head bowed, Chris peeked at Emil beside her.

‘I wonder what he’s praying for…’

Throughout the day, her focus had been entirely on him.

She had forgotten about her stepmother, her training, her family, her past—everything.

All she thought about was Emil, and all she felt was happiness being with him.

She was satisfied in a way she had never been before.

And now that she had tasted that satisfaction, she craved it desperately.

Which was why she wanted to know everything about Emil.

‘What does he think of me…?’

That question led to others.

‘What does he think about Sierra…?’

And then to someone who wasn’t even there.

‘He seems so used to dates… Has he been with a lot of girls?’

Jealousy crept in, along with curiosity about faceless strangers from his past.

Lost in thought instead of prayer, Chris was startled when—

“Done already?”

“E-eh?! Y-yeah.”

Emil suddenly opened his eyes and looked at her.

She flinched, as if he had seen right through her.

But he just smiled naturally and led her out of the temple.

“…What did you pray for?”

Walking beside him, Chris cautiously asked one of her many questions—the safest one she could voice.

Emil thought for a moment, then answered vaguely.

“Just… for help achieving my goal.”

‘…What goal?’

His ambiguous reply only added to her confusion.

‘Is it… the same as mine?’

Despite that, a faint hope flickered in her chest.

Her own goal had become crystal clear today.

She liked Emil.

She was undeniably drawn to him that way.

And after spending time with him, she was addicted to the sweetness of their moments together.

“…….”

“Should we head back now?”

“…….”

The thought of parting already filled her with regret.

Now that she had experienced this, she couldn’t pretend otherwise.

So she longed for more.

“N-next time…”

“Hm?”

“…I’ll treat you. To a meal.”

“…….”

Possessiveness stirred in her chest—and with it, a new goal.

And so, the sweet, intoxicating course of their first date—

—came to an end, leaving only yearning in its wake.

***

Meanwhile…

“What is this…?”

As Chris and Emil walked back to the dorms in a warm, carefree atmosphere—

—a pink-haired girl stood frozen behind them, staring blankly.

“Really… what is this…?”

Her hollow eyes followed their figures, backlit by the sunset.

Why are those two together?

Who is that girl?

…What’s their relationship?

“Who… are you…?”

The spot beside him—the spot she had begged and pleaded for—was now occupied by some nameless stranger.

Marie’s lips trembled with a quiet, crunching sound.

The sound of teeth grinding.

And then—


A thin trickle of blood seeped from her lips.

Like tears.

***
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  Chapter 28: Option


Chris and Emil arrived back at the academy just as the sky was painted in hues of sunset.

‘We’re back already…’

The time they had spent together had been so joyful it felt like a dream.

But just as all dreams must end, so too did their date.

Step, step.

Unconsciously, Chris’s footsteps began to slow.

And Emil matched her pace without a word.

‘I don’t want to go back yet…’

For a moment, she even considered asking him to stay out a little longer—something the usually blunt and prideful Chris would normally never do.

“Hey… Emil.”

“Yeah?”

But she couldn’t bring herself to say it.

Instead, she kept the conversation going with small talk.

If they kept talking, maybe this time wouldn’t have to end just yet.

“You asked me before why I wanted to learn swordsmanship.”

“Ah, right.”

“You said it was for your grades.”

“That’s right.”

Emil chuckled, as if recalling the memory.

Chris glanced at him before asking,

“…Is there a reason you want higher grades?”

“……”

It was just casual conversation, but it was also Chris’s way of showing interest in Emil.

A small question, but one born from genuine curiosity—not just a stalling tactic.

“Hmm…”

***

Emil looked up at the sky, thinking.

‘What should I say?’

The truth—“It’s to romance you and show you my memories from the fourth playthrough”—was insane.

But he didn’t want to lie either.

Lies only beget more lies.

So he settled for something vague.

“I have a goal.”

“A goal…?”

Something flickered in Chris’s mind.

“Is it… related to what you prayed for at the temple earlier?”

“Ah, yeah. That’s it.”

At his answer, Chris’s cheeks flushed slightly.

Not knowing what his goal was, she filled the blank space with her own hopes.

Seizing the moment, she asked with quiet anticipation,

“…What is it?”

Thump, thump.

She knew the answer probably wasn’t what she wanted.

But the possibility made her heart race.

“It’s a secret.”

“…Tch. How stingy.”

She pouted, disappointed.

“It’s too important to talk about casually.”

“Hmph…”

Emil thought back to the first day of this playthrough.

The vow he had made—

Even if this run ends in a bad ending, I’ll make sure those girls regret everything.

His eyes darkened with resolve.

***

‘It must be a really important dream.’

Seeing his serious expression, Chris found him even more admirable.

A man with a clear goal, working hard to achieve it—that was attractive.

And combined with his natural charm (and the Alluring Beauty Mark perk), Emil unknowingly raised her affection even higher.

“Then… I’ll help you.”

“Huh?”

“With that goal of yours.”

Step.

Closing the distance between them, Chris looked up at him with shy determination.

Emil couldn’t help but laugh.

“W-what? Why are you laughing?!”

“Haha, no reason.”

How could he not laugh?

One of his goals was her, and here she was, offering to help him achieve it.

“You’re already helping me plenty.”

“……”

Chris smiled faintly, pleased.

And seeing her like that, Emil felt a strange lightness in his chest.

‘You really are helping, Chris.’

The fact that she was starting to develop feelings for him was part of his plan.

“Today was fun.”

“Yeah.”

Before they knew it, they had reached the dorms.

The girls’ and boys’ dormitories stood on opposite sides of the main path.

After exchanging goodbyes, Chris watched Emil walk away with reluctant eyes before finally turning toward her own dorm.


And so, her first taste of sweet, unfamiliar happiness came to an end.

***

For Someone Else, It Was Agony

But that sweet time for them had been pure torture for someone else.

As the two returned to their dorms, one person remained outside, staring blankly at the buildings.

Marie, who had been biting her nails the entire time, finally stopped.

“…….”

Then, slowly, she began walking toward the girls’ dormitory.

***

Emil’s Perspective

“Phew…”

Once I was alone, the tension finally left my body, and I let out a small sigh.

Tossing my coat onto the hanger, I flopped onto my bed.

‘I’m exhausted…’

Playing the role of the perfect guy was draining.

Thanks to Easy Mode and perks, I could pull it off—but at my core, I was still just an extra.

I had unconsciously tried to appear flawless in front of Chris.

‘At this rate, it’s like I actually like her.’

Well, the whole point was to win her heart, but…

It felt unfair, putting on an act for someone I didn’t even like anymore.

‘But it’s almost over.’

Today’s date wasn’t just about raising Chris’s affection—it was also a test to see how far she had fallen for me.

And the results were satisfying.

Her outfit alone was different from last time, and the atmosphere of the date had changed completely.

In the fourth playthrough, she had still been rough around the edges.

But this time?

She was pure maiden charm—shy, careful, and soft.

‘Kind of pisses me off.’

Which meant that in the fourth playthrough, she hadn’t liked me this much.

‘Maybe that’s why she betrayed me.’

“Well, whatever.”

At this point, it didn’t matter.

By all accounts, today’s date had been a success.

Exhausted, I lay on my bed and let my heavy eyelids close.

The fatigue from recent training, combined with the tension of the date, had worn me out.

The cool breeze from the window lulled me into drowsiness.

And just like that…

Not long after returning to my dorm, I fell asleep.

When you’re truly exhausted, you don’t dream.

It’s like skipping a cutscene in a game—

One moment, you close your eyes, and the next, time has passed, and it’s already the next day.

“…Mm?”

But this time, for some reason, not much time had passed.

“Nngh…”

A strange sensation on my chest made me stir slightly.

When I opened my eyes, the room was still dark.

‘Dawn…?’

I had collapsed onto my bed around sunset, and the pitch-black room suggested only a few hours had gone by.

“Wake up…”

Shake, shake…

The same sensation jolted me again.

Then, a familiar voice tickled my ears.

“Mmm…”

Dazed, I turned my head toward the source—

And froze.

“…What?”

“You’re awake?”

Thud.

My limbs wouldn’t move.

But this wasn’t sleep paralysis.

I was tied down.

Instantly, my foggy mind snapped into sharp focus.

“M-Marie…?”

“Hehe… You were so tired. You looked cute sleeping like that, Emil.”

Marie was sitting on top of me.

She had bound me to the center of the bed, still dressed in her familiar uniform, perched just above my stomach.

Moonlight glinted off her pink hair and eyes as she gazed down at me with an eerie smile.

“Marie—what the hell are you doing?!”

I thrashed, but her thighs pressed firmly against my hips, the soft fabric of her underwear brushing my skin.

Her ample chest swayed slightly with the movement.

“Don’t panic, Emil.”

“…What?”

Unfazed, she leaned closer, her slender fingers trailing up my chest.

“I’m not here to do anything bad…”

“…….”

“So… just listen to me for a bit, okay?”

‘If it’s just talking, why tie me up like this?!’

I glared at her warily, already calculating escape options.

‘Should I scream? …No, she wouldn’t just let me.’

But then—

“But…”

Empty.

Her hollow, lifeless eyes locked onto mine.

“But Emil… you were with a strange girl earlier.”

“…What?”

Slide…

Her small hand crept up from my sternum to my collarbone, then my jaw.

“…….”

“Who was she?”

Her fingers traced my cheek as she leaned in, her glossy lips parting slightly.

A sweet, intoxicating scent filled my nose.

“I saw everything, Emil.”

“…….”

Still pinning me down, she continued in a whisper.

“You went on a date.”

“…….”

“You had so much fun with her, didn’t you?”

“…….”

Her sudden, erratic behavior made sense now.

‘She saw me with Chris.’

That must’ve flipped some switch in her.

“Yeah, I did.”

But I had nothing to apologize for.

“So what?”

We weren’t even together in this playthrough.

“Is that why you’re doing this? Really?”

I thought back to the first playthrough—back when she had been the one to betray me.

Even if this Marie wasn’t exactly the same, she still had those memories.

So I threw her own conscience back at her.

“Heh… Hihihi…”

A chilling giggle escaped her lips.

“No… Emil… I told you…”

Then, tears began dripping onto my face.

“Sniff… I said I liked you…! That you’re the only one I have left…!”

“…….”

Her grip on my shoulders tightened, nails digging in.

Her tear-streaked face hovered inches above mine.

“I love you.”

“…….”

“I love you, Emil. I love you so much. You’re my whole world. I love you, I love you, I love you—”

“…….”

“Right? Say it back. You used to say it all the time before.”

For a second, the Marie in front of me overlapped with the one from the first playthrough.

“We were in love, remember? You held me, you whispered to me… So say it. Say it. Emil…!”

She was insane.

That was the only word for her state right now.

‘Her memories from the first playthrough are mixing with this one.’

This Marie was obsessed with me—but the first Marie had actually been with me.

Those memories had tangled together, and seeing me on a date must’ve been the final trigger.

“Emil… I told you, didn’t I?”

When I stayed silent, she slowly sat up.

Her empty eyes bore into me as—

Slide…

—she began unbuttoning her uniform jacket.

“W-wait! Marie—what are you—?!”

“I’m pure now.”

“Stop—!!”

“That girl isn’t me. I’m clean. I only have you.”

She tossed the jacket aside.

Then—

Pop, pop.

One by one, she undid the buttons of her blouse.

“You used to look at my chest all the time, right?”

Lacy lingerie peeked through the parting fabric.

And then—

The deep curve of her cleavage filled my vision.

Slide…

“I’ll give you everything you want.”

She leaned down, pressing her bare torso against mine.

The soft weight of her breasts crushed against me.

“Ngh…! Marie…!”

“Let’s go back to how we were before… Okay?”

Her breathing grew ragged.

Her body heat seared into me.

Mine did the same.


‘What… do I do…?’

Bound and helpless, I could only endure her relentless advance—

—while my mind scrambled for a way out.







 
  Chapter 29: [IF] Choice -> [Hesitates to answer](19+)


[※ This episode is a Bad Ending IF story.]  

[※ The normal story will resume in the next episode!]  

[※ Please be cautious if you dislike Marie]  

***

“Let’s go back to the old days, okay?”  

Marie’s seductive gaze swept over my eyes and lips.  

At the same time, the soft and warm sensation of her body pressed against my upper body sent my mind into a whirl.  

I have to say something.  

I need to hurry and say something to escape this situation.  

“……”  

“Emil…”  

Swish…  

Tap…  

Tap…

While I was racking my brain, Marie’s hands had already undone most of the buttons on her shirt.  

Swish…  

Her smooth stomach and cute navel were revealed under the moonlight.  

“You wanted to touch this, didn’t you?”  

But Marie’s movements didn’t stop there.  

She fully unbuttoned her shirt, exposing her large chest, and continued to caress my upper body.  

Tap…  

This time, it was the buttons of my shirt being undone.  

“Ugh… Marie! Please, stop!”  

I struggled, feeling my body heat up, and pleaded with her desperately.  

“Liar.”  

But there was little time to think.  

—I couldn’t come up with the right response to stop her movements.  

And so, Marie didn’t stop her hands.  

With a bewitching smile, she spoke.  

“You’re lying.”  

“No… I mean it, Marie. Please stop…”  

“Then why is this happening here?”  

One of Marie’s hands, which had been unbuttoning my shirt, slipped behind her waist.  

Swish…

“Ugh…!”  

Her hand, which had slipped behind her waist, began to grope between my legs.  

Swish… Swish…  

“I know, Emil. You want to touch, don’t you? You want to hold me, to be inside me, right? It’s okay, just be honest.”  

Marie rubbed my hardened member through my pants and leaned forward.  

Her breasts, still partially covered by her bra, pressed against my half-exposed chest.  

The soft, warm sensation.  

That feeling alone made the thread of my rationality waver precariously.  

“Emil… I’ll do everything for you.”  

“……”  

“Everything you want, I’ll give it all to you.”  

Amidst it all, Marie’s delicate voice tickled my ear.  

Her hot breath and seductive tone reverberated through my mind.  

“Look at this, Emil… You were lying, weren’t you?”  

Thanks to her relentless touch, my member swelled as if it might burst.  

“Ma… Marie.”  

I’m confused.  

Reason and instinct clashed, clouding my judgment on what to do.  

A response…  

Yes, I need to say something.  

Something to stop her…

“So it’s okay, right? You’ll take my first time, won’t you? Like before, you’ll hold me tight and tell me everything, right?”  

As my actions froze in confusion, Marie began moving her hands without hesitation.  

Tap, tap, tap.  

Her hands swiftly started unbuttoning my shirt.  

“Haa, ugh, Emil’s body…”  

As she spread my shirt open, my bare torso was fully exposed.  

“Haa, haa…”  

Thanks to my recent intense training, my body was in better shape than before.  

Marie, touching my abs, let out dazed, heavy breaths.  

“Mmh…”  

She began subtly moving her hips.  

Swish, swish…  

Under her skirt, her private parts and hips, straddling my lower abdomen, rubbed against my body, filling the room with soft, suggestive sounds.  

“Sorry, mmh, I’m sorry, I’m so excited… ugh… haa…”  

For a moment, as she moved her hips, Marie suddenly stopped.  

“Hnng…!”  

Biting her finger, she began trembling.  

Her soft thighs, gripping my waist, tightened strongly.  

Twitch, twitch.

Her trembling body stopped after a moment.  

“S-Sorry, Emil… I couldn’t hold back after seeing your body…”  

“……”  

Marie apologized with a flushed face, her breathing heavy.  

Her lips, which had just been biting her finger, glistened with saliva.  


“Now I’ll make you feel really good… okay?”  

She reached behind her back.  

Her hands fumbled with something.  

Snap…  

A sound of something falling followed.  

Jiggle…  

“……”  

“…Hehe.”  

Marie’s large breasts, freed from the confines of her bra, revealed their natural shape.  

Blushing with a shy smile, she gazed at me with vacant eyes.  

Swish.  

She carelessly tossed the bra under the bed.  

Beneath her white shirt, her smooth, ample breasts were visible.  

The color of her nipples, like her hair, was a soft pink.  

They stood erect, likely from the excitement of her earlier hip movements.  

“You stared at these a lot, didn’t you?”  

“……”  

“I knew all along. So, I’ll let you touch them, okay?”

“……”  

“Oh, but your hands are tied.”  

Marie’s words barely registered.  

All I could feel was the pounding of my heart, the heat of my body, and the sight of her voluptuous breasts dominating my mind.  

I want to touch them.  

I want to knead them.  

Those instincts consumed my mind, chest, and groin.  

Did Marie sense my desires?  

“Hehe, just a moment.”  

She looked at my face, gave a shy smile, and moved her hands to my shirt again.  

Spread.  

She grabbed both ends of my shirt and pulled it open, fully exposing my upper body.  

And then,  

Swish…  

She leaned forward, pressing her body completely against mine.  

Swish, swish…  

“How does it feel, Emil? Soft…? Does it feel good…?”  

“Haa, ugh…”  

The overwhelming size and maddening softness.  

Her hardened nipples, aroused, teased my skin.  

“Haa, I… ugh, I love this… Emil…”  

Was it because her nipples were rubbing against me?

Marie rubbed her upper body against mine, her flushed face exhaling hot breaths.  

“Does it feel good? Ugh, huh? Emil… Do you like my breasts…? I’m sorry, it’s not touching but like this… But… ugh, it’s okay, right…? Right?”  

“Haa, ugh…”  

“Emil, I’ll do more for you… Tell me what you want. I can give you everything. Everything I have is yours.”  

The motion of her breasts rubbing against me.  

With that movement, her body gradually slid upward.  

Her dazed face came face-to-face with mine.  

The hot, soft sensation of her breasts.  

Beyond that, I could feel her intense heartbeat, and perhaps because of it, my own heart began pounding even harder.  

“……”  

“……”  

We stared at each other silently.  

Our eyes, consumed by lust and driven by instinct, locked onto one another like those of wild beasts.  

Our ragged breaths mingled, and Marie’s hot, sweet scent tickled my nose.  

Then,  

“Emil…”  

Marie spoke, her glistening lips moving.  

“I’m… a virgin.”  

“……”

“My first kiss, too.”  

“……”  

Swish…  

Marie’s hand, resting on my shoulder, slid up my neck and gently cupped my cheek.  

Her pink eyes, no longer vacant but sparkling, gazed at me tenderly as she asked,  

“…Is it okay?”  

What was okay?  

“Is it… okay to do this?”  

Asking for permission now, of all times.  

It was almost laughable.  

“Is it… okay to kiss you?”  

For a moment, Marie seemed to snap back to her senses.  

If I rejected her here…  

If I rejected her now, maybe she’d stop.  

I had a chance.  

One last chance to cut off her advances.  

But…  

“…Yeah.”  

I gave in.  

I don’t know what I surrendered to, but I did.  

“Mmm… Mmph… Haa… Chup… Mmm…”  

Marie pressed her lips to mine.  

Her small tongue parted my lips, slipping inside, intertwining and tangling with mine.  

…It felt like my mind was going numb.  

I savored the sweet kiss, feeling her soft, warm body against me.  

Rational thought became nearly impossible.  

***

“Haa, ugh… Marie…”  

“Mmm… Chup… Haa… Mmm…”  

After the kiss, Marie swiftly moved her body down between my legs.  

She didn’t ask if it was okay anymore.  

As if the kiss had given her all the permission she needed,  

Marie undid my pants, took my fully erect member in her hand, and began to suck on it with care.  

“Mmm… Slurp… Haa… Emil… Chup… Haa… Emil…”  

Pulling my member from deep in her throat, Marie kissed it repeatedly, rubbing it against her cheek while calling my name.  

Her eyes, clouded with lustful greed, looked up at me.  

“It’s amazing… So hot and big… Mmm… Chup… Haa… Emil…”  

Swish, swish…  

“Ugh… Marie…”  

The soft touch of her hands and the gentle sensation of her lips urged me toward release.  

“You want to come, don’t you? It’s okay… I’ll… Mmm… Slurp… Haa, I’ll take it all…”  

With those words,  

Marie resumed sucking.  

“Mmm… Chup, chup…”  

With my member filling her mouth, she teased the tip with her tongue, sucking intensely as if urging me to release inside her.  

“Urgh…! Marie… I’m…!”  

“Mmm, mmph…”  

Despite my warning, she kept going, fervently holding my member in her mouth.

Finally,  

Spurt—!  

I released a flood of pent-up semen deep into Marie’s throat.  

What was she planning?  

Before I could even finish that thought,  

“Mmm… Gulp… Gulp…”  

“……”  

Marie swallowed every drop of my semen.  

“Marie…”  

“Mmm… Chup…”  

After sucking my member one more time as if savoring it,  

“Haa… Did that feel good?”  

She looked up at me with a proud smile.  

All the while, her hand toyed with my member as if it were a plaything.  

“Ahh, amazing, Emil… It’s already hard again…”  

Was it her touch?  

Or the fact that she swallowed all my semen?  

My member, aroused once more, stood uncontrollably erect.  

Swish…  

“Now, I’ll make you feel even better…”  

Confirming my hardness, Marie said with a smile.  

She raised her body from its prone position and began to remove her skirt.  

Then, shedding her underwear, she revealed her smooth, glistening private parts, wet with her arousal.  

“I… got this wet just because of you, Emil…”  

“……”  

Swish…  

Marie moved her legs, positioning herself over my hips.  

“Ugh…”  

“Urgh…”  

She guided the tip of my member, held in her hand, to the entrance of her opening.  

A wet, warm sensation transmitted through my member.  

“From now on… haa… I’ll make you feel… ugh, so good…”  

It was starting.  

Something irreversible.  

“My first time… haa… please accept it… Emil…”  

With those words, she slowly lowered her trembling hips.  

Closing her eyes as if to fully feel the insertion,  

“Hnng…!”  

She struggled to push past the tight entrance with the tip.  

Slowly.  

“Haaa…! It’s… coming in…!”  

And then,  

without hesitation, she broke through the barrier at the tip.  

Rip…!  

“Haaang—!”  

“Ugh… Ma, Marie…”  

Thrust, thrust…  

My member, piercing through the proof of her virginity, continued to delve deeper inside her.  

“It hurts… hnng…”  

Marie squeezed her eyes shut, clenching her fists as if enduring the pain.  

After enduring the pain of her first experience for a moment,  

she looked at me with teary eyes and a smile.  

“See… I really was a virgin, wasn’t I…?”  

“……”  

Then, Marie began moving her hips without restraint.

“Haaang… Ah, hnng… Emil, it’s amazing… So hot… Hnng…”  

Thrust, thrust, thrust.  

She leaned forward, rubbing her breasts against my chest while swaying her hips.  

The lascivious sounds filled the room, and an overwhelming pleasure consumed my body.  

Her slick walls clamped tightly around my member, as if urging me to release.  

Smack, smack.  

The sound of her hips colliding with my groin delighted my ears,  

and the sensation of plunging into her depths made my hips tremble.  

“Marie…! Urgh… No more…! I can’t…!”  

“Haaang…! No, I won’t let you pull out… Never, never…!”  

“Stop…! Any more and…!”  

“No…! Mmm…! Chup…!”  

With Marie’s vigorous hip movements and the tight grip of her walls, the urge to release surged quickly.  

But as I signaled my limit, she shook her head and silenced me with her lips.  

The pleasure of our tongues entwining and the sensation of thrusting into her depths hit my mind simultaneously.  

‘No more…’  

Unable to hold back any longer, I let go.  

Spurt—!!  

Clench…  

“Mmmph… Hnng… Chup… Mmm…”  

Twitch, twitch.  

As my release began, Marie pressed her hips down firmly, pushing my member deep inside her.  

She took every drop of my semen directly into her womb, as if determined to conceive.  

“Haa…”  

“……”  

Pulse, pulse…  

Feeling the flood of semen, Marie shuddered with pleasure and withdrew her tongue from my lips.  

And, as if she had finally obtained what she desired,  

“Now… I’m completely yours… Emil…”  

With vacant eyes, she smiled brightly, gazing into mine.  

“……”  

I had released everything inside her.  

Far more than when she had taken me in her mouth earlier.  

Without proper measures, she would likely conceive.  

“……”  

***

“Haaang…! Emil…! It feels so good…! Your cock is hitting all the right spots…!  

It’s amazing…!”

“Chup, haa, chup…!”  

Thrust, thrust, thrust—!  

A considerable amount of time had passed since I released inside Marie.  

In the end, she became pregnant.  

And I had no choice but to take responsibility.  

“Hnng…! Do you like my breasts…? Hnng, Emil…”  

“……”  

There was no helping it.  

If she was pregnant, I had to take responsibility.  

I had ultimately lost to carnal desire and surrendered to her fervent advances.  

Now, I simply thrust into her depths like a beast, greedily sucking on her voluptuous breasts.  

Spurt—!!  

After her pregnancy was confirmed, I indulged in unrestrained sex with Marie.  

It was a return to a relationship similar to the past, just as she wanted.  

Of course, since she was pregnant, I avoided finishing inside her.  

“Did that feel good, Emil?”  

“…Yeah.”  

After a round of intense sex, I fell asleep in her arms, enveloped by her sweet scent.  

This was my routine after that day when I took her first time.  

‘Did I fail…?’  

The goal I had set at the start of the 6th cycle remained unfulfilled.  

After all, with Marie in the picture, I couldn’t pursue the other heroines.  

So, I just lived like this.  

Basking in her overwhelming affection, I did my best to prepare for the child that would soon be born.  

“Hehe…”  


Marie smiled as she stroked my head, my face buried in her breasts.  

And then, her voice, laced with possessiveness, tickled my ear.  

“I love you… Emil…”  

[Bad Ending-1: Answer Promptly]





 
  Chapter 30: Choice -> [Answer]


“Let’s go back to the old days, okay?”  

Marie’s seductive gaze swept over my eyes and lips.  

At the same time, the soft and warm sensation of her body pressed against my upper body sent my mind into a whirl.  

I have to say something.  

I need to hurry and say something to escape this situation.  

“……”  

“Emil…”  

Swish…  

Tap…  

Tap…  

While I was racking my brain, Marie’s hands had already undone most of the buttons on her shirt.  

Swish…  

Her smooth stomach and cute navel were revealed under the moonlight.  

Marie smiled seductively, showing the bare skin beneath her unbuttoned shirt.  

But.  

“…Marie.”  

I opened my mouth.  

“You’re trying to torment me again, aren’t you?”  

“What, uh…?”  

Her smile vanished, and her eyes began to tremble with unease.  

‘Right, no more hesitation.’  

If possible, I didn’t want to hurt her any further.  

My purpose was complete, and with that, I had resolved the grudge from my suicide in the first cycle.  

But if she was going to come on this forcefully, I had no choice.  

“In the end, you haven’t changed at all.”  

I looked at Marie with icy, unyielding eyes.  

Through her weight on my hips, I could feel her trembling.  

“N-No, Emil…! That’s not…!”  

Realizing what I was getting at, Marie tried to explain herself, but I didn’t listen and continued.  

“You clearly remember, don’t you? What we were to each other, what you did… and what I did.”  

“Ugh…”  

As my words continued, Marie’s face turned deathly pale, and her hands shook uncontrollably.  

“You’re just the same as ‘that girl.’ Whether you left me or not.”  

“No… No, Emil…! I’m different…! I just love you sincerely…!”  

“I told you I don’t want this.”  

“……”  

“I told you to stop.”  

“……”  

“And yet, you just do whatever you want. Following nothing but your desires.”  

“I… I didn’t mean to…”  

Tears welled up in Marie’s eyes as she began to sob.  

Gone was the crazed look, gone was the seductive allure.  

Marie was…

Marie shook her head, denying my words as if recalling ‘that memory.’  

“Just do whatever you want.”  

“…Huh?”  

I turned my head and spoke quietly to her.  

“Do whatever you please.”  

“Emil…”  

“I’m tied up anyway, so you can do anything you want, right? Go ahead.”  

“……”  

I closed my eyes, as if resigned.  

After that, I said nothing more.  

I didn’t plead with Marie to stop or shout for help.  

I simply let her do whatever she wanted.  

‘…But you won’t, will you?’  

Marie wouldn’t do it.  

I knew that.  

Because if she touched me now, it would prove she’s no different from the Marie of the first cycle.  

“Ugh, sob… Why, hic, why… It’s not true… I just, hic, I genuinely love you, sob, I love you…”  

Drip, drip…  

Feeling droplets fall onto my clothes, I slowly opened my eyes.  

Swish… Swish…  

Marie leaned over me, fumbling with my wrists.  

She was probably untying the restraints.  

After a moment,  

“You’re not going to do anything?”  

“……”  

Rubbing my now-free wrists, I asked Marie.  

She didn’t answer.  

She just sat on my bed, sobbing and letting tears fall.  

I watched her for a moment before untying the restraints on my ankles.  

Why did she only free my wrists?  

Was it a lingering attachment?  

“…Are you going to stay here?”  

Having undone all the restraints, I stood up from the bed and spoke.  

“Emil…”  

Marie, who had been sobbing, looked up at me with a tear-soaked voice.  

“Do you hate me…?”  


“……”  

How should I answer?  

If she’s asking if I hate her, I don’t exactly hate her.  

My grudge was resolved, and in this cycle, she hasn’t done anything terribly wrong to me.  

But.  

“Well…”  

I deliberately gave an ambiguous response, laced with a warning not to cross the line again.  

“Sob, I’m sorry… I’m sorry…”  

Marie staggered up from the bed and approached me.  

She collapsed to the floor, clutching at my clothes.  

“Don’t hate me… Hic, please don’t hate me… I’m sorry…”  

“……”  

With my limbs freed and my mind calmed, I gazed quietly at the ceiling.  

‘I didn’t expect her to be this obsessed…’  

Even in the first cycle, after completing her route, Marie didn’t love me this intensely.

Perhaps it’s the effect of Easy Mode combined with the Tear Point of Enchantment.  

“Marie, I’ve told you before.”  

Since leaving her like this would be troublesome,  

I spoke as calmly and gently as possible to sever her attachment.  

“You can just love someone else instead of me.”  

“…Ugh.”  

“You’re an attractive person, Marie. I’m sure you’ll meet someone great.”  

“If I’m attractive, then why don’t you…”  

“Marie.”  

“……”  

As the conversation started to veer into whining, I called her name in a cold tone.  

Marie flinched and lowered her head.  

“Don’t make me dislike you any more than I already do.”  

“……”  

“Answer me.”  

“…Okay.”  

“Then go back now. I need to sleep.”  

“…Okay.”  

After a moment, Marie hesitantly stood up.  

Still crying with a sad expression, she gathered her clothes.  

“Button your shirt.”  

“…Okay.”  

Unable to watch any longer, I said something.  

She looked like she might walk out with her shirt completely unbuttoned otherwise.  

Hearing me, Marie buttoned her shirt, put on her jacket, and left my room.  

Creak…  

Thud.  

“Haaa…”  

Flop.  

Only then did I sit on the bed, finally able to release my tension.  

‘Should I add a lock to the door…?’  

I never expected Marie to barge in like that.  

Sneaking in at night, even restraining me.  

‘If I hadn’t spoken up properly just now… what would’ve happened?’  

I recalled the moment I was tied to the bed.  

Judging by the crazed look in Marie’s eyes, she might have gone all the way.  

“No, even so, that’s unlikely…”  

Reverse rape?  

The original game was all-ages, after all.  

No matter how unhinged she was, she wouldn’t go that far, right?  

‘Still, I’m glad I handled it well…’  

Even if it wasn’t reverse rape, if I had stayed silent, who knows what she might have done.  

“Haa… Time to sleep…”  

With a sigh of relief, I lay my tired body on the bed.  

***

The next morning,  

when I opened my eyes, the morning sunlight greeted me as if nothing had happened.  

But traces of the events from the early hours lingered around the room.  

In particular, the ropes that had bound my limbs stood out.  

‘Is Marie okay…?’  

I thought as I looked at the ropes.  

Of course, I wasn’t worried about her being sad or in pain.  

‘She won’t come back, right…?’  

My concern was solely about her mental state.  

It was an unexpected ordeal, after all.  

‘And… what about Chris…?’  

Experiencing something like this made me start worrying about Chris, the next target of my strategy.  

What if Chris, like Marie, restrained me in the middle of the night?  

…Would I be able to resolve it with just words then?  

‘And the other girls after that…’  

This was the difference between the previous cycles and this one.  

In past cycles, there was only one heroine to pursue at a time.  

So, there was never any conflict with heroines from other cycles.  

But this cycle was different.  

This time, I had to pursue all the heroines at once.  

“Haa…”  

One worry led to another, and anxiety birthed more anxiety, prompting a small sigh.  

“Let’s head out…”  

But sighing wouldn’t solve anything.  

I changed into my training clothes and left the dormitory for morning training.  

“Hey! You’re a bit late today, huh?”  

When I arrived at the usual spot, Sierra was already there, warming up.  

“Yeah… Where’s Chris?”  

“Dunno? She hasn’t shown up yet.”  

Chris, late for training?  

This was a first, even counting up to the fourth cycle.  

“Shall we start without her?”  

Sierra spoke up as I stood there blankly.  

So, leaving the absent Chris behind, we began our run.  

Even after the run, as we moved on to bodyweight exercises, Chris still hadn’t arrived.  

It seemed she was skipping training today.  

‘Maybe because of our date yesterday…?’  

I wasn’t sure if there was a connection, but it was the only reason I could think of.  

In the end, I stopped thinking about Chris and continued the bodyweight exercises with Sierra.  

“Emil, you’re kinda quiet today, aren’t you?”  

“Huh? Am I…?”  

“Yeah, something up?”  

After finishing push-ups, during a short break,  

Sierra, sitting naturally beside me, asked.

‘Something up… Well, there is something…’  

Sierra’s question brought to mind the events of the early morning.  

“Umm…”  

But I couldn’t exactly tell her about it.  

So,  

“…You know,”  

“Hm?”  

“If, hypothetically, you wanted to do something, but it seemed a bit dangerous… what would you do?”  

I redirected the thoughts dominating my mind and asked her.  

“…Suddenly asking for advice?”  

“Wasn’t that the vibe…?”  

“Haha, just kidding. Of course, it’s fine!”  

Sierra laughed brightly and humored my question.  

“So? Is this about a dream or something? Wow, Emil, you’ve got those kinds of thoughts? That’s unexpected!”  

“Don’t tease me, just answer the question.”  

I gave her a slight glare as she poked my arm, giggling.  

Sierra dropped her playful demeanor, rested her chin in her hand, and thought for a moment.  

“Hmm… Dangerous, huh…”  

After pondering briefly,  

“My head hurts. Why are you even worrying about this stuff?”  

She looked at me with her characteristic pouty face.  

“…You’re really the second-ranked student in our year?”  

“And you, the top student, are worrying about this kind of thing?”  

She shot back at my incredulous look.  

Then, suddenly, she stood up,  

“So, in summary, it’s about ‘something that might happen,’ right?”  

“Uh, yeah?”  

She walked behind me and placed both hands on my shoulders.  

What was she up to?  

As I wondered,  

“Hup…”  

“Arghhh!”  

She naturally leaned her weight into her arms, pushing my back.  

Since I was sitting with my legs spread, this forced me into a forward-bend stretch.  

And then,  

Soft…  

‘Ugh…!’  

Because she was pressing down with her weight,  her upper body pressed against my back.  

The softness, unbearable for any man, transmitted through my back.  

“You worry about stuff like that after it happens, dummy.”  

“……”  

“How’s that? Pretty solid advice, right?”  

“…Enough, get off.”  

“Haha, why~? Stretching is the best when your head’s all cluttered.”  

As I glared at her with a flushed face, Sierra giggled and stepped back.  

“Alright, my turn. Help me stretch.”  

“……”  

Then, she casually sat in front of me, showing her back and saying so.  

‘Did I ask for no reason?’  

Why did I suddenly bring up such a topic with Sierra?  

I couldn’t quite understand my earlier self.  

“Hup.”  

“Urghhh…!!”  

“You’re a girl, but you’re way too stiff, aren’t you?”  

“Hey…! I’m a lady…!”  

Still… my cluttered mind did feel a bit clearer.  

‘Worry about it when it happens…’  

I pushed Sierra’s waist and looked up at the clear sky.  

“……”  

“Urghhh…!”  

Right, I can’t stop walking just because I’m worried about a downpour.  

If it rains, I’ll find shelter then.  


‘The event to complete Chris’s route is coming up soon.’  

I cast aside my hesitation and worries.  

‘I’ll fully complete Chris’s route there.’  

If Chris loses control and does something like Marie did, that’s something to worry about when it happens.
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Chris was bustling about from early in the morning.  

“Hmm… Is this good enough…?”  

Lately, she had been skipping morning training with Emil and instead threw herself into other tasks every morning.  

If she had her way, she’d want to head out right now.  

After all, if she didn’t go, Emil and Sierra would end up alone together.  

…No, let’s not get distracted.  

But Chris steeled herself and finished what she was working on.  

As for training, she was already spending plenty of time alone with Emil in the afternoons.  

Since their date, Chris, whose feelings for Emil had grown even more intense, decided to tweak her strategy.  

What I lack is… femininity.  

She had realized this during their date.  

She loved every moment spent with Emil.  

And so, she was determined to fully win his heart.  

…Alright, let’s do this.  

A week had passed since that date.  

After struggling every morning, she finally completed her task, and with a nervous expression, she lifted it up.  

Here goes…  

At that moment, Chris felt her heart pounding more fiercely than when she headed into battle.  

***

I finished my usual morning training with Sierra and headed to the academy.  

Recently, Chris hadn’t been showing up in the mornings.  

It doesn’t seem like anything’s wrong, though.  

She appeared perfectly fine during afternoon training, so it didn’t seem like anything major was going on.  

The first day she was absent, I worried that maybe Marie had done something, especially given what happened with her.  

Thankfully, that wasn’t the case.  

Since then, Marie had been coming to the academy, but whenever we crossed paths, she just stared at me anxiously from a distance.  

It made me hesitate to approach her.  

So, it was unlikely that Marie had done anything to Chris.  

Still, it’s bothering me…  

Of course, Chris joining morning training had been a sudden, impulsive decision on her part.  

But since she was one of my targets, any abrupt change in her behavior was bound to catch my attention.  

Especially with a crucial event coming up soon.  

…Could she have seen me with Marie?  

That possibility flashed through my mind.  

But that didn’t make sense.  

The boys’ and girls’ dorms were far apart.  

If she had seen something, it would mean Chris had snuck into the boys’ dorm like Marie did.  

…That’s honestly kind of creepy.  

Maybe I should just ask her this afternoon…  

No matter how much I mulled it over, I wouldn’t find answers on my own.  

With an important conquest approaching, I decided to take a straightforward approach and clear up my doubts.  

***

And then, it was lunchtime.  

“Emil~.”  

“…?”  

After the lunch bell rang, I was preparing to eat alone as usual, since I didn’t have any close friends.  

“You haven’t eaten yet, have you? Hehe.”  

That’s when Sierra showed up in my classroom.  

…What’s that supposed to mean?  

“What? I mean, you don’t have any friends, right? So, I figured you’d still be in the classroom.”  

“Are you here to tease me…?”  

“Haha, no way!”  

Sierra waved her hands dismissively, laughing off my glare.  

Then she held something out in front of me.  

“Tada~!”  

“…A lunchbox?”  

“Oh, just so you know, this one’s mine.”  

So what am I supposed to do with it?  

“Ugh, seriously. When a friend shows up in your classroom with a lunchbox, the reason’s obvious. Sometimes I wonder how you’re the top student.”  

In other words…  

“…You’re here to eat together?”  

“Yup! That okay?”  

“It’s fine, but… why all of a sudden…?”  

“Hm? It’s fun to eat together sometimes, right? Plus, a few days ago, I saw you eating alone, and I felt a little bad for you.”  

I always eat lunch alone.  

So, Sierra must have caught one of those moments.  

…Feeling bad for me, huh? 

That’s kind of a weird feeling.  

It wasn’t exactly gratitude, but I couldn’t dislike it either.  

“Come on, let’s go! Where should we eat?”  

“Wait, I haven’t even agreed to—”  

Before I could finish, Sierra grabbed my arm and started pulling me along.  

What’s with her?  

I didn’t dislike it, but…  

A strange, indescribable emotion swirled in my chest.  

If I were to face myself honestly and ask what I felt, I’d say I was happy.  

After all, she called me a friend and cared enough to notice I was alone.  

But for some reason, I also felt a vague sense of restraint.  

As if I shouldn’t let those feelings out carelessly.  


It was like a heavy iron lid had been placed over the exit of my heart.  

…Marie’s not around, is she?  

As Sierra dragged me along, I scanned the surroundings.  

If Marie saw this, she might lose it again.  

Thankfully, Marie wasn’t there.  

But…  

“E-Emil…!”  

Someone else was.  

“Huh? Chris?”  

“Uh…”  

From behind us in the hallway, Chris called out my name.  

Sierra and I turned to look at her.  

Chris stood there awkwardly, clutching something tightly in her hands with a restless expression.  

“Um… I-I mean…”  

It seemed like she’d called my name on impulse.  

Uncharacteristically, she was flustered, her eyes darting around.  

That’s…  

That’s when I noticed what she was holding.  

Two wrapped bundles.  

Given it was lunchtime, they were probably lunchboxes.  

Oh…  

Suddenly, the pieces of the puzzle fell into place.  

A refreshing sense of clarity hit me, but at the same time, I found myself at an awkward crossroads.  

“Chris, what’s up?”  

Sierra, oblivious to the situation, tilted her head innocently.  

“W-Well…”  

Chris, her face flushed, frowned and lowered her head.  

Damn it…  

Of all days, both of them had to show up today.  

They both came to ask me to eat lunch together.  

If just one of them had come yesterday or tomorrow, this wouldn’t be an issue.  

Cursing the cruel timing in my head, I immediately sank into thought.  

The question was simple: who should I choose?  

No, obviously I should choose Chris…  

I shook my head at the foolish thought.  

Choosing Sierra here would clearly derail my strategy with Chris.  

If I were just aiming to confess to her, a small misstep like this wouldn’t matter.  

But my goal was to get her to confess to me.  

If I get too tangled up with Sierra, Chris might not confess at all.  

After all, no one takes on a challenge they’re sure to lose.

“Um, Sierra…”  

“Hm?”  

I gently turned my head to look at Sierra.  

Her innocent face tilted in curiosity.  

Ugh…  

For a moment, my words caught in my throat.  

What am I doing?  

I needed to speak up quickly, but for some reason, facing Sierra made me hesitate.  

What was this feeling?  

I didn’t understand it.  

But…  

“Uh… now that I think about it, I already had plans with Chris.”  

“Oh? Really?”  

“Huh?”  

I calmed my racing heart and politely declined Sierra’s lunch invitation.  

“What?! You should’ve said so earlier! I came all the way here for nothing!”  

“Hey, you’re the one who showed up without warning.”  

“Haha!”  

Thankfully, Sierra accepted my response without much complaint.  

However, she didn’t leave right away. 

Instead, she stood there, staring blankly.  

With an expressionless face, she glanced at me once, then at Chris behind me.  

“Hmm…”  

Then she looked straight at me again.  

“Alright, let’s eat together next time.”  

With that, Sierra spun around and walked away.  

What was that just now?  

Her brief, inexplicable behavior left me puzzled, my head tilting in confusion.  

“Um… Emil…”  

As Sierra left, Chris approached me from behind.  

“So…”  

She cautiously grabbed the hem of my clothes, looking at me with a hesitant expression, as if wondering how I knew.  

I let out a small chuckle and said, “Let’s go. I’m hungry.”  

“Huh?”  

And with a flustered Chris in tow, I headed to the rooftop.  

***

“Hmm… so Sierra was asking to eat together too, huh?”  

As I’d suspected, Chris had made a lunchbox for me.  

That’s why she wasn’t at morning training.  

The lunchbox was impressively well-made.  

She must have put in a lot of effort and come prepared today.  

But for some reason, Chris was picking at her food with a slightly dissatisfied expression.  

“Thanks. The lunch is delicious.”  

Glance.  

When I complimented the food, Chris finally shot me a sideways look.  

“Really?”  

Her cheeks flushed slightly, and she quickly averted her gaze.  

“Yeah, I’m surprised. I didn’t expect you to be such a good cook.”  

She seemed to perk up, so I shared my honest thoughts again.  

Truthfully, this was the first time I’d experienced Chris cooking like this.  

Even in the fourth run, she never made me a lunchbox.  

A subtle mix of emotions welled up inside me.  

Of course, this was proof that my strategy was going smoothly, so I wasn’t upset.  

But… in the fourth run, I had been much more sincere.  

The fact that she hadn’t made me a lunchbox back then, when I was so genuine, left me feeling a bit bitter.  

She wasn’t as into me back then, was she?  

That must be why she fell for Edric instead.  

At this point, I was certain of it.  

“Um, you know…”  

“Hm?”  

Chris, who had been fidgeting with her fork, cautiously spoke up.  

“I’m… pretty good at this kind of thing too.”  

“Yeah?”  

“I mean, I’m always holding a sword, but… I have a domestic side you don’t know about! That’s, uh, what I mean.”  

Her words made it clear why she’d brought the lunchbox.  

She was trying to show off her feminine side.  

Of course, this was another thing that never happened in the fourth run.  

“Hey, Emil…”  

“Yeah?”  

“There’s something I’m curious about…”  

“What is it?”  

As we continued eating our lunch, Chris cautiously asked another question.  

“Earlier… why did you, um… turn down Sierra’s invitation?”  

“Oh, that.”  

Blushing with embarrassment, Chris looked at me directly this time.  

I gave her a warm smile and answered, 

“I just wanted to eat with you, not Sierra.”  

Her eyes widened in surprise before she quickly turned back to her lunchbox.  

“Hmph… I see.”  

Looks like the strategy’s on track. 

Good.  

It seemed my morning worries had been unnecessary.  

She hadn’t skipped training because of a problem—she’d done it to score points with me.  

Since things are going so well, should I make my move now?  

Confident that the strategy was solid, I decided to move to the next step.  

“Hey, Chris. By the way…”  


“Hm…?”  

“For the upcoming final evaluation group exercise… want to be in the same team as me?”  

The final evaluation group exercise.  

Completing that major event would mark the end of Chris’s conquest.  
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The final evaluation group exercise.  

It’s a dungeon-conquering academic event involving the entire first-year class.  

Of course, its significance as an academic event pertains primarily to the protagonist, Sierra.  

For me, however, this isn’t about grades—it’s the decisive event in my strategy to win over Chris.  

Finally, the day has come…  

To be clear, using this event to conquer Chris isn’t based on knowledge from the original story.  

After all, the group exercise is merely a mini-event designed for Sierra’s dungeon exploration and stat growth.  

But in my fourth run, when I was focused on winning Chris, I learned that this event could be the key to securing her heart.  

…Of course, she ended up betraying me in the end.  

Wait, if she betrayed me, does that mean it wasn’t a guaranteed conquest…?  

For a moment, doubt crept into my mind.  

But I quickly shook my head.  

I couldn’t afford to get distracted by unnecessary thoughts right before such a critical moment.  

I’d endured grueling training for this very day.  

Last time, it was a close call.  

I recalled that moment from the fourth run.  

Crunch.  

And then, the moment I realized even Chris had betrayed me.  

My jaw clenched instinctively.  

“Emil?”  

At that moment, Chris, who was walking beside me, noticed my change in demeanor and called out.  

“Are you okay? You don’t look so good…”  

“Hm? Oh, it’s nothing.”  

Right now, she and I were heading to the usual training grounds.  

The group exercise, starting in just a few days, was what we were preparing for.  

“There’s a lot of people…”  

As we neared the training grounds, Chris muttered under her breath.  

She was right—there were indeed a lot of people.  

Normally, this place was used only by Chris and me, but with the combat-focused group exercise approaching, students were flocking to the training grounds.  

And among them were the two others who would be joining us for this exercise.  

“Hey, they’re here!”  

Spotting us, Sierra waved enthusiastically with a bright smile.  

And standing next to her was another figure.  

Edric.  

As expected, you’re in our group for this exercise too, just like last time.  

Edric stared at me intently, his face expressionless, betraying no emotion.  

***

In my fourth run, my relationship with Edric wasn’t all that bad—at least not until the group exercise.  

The same went for Malcolm.  

As long as I didn’t get romantically involved with the heroines, they generally showed me a friendly side.  

“You’re Emil, right? Let’s do well in this exercise.”  

Of course, by the fourth run, I’d already been burned by the male protagonists plenty of times.  

So, even as I smiled back, I was wary of him on the inside.  

But I never gave up hope.  

And the result?  

“Ugh, hng…! Ha… ngh…!”  

Creak, creak, creak.  

He trapped me in a scheme.  

Barely surviving, I stood outside his room, forced to face reality.  

***

And now, in this sixth run, I found myself in the same group as him for the group exercise.  

“Then let’s settle on this formation.”  

Edric folded the map provided by the academy and spoke.  

“Emil, you’re good with this, right?”  

He flashed a smile as he addressed me.  

“Yeah, no problem.”  

I nodded back, mirroring his smile.  

What should I do?  

Just like with Malcolm, I held a grudge against Edric.  

While I didn’t plan to go as far as I did with Malcolm, I intended to make him pay for his sins to some extent.  

Of course, in this sixth run, Edric hadn’t done anything to me—yet.  

But judging by the vibe, it’s only a matter of time before he tries something.  

Though he was smiling, I could sense a thick layer of wariness emanating from him.  

It was the same feeling I’d gotten from Malcolm when he was with Marie not long ago, so I was certain.  

For some reason, Edric was already conscious of the relationship between Chris and me.  

In the fourth run, his shift in behavior only started after Chris and I became a couple, but now it was already underway.  

“Well, at least our group has Chris, so we’re in good hands! Hehe, right, Emil?”  

At that moment, Sierra, who had been listening to the strategy discussion, chimed in with a cheerful grin.  

I glanced at her and responded a bit curtly.  

“It’s not just Chris. I’ve been training pretty hard too, you know.”  

“Pfft, come on, everyone knows you’re a weakling. Stop pretending!”  

Sierra teased me playfully, laughing at my words.  

Maybe I should’ve picked someone else instead of her.  

The reason Sierra was in our group was because I’d asked her to join.  

The day after I proposed the group exercise to Chris, following the announcement of the event, we agreed to each bring one more member to the team.  

Naturally, Chris chose Edric—just like in the fourth run.  

But in my case, I didn’t exactly have a wide circle of acquaintances to choose from.  

I only had two options:  

Ask Marie, whose current state was precarious at best, or ask Sierra.  


Obviously, I had no choice but to pick Sierra.  

Entrusting my back to Marie in a dark dungeon was far too risky.  

And so, here we were.  

“Hehe, if you get scared, you can hide behind your big sis!”  

Somehow, I’d ended up entangled with Sierra again.  

“Isn’t the meeting over now?”  

At that moment, Chris, standing next to me, grabbed my arm tightly and spoke up.  

“Hm? Yeah, I guess so.”  

“Uh…”  

Sierra responded with slight surprise, while Edric gave a quiet reply, his face tinged with mild displeasure.  

“Then let’s wrap up. There’s no point in doing anything more right now anyway.”  

Chris, subtly clutching my clothes under the wooden table, addressed the two of them.  

“Sounds good.”  

The two responded in their own ways, agreeing with Chris’s suggestion.

“Hey… Emil, can I talk to you for a sec?”  

As everyone was preparing to head back, Chris, who had been holding onto my sleeve, cautiously spoke up.  

“Huh? You two aren’t going back?”  

Sierra, who had already packed her things, noticed us and asked.  

“Oh… training. We still have training today.”  

I blurted out a lie on the spot.  

There was no training today.  

With the group exercise just a few days away, we had decided to rest for the time being.  

“Really? Alright, see you tomorrow then.”  

Thankfully, Sierra nodded without suspicion and headed back to the dorms alone.  

Edric glanced at us briefly before silently following her.  

“What’s up?”  

Now that it was just the two of us, I turned to Chris and asked.  

She finally let go of my sleeve.  

“Um… well…”  

“Hm?”  

Chris hesitated, struggling to get her words out.  

She clutched her arm tightly, fidgeting as if embarrassed.  

Huh…?  

I’d seen this behavior before.  

Wait… is she…?!  

A confession.  

Yes, Chris was acting like a girl on the verge of confessing, hesitating to speak.  

Gulp.  

“So, about the dungeon exercise coming up…”  

“Oh.”  

Thankfully, that wasn’t it.  

Right… the event hasn’t even fully played out yet.  

Maybe I was too focused on my goal, getting worked up over something trivial.  

“Yeah, what about the exercise?”  

“…You know how I get when I’m in a dungeon… I mean…”  

“Oh, right.”  

I roughly understood what Chris was trying to say.  

When she enters a dungeon, her trauma causes her to panic.  

“Earlier, Sierra said she was counting on me… but in reality, I feel like I’ll just be a burden…”  

“It’s definitely a bit tricky.”  

To be honest, that’s exactly the part I’m banking on.  

But it seemed like Chris was genuinely worried about her issue.  

“What should I do…? You went out of your way to invite me…”  

Unlike her usual confident self, she looked dejected and unsure.  

While her sharp edge had softened as my strategy with her progressed, this level of vulnerability was unexpected.  

“Don’t worry about it.”  

I smiled as I reassured her.  

Her eyes widened slightly as she stared at me.  

“You’re not going in alone this time, right? So it’ll be better than before.”  

“Really…?”  

“Yep. And I’ll keep an eye on you as much as I can.”  

At my words, the anxiety on Chris’s face faded, and she lowered her head, looking tense.  

“Okay… then I’ll count on you a bit.”  

She grabbed my sleeve tightly again as she spoke.  

I’m the one who should be counting on you.  

I looked at her, thinking to myself.  

From my perspective, her panic was something I absolutely needed.  

“So, if that’s all, should we head back?”  

I started to walk back to the dorms with her.  

But then…  

Grip…  

Huh?  

Instead of letting go, Chris’s hand tightened around my sleeve.  

The warm, shy atmosphere from moments ago vanished.  

The sharp, intense aura I’d often seen from her before returned as she stared at me.  

“Um, that’s not all.”  

“Uh, yeah?”  

“…Sierra. Why did you specifically pick her?”  

It seemed this was the real issue.  

In the past, she’d at least hesitated when asking questions like this.  

But now, Chris was direct, no holds barred.  

“Haha… well, you know…”  

It was proof that my strategy with her was going well, but still, it was a bit intimidating.  

I subtly avoided her piercing gaze.  

“Tch, I don’t have many friends, okay? That’s why.”  

At my half-hearted response, Chris finally loosened her grip on my sleeve.  

“Really…?”  

Her sharp demeanor softened, and she reverted to the shy girl from before, asking softly.  

First Marie, now her… 

Why is everyone so hung up on Sierra?  

Of course, since both of them were developing feelings for me as part of my strategy, jealousy was to be expected.  

But it still felt a little unfair.  

It’s not like I wanted to get tangled up with Sierra.  

Fortunately, Chris seemed to buy my excuse about not having friends.  

***

Time passed, and the long-awaited day of the event arrived.  

The final evaluation group exercise.  

Countless students, equipped with gear provided by the academy, gathered at the site.  

“…As I’ve explained before, if it gets dangerous, break the bracelet like last time. So don’t make mistakes out of nervousness…”  

We grouped up with our teammates, listening carefully to the professor’s instructions and rules.  

Meanwhile, I kept an eye on Chris and Edric standing beside me.  

Finally, today…  

By the end of today, Chris’s conquest would be complete.  

And I’d also settle my score with Edric, in my own way.  

With the outcome of this long, arduous second conquest within reach, I clenched my fist.  

My heart raced—not with nerves, but with anticipation.  

And so…  

“Now, enter in the designated order!!”  

The dungeon-conquering group exercise began.  

“Let’s do this! Time to score some big points!”  

Our group, spurred on by Sierra’s energetic cheer, entered the dungeon in turn.  

And shortly after, while we were navigating the dungeon…  


“Ugh, ugh…”  

Edric wet his pants.  

In front of Chris, Sierra, and me.  

[Next Chapter]
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For Edric, the points in this exercise weren’t particularly important.  

He had joined this training with one specific goal in mind.  

That goal was Emil.  

More precisely, it was about Emil and Chris—the strange atmosphere between the two of them.  

She definitely mentioned going on a date with this guy last time…  

Edric stole a glance at Emil as they walked through the dungeon together.  

In this four-person team exercise, their formation was set as Sierra, Edric, Emil, and Chris, in that order.  

When he subtly glanced back, he saw Emil sticking close to Chris.  

His fiancée.  

Chris was clinging tightly to Emil, looking anxious.  

Someone like Sierra, who wasn’t particularly close to her, might not notice, but to Edric, who had known Chris since before the academy, it was unmistakable.  

Her face lacked its usual boldness.  

Her shoulders trembled faintly.  

And her hand secretly clutched the hem of Emil’s clothes.  

“Tch…”  

Edric didn’t like the sight of it.  

Why did it bother him so much?  

Because she was his fiancée?  

No, their engagement was something they had both agreed to dissolve after graduating from the academy.  

In fact, Edric had been the one to propose it first: as long as they didn’t get caught, they could each pursue whoever they wanted.  

That’s why Edric had his sights set on Sierra, who was walking ahead.  

But…  

It’s pissing me off…  

It started a while back, probably the day Chris suddenly showed up at the dorms.  

That day, something shifted in how Edric saw her.  

How had he not noticed her charm before?  

And now, realizing that Chris had feelings for Emil sparked an unbearable jealousy in him.  

It’s fine… 

She’s still my fiancée, after all.  

Though he regretted realizing his feelings too late, Edric steeled himself.  

Chris was his fiancée, regardless of their agreement to break it off.  

Socially, she was still bound to him.  

Edric was certain he still had a chance.  

And I’ll seize that chance today.  

A dungeon was the perfect setting for it.  

Women naturally gravitated toward superior men.  

He didn’t understand why Chris was smitten with a nerd like Emil, but…  

If she sees him at his worst, she’ll start doubting her feelings.  

In this group exercise, Emil would make a fool of himself.  

Then, Edric would protect Chris when she had no one else to rely on, winning her heart.  

It was a classic move, but nothing was more effective.  

But then…  

“Enemies ahead!”  

“Got it!”  

Whoosh!  

Slash!  

A kobold appeared out of nowhere, and Emil immediately dashed forward, slicing its waist clean through.  

“Whoa, Emil’s actually pretty good at this! Hehe, looks like our morning training wasn’t a waste!”  

“…Like I’ve said before, my stamina and strength are better than yours.”  

“Pfft, combat isn’t about brute strength. It’s about skill!”  

“And I’m better at that too.”  

“We’ll see about that!”  

Emil casually chatted with Sierra after dispatching the enemy.  

He’s fast…  

Emil’s movements were beyond Edric’s expectations.  

The last time he’d seen Emil fight, during that bet with Chris, he hadn’t been anywhere near this skilled.  

To improve this much in such a short time…?  

Caught off guard by Emil’s prowess, Edric gripped the hilt of his sword tightly.  

“How was that?”  

“Uh, um… It was good. Your movements just now.”  

“Haha, thanks to my great teacher.”  

“Ugh… Yeah…”  

Chris’s reaction only worsened Edric’s mood.  

She blushed shyly and clung even closer to Emil, her usual confident demeanor replaced by a girlish attitude that she seemed to reserve only for him.  

It was infuriating.  

But not for long, Emil…  

Still, it was fine.  

This level of skill was still within the scope of his plan.  

“Let’s go this way.”  

“Hm? A side path?”  

Sierra, who was leading, questioned Edric’s suggestion.  

He nodded.  

“From our current position, this route seems smoother.”  

“Hmm… But the gem we need to retrieve is closer if we go straight.”  

“This exercise isn’t just about returning quickly. The safety of the entire team also earns points. Look, the side path is just as fast.”  

“If you say so…”  

Convinced by Edric’s explanation, Sierra nodded, and Emil and Chris followed without objection.  

Going smoothly.  

Satisfied with his teammates’ unquestioning response, Edric smirked in the darkness.  


And then…  

[“Who… Who’s there?”]

The monster Edric had been waiting for appeared.

A whispering voice announced its presence.  

“It’s… a Whisper!”  

“Eek…!”  

Sierra reacted swiftly to the Whisper’s appearance, while a faint scream escaped Chris, who was at the back of the group.  

[“Who, who’s there…? Found… found you… I found you… Me, me…”]  

“Everyone, stay alert! Emil!”  

“Leave it to me!”  

“Got it.”  

Edric rallied the group around him, shouting toward Emil.  

Seeing Emil nod in response, Edric flashed a sly grin.  

***

[Kiaaaaa!]  

The Whisper vanished in a blaze-like shimmer as my sword, coated with holy water, struck it.  

“Wow… I was wondering how we’d take it down. What did you do?”  

“Holy water. I figured we might need it, so I brought some.”  

“As expected of the top student… Your preparation is on point.”  

I casually tossed aside the holy water vial in response to Sierra’s awe.  

Preparation, huh.  

It wasn’t like I brought it thinking, ‘Just in case something like this happens.’

After all, encountering the Whisper was part of my plan from the start.  

Though I didn’t expect Edric to lead us right to it.  

The challenge was figuring out how to guide the group to the Whisper’s location.  

Unexpectedly, Edric had solved that problem for me.  

And that very same Edric…  

“Ugh, ugh…! Hnng…!”  

Hiss…  

“Oh no…”  

“Ugh…”  

He was now collapsed in front of us, his face pale as he stared blankly into the air.  

Between his legs, a large puddle had just formed.  

To think you had the same idea as me, Edric…  

I’d caught on to his plan the moment he specifically asked me to handle the Whisper.  

The Whisper—a rare monster that launches psychic attacks in the form of a female ghost.  

It occasionally appears in academy dungeon exercises, but in a dungeon tied to the final evaluation, its appearance is guaranteed.  

Edric must have gathered intel on this dungeon beforehand and led us here on purpose.  

“What do we do…? Should we carry him?”  

Sierra looked down at Edric, who was still wetting himself, with a grimace of disgust.  

“N-No… let’s just keep an eye on him for now.”  

Chris, mirroring Sierra’s expression of distaste, responded.  

If I didn’t know how to deal with it, I’d be the one in his place.  

Edric’s plan was clever.  

He likely intended to show Chris my pathetic state after a psychic attack, lowering her opinion of me.  

Unfortunately for him, this was my sixth time going through this exercise.  

I already knew how to handle the Whisper.  

The Whisper targets the first person to see its face for its psychic attack.  

The counter is simple: when its form appears, look at its feet.  

That’s why Edric had asked me to deal with it.  

If I attack first, I’d be the first to see its face.  

But when I moved to strike the Whisper, Edric, thinking his plan had succeeded, looked at its form.  

As a result, he became the target of the psychic attack.  

***

“You okay? Are you hurt anywhere…?”  

A little while later, Edric snapped out of the psychic attack’s effects.  

Opening his eyes, he found us staring at him.  

Sierra tried to comfort him with a forced calm expression.  

Chris and I, meanwhile, shot him cold glances in the awkward atmosphere.  

His face flushed with shame, and he lowered his head.  

Trembling, he stood up, and we followed him in silence.  

That silence likely cut into his heart even deeper.  

***

Afterward, we continued searching for the target gem with a mute Edric.  

Fortunately, as Edric had said, the gem was located near the side path.  

“Found it! Now we just need to head back, and we’re done!”  

After a few more battles, we finally secured the target.  

Sierra held the sparkling red gem in her hand, beaming brightly.  

Chris and I exchanged relieved smiles.  

Only Edric remained silent, avoiding eye contact.  

This feels pretty satisfying.  

Looking at the back of Edric’s head, I felt a refreshing sense of vindication.  

It wasn’t as gratifying as when I’d directly confronted Malcolm, but still, he’d wet himself.  

In front of the two girls he had feelings for, no less.  

Alright, I’ll let you off with this, Edric.  

Since Edric in this run hadn’t done anything to me yet, this humiliation was enough.  

However, given that he’d planned to use the Whisper, I doubted he’d stay quiet moving forward.  

After all, he even tried to kill me before.  

If, after I complete Chris’s conquest, Edric tries anything against me, I’ll exact further revenge then.  

“Let’s hurry back!”  

With the gem in hand, we started heading toward the return route to wrap up the exercise.  

Having retrieved the target faster than the other teams, high scores seemed likely, and Sierra’s steps were noticeably light.  

This is about the time.  

And now, it was time for my real goal to come into play.  

Rumble, rumble, rumble…!  

“W-What…? What’s that?”  

The telltale tremor signaling its arrival echoed through the dungeon.  

“An earthquake?”  

“Kyaa…!”  

Sierra looked startled by the sudden vibrations, Chris let out a small scream, and Edric stared at the ceiling with a grim expression.  


And then…  

“AAAAHH!!”  

A loud scream came rushing toward us.  

[Next Chapter]





 
  Chapter 34: Joint Practice(3)


 “AAAAHH–!!”  

The scream grew closer and closer.  

And then…  

Thud, thud, thud, thud, thud!!  

A massive vibration intensified.  

As the tremor, mistaken for an earthquake, grew louder, we all realized what it was.  

“It’s not an earthquake…”  

“What… what is it?”  

Edric muttered, and Sierra’s voice trembled with panic.  

I already knew what was coming, and Chris, clinging to my back in a panic, said nothing.  

Moments later…  

“Save meeee!!”  

The source of the scream appeared before us.  

It came from the corner directly ahead, on the path we were heading toward.  

As expected, it was an academy student, sprinting desperately.  

He clutched the gem—the objective of the exercise—tightly in his hand as he ran toward us.  

“What’s going on? Why isn’t he using the bracelet?”  

Sierra voiced her confusion, and I answered.  

“He’s got the gem. You can’t return with the gem if you use the bracelet.”  

“Oh, right.”  

This was to prevent cheating by using the bracelet to return after obtaining the gem.  

“But what’s chasing him…?”  

Sierra’s next question was answered almost immediately.  

Thud, thud, thud, thud, thud–!  

“ROOOOAR!!”  

“What… what is that…?”  

“What do you mean, what?! We’ve gotta run!”  

Sierra froze at the sight of the massive monster that appeared.  

I grabbed her hand and Chris’s, sprinting in the opposite direction.  

“Wait, hold on!! Don’t leave me!!”  

Edric hurriedly chased after us.  

Just as I expected.  

“ROOOOAR!!”  

What appeared was the dungeon’s master monster, known in the game as a boss monster.  

Its enormous body filled the cave-like dungeon.  

Using its four legs, it charged through the narrow tunnels like it was crawling.  

It was a massive, bison-like monster called Gramos.  

“Kyaaa!!”  

“ROOOOAR!!”  

CRAAASH!!  

BOOOOM…!  

Right after we rounded a corner at the end of the path we were running down, Gramos charged headfirst into the wall.  

The impact sent an earthquake-like tremor reverberating through the dungeon.  

“What do we do, what do we do, what do we do–!!”  

Sierra, glancing back, screamed with her eyes wide in a way I’d never seen before.  

“Keep running! Just a bit further, and we’ll reach a wider passage!”  

I shouted to her, leading the group in one direction while tightly gripping Chris’s arm as she followed behind me.  

“ROOOOAR!!”  

Gramos, undeterred by its head-on collision, continued chasing us.  

The student who had been chased earlier was nowhere to be seen—likely having escaped down a side path or used the bracelet to return after abandoning the gem.  

We’re almost there.  

As we neared the exit of the narrow passage, approaching the wider one, I steeled myself.  

“ROOOOAR!!”  

In every run, Gramos appeared during this group exercise.  

Even the student being chased was the same.  

Most likely, that student had awakened the sleeping beast while retrieving the gem.  

Regardless, since facing Gramos was consistent across all runs, I was familiar with its behavior patterns.  

And then…  

“Scatter!!”  

The moment we burst out of the narrow passage into the wider one, I shouted, dodging in the opposite direction from Sierra and Edric.  

I pulled Chris into my arms and rolled across the ground.  

“Urgh…!”  

“Kyaa!!”  

And then…  

“ROOOOAR!!!”  

Thud, thud, thud, thud!  

CRAAASH!!  

Gramos barreled out of the passage we’d just left, unable to stop, and slammed headfirst into the opposite wall.  

After crashing, Gramos’s movements halted.  

But…  

Rumble, rumble, rumble…  

“Kyaa! What’s this now?!”  

The impact of Gramos hitting the wall sent ominous tremors echoing through the wide passage.  

Rumble, rumble, rumble…  

Hearing the sound, I shouted to Sierra and Edric across the way.  

“Run to the other side!”  

“What?”  

“Don’t ask, just run to the other side–!!”  

“Alright, got it!”  


After shouting, I scooped up the fallen Chris and sprinted in the opposite direction from Sierra.  

“Emil…”  

Chris, cradled in my arms, looked up at me with a strange expression.  

She seemed somewhat relieved, but unfortunately, it was too early for that.  

Rumble, rumble, rumble–!!  

The vibrations echoing through the passage grew louder.  

It’s coming…!  

And, as planned…  

CRAAASH!!  

The ceiling collapsed, and the area was buried under a pile of rubble.  

***

Whooosh…  

The dust settled, and the vibrations began to subside.  

“Cough! Chris… you okay?”  

“I’m fine… You?”  

“No injuries here.”  

After checking on Chris, I surveyed our surroundings.  

Just like last time.  

We were neatly surrounded by piles of rubble.  

It looked almost like an arena made of debris.  

Was this an event that actually happened in the original game?  

I couldn’t recall, but since the scenery was identical to the fourth run, I couldn’t help but wonder.  

The rubble conveniently avoided us, too.  

Of course, I knew this spot was safe from the collapsing rubble thanks to my experience in the fourth run.  

Back then, it was pure luck, but this time, I deliberately threw myself into this position.  

“This is bad… We’re trapped.”  

“Yeah.”  

Chris, looking around with me, said as much.  

“No choice then… We’ll have to use the bracelet to return– Wait, huh?”  

“The bracelet…”  

The escape magic tool provided by the academy for safety.  

It was missing from her wrist.  

And, of course, from mine as well.  

“Must’ve come off when we dove.”  

“Looks like it…”  

Chris nodded, accepting my explanation.  

“They’ll come for us soon, right?”  

She scooted closer to me and sat down on the ground beside me.  

“As long as Sierra and Edric are safe, they’ll definitely call the professors, so don’t worry.”  

“Yeah, you’re right…”  

She hugged her knees, stealing glances at me.  

Her slightly flushed cheeks suggested she was conscious of being alone with me.  

“But are you okay?”  

“Huh? W-What?”  

“With dark places. You don’t like them, right?”  

“Oh…”  

At my question, Chris’s eyes darted around nervously before she looked down at the ground and cautiously spoke.  

“I think… I’m okay.”  

“Really? Last time I saw, it seemed pretty bad.”  

“That time, I was alone… and it was darker than this… And…”  

She glanced at me, her cheeks reddening slightly.  

“S-Since you’re here with me, Emil… I feel a bit more at ease…”  

I chuckled at her honest words.  

“That’s good to hear.”  

For a moment, we sat in silence.  

I wondered if I should say something more, but I quickly decided against it.  

It’s about time.  

Instead, I gripped the hilt of my sword tightly, waiting for the real event to begin.  

Then…  

“Um, Emil…”  

Perhaps finding the silence awkward, Chris cautiously spoke up.

“Skreee–!!”  

At the same moment, a sound—neither from me nor Chris—echoed around us.  

“Something’s here…”  

Hearing it, I stood up as if I’d been waiting for this.  

“Emil…?”  

Chris tilted her head, puzzled by my sudden movement.  

And then…  

Whoosh–!!  

“Kyaaa!!”  

When I swung my sword, Chris let out a startled scream.  

Normally, she wouldn’t be this shaken, but in the dark, she was like a frightened child.  

“A… a monster…?”  

But she quickly regained her composure, realizing why I’d swung my sword.  

On the ground lay the bisected corpse of a bat-like monster that fed on blood.  

“Chris.”  

“Y-Yes…?”  

I looked at her, still seated, and spoke quietly.  

“Get up and stay behind me.”  

“What…?”  

With those words…  

“Kiaaaa!!”  

“Skreee!!”  

“Hiiiyaaa–!”  

The cries of various monsters echoed from the surrounding rubble.  

Ugh… This is gonna hurt, just like last time…  

Recalling the fourth run, I let out a tired expression behind Chris’s back.  

In the fourth run, I fought with reckless abandon, not caring for my life because my feelings for her were genuine.  

But now? 

Things were different.  

I didn’t exactly feel like risking my life for her anymore.  

Honestly, if it came down to actually dying, I’d probably abandon her and run.  

But…  

I had to fight.  

Alright, bring it on…  

All for one purpose.  

“Emil…”  

To complete Chris’s conquest.  

***

“Emil–!!”  

“Urgh…!”  

Chris shouted toward Emil, her face filled with terror.  

A snake-like monster had just bitten his wrist.  

“Chris–! Don’t move!”  

“But…!”  

Slash!  

“Huff… huff…”  

Emil sliced the snake that bit his wrist with his sword, roughly tearing its fangs from his arm.  

Drip…  

Blood flowed from yet another wound on his wrist.  

But that wasn’t the only injury.  

His arms, legs, waist, chest, neck, and even his face were covered in countless small wounds.  

Even calling his condition “okay” would be generous.  

The only part of him unscathed was his back—the back shielding Chris.  

“N-No… I’ll fight too…! Emil…!”  

“Stop it. I’m fine, just stay hidden, Chris…”  

“But…!”  

Tremble, tremble…  

Seeing Emil battered and bruised from protecting her, Chris drew her sword with shaking hands.  

Why now, of all times…?!  

But her hands trembled with fear, refusing to move properly.  

Why?  

Was it the sudden stench of blood?  

Memories of being ten years old, hiding in a closet, flooded her mind vividly.  

She wanted to help, but she couldn’t.  

If she stepped in now, she might only hinder Emil.  

“Don’t worry… Chris…”  

Emil called out to her, breathing heavily as he sliced through a centipede-like monster charging at them.  

Slash!  

“Kieeeeek!!”  

It had been over an hour since the battle began.  

He was exhausted, his eyes dull.  

He looked like he could collapse at any moment.  

But…  

“I’m here… so don’t worry…”  

“Emil…”  

He refused to fall, clinging to his resolve to protect her, gripping his legs to stay upright.  

He clutched the hilt of his sword tightly.  

“HAAA!!”  

Whoosh!!  

With a final battle cry, he swung his sword.  

Skreeeek!!  

A rat-like monster attempting to flank Chris was cleaved in two with a single strike.  

Thud…  

“Huff, huff…”  

But as if he could no longer hold on, Emil drove his sword into the ground, breathing raggedly.  

“Emil…”  

Chris could only watch his back, tears streaming down her face.  

You can’t die…  

In a situation where she herself might die, all she could think about was his safety.  

Why am I so useless at a time like this…  

She hated herself.  

Tremble, tremble…  

This was the moment to overcome her trauma and help him.  

If she could fight alongside him, he wouldn’t have to suffer like this.  

“Ugh, Emil…”  

Blaming herself, Chris looked at Emil, who was protecting her despite her uselessness, with tear-soaked eyes.  

And finally…  

“HAAAA–!!”  

Emil let out a massive cry as he swung his sword at the last monster—a scorpion-like creature.  

Slash!  

Despite his exhausted body, his blade cut through the monster with unbelievable precision.  

“Urgh…”  

He had defeated all the monsters.  

But…  

“Emil!”  

Emil collapsed, losing his balance at the same moment.  

His body was riddled with too many wounds.  

“Emil…! No…! Stay with me!”  

Chris frantically called his name, watching his eyes flutter shut.  

***

Goddamn, that was exhausting…  

The battle had lasted a grueling hour.  

Even knowing what was coming, it was an incredibly tough fight.  

How the hell did I manage this last time…?!  

Thanks to consistent training and the perks of easy mode, it was barely manageable.  

In the talentless fourth run, surviving this had been nothing short of a miracle.  

But still…  

Having pulled it off, Emil allowed himself a faint smile.  

“Ch-Chris… Are you hurt…?”  

He repeated the same words he’d said to her in the fourth run.  

“Ugh, forget about me… Look at yourself…!”  

But Chris’s reaction was slightly different this time.  

Back then, she had said something like:  

“Yeah, ugh, I’m fine… Thank you, Emil…”  

This time, however…  

“Is anyone there–!!”  

Chris lifted Emil’s head onto her lap, gripping his hand tightly.  

She shouted toward their surroundings.  

“Help us!!”  

Terrified that Emil might die, she cried out with all her strength, ignoring the trauma rising in the darkness.  

You don’t have to shout that loud; they’ll be here soon.  

Unlike the frantic Chris, Emil calmly closed his eyes.  

He knew the sequence of events by heart.  

Just count to ten, and the professors will…  

He closed his eyes, counting silently in his mind.  

“Please, ugh, please help us…!!”  

And, in what seemed like a miraculous moment for Chris…  

Rumble, rumble–!  

“Here! The students are here!!”  

The academy’s supervising professors appeared, urgently clearing the rubble with tense expressions.  

Finally… it’s over.  

Seeing the glow of the professors’ light magic, Emil let his body relax.  

Chris’s conquest was complete.  

The most physically demanding conquest was over.  

Relieved, he allowed the professors to support him as an injured student, helping him out of the rubble.  

But…  

“What…?”  

Emil couldn’t rest yet.  

“S-Sierra…”  

As they were being moved out of the dungeon, Edric rushed toward them, his face pale as he spoke.  

“Emil–!!”  

Hearing those words, Emil forgot his pain, leapt off the stretcher, and sprinted forward.  

The startled voices of Chris and the professors echoed behind him, but…  

Damn it!!  

With a frantic expression, Emil ran ahead.  

Everything up to this point had been a carefully orchestrated act within his plan.  


But now…  

A real situation had unfolded.  

“Emil…”  

Chris stared at his retreating figure with an anxious, dazed expression.





 
  Chapter 35: Joint Practice(4)


Immediately after Gramos’s charge caused the dungeon’s ceiling to collapse…  

Rumble, rumble, rumble…  

Amid the rising dust, Sierra and Edric barely regained their senses.  

“Ugh… What the heck was that…?”  

“Sierra? Are you there?”  

“Edric…?”  

Sierra rubbed her dizzy head, reeling from the impact of diving to the ground.  

Edric pushed through the dust toward her.  

“Edric, w-where are Emil and Chris?”  

Sierra urgently asked about their teammates as he approached.  

“No time for that, Sierra! Let’s move!”  

Ignoring her, Edric grabbed her wrist.  

“W-Wait? Edric!”  

“Run! That thing might come after us again!”  

“But the others–!”  

“They’re on the other side! There’s nothing we can do for them now! Let’s get out and call the professors!”  

If he was in such a hurry, why not use the bracelet?  

Sierra was about to say as much when she noticed her own wrist felt empty.  

Oh… I lost it…  

It must have broken or come off in the chaos.  

But Edric still had his bracelet.  

If Edric uses his bracelet to get out now…  

They could alert the professors faster.  

Tap, tap, tap, tap!  

“Just a bit…! Just a bit further…!”  

But Edric didn’t use the bracelet. 

He just kept running toward the light.  

Why isn’t he using it?  

The reason was clear.  

Using the bracelet meant disqualification and no points.  

“Um… Edric…!”  

“What!”  

Sierra cautiously called out to Edric, who was frantically pulling her along.  

She wanted to tell him to use his bracelet to get out quickly and call the professors.  

But she hesitated.  

If Edric loses points because of me…  

Would she have given up her practical exam points in a situation like this?  

Sierra fell into a brief moment of doubt.  

And then…  

“Edric!”  

“What!!”  

She concluded that she would have used the bracelet.  

“Use your bracelet to escape right now! Or I’ll use it for–”  

That’s when it happened.  

Rumble, rumble, rumble…  

A vibration, similar to the one they felt when the ceiling collapsed earlier, began to echo through the cave.  

“W-What…?!”  

“Damn it! What now!”  

The two, who had been running at full speed, sensed something wrong and stopped.  

And no sooner had they halted…  

Crack, crack…  

“Huh…?”  

“Oh no…”  

Cracks began to spread beneath their feet.  

“Run–! Just keep running–!!”  

“Okay!”  

At Edric’s signal, Sierra followed him, sprinting.  

There was no time to talk about the bracelet now.  

Edric let go of her wrist, focusing entirely on running.  

As they dashed forward recklessly…  

“Alright! Just round that corner, and we’re–!”  

Edric shouted, glancing at the map in his haste.  

CRAAASH!!  

The cracked ground gave way.  

“Huh…?”  

“Oh…!”  

The hole in the floor spread at a terrifying speed, its impact reaching the two runners.  

And Sierra, who was behind Edric…  

Stumble–  

She was caught in the collapse, her body falling into the hole.  

I-I need to grab his hand…  

Even as she fell, Sierra reached out.  

***

It was still okay.  

The collapse had stopped just in front of Edric.  

If he extended his hand, she could still grab it.  

But…  

“Urgh…!”  

Edric stood frozen, his face pale with fear.  


CRAAASH–!!  

Another massive cloud of dust enveloped the area.  

Edric shielded his face with both arms and ducked his head.  

And moments later…  

As the dust settled…  

“N-No way…”  

Edric stared at the pit where Sierra had fallen, his face ashen.  

He could have grabbed her.  

The thought flashed through his mind.  

But he didn’t.  

Why?  

When he asked himself, the answer came quickly.  

He didn’t know what had happened to Emil and Chris.  

If Sierra disappeared here too…  

Everyone who witnessed his earlier humiliation would be gone.  

That fleeting desire had paralyzed him.  

“The professors… I need to get the professors…!!”  

Snapping out of it, Edric, still pale, sprinted toward the dungeon’s exit.  

No matter what, he didn’t truly want the three of them to die.  

“Somebody help–!!”  

Edric shouted desperately, running to find help.  

***

I ran without thinking.  

My arms, legs, back, chest, stomach, waist…  

Even my neck and face.  

My body was covered in cuts, bruises, and possibly cracked bones.  

But I kept running.  

Throb, throb…!  

My entire body screamed in protest.  

It begged me to stop and rest now that I’d survived.  

But I kept running.  

Because right now, nothing else filled my mind but the act of running.  

Sierra…!  

Why was I running so desperately?  

Why was my heart pounding so hard?  

I couldn’t understand it.  

Was it simply because Sierra, someone unrelated to my plan, had gotten caught up in this?  

Was I running to save her out of guilt?  

There were perfectly capable professors and students who could handle it.  

Why was I running?  

My body was already in tatters, and I had no idea what help I could offer.  

“Here…!”  

But I ran to her.  

And I arrived.

A massive pit.  

The floor had collapsed due to Gramos’s earlier charge.  

This was likely the dungeon’s lower level—a zone where monsters far more dangerous than those on the upper level roamed.  

There was no guarantee Sierra was even alive down there.  

But…  

CRAAASH…!  

Without hesitation, I threw myself into the pit, sliding down the steep wall, kicking up dust as I descended to the bottom.  

I pulled an emergency scroll from my pocket.  

With a swift rip…  

Ziiing…  

The light magic inscribed in the scroll activated, illuminating the path ahead.  

Please…!  

I pushed through the collapsed rubble, moving forward.  

To the spot Edric had described, where Sierra had fallen.  

Hoping against hope that she was still alive.  

“Kieeeeek–!”  

“Skreee…!”  

Monsters soon blocked my path.  

“Get out of my way…!”  

Baring my teeth, I pointed my sword at them.  

***

“Ugh, ugh…”  

Sierra opened her eyes.  

“Ow, it hurts…”  

The moment she woke, an intense pain shot through her back.  

The pain snapped her fully awake, and she scanned her surroundings.  

“Oh… I fell…”  

This is bad.  

That was her first thought.  

No bracelet… and my leg…  

The pain started at her back and ended sharply at her ankle.  

At a glance, it was red and swollen—possibly broken.  

In other words, escaping without the bracelet was impossible, and moving on her own was out of the question.  

Drop…  

“Eek…!”  

A noise nearby made Sierra let out a small scream.  

She stared toward the sound, holding her breath.  

Was it a monster?  

This was the dungeon’s lower level, so it wouldn’t be surprising.  

But no further sounds followed.  

It was probably just something breaking in the collapsed rubble.  

I’m scared…  

Fear quickly overwhelmed Sierra.  

Trapped in the collapsed lower level of the dungeon.  

No escape bracelet, unable to move due to her injured leg.  

The darkness ahead, the possibility of monsters appearing.  

Or worse, another collapse could bury her alive.  

Edric… Right, Edric must have gone to get the professors…  

Sierra tried to calm herself by thinking of her teammate who had stayed above.  

But…  

“Ugh, sob, what is this… ugh…”  

Tears finally burst forth.  

Wiping her falling tears with trembling hands, she lowered her head.  

No matter how hard she tried to stay calm, the fear was overwhelming.  

“Please, someone, hurry…”  

The thought that she might die brought a flood of thoughts to her mind.  

Sierra could only pray for rescue to come quickly.  

And then…  

Drop…!  

“Eek…!”  

Another noise.  

Was it just more rubble collapsing, like before?  

She stopped crying, holding her breath as she stared toward the sound.  

But in the dark, she could see nothing.  

Then…  

Drop…!  

“Kyaaa!”  

Another sound made Sierra scream and duck her head.  

Something was there.  

This was definitely the sound of something moving.  

A monster, she thought.  

“S-Sierra…”  

“…Huh?”  

But what followed was an unexpected voice.  

A faint, rasping voice, but one she had definitely heard before.  

“Sierra…!”  

The voice grew closer.  

Drop…! Drop…!  

“Sierra…! Huff, are you okay…? Are you there…?”  

As if responding to her scream, the voice called out more urgently.  

That’s when Sierra realized who it was.  

“Emil!! I’m here…! Sob, I’m right here!”  

“…Th-Thank goodness.”  

Hearing her voice, Emil muttered in relief.  

And then…  

Rip…!  

The sound of something tearing echoed.  

Ziiing–  

A light magic spell illuminated the space between them.  

“Sierra…”  

“Waaah…! You came…! Sob, thank you, thank you, Emil…!”  

The moment Emil appeared, Sierra’s tension melted away, and she burst into tears.  

She reached out to him frantically.  

Grab–  

Emil took her outstretched hand.  

“…Huh?”  

That’s when Sierra sensed something was wrong.  

“Emil…?”  

The strength in his grip was weak.  

More than that, his hand was rough and trembling.  

She felt a sticky liquid—different from water—and soon, the smell of blood hit her nose.  

“Sierra… Your leg, it’s injured.”  

Emil, now close, immediately checked her condition.  

But Sierra didn’t respond to his words.  

With a shocked expression, she spoke.  

“Injured…? Emil, you’re the one…”  

Emil’s condition was on a completely different level from hers—utterly wrecked.  

“Can you be carried? Put your arm around my shoulder…”  

But Emil ignored his own state, hurrying to help Sierra up.  

“E-Emil…! Are you okay? What happened…?”  

“Don’t worry about it. Let’s get out of here. I’m tougher than I look.”  

And with that, Emil hoisted Sierra onto his back.  

He began retracing his steps.  

Tougher than he looks…? 

That’s not true at all…  

His back trembled as he carried her.  

Yet the hands supporting her were firm, holding her tightly with all his strength.  

The moment she was on his back, Sierra realized.  

Emil wasn’t holding on with physical strength.  

In a state where collapsing would be no surprise, he was enduring through sheer willpower.  

“Emil…! I’m fine, so let me support you…”  

“You could barely get carried just now. You’re not in good shape either. Just stay quiet and let me carry you.”  

“But…”  

Step, step…  

As if to dismiss her concerns, Emil moved his legs with determination.  

His body was covered in wounds and trembling, but he walked as if refusing to fall.  

“Emil…”  

Faced with his stubbornness, Sierra gave up and buried her face in his shoulder.  

“Thank you…”  

“Hm…?”  

“For coming to save me… Thank you, Emil…”  

In her shock at seeing his condition, she’d forgotten to express her gratitude until now.  

As Emil carried her along the path…  

She noticed a significant number of monster corpses littering the way.  

To end up like this…  

Why did he go this far…?  

To come find me…  

She felt both confusion and gratitude.  

Thanks to Emil, she had escaped that terrifying moment so quickly.  

As they continued along the path…  

“See? I told you.”  

“Huh?”  

Emil broke the silence, speaking in a light tone.  

His voice carried a sense of relief compared to when she first heard it.  

“I’m not that weak.”  


He glanced back at her, flashing a playful smile.  

“What’s that supposed to mean?”  

Sierra, letting go of her worries, matched his mood and gave a small laugh.  

“But you’re still an idiot, aren’t you?”





 
  Chapter 36: After joint Practice


Emil carried Sierra on his back as he made his way out of the dungeon’s lower level.  

Fortunately, no monsters attacked.  

He had already defeated every monster on the path while searching for her.  

So Sierra silently entrusted herself to his back.  

His body was so battered that leaning on him felt almost guilt-inducing, yet somehow, he felt reliable.  

Despite looking like he could collapse at any moment, he was steadfast.  

Was it normal to push one’s body this far for a teammate?  

The question suddenly crossed Sierra’s mind.  

“Huff, huff…”  

But she couldn’t ask him that now.  

Emil was exhausted, and for some reason, asking felt embarrassing.  

So Sierra simply leaned against his back in silence.  

A short while later…  

“Found them! Students are coming out this way!”  

“Oh, it’s Emil! Is Sierra there?!”  

The professors, who had belatedly descended to the lower level, spotted Emil and Sierra and rushed toward them.  

At that moment, Emil collapsed.  

Thud.  

“E-Emil?! Emil!”  

“Good heavens, what happened?! His wounds… Call the cleric! Get the cleric!”  

Sierra had known deep down.  

The fact that Emil was even walking in his condition was nothing short of a miracle.  

“Emil! Emil, stay with me!”  

Soon, students and professors swarmed in, pulling Sierra and Emil out of the lower level.  

Emil was placed on a stretcher and urgently transported.  

Sierra, after receiving magical treatment for her leg from a cleric, ignored her other injuries and immediately followed Emil.  

When Emil was finally brought out of the dungeon’s exit…  

“E-Emil!!”  

“Emil!!”  

Two women rushed toward him.  

Marie… and Chris.  

Sierra stared at them blankly.  

“Ugh… Emil–! W-Why are you like this…?! Emil, please wake up…!”  

Marie collapsed over Emil, who was unconscious, clutching his shoulders and sobbing as if he were dead.  

“Cleric…! Is Emil… Is he okay? He’s not in danger, is he?”  

Chris, on the other hand, grabbed the cleric checking Emil’s condition, frantically asking about his state.  

Her trembling hands showed she was just as terrified as Marie.  

“Yes, fortunately, there are no critical injuries. He’s just fainted from exhaustion.”  

“Oh…”  

“Ugh, Emil…”  

At the cleric’s explanation, Chris and Marie finally showed signs of relief.  

But both remained by Emil’s side, their faces filled with worry.  

Thank goodness…  

Sierra, too, sighed in relief at the cleric’s words, her hand on her chest.  

And then…  

I want to be by his side too.  

She looked at Chris and Marie, who had claimed Emil’s sides.  

There was no room for her to step in—they’d already taken their places.  

And for some reason…  

Sierra felt a sense of frustration in this situation.  

***

I came to.  

It seemed I’d fainted after meeting the professors while rescuing Sierra.  

As I slowly opened my eyes, a sudden burst of light made me squint.  

This wasn’t the dungeon.  

Where was I?  

“E-Emil! Are you okay…?”  

A familiar female voice came from beside me.  

She gently reached out, and I weakly grasped her hand.  

My vision was still blurry, so I couldn’t quite make out who it was.  

“S-Sierra…?”  

The name that came to mind slipped out.  

But…  

“Oh…”  

The response was a voice tinged with surprise.  

“…Ch-Chris.”  

Only then did I fully come to my senses and look properly at the face of the person holding my hand.  

I must’ve been disoriented from fainting.  

I’d called out another woman’s name right in front of her.  

Not like I was cheating or anything…  

Chris looked somewhat dejected.  

But soon, she gave a small smile and squeezed my hand tightly.  

“Are you okay? Are you… hurting anywhere?”  

“Yeah… My body’s fine.”  

“Good.”  

After the brief exchange, Chris lowered her head slightly.  

And she let go of my hand.  

What’s she thinking…?  

Did I mess up by mentioning Sierra’s name?  


Her reaction made me worry about the state of my conquest.  

I’d put my life on the line to clear the dungeon rescue event.  

If this makes her suspicious about Sierra, will she hold off on confessing…?  

My goal wasn’t just to conquer Chris.  

It was to conquer her and receive her confession.  

That was the ultimate objective.  

And yet, I’d run off to save Sierra right in front of her.  

After rescuing Sierra and collapsing, I woke up and called Sierra’s name.  

Honestly, it was hard to imagine her not being suspicious after all that.  

Why did I do that…?  

I questioned myself.  

I didn’t regret saving Sierra itself.  

It felt like the right thing to do at the time.  

The professors were too slow, and Sierra could’ve been attacked by monsters in the meantime.  

As I was lost in thought…  

Is Sierra… okay?  

Absurdly, Sierra’s condition popped into my mind.  

Even though my plan was at risk of falling apart.  

Even in this moment, I was worried about her.  

“Um…”  

Chris, who had been sitting silently beside me, softly spoke up.  

“Thank you, Emil.”  

She expressed her gratitude.  

“In the dungeon… you protected me. If you hadn’t been there, I’d probably have been in big trouble. Thank you.”  

“…No big deal. It’s just what I had to do.”  

I responded to her thanks as naturally as I could.  

But then…  

“What you had to do…”  

Chris quietly repeated my words.  

“Huh…?”  

“S-So…!”  

She hesitated for a moment before speaking again.  

Looking at me with trembling eyes, she said,  

“Saving Sierra… Was that… also something you had to do?”  

I hadn’t expected her to ask so directly.  

What’s the right answer here?  

How should I respond to steer this toward her confession?  

After a brief moment of thought…  

“Yeah…?”  

I made my choice.  

“I’m just a bit nosy and have a strong sense of justice.”

“And both you and Sierra are my teammates. Of course I’d save you.”  

“Right?”  

It was a painful misstep.  

Does this mean the dungeon event was all for nothing…?  

I forced a smile at Chris while inwardly sighing in despair.  

The reason I said, “Saving Sierra was just something I had to do,” was to prevent any misunderstanding from Chris.  

If she got the wrong idea about my relationship with Sierra, she might give up and not confess at all.  

That would be a problem…  

Even if this excuse warped into something like, “Saving Chris was just something I had to do too,” this was the right choice.  

Am I going to have to do something else to get her to confess…?  

Lying in bed, I racked my brain, sifting through my knowledge of the original game.  

It seemed I’d need to plan something new to trigger Chris’s confession.  

“Well, I’ll head out then.”  

“Oh, okay.”  

Chris stood up shortly after, likely heading back to the dorms now that she’d seen I was okay.  

Creak.  

“Rest well, Emil.”  

“Yeah, thanks for coming.”  

Creak… click.  

With that, Chris left the infirmary.  

At that moment…  

Voices…?  

I heard the sound of a conversation outside the infirmary door.  

Since Chris had just left, she was probably one of the voices.  

But who was the other? 

The cleric?  

A moment later…  

Step, step.  

Footsteps echoed down the hallway as someone walked away.  

It seemed Chris had finished her conversation and left.  

Creak!  

The infirmary door opened again.  

“…Oh.”  

The person who entered was…  

Sierra.  

Step, step.  

For some reason, she approached me with a sulky expression and…  

Plop.  

Sat down in the chair where Chris had been moments ago.  

“H-Haha.”  

Her demeanor made me laugh awkwardly.  

Why was she acting like this all of a sudden?  

“For starters… I’m fine. So don’t worry, okay?”  

I said something, anything, to break the tension.  

But Sierra didn’t respond.  

An awkward silence lingered for a moment.  

Then…  

“Just as expected…”  

“…Huh?”  

Sierra finally spoke.  

“You did it because it was something you had to do, huh?”  

She said this with that same sulky expression, looking at me.  

What was going on?  

Wasn’t she here to check on me…?  

***

Chris, after saying goodbye to Emil and encountering Sierra in the hallway, walked silently toward the dorms.  

Her expression wasn’t exactly cheerful.  

She should’ve been happy that Emil was awake, but…  

Is there… something going on with Sierra?  

Now that Emil’s safety was confirmed, the worries she’d pushed aside resurfaced in Chris’s mind.  

Sierra, who had been standing outside the infirmary just now—her expression was different from usual.  

It was probably a woman’s intuition.  

Does Emil… have feelings for Sierra?  

Another worry crept into her mind.  

Back in the dungeon, when Emil had saved her…  

When he’d thrown himself into danger to protect her from countless monsters…  

Seeing him like that, Chris had realized her true feelings for him.  

She liked him.  

More than she could bear to hold back.  

And she had thought…  

That Emil, who protected her so fiercely, felt the same way about her.  

But he went straight to save Sierra too.  

What was she supposed to make of that?  

Did Emil, who saved her despite his injuries, have feelings for her?  

Did that mean he also had feelings for Sierra, whom he saved in the same way?  

If not…  

If Emil didn’t have feelings for Sierra…  

Does that mean he doesn’t have feelings for me either?  

Her head was a mess.  

At that moment…  

“Just say it.”  

“…Huh?”  

Someone spoke to her from behind as she walked down the hallway.  

Chris turned her head.  

There, a girl with pink hair was staring at her.  

“Who…?”  

Her eyes were empty.  

Beautiful and pretty, yes, but those eyes lacked any spark, exuding an eerie aura.  

Yet…  

Her lips curled into a faint smile.  

“You’re hesitating, aren’t you?”  

“What?”  

“What’s right, what you should do, how to move forward.”  

The pink-haired girl spoke as if she could see right through Chris’s heart.  

She succinctly summarized Chris’s inner turmoil.  

And then…  

“Just say it.”  

She repeated herself.  

“Say… what?”  

Chris struggled to understand what the girl meant.  

After all, she’d appeared out of nowhere and started talking.  

But for some reason…  

Chris felt her heart sway at the words of this girl who seemed to see through her.  

So she asked.  

And the girl answered.  

“All the feelings in your heart.”  

“The emotions you want someone to understand. Just let them all out.”  

“Or are you planning to hide them forever?”  

As Chris listened, her fist slowly clenched.  

Are you going to do nothing your whole life?  

“…No.”  

“Hehe, good.”  

Chris’s response was firm, and the girl smiled, pleased.  

Then, with a twirl…  

Step, step.  

The girl turned and walked down the hallway, her back to Chris.  

That girl… 

She was there when Emil collapsed.  

Only then did Chris recall who she was.  

When Emil had been carried out, unconscious…  

“Emil–! Sob, please! Please wake up…!”  

She was the woman who had clung to Emil, crying.  

Just say it.  

Yes.  

Worrying wouldn’t change anything.  


Act before you overthink.  

That had always been her way of surviving on the battlefield.  

“Alright.”  

With a determined expression, Chris clenched her fist.  





 
  Chapter 37: How did you do it?


The final event with Chris was over.  

I had used up all the strategies I’d employed in the fourth run.  

So, I found myself deep in thought.  

What should I do…?  

Originally, the plan was to complete Chris’s conquest with this group exercise event, make her certain of my feelings for her, and then receive her confession when she could no longer hold back.  

But…  

I ended up explaining that helping Chris wasn’t because of any feelings—it was just something I had to do.  

“Sigh…”  

My head was throbbing.  

Should I try using events from other heroines…?  

I considered that option, but…  

No, that wouldn’t work.  

Summer break was coming soon.  

If I used summer break events, the heroines I needed to conquer during that time would get pushed back.  

I need to get results before summer break…  

So, I racked my brain over Chris’s conquest.  

At that moment…  

“You’re sighing a lot today, huh?”  

Sierra, sitting in front of me reading a book, spoke up.  

Her words made me look at her closely.  

And next to her…  

“U-Um… S-Sierra, that’s my seat…”  

“Oh, I’ll just use it for break time. Hehe, that’s okay, right?”  

“Y-Yeah.”  

The original occupant of the seat Sierra was in hesitated, stepping back.  

Come on, stand up for yourself.  

I inwardly groaned as I looked at the seat’s owner.  

An extra male student like me, he blushed and stood awkwardly as the beautiful protagonist Sierra took his seat.  

“So? Why all the sighing?”  

Sierra glanced up from her book, asking again.  

There was no way I’d answer truthfully.  

“You know, just one of those days.”  

“Hmm… Fair enough. But… it’s not because of me, is it?”  

“What…?”  

“Like, I’m not annoying you or making you sigh, am I?”  

Thud.  

Sierra closed her book and gave me a slight glare.  

“No, it’s not that.”  

“Good then.”  

What was up with her?  

Sierra dropped her glare, crossed her arms, and turned her head.  

She stopped reading her book.  

I couldn’t understand why she was occupying some innocent guy’s seat and acting like this.  

“Hey, so…”  

Sierra, still turned away, cautiously spoke again, uncrossing her arms and placing her hands on her knees in a surprisingly demure posture.  

“You haven’t been showing up for morning training lately…?”  

“Huh?”  

“You used to go every morning, but you haven’t been.”  

“Oh, well, the final evaluation exercise is over now.”  

“…Ugh, true, but…”  

My answer seemed to dissatisfy her. 

Sierra pouted, looking flustered.  

What was this about?  

Did she want to train?  

I’d never heard of the protagonist having such a hot-blooded trait.  

Ding, ding.  

The bell signaling the end of break time rang out.  

“Fine! So you’re saying you’re done with morning training for good?”  

“Uh? Y-Yeah.”  

Hearing the bell, Sierra stood up.  

She glanced at me, then strode back to her own classroom.  

Once Sierra vacated the seat, the hesitant male student finally sat down.  

“Ugh…! I-It’s warm…”  

I shot a brief glare at the back of the student in front of me before letting out another sigh.  

***

Chris fidgeted with her fingers, pacing in the hallway.  

Meanwhile, Sierra, having heard the class bell, left the classroom to return to her own.  

Why has she been sticking to him so much lately…?  

Chris stared at Sierra’s retreating figure with uneasy eyes.  

Recently, she had made up her mind.  

She would tell Emil her true feelings.  

But she couldn’t just barge in and blurt it out.  

So, Chris was waiting for the right moment.  

Now that we’re not doing sword training, I barely get any chances…!  

Their private training sessions had been set to end after the final exercise.  

With the exercise over and Emil recovering, their personal training had come to a close.  

As a result, the only times Emil and Chris crossed paths now were in the hallways or during lunch.  

But even those moments…  

“Emil! Where’re you going?”  


“Emil! Let’s eat together today!”  

“Emil! Look at this…!”  

Sierra kept showing up, stealing her opportunities.  

I can’t let this go on…  

She didn’t know why, but Sierra’s attitude toward Emil had changed.  

…Could it be that she, like Chris, also…?  

The thought was hard to shake.  

I’ll aim for after class…  

Chris made her plan as she headed to her classroom for lessons.  

And then…  

After school, as time passed…  

Tap, tap, tap!  

Once the dismissal bell rang, Chris hurriedly packed her things and rushed out of the classroom.  

Her destination: Emil’s classroom.  

If Sierra steals my chance even after school…!  

She couldn’t wait any longer.  

She had to approach Emil first and talk to him.  

As Chris ran frantically…  

Just as she rounded a corner into the hallway leading to Emil’s classroom…  

BAM!  

“Kyaa!”  

“Urgh!”  

Chris collided with someone and fell to the floor.  

“…Ow… Huh? …Chris?”  

“…W-What?”  

Startled by the voice, Chris looked up.  

It was Emil.  

“You scared me. What’s the rush?”  

Emil stood up and extended a hand to her.  

Blushing slightly, Chris took his hand.  

“Ugh…”  

“Hm?”  

Meeting her target so suddenly made Chris feel an inexplicable embarrassment, and she lowered her head.  

“What’s wrong?”  

Emil asked, puzzled by her reaction.

What am I doing…? If I keep this up…  

She couldn’t waste time.  

If she hesitated, she might lose the rare opportunity she’d finally found.  

Clench…  

Overcoming her embarrassment, Chris gripped her hand tightly.  

“Emil…!”  

“Y-Yeah!”  

Chris looked straight at Emil.  

And then…  

Grab!  

“Huh?”  

“Come with me!”  

“…What?”  

Clutching Emil’s hand tightly, Chris dragged him along without explanation.  

Emil, not resisting, followed her with a bewildered expression.  

The two walked through the hallway like that for a while.  

Glance.  

Chris looked at the hand she was holding and then at Emil’s other hand.  

He’s got his bag… So he’s heading home, right?  

Since he was heading home, dragging him along shouldn’t be an issue.  

Chris brushed it off with that simple logic.  

“Um… C-Chris.”  

“What.”  

“Where are we going?”  

“Isn’t it obvious? We’re heading home.”  

“Oh, so we’re walking home together.”  

“Ugh…”  

Emil’s curious tone made Chris blush for a moment.  

She subtly let go of his hand.  

Only then did Emil drop his confused look, giving her a faint smile as he walked beside her.  

“You could’ve just said if you wanted to walk together.”  

“…”  

Emil spoke kindly.  

She could’ve annoyed him with her forceful approach, but…  

Thump, thump.  

Her foolish heart raced at such a small gesture.  

Now… what do I do…?  

As embarrassed as Chris was, no conversation passed between them.  

Emil casually took in the scenery, while Chris, head lowered, walked alongside him.  

After walking like that for a bit…  

The two soon left the academy’s main building and started down the path.  

The dorms, their destination, were getting closer.  

Seriously… 

W-What do I do now…?  

Truthfully, Chris didn’t have a clear plan.  

She only had a goal.  

To tell Emil her true feelings.  

That’s why she’d been looking for a chance to be alone with him.  

But now that she’d seized the opportunity…  

Wait…? 

A confession…? 

How do you even do that…?  

Having grown up on battlefields since childhood, Chris had no knowledge of the bittersweet tales of romance.  

So, she had no idea how to express her feelings.  

Don’t people usually go on dates or something…? 

Or drink? 

Oh, we can’t drink… 

Then…  

Memories of crude stories from her mercenary comrades and vague snippets of love tales jumbled together in her mind.  

In the end, Chris’s face flushed, her eyes spinning as she lost her composure.  

They were almost at the dorms.  

And then…  

“Chris.”  

“…”  

“Chris?”  

“H-Huh?”  

Emil, walking beside her, gently called her name.  

Chris, who had been staring at the ground, jumped and looked at him.  

“So, um…”  

Basking in the glow of the sunset, Emil smiled kindly at her.  

Chris stared at him, almost entranced.  

And then Emil continued.  

“Have the injuries from the dungeon healed?”  

“Huh…?”  

“You got a bit hurt, right?”  

“…I-I’m fine. Yeah, no problem.”  

“Haha, really? Good. You looked a little under the weather.”  

Chris gazed at Emil’s bright smile.  

Thump, thump…  

She felt her heart pounding uncontrollably.  

Oh…  

From the box of emotions she could no longer keep locked…  

She let go.  

“I like you…”  

“What?”  

Once she released her grip, the box of emotions burst open, spilling its contents.  

As those contents reached Emil through her words…  

Her heart became too honest to hold back any longer.  

“I like you… I like you, Emil.”  

Was this the right way to do it?  

She didn’t know.  

Should she have found a better setting?  

She didn’t know that either.  

Chris just said it.  

This person who didn’t hesitate to throw himself into danger to protect her.  

This person who, despite being far more injured, worried about her.  

She wanted to tell this person how she felt.  

She followed that uncontrollable urge.  

“Uh, well…”  

Caught off guard by the sudden confession, Emil quickly tried to gather his thoughts.  

“Ah, uh, uh…”  

In that fleeting moment…  

Chris, snapping out of her daze, blushed bright red and stammered.  

She only then realized what she’d just said.  

“C-Chris…”  

Emil, with a serious expression, started to say something.  

But…  

“WAAAAH–!!”  


Chris…  

Ran away.  

“…Huh?”  

Emil, who had just been handed a golden opportunity, stared dumbfounded at Chris’s retreating figure as she fled to the dorms without even hearing his response.





 
  Chapter 38: Hey? What’s wrong with you two?


I received a confession from Chris.  

It was a bit sudden, but since my goal from the start was to get a confession from her, I calmly composed myself.  

I was about to reject her.  

But then—  

“Waaaaah!!”  

She ran away.  

“Damn it…”  

I had finally received a confession, only to miss my chance to achieve my goal right in front of me.  

As I stared at her retreating figure, I pondered.  

Should I chase after her and reject her?  

“No, that’d be a bit weird.”  

Of course, that would accomplish my goal.  

But even so, chasing after someone who’s fleeing, just to reject their confession when I have no intention of accepting it…  

It felt oddly wrong.  

If I did that, Chris might end up thinking I’m some kind of weirdo.  

And if she sees me as a weirdo, would she really regret confessing?  

Honestly, I wasn’t sure.  

So…  

“Do I have to wait for the right moment even to reject her…?”  

Feeling deflated, I trudged back to the dormitory.  

Compared to Marie, Chris was a much more high-maintenance target to pursue.  

***

“Ugh, ugh, waaaah…”  

As soon as Chris returned to her room, she collapsed onto her bed.  

She pulled the blanket over herself, hugged her pillow tightly, and flushed bright red.  

“I’m crazy, crazy, crazy…!”  

She had said it.  

She had planned to confess from the start, but when she saw Emil smiling gently beside her, she unintentionally blurted out her hidden feelings.  

“He’s definitely going to think I’m weird…!”  

Chris buried her face in the pillow and shouted.  

The confession itself wasn’t the issue.  

No, she had mustered the courage to express her feelings, after all.  

But…  

But she had run away after confessing.  

She had screamed with an unflattering expression and fled.  

“He’s definitely going to think I’m weird…!!”  

Her voice, muffled by the pillow, echoed through her room.  

Then, cautiously, she peeked out from the pillow, staring into the air with just her eyes.  

Her gaze was still swirling with confusion.  

“How am I supposed to face Emil starting tomorrow…?”  

Maybe she shouldn’t have said anything.  

She regretted it.  

Maybe she shouldn’t have listened to other people’s advice.  

Her head was filled with these small regrets.  

***

A little while later, as the sun set and the outside began to darken…  

“What’s done is done…”  

Chris muttered with a flushed face, as if she had made up her mind.  

As time passed and her emotions settled, her mind grew clearer.  

Of course, thinking back to that moment still made her want to kick the blanket in embarrassment.  

But…  

“I… like Emil…”  

More than that, she wanted to have a good relationship with Emil.  

…She wanted to be his girl.  

Her now-calm mind told her that this embarrassment was something she had to endure to achieve that outcome.  

“Starting tomorrow… I’ll properly seduce him…”  

In her mind, Chris pictured Sierra’s face.  

Now that she thought about it, Sierra definitely had feelings for Emil too.  

Her instincts, honed by her mercenary life, couldn’t be wrong.  

So, having already confessed, Chris resolved to make her feelings for Emil clear starting tomorrow.  

“Alright…”  

Flop.  

With a determined expression, Chris hugged her pillow and collapsed sideways onto the bed.  

***

And then, the next day…  

“Ugh…”  

Chris sat at her desk in her classroom, feeling dejected.  

“I ran away again…?”  

She had resolved to make her move, even waiting in front of the dormitory in the morning to walk to school with Emil.  

But the moment she saw him, she instinctively fled to the academy.  

She even heard Emil’s confused voice calling after her as she ran.  

…How humiliating.  

Chris thought as much.  

“Was confessing too hasty…?”  

Maybe if she had tried to seduce him without confessing, she could have handled it better.  

That thought began to surface.  

“Ha…”  

Even during class, Chris lowered her head and let out a soft sigh.  

The morning and afternoon classes passed without her taking any action.  


Click.  

Snap.  

And just like that, it was after school again.  

“I’m such an idiot…”  

Having done nothing, Chris habitually went to the training grounds.  

Strangely, it felt like she hadn’t run into Emil as much as usual today.  

Before her confession, she had always sought him out, so it wasn’t just her imagination.  

Thwack!  

Smack!  

Chris swung at the training dummy alone, lost in thought.  

Just a few days ago, she had been training here with Emil.  

For some reason, the training grounds felt unusually vast today.  

Even though she had spent far more time training alone than with Emil.  

“…Emil.”  

Chris muttered, letting her wooden sword droop.  

***

And then—  

“Chris.”  

“Eek?!”  

A voice she hadn’t expected came from behind her.  

She let out a foolish yelp, and with a flushed face, she slowly turned her head.  

There stood Emil.  

“W-When did you get here…?”  

“Just now. …I’m glad you’re training today too.”  

“Just now…”  

Did he hear her muttering his name?  

Her mind was filled with that question.  

But then—  

Glance.  

Another question arose: why had he come here?  

“He definitely heard my confession yesterday…”  

She had said she liked him.  

Three times.  

There was no way he hadn’t heard.  

So, the reason he came was probably…  

“Chris, I have something to say. Do you have a moment?”  

“Uh, uh? Y-Yeah…”  

Thump, thump.  

Her heart began to race with anticipation.  

She couldn’t help but entertain hopeful thoughts, foolish as they were.  

That’s what love does, after all.  

“Could it be… could it be…?”  

Thump, thump.  

Instead of her usual sharp gaze, Chris looked at Emil with soft, sparkling, girlish eyes.  

She noticed him blushing and avoiding her gaze, as if embarrassed.  

That only heightened her expectations.  

“About yesterday… what you said to me, Chris.”  

“Y-Yeah…?”  

“That you like me.”  

“…Yeah.”  

Hearing the subject of her confession brought up by the person she liked made her unbearably embarrassed.  

Unable to hold his gaze, Chris lowered her head.  

She didn’t have the courage to look at his face.

“My heart feels like it’s going to burst…”  

Chris silently prayed for Emil’s response to come quickly.  

She felt that only then could she move past this agonizing moment.  

But then—  

“I’m sorry.”  

When she heard his response, she realized—  

“…Huh?”  

The anxious moment from just before suddenly felt far preferable.  

“Thank you for liking me, Chris. …But I’m sorry. I don’t think I can return those feelings.”  

“That’s what I wanted to say. Sorry, I didn’t want to drag this out and make it harder for both of us.”  

“…Okay.”  

“But I still think you’re a great friend, Chris.”  

“…Okay…?”  

“See you tomorrow, then.”  

Step, step.  

Emil gave her a regretful smile, turned, and walked away from her.  

“…What?”  

Chris stared blankly at his retreating figure.  

“Is this… a dream?”  

She had just been rejected by him.  

The reality of it felt so surreal.  

“…What…”  

Drip, drip…  

But her body seemed to fully register the truth, as tears began to fall one by one.  

Drip, drip…  

Staring at the teardrops hitting the ground, Chris stood there, dazed.  

She had been rejected.  

“Is it… over?”  

How long had she liked him?  

It didn’t feel like it had been that long.  

Maybe about a month?  

“Just… a month…”  

It had ended in just a month.  

The time she spent fluttering with excitement over him had ended so futilely.  

***

That night, after the sun had set, Chris lay in her dormitory room, just like the night before.  

She was buried under her blanket, clutching her pillow tightly.  

But her eyes were different from yesterday.  

Just yesterday, she had been filled with determination to seduce Emil and make things work.  

Now, Chris’s face was hollow, as if everything had come to an end.  

“Ugh…”  

Tears welled up endlessly.  

Her nose stung as tears rolled down her cheeks, soaking the bedsheet.  

“Sniff, ugh…”  

Why was she so sad?  

It wasn’t like someone had died.  

She had just been rejected.  

Emil was still alive and well.  

She was fine too.  

So why?  

Why did it hurt so much?  

An inexplicable pain stabbed at her heart, tormenting her.  

She still liked Emil.  

All he had said was that he couldn’t be with her romantically.  

It wasn’t like she could never see him again, right?  

“Sniff, ugh, sniff…”  

She kept repeating this to herself, but her sadness only grew.  

And so, Chris cried herself to exhaustion and fell asleep without realizing it.  

-Ding!  

For some reason, she felt like she heard a sound like that ringing in her ears.  

Chris opened her eyes.  

“…What?”  

When she opened her eyes, she wasn’t in her room.  

She was at the training grounds.  

The familiar training grounds of the academy.  

“You’re late!”  

“…Huh?”  

At that moment, a voice identical to her own sounded beside her.  

She turned her head.  

“…What?”  

There she was.  

Chris Bellmore.  

The familiar, sharp, and fierce version of herself stood there, holding a wooden sword, glaring at someone.  

And then—  

“Sorry…! Did I keep you waiting?”  

“No need to apologize. I’ll just train you extra hard to make up for being late.”  

“Eek!”  

Emil approached the training grounds.  

“This is…”  

The two began sparring shortly after.  

The version of herself in front of her exuded a ferocious aura, attacking Emil with her wooden sword.  

Emil blocked the strikes, sometimes taking hits directly, struggling to keep up with the spar.  

“…?”  

Watching this, Chris quickly realized it was a dream.  

The reason was simple.  

Emil’s skill was terrible.  

“No matter how you look at it, he wasn’t this bad.”  

After all, Emil was someone who had earned the chance to train with her through a bet.  

He had managed to land five hits on her.  

He had that level of skill.  

But the Emil sparring before her now was far below that level.  

“Can’t you move properly?! Don’t close your eyes!”  

“Y-Yes, ma’am!”  

He was barely managing to block her attacks, struggling desperately.  

“…Heh.”  

Chris sat on the ground, watching the scene and chuckling softly.  

He was undeniably terrible.  

Pathetic and unimpressive.  

But…  

“He’s still handsome…”  

Even this version of Emil was someone she liked.  

“Am I really going crazy…?”  

Why was she having this dream?  

The question crossed her mind, but she didn’t dwell on it.  

She clearly remembered being rejected by Emil before falling asleep.  

Yes, she had been rejected.  

So maybe, even if just in a dream, she wanted to watch him like this.  

Since it had come to this, though her heart ached, Chris decided to enjoy the dream.  

She would spend this time happily, watching him, even if it was just in a dream.  

That’s what she thought.  

But then—  

“…What?”  

“I like you, Chris.”  


“Be my partner.”  

“…Huh?!”  

In the dream, she and Emil…  

Became lovers.  

To be continued.



 
  Chapter 39: Envy and Ominousness


“I like you, Chris.”

Time in the dream passed quickly.  

No, rather than passing, it felt like everything except the scenes meant to be shown had been cut out.  

Before she knew it, Chris was watching two people shyly facing each other at the training grounds.  

“Uh, uhh…?”  

The two people before her were, naturally, the dream versions of Emil and herself.  

And from that Emil’s mouth came words that were hard to believe.  

“I like you.”  

The words “I like you.”  

The very same words Chris had said to Emil just yesterday.  

It was a confession.  

“W-What, s-so suddenly… that’s…”  

“Do you hate it?”  

“No, it’s not that I hate it…”  

“What is this…?”  

The translucent Chris stared blankly at the scene.  

Emil was confessing to her, and she, blushing with embarrassment, scrunched her face shyly.  

Emil smiled, as if even that embarrassed version of her was endearing.  

Though it was a dream, it was a scene that felt like a dream in every sense.  

“Why am I having this dream…?”  

Chris couldn’t understand the scene she was witnessing.  

Emil had confessed to her.  

It was the complete opposite of the reality where Emil had rejected her.  

“Be my partner.”  

In the end, Emil expressed his firm intentions to her.  

Holding both of her shy hands, he earnestly asked her with a serious face.  

And then.  

“Okay.”  

The dream version of herself nodded, accepting his proposal.  

The two of them.  

Became lovers.  

***

Chris watched as the two shyly smiled and returned to the dormitory.  

They looked happy.  

It was the very scene she had so desperately wished for in her heart, now unfolding before her eyes as if it were real.  

Chris’s feelings as she watched were simple.  

Envy.  

All that welled up in her heart was overwhelming envy.  

“This… isn’t a dream…”  

Suddenly, Chris realized.  

Emil and herself, now lovers, happily attending the academy.  

Eating lunch together secretly on the rooftop.  

Spending weekends together.  

As she watched these passing scenes, Chris realized this wasn’t a dream.  

“This… is something that could have happened…”  

Or perhaps.  

Something that was actually happening in another world.  

There were several reasons she came to this realization.  

The most prominent was the sense of dissonance.  

The Emil in this scene was undeniably Emil, but somehow different from the real Emil.  

He wasn’t the top student of their year, nor did he have a talent for combat.  

And compared to the real Emil, he felt just a little purer.  

From these subtle differences, Chris instinctively realized that this wasn’t a dream but a memory from another world.  

Moreover, it was far too vivid and realistic to be a dream.  

“I’m so jealous…”  

In her translucent form, Chris sat on the ground, watching the two of them.  

And as she gazed at the dazzling pair, tears streamed down her face.  

“Sob… I’m so jealous…”  

To be jealous of herself.  

How foolish.  

But it felt so natural to be this foolish.  

Chris was envious of the dream version of herself.  

“Why, sob, why are you showing me this…? Why…?”  

Was it because Emil had rejected her?  

Had some bored goddess intervened or something?  

As if to say, 

“Look at the outcome in another world and be satisfied with that.”  

That’s what it felt like.  

“Ugh, sob…”  

They looked undeniably happy.  

A blissful couple that no one could envy.  

And because of that, it hurt even more.  

Because… perhaps that was the outcome she could have achieved.  

“What was missing…?”  

Clearly, she and Emil had been close.  

The Emil in this dream, though different from the real Emil, had a similar history.  

He had approached her first, asking to be taught swordsmanship.  

He had helped her when she panicked in the dungeon.  

They had even gone on what felt like a date.  


…And during the practical evaluation, he had risked his life to save her, just like in reality.  

It was all the same.  

But the outcome was different.  

Chris wanted to know why.  

Maybe, if she understood the reason, she could make it happen with Emil in reality too.  

Clinging to that hope, she desperately sought answers.  

And then.  

As if responding to Chris’s plea, the entity showing her this dream revealed—  

The reason why she could never be with the real Emil.  

“Anyway, that’s how it happened… so be careful around the main house.”  

“Like I said before, you were the one who suggested it, Edric. …You know that, right?”  

“What…?”  

Chris was meeting with Edric.  

That part wasn’t particularly strange.  

After all, Edric was her fiancé, so reporting her relationship with Emil to him was Chris’s duty.  

But what puzzled Chris wasn’t the situation itself.  

It was Edric’s face.  

“Yeah, I see.”

“Seriously, be careful! Don’t mess up and say something stupid!”  

“Haha, no way. Don’t worry.”  

For a moment, Edric’s expression subtly shifted.  

Of course, it quickly returned to his usual cheerful demeanor.  

But Chris, watching from the side, noticed.  

For just a fleeting moment, Edric had shown a hint of displeasure.  

And.  

The reason for his displeasure was soon revealed to her by the dream.  

“Hey, Chris.”  

“What?”  

Right before summer break, Edric had called Chris out separately.  

The place was the rooftop.  

As they watched other students return to their dormitories, the two of them talked.  

Then, out of nowhere, Edric made a declaration to Chris.  

“Don’t you ever think about being serious with me?”  

“What?”  

Edric, who had been looking down at the students, turned to face a surprised Chris.  

She questioned him with a puzzled expression.  

“Serious? What do you mean by that?”  

“Exactly what I said. We’re not really proper fiancés, are we? …So, I’m saying, let’s be proper fiancés.”  

At Edric’s explanation, Chris’s face immediately twisted.  

She glared at him sharply.  

“Do you even understand what you’re saying, Edric?”  

“Haha, did I, your fiancé, say something weird?”  

“I’m already Emil’s partner. And now you’re telling me to be your fiancé? Don’t be ridiculous. Even if you’re joking, there’s a line you shouldn’t cross.”  

“E-Edric… why are you acting like this…?”  

The translucent Chris looked at Edric with a bewildered expression.  

She couldn’t fully comprehend the conversation unfolding before her.  

Sure, she and Edric were engaged, but it was purely a formality.  

Neither she nor Edric had ever treated each other as real fiancés.  

That’s how it was supposed to be…  

Grab.  

“Ugh…! L-Let go of me!”  

“Why? If you don’t like it, shake me off. You can do it. With your skills, you could even throw me off this rooftop.”  

“Hahaha, see? You can’t do it.”  

Edric grabbed one of Chris’s hands and laughed gleefully.  

Chris glared at him with a look of disgust.  

“It’s your mother, isn’t it?”  

At Edric’s next words, Chris fell silent.  

“Your mother needs our family to secure her knighthood, doesn’t she?”  

“Shut up.”  

“Summer break starts tomorrow, and I’m heading back to the main house. …What do you think will happen if I tell my father you’re cheating?”  

“What are you talking about…! Once my mother gets her title, our engagement—”  

“Exactly.”  

Edric looked down at Chris, smiling like a snake.  

“I’ve changed my mind about that.”  

“You…! Stop talking nonsense, Edric…! This isn’t funny at all! You don’t even care about me in the slightest…!”  

“I like you.”  

“What?”  

“I like you, Chris. I’m serious.”  

“Is this a joke?”  

“It’s not a joke. It’s real. That’s why I want you. Even if I have to use forceful methods like this.”  

Slip…  

Edric released Chris’s wrist.  

Flustered, Chris rubbed the wrist that had been held.  

Edric took a step back from her and spoke softly.  

“Let’s do it this way.”  

“What? I don’t want to hear it. If you’re going to say that, I’ll just tell your father tomorrow—”  

“Tell me. What is it?”  

“See? You get it when I explain. Chris.”  

Step, step.  

Edric walked past Chris, opening the rooftop door as he spoke to her.  

“Come back to the main house with me starting tomorrow. All I’m asking for is a chance. If that chance disappears… I won’t bother you anymore.”  

“Summer break. Just give me that time to have a chance. I swear, I won’t force you into anything. I won’t threaten you either. Just give me a chance.”  

“I’m leaving now. Your answer… I’ll hear it at the main house tomorrow.”  

Creak…  

Chris was left alone on the rooftop where Edric had departed.  

No, to be precise, she was left with her translucent self.  

Of course, the dream version of Chris couldn’t perceive the translucent Chris.  

She just stood there, staring at the ground with a hardened expression.  

“…No, right?”  

The translucent Chris cautiously approached her.  

Swish…  

When she reached out, her hand passed through the dream Chris’s body.  

“…You’re not going, right?”  

The translucent Chris looked at herself with trembling eyes.  

Her other self, frozen, unable to curse, scream, or even shed tears.  

She looked at herself.  

“…No, it’s not like that, right? Right?”  

Her voice couldn’t reach the dream version of herself, but still, Chris kept talking to her.  

Denying the ominous future.  

“Because you…”  

To the version of herself who had lived in such a radiant, happy world, she kept pleading.  

“You love Emil…!”  

The dream version of herself didn’t respond.  

Of course.  

This was a world where they couldn’t communicate.  

A world meant solely to show Chris something.  

And Chris knew.  

***

“Emil.”  

“Yeah?”  

“Summer break starts tomorrow, right?”  

“Haha, yup. You excited already?”  

She would go with Edric.  


Because her mother’s situation was more important to her than anything else.  

“I think I need to head back to the main house starting tomorrow.”  

The world that had been so enviable and filled with nothing but happiness.  

A sense of unease crept over Chris as she watched that world.  

To be continued.



 
  Chapter 40: Mistake


“You’re here, Chris!”  

Edric welcomed Chris to his family’s estate with open arms.  

Chris didn’t respond and brushed past him, entering the mansion.  

The people in the mansion greeted her warmly.  

After all, she was Edric’s fiancée, at least in name.  

***

Flop…  

Chris collapsed onto the bed.  

It was the familiar room she always used when visiting Edric’s family estate.  

‘Right, I just have to get through the summer break…’  

The reason she had come to Edric’s estate.  

It was because of Edric’s sudden confession and his threats.  

If she spent the summer break here and didn’t waver in her feelings for him, he promised he wouldn’t use their engagement to threaten her anymore.  

Of course, such a promise could easily be broken afterward.  

But Chris chose to trust Edric one last time.  

Having known him for so long, she wanted to believe he wasn’t so shameless as to go back on his word.  

***

“It’s nostalgic, isn’t it? This place hasn’t changed a bit.”  

“Yeah, I guess.”  

True to his word, Edric didn’t do anything particularly suspicious.  

His actions were simple.  

He spent time with her from morning until bedtime.  

They reminisced about the times they played together as children.  

They went on picnics, took walks under the moonlight at night, or cooled off by the stream to escape the heat.  

Of course, she could have refused all of it.  

But as his fiancée, she couldn’t coldly reject Edric’s invitations in front of the mansion’s staff.  

And then.  

‘Is he really… not going to do anything?’  

Chris began to feel suspicious as she observed Edric, who acted no differently than usual.  

***

On a green hill in Edric’s family territory.  

The two sat under a large tree at the hill’s summit.  

“Hey, Chris.”  

Suddenly, Edric, who had been gazing at the sky, spoke up.  

“What?”  

Chris responded curtly.  

“I really do like you.”  

Edric suddenly confessed again, despite her cold tone.  

“…Tch.”  

In that moment, Chris’s face flushed red.  

“What? Are you embarrassed? Haha, that part of you hasn’t changed since we were kids.”  

“Shut up.”  

Why was her face turning red?  

Was it because she felt embarrassed?  

If so, why was she embarrassed?  

Chris recalled what Edric had said on the rooftop.  

“I like you, Chris. I’m serious.”  

As if to prove those words, ever since she arrived here, Edric had poured all his energy into her.  

He tried his best to make her happy.  

He did everything he could to win her over.  

His feelings were conveyed through his gaze.  

“Tch…”  

That was probably why.  

Because she felt the sincerity in Edric’s feelings, Chris was embarrassed.  

But.  

“Get real. …I’m… I’m Emil’s partner.”  

Chris forced herself to express her rejection.  

There was no one else here.  

No mansion staff, no parents.  

So she could reject him freely.  

“Yeah…”  

Edric, faced with Chris’s harsh rejection, simply looked up at the sky.  

Chris glanced at his profile.  

He was smiling, but there was something lonely about him.  

For some reason, that expression bothered Chris.  

‘It’s okay.’  

The translucent Chris, watching the two with a worried expression, muttered to herself.  

‘It’ll be fine. I’m okay.’  

The translucent Chris believed in her dream self.  

Surely, Chris would choose Emil.  

No matter how much her mother’s situation weighed on her.  

She truly loved Emil.  

The dream version of her had to feel the same.  

Chris firmly believed that.  

***

Creak…  

“Chris…”  

“Edric…! What are you doing here at this hour…!”  

“It’s no big deal. Don’t worry. But do you know what today is?”  


“It’s my birthday.”  

But.  

Chris’s firm belief began to crumble with a single mistake.  

“…You’re just saying we should have a drink to celebrate, right?”  

Edric had come to Chris’s room with a bottle of wine and two small slices of cake.  

It was already past midnight, the start of a new day.  

Today was his birthday.  

“I told you, that’s all. Stop being so suspicious.”  

In that moment, Chris felt a slight sense of guilt toward Edric.  

The guilt came in two forms.  

The guilt of coldly rejecting someone who genuinely liked her.  

And the guilt of not remembering his birthday.  

Those two feelings fed into each other, growing stronger.  

Clink…  

And so, Chris accepted Edric’s proposal.  

As per Edric’s wish.

Under the moonlight in her room, they opened a bottle of celebratory wine.  

It was something she could do as a friend.  

And then.  

A mistake.  

Would it be right to call it that?  

It started with guilt.  

And the crossing of a line began when her heart wavered at Edric’s sincerity.  

“Chris…”  

“I’ll say it one last time—I genuinely want you.”  

“Edric.”  

Her sharp demeanor softened.  

That moment of vulnerability gave Edric an opportunity.  

Clatter…!  

Grab!  

“E-Edric…! What are you doing…!”  

“Think about it, Chris. We’re already engaged, even if it’s just in name.”  

“If we’re together, both your family and mine will have a happy ending.”  

“… ”  

“I’ll treat you preciously. That… that’s something I won’t lose to Emil at.”  

“Stop it, Edric. …Please.”  

“No, be honest.”  

Edric, his cheeks flushed, whispered seductively to Chris, who was avoiding his gaze.  

“You don’t exactly hate me, do you?”  

In that moment, Chris’s response faltered.  

She should have firmly denied it.  

She should have said she hated him.  

But Chris couldn’t answer.  

“Mmph…!”  

Sensing her wavering heart, Edric kissed her.  

“Mmph…! Hnn…!”  

Chris struggled.  

Was it the alcohol?  

Or perhaps something else mixed into the wine?  

A hazy sensation overwhelmed her, and instinct overpowered reason.  

Slip…  

The strength in her grip on Edric’s arm faded.  

And then.  

‘…No, it’s not.’  

Creak, creak, creak.  

‘It can’t be… It can’t be like this.’  

Creak, creak, creak.  

‘It can’t be!!!’  

“Hn, hnn… No…!”  

“Haa, Chris… Haa…”  

The translucent Chris couldn’t believe her ears at the sounds coming from her room.  

‘You… How could you… Why…?’  

It was a betrayal that began with a small mistake.  

Chris hadn’t been able to reject Edric.  

Thinking of Emil, who trusted and waited for her back at the academy dormitory, Chris gave in to Edric.  

***`

After that one embrace, Chris lashed out at Edric.  

“Sob, it’s because of you!! You—!!”  

“… ”  

The next morning, coming to her senses, Chris saw herself and Edric in her bed, both unclothed.  

The memories of the previous night flooded back.  

Tears streaming down her face, Chris drove Edric out of her room.  

“What do I do… Sob, Emil…”  

She had betrayed him.  

She was Emil’s partner, yet she had given herself to another man.  

She resented herself for showing Edric that moment of weakness.  

She shouldn’t have felt guilt toward Edric and let him into her room that night.  

As Chris sat on the bed, crying, a terrible thought crossed her mind.  

What if I keep it a secret?  

“… ”  

If she didn’t say anything, Emil wouldn’t know.  

Edric, guilty of taking advantage of her, would likely keep it a secret too.  

With trembling eyes, Chris settled on that thought.  

Yes, it was a mistake.  

She had just made a terrible mistake.  

So now, she would pull herself together and be a devoted partner to Emil.  

That’s what she told herself.  

***

But.  

“Let go of me…! You’re really…!”  

“Be honest, Chris. …Doesn’t seeing me remind you of that moment? I thought it was really good.”  

“Hnn…!”  

Edric kept coming to her after that.  

Having already experienced a man, Chris’s body responded as he touched her.  

He gently caressed the places they both knew felt good.  

“Hnng…!”  

Instinctively, she recalled that first night, born of her mistake.  

The overwhelming, dizzying pleasure that had consumed her in that moment.  

“You’ve already done it once. …So just let go, Chris.”  

“Let’s bury this summer break in our memories. Just for this time, let’s be honest with each other.”  

“… ”  

And so, it happened once.  

***

“Seems like you’re starting to want it, huh? No?”  

“Don’t talk nonsense.”  

“Okay, hm, got it. Sorry for bothering you.”  

“Nn…!”  

Then twice.  

***

“What’s this? You came to me first.”  

“Say it properly.”  

As if enchanted, a third time.  

Chris ended up seeking Edric out herself.  

She was bewitched by his magical words.  

You’ve already done it.  

Once this time passes, we’ll bury this moment.  

Yes, summer break… 

Just this moment.  

Edric was undeniably an exceptional person.  

At the academy, his handsome appearance and excellent grades made him popular with the female students.  

His skills in bed were equally remarkable.  

And he knew how to drive a woman wild.  

Like a snake’s tongue, he would ignite Chris’s desire, make her anticipate, then leave her wanting.  

Until, eventually, she came to him on her own.  

Having crossed that line with Chris once, Edric played her like a puppet in his hands.  

And so, the two of them spent the summer break in a fiery passion.  

A heat that melted away conscience and reason, leaving only instinct.  


***

And when the summer break ended.  

“Tch… Shut up. I’m just not serious about you anymore.”  

“C-Chris…”  

Chris declared her breakup with Emil.  



 
  Chapter 41: The consequences of mistakes


“Eh, Emil…”

Chris looked at Emil, who was standing there blankly. 

She tried to speak to him, his expression as if his soul had left his body, but her words didn’t reach him. 

She was merely an outsider, only able to observe this world.

Swish…

Her translucent hand passed through Emil’s body.

“Hic, I’m sorry…?”

Chris apologized to him. 

She couldn’t help it when she saw the wounded look on his face. 

Emil stared vacantly at the spot where Chris had just been standing, his face etched with confusion.

Drip, drip…

Tears streamed down his cheeks.

“Why…?”

Emil muttered in a voice that couldn’t reach anyone.

“Why on earth…?”

He spoke as if he couldn’t comprehend it. 

But there was no answer. 

Chris, who had coldly declared their breakup, had already left the scene.

“I’m sorry, sob, I’m sorry… Emil…”

Only Chris, invisible to him, knelt before him, apologizing. 

And then, she realized.

This was why Emil had rejected her.

She understood why she was having this dream.

She also realized that Emil carried the memories of this dream. 

Though she didn’t know why, Chris somehow instinctively knew it. 

The basis for this was her current memories.

“Hic, sob, ugh… I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”

The scenes she saw in the dream seeped into her memories. 

What she had observed as a third party now transformed into her own perspective, becoming her memories. 

Because of this, Chris felt as if her heart was being torn apart.

The memory of betraying Emil and turning to Edric.

The memory of loving Emil and being rejected by him.

These two memories coexisted, overwhelming her with crushing guilt.

Step, step…

Emil, who had been standing there blankly for a while, began to walk away with hollow steps toward the dormitory. 

Chris could only watch his retreating figure. 

This was something that had already happened. 

There was nothing she could do.

Chris could only hold her aching heart and watch him. 

She understood the reason. 

She had betrayed Emil, and he remembered it. 

The night she was rejected by him, her wish to know why had been granted.

But…

“Oh… Oh…?”

The memory didn’t end there. 

As if the story wasn’t over, the scenery shifted, revealing a new scene.

The place where she stood was a dark room—Emil’s room in the dormitory.

“…?”

Emil was reading a letter.

“Chris…”

Muttering her name, he suddenly flung open the dormitory door and rushed out.

“I wrote a letter…?”

Why would she? 

She had clearly gone over to Edric and, under his orders, declared her breakup with Emil.

There was no reason for her to leave him a letter now.

“Could it be…?”

Chris clung to a small hope. 

Was she perhaps calling Emil out to explain? 

Even if it was a pathetic excuse, was she trying to explain the situation and beg for forgiveness? 

Though she had already betrayed him, at the very least, she could confess the truth and seek his forgiveness. 

That was the least she could do.

That’s what Chris thought.

But…

***

“What’s this? Where’s Chris?”

“I’m sorry, but I’m the one who called you.”

“What…?”

It wasn’t her.

“Edric… What are you trying to do…?”

It was Edric who had written the letter and called Emil out. 

The meeting place was a meaningful spot for Chris and Emil—the dungeon where they had conducted their joint final evaluation. 

That dungeon had since been abandoned due to a collapse.

Inside, Edric, holding a torch, faced Emil.

“The truth is, Chris is mine now. I called you here to tell you that.”

“What did you say…?”

Edric, who had summoned Emil, revealed the truth—likely to mock him.

And then…

“What kind of nonsense are you spouting?!”

Enraged, Emil lunged at Edric. 


Edric wore a relaxed expression. 

No, more accurately, a mocking smirk. 

And the reason soon became clear.

Rumble, rumble, rumble!!

“Arghhh!”

“Hahaha! You’re not even a beast, so how can you charge at me like that, Emil?!”

Edric had set a trap. 

Using the already-collapsed dungeon’s unstable ground, he had gathered monsters beneath and lured Emil into it.

“Edriiiic!!”

Caught in the trap, Emil struggled. 

With bloodshot eyes, he glared at the mocking Edric. 

He trampled slimes and crushed the heads of venomous insects. 

It seemed as though he was determined to escape, to get out and kill Edric.

“Where’s Chris?!”

Even in the midst of it all…

“Emil…”

He believed in Chris. 

He trusted her and worried for her. 

His feelings reached Chris. 

‘Perhaps Edric had done something to her, forcing her to break up with him against her will.’

That’s what Emil thought.

Chris trembled and lowered her head. 

Above the pit, Edric spoke.

“Haha, don’t worry about Chris. She’s sleeping soundly in my bed right now.”

Chris’s shoulders shook as she heard his words. 

Emil, who had been shouting in fury, froze, his face hardening.

“What?”

“Let me give you one last piece of good news, Emil.”

“Chris, for all her bravery, is quite the delicate girl in bed.”

“Stop spouting nonsense!!”

Emil’s screams echoed from the pit. 

Hearing them, Edric laughed gleefully. 

Then he left the dungeon, as if he didn’t care whether Emil lived or died—or rather, as if he hoped for his death.

“Damn it! Damn it!!”

“Emil…”

But Emil didn’t give up. 

Even as he was swallowed by the slime like sinking into a swamp, even as venomous insects’ stingers pierced his body, he gritted his teeth so hard they might break and kept fighting.

In the end…

“Huff, huff…”

Emil escaped the pit. His body was covered in wounds. 

His breathing was ragged, and his wounds were turning purple from the poison.

“Huff… huff…”

Step… step.

Yet he walked.

“Emil… No, don’t go… If you go…”

To see it with his own eyes. 

Until that moment, Emil believed in Chris. 

And because his feelings reached her, Chris, watching his retreating figure, felt even more tormented. 

She knew what awaited him at the end.

And then Emil…

Creak… creak… creak…

He faced the moment when his trust was betrayed. 

The Chris he believed in was in Edric’s room, where he had gone for revenge.

“Haah…! Edric! Why so suddenly…! Hic…”

She was letting out soft moans.

In front of Emil’s blank face, Chris collapsed to the floor. 

She covered her face with her hands and wept. 

She couldn’t bear to look. 

She didn’t have the courage to see what kind of expression he wore.

Step… step.

Emil left the doorway, clutching the knife in his hand. 

Leaving behind the two people passionately entwined in the room, he walked away from Edric’s door.

“Hic, Emil…?”

The scenery Chris saw followed Emil. 

He left the dormitory and stood still for a moment, staring at the sky.

“Haha…”

And he laughed.

“Again…?”

He muttered something incomprehensible.

“Why on earth…”

After his lament to the void, Emil stood in place for a while. 

Instead of returning to his room, he headed outside.

“Emil… Where are you going…?”

Chris, watching him through her tears, asked, but of course, there was no answer.

And then…

When Emil reached his destination, he stopped. 

“Why there…?”

It was a path that dormitory students usually took to head to the academy. 

Emil stood there motionlessly, not collapsing or thrashing about.

Drip, drip…

Blood, like tears, dripped onto the ground as he stood still.

“Emil…”

Unable to understand his actions, Chris stopped crying and watched him. 

For some reason, an ominous feeling overwhelmed her.

And her premonition was correct.

As time passed into morning, Emil remained in that spot even as dawn turned to day.

“What’s that…?”

“Who is that…?”

“He’s hurt…”

Students heading to the academy early in the morning whispered about him. 

Covered in slime residue, insect venom, and his own blood, Emil was clearly not in a normal state.

Then…

“Emil…?”

The voice of the person he had been waiting for called out. 

Emil lifted his bowed head and looked at the person who had spoken.

There stood Chris, slightly surprised, standing next to Edric, who looked affectionate as they walked to the academy together.

“E-Emil…! What’s going on?!”

Shocked by Emil’s appearance, Chris spoke to him urgently, noticing something was wrong and showing panic.

“Blood… What’s wrong with you?”

Emil didn’t respond to Chris. 

He just looked at her and Edric with a hollow, exhausted expression. 

Then, he spoke to Chris.

“I know everything.”

“What?”

“I heard it all.”

At Emil’s words, Chris, startled, looked at Edric standing beside her. 

He averted his eyes, pretending not to know.

“E-Emil… That’s, I mean… Listen to me…!”

Chris tried to make some excuse to Emil.

But…

Emil didn’t listen.

“Emil…?”

He simply drew the knife hidden at his waist.

Slash—

“Eh…”

He slit his own throat.

Spurt!!

The sharp blade cleanly cut through his neck. 

Blood sprayed from his throat, covering Edric and Chris in front of him.

Behind Emil, the translucent Chris, who had witnessed his sudden action…

“Emil…?”

Thud.

She stared at Emil, who collapsed, bleeding and growing cold.

“No, no… Emil, Emil…? E-Emil…!”

She reached out to shake him, but her hands passed through. 

She was an outsider. 

All she could do was watch him bleed out and die.

“Ah, ahh…”


Facing the dying Emil was the final moment.

Chris learned the entire truth.

“Aaaaaaah!!!”

To be continued…





 
  Chapter 42: Hello, Edric(1)


Chris opened her eyes.

It was dawn, still too early for morning to arrive. 

But Chris didn’t go back to sleep. 

Nor did she get up to prepare for the day.

“Emil… ugh, hic…”

She simply pulled the blanket over her head and let tears stream down her face. 

The final memory she saw in her dream lingered in her mind, refusing to fade.

The memories she witnessed in the dream soon merged with her own. 

The perspective of a third party shifted to her own in the dream, and Emil…

He slit his throat right before her eyes.

With a hollow expression, without even blaming her.

“Emil, Emil, Emil…”

Chris trembled as she repeated Emil’s name, the name of the one who had died. 

Did Emil carry those memories? 

He probably did. 

If so, that meant Emil had lived through it.

He had trusted her, sent her off to a faraway place, only for her to betray him and entangle herself with another man. 

He had witnessed that truth firsthand and fallen into despair. 

And in his hopelessness, he had chosen death.

“Ugh…”

The overwhelming emotions made Chris feel as though her insides were churning. 

In that moment, every moment she had shared with Emil flashed through her mind.

Emil approaching her, asking her to teach him swordsmanship.

Him saving her, sparking the first feelings of affection in her heart.

Dreaming of a future with him during their dates.

Did Emil have those memories back then?

If he did, then despite carrying such memories, he had saved her trembling in the darkness, protected her when she was isolated, and fought for her with his life.

Why did he do it?

How could he do it?

“Emil… don’t you even resent me…?”

To someone like him, she had recklessly fallen in love and confessed her feelings. 

Without considering his feelings, she had poured out her heart in a sudden, selfish moment.

And then she had run away.

What must Emil have felt at that moment?

She couldn’t even bear to imagine it.

Having reached that point in her thoughts, Chris threw off the blanket covering her head and got out of bed. 

Her tears no longer flowed.

Clench…

Her once-sharp eyes, now clouded, lacked their former clarity. 

But she fixed her gaze firmly on her goal.

She knew what she had to do now.

***

‘She’s out…?’

As I entered the main building of the academy, I cautiously scanned my surroundings. 

There was one reason for my vigilance.

Yesterday, I had confirmed the message that the “Memory of Despair” had activated. 

That meant Chris had seen the memories of the fourth cycle.

‘With an example like Marie, I need to be careful…’

I looked around, tense. 

The reason for my heightened alertness was simple: Chris was dangerous, unlike Marie. 

In Marie’s case, even if she went astray, I could overpower her physically. 

But Chris was different. 

Her basic physical abilities surpassed mine.

‘If she goes off the rails like Marie and will something strange…’

I’d be utterly helpless. 

I recalled the moment not long ago when Marie had broken into my room and tried to overpower me. 

If Chris did something like that…

‘I’d have no excuse and just be done for.’

A chill ran down my spine.

And then…

“Hey!”

“Arghhh!!”

Thud!

Someone bumped into me from behind, and in my heightened state of tension, I let out a pathetic scream.

“Hahaha! What’s that?! Scaredy-cat! You got that startled by something like this?”

I glared slightly at the person who had bumped into me. 

As expected, it was Sierra. 

She burst into laughter, seeing me collapse to the ground with my legs giving out.

“Come on, get up. Hand.”

Having laughed her fill, she extended a hand to me. 

Both hands.

‘…What am I, a kid?’

“What? I was being considerate, you know.”

“Calling that consideration?”

“Hehe.”

I didn’t take Sierra’s hand and stood up on my own. 

It was already embarrassing enough that I’d collapsed in surprise—taking her hand would’ve doubled the humiliation.

“Seriously, you got way too startled.”

Sierra naturally fell into step beside me as we climbed the stairs together, making my earlier tension feel foolish.


“Just a few days ago, you were super brave.”

Sierra nudged my shoulder lightly as she muttered, glancing at me. 

A few days ago… 

She was probably talking about the dungeon training.

“I’m not particularly brave or a coward.”

I gave a vague reply and climbed the stairs ahead of her. 

For some reason, being around Sierra made it hard to stay calm.

Tat-tat-tat!

“So, where are you going for summer break?”

“What?”

Sierra caught up to me, walking side by side again, and brought up a random topic.

Summer break…?

“A few days from now is the closing ceremony, and then it’s summer break. What about you, Emil? What are you doing for summer break?”

“Why are you asking?”

“We’re friends, aren’t we? I can be curious. For reference, I’m…”

Sierra paused, tapping her chin with her index finger, then looked away, lost in thought.

Is there something to think about?

Curious about her response, I watched her closely. 

She glanced back at me, flashed a grin, and…

Thud!

She bumped my shoulder again.

“Secret! If you tell me first, I’ll let you know!”

“Then why’d you act like you were going to say something?!”

“Hehe, curious? If you’re curious, tell me. What are you doing for summer break? Going back home? Or traveling?”

Sierra leaned in, teasing as usual, her sparkling eyes looking up at me. 

The gaze from below felt oddly intense.

“…I’m just staying at the academy.”

“Huh? Here? Not going anywhere?”

“Yeah.”

Of course, I could go back home. 

But there’s one heroine left to pursue during the summer break, so I’m staying at the academy. 

It’s been the same every cycle.

“Hmm~”

At my answer, Sierra gave a sly smile, as if she was thinking something over. 

Then, glancing at me again, she said,

“Actually, I’m staying at the academy for summer break too.”

I averted my eyes and replied,

“Not that I was curious.”

“Come on, you totally were.”

Sierra giggled, teasing as always. 

The sight of her washed away the anxiety I’d felt that morning. 

It was a strange sensation. 

Being around her made my head feel weird, but my heart felt at ease.

***

And so…

After the day’s classes ended, in the afternoon…

‘Chris… didn’t show up at the academy after all.’

Contrary to my worries, Chris didn’t appear. 

It was the same pattern as Marie.

‘If this is the pattern, maybe the other heroines will be similar.’

It seemed like I could relax a bit the day after rejecting a confession.

But the very next day…

Edric also stopped coming to the academy.

***

Edric had received a letter from Chris.

‘I was worried since she didn’t show up at the academy… but what’s this?’

A smile spread across Edric’s face as he read the letter. The contents were brief:

[Edric, I want to confirm my feelings for you. Come to this place. -Chris]

Confirming feelings. 

The sweet implication was clear to Edric—it was undoubtedly a confession.

‘No, maybe a confession is a bit much.’

Chuckling to himself, Edric dressed and left the dormitory. 

It was late at night.

The letter had been waiting on his desk when he returned to his room after dinner.

With light steps, Edric headed to the meeting place. 

The letter included a rough map, but he didn’t need to think too hard. 

It was a place he had visited just a few days ago.

‘Why call me to such a secluded place…?’

A man and a woman meeting late at night in a deserted place to confirm their feelings. 

The thought ignited Edric’s desires. 

Maybe… he could take things further with her.

A hum escaped his lips.

If things went well with Chris, what kind of expression would Emil make?

“Haha…!”

That was what Edric looked forward to the most.

And shortly after…

Step, step…

“Chris…?”

Edric arrived at the meeting place. 

It was a dungeon—the one where an accident had caused the floor to collapse, now abandoned by the academy’s caretakers. 

A few days ago, it had been the site of Edric’s worst memory, when he’d been scared witless.

But tonight, that memory would be overwritten with a better one.

“Chris, I’m here.”

Edric cautiously called her name at the dungeon’s entrance.

Then…

Whoosh.

Step, step.

“Chris…!”

“Edric.”

Chris appeared before him, holding a torch. 

She planted the torch at the dungeon’s entrance and faced Edric. 

Even under the torchlight, her face was breathtakingly beautiful. 

At the same time, Edric felt a stirring between his legs.

“So… what’s this about, Chris? Confirming feelings?”

At Edric’s shy words, Chris took a step closer to him.

Thump.

Edric’s heart raced.

“Edric, I have something to ask.”

“Uh, yeah?”

“Do you… love me right now?”

Chris asked bluntly.

Did he love her? 

The sudden question caught Edric off guard, but…

‘Yes, just as I expected…’

The flow of the conversation aligned with his hopes, and he smiled. 

With a serious expression, he answered,

“Y-Yeah… Actually, I like you, Chris. Do you, maybe…?”

But before Edric could finish, Chris cut him off.

“Then.”

She took another step closer.

Step.

Her cold yet beautiful face came into clearer view. 

Edric gazed at her, entranced.

“Then, would you do anything to have me?”

“Huh…?”

Chris’s question continued, and Edric answered earnestly once more.

“Yeah, I’d do anything.”

Flinch.

For a moment, Chris’s shoulder trembled, and she spoke again.

“Really, anything?”

“Yeah.”

“What if there was someone I liked?”

“Huh…?”

“Would you be willing to kill them for me?”

Chris’s questions grew harder to comprehend. 

Until just moments ago, Edric had answered joyfully, caught up in the excitement. 

But now, he sensed something was off.

Yet…

Thump, thump.

Her beautiful face, so close to him. 

Her alluring figure. 

Imagining the skin beneath her clothes, Edric’s reason began to falter.

And so, he answered lightly.

“Yeah, I’d do anything…! If it’s something standing in the way of us, I’d even kill them!”

“Chris…?”

He answered, confident it was the right response.

And then…

Smirk.

The corner of Chris’s mouth curled upward.

“Good to know.”

“What?”

Chris muttered, and as Edric blankly echoed her words—

Boom!!

“Argh! C-Chris?!”

“What the hell…?! What are you doing?!”

Chris, who had closed the distance, moved swiftly to overpower him. 

Pinning Edric beneath her, she grabbed both his arms, immobilizing him.

Despite the physical difference between a man and a woman, her overwhelming skill compensated for it.

And then…

Crack, crack, crack!

“Arghhh!!”


A sound like a log snapping came from one of Edric’s arms, and his screams filled the area.

But there was no one around except Chris and Edric.

Their heated moment had begun.

To be continued…
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“I was originally going to sever your tendons.”  

Thud—thud—thud—CRACK!  

“GGRRAAAHHHH!!”  

Edric’s arm bent at a grotesque angle as a scream tore from his lips.  

But Chris didn’t stop.  

“But that felt too merciful.”  

The arm, writhing in agony, reached its limit—  

SNAP.  

“AAAAAAHHHH—!!!”  

It broke completely.  

…Swish.  

When Chris let go, his arm dropped limply, only the tips of his fingers twitching in pain.  

Yet she still didn’t stop.  

She grabbed his other arm.  

“S-stop…! Stop it! Chris—!!”  

“Honestly, I’d rather just snap your neck.”  

Thud—thud—CRACK!  

“GAAAHHH—!!”  

His arm twisted in the opposite direction with a sickening sound.  

And then, in one motion—  

SNAP.  

“GRAAAAHHH—!!”  

The arm shattered.  

…Swish.  

Thud.  

Edric’s arms hung uselessly at his sides as Chris stared down at him and continued,  

“But even that wouldn’t be enough to satisfy me.”  

Edric, still sprawled on the ground, turned his head weakly, his face twisted in confusion as he cried out,  

“Why… why are you doing this?! Chris—!! Wh-what the hell are you… nghh… what are you doing?!!”  

“Why?”  

Chris paused, glancing up at the sky for a moment.  

What was she doing right now?  

The answer came immediately.  

This was her unleashing her rage on Edric.  

But why was she so angry?  

…Because Emil had killed himself?  

“Hah.”  

No—that was entirely her own fault.  

Emil’s suffering and death were sins she had to bear.  

But her fury toward Edric was different.  

“You…”  

Grind.  

Her teeth clenched.  

“If you… if you hadn’t selfishly forced your way into everything—”  

CRUNCH.  

Her grip tightened on his shoulder.  

“GAHH—! Ch-Chris…!”  

“If you hadn’t dragged me into your own desires—!!”  

She screamed at him, the memory of that rooftop flashing in her mind.  

Her rage had only one source.  

If Edric had never existed—  

She could have lived happily with Emil.  

She could have remained his lover.  

She wouldn’t have betrayed Emil in such a filthy way.  

The only reason she was venting her fury on Edric now was because of that.  

“Hic… ugh… hic…”  

Chris coldly watched Edric sob beneath her.  

Then—  

…Swish.  

She grabbed his collar and dragged him.  

His weight left shallow trails in the dirt as he was pulled along.  

“Ch-Chris…! Chris—! Nghh—! Chris…!!”  

Unable to resist due to the agony in his arms, Edric could only flail weakly with his legs, but escape was impossible.  

Soon, he was dragged into the dark dungeon.  

The torchlight and moonlight gradually faded, and by the time it became impossible to tell how far he’d been pulled—  

Step… step…  

Chris’s footsteps stopped.  

“Chris…”  

Edric trembled as he looked up at her.  

The excitement he’d felt earlier was long gone.  

Now, his heart was consumed by nothing but terror—  

The desperate will to survive.  

“Chris, please… please, let’s talk…! Huh? Please…!”  

“……”  

Edric begged as he stared up at her.  

But Chris didn’t answer.  

CRACK—  

“Huh—?! Wh-what?! Chris!!”  

Instead, she lifted him with both hands, using all her strength.  


As he was dragged upward, Edric kicked wildly, trying to escape—  

But the moment he tried to push off the ground—  

WHOOSH!!  

“UUWAAAHHH—!!”  

Edric felt weightless as he was flung into the darkness, soaring through the air before slamming into the ground.  

CRASH—!!  

“Guh… huff… huff…”  

With his arms broken, he couldn’t brace himself.  

The impact knocked the breath from his lungs as he gasped for air.  

Then—  

Fwoosh!  

A light flared above him.  

A torch.  

Chris, holding it, stared down at him for a moment before—  

Flick.  

She tossed it toward him.  

“Take it or leave it. Do whatever you want.”  

“Ch-Chris—!! What the hell is this?! Please! Please, just talk to me—!!”  

“Talk…?”  

Chris looked down at him with an indifferent expression before grinning coldly.  

“Sure. If you make it out of here, I’ll end things with just a talk.”  

“Wh… what?”  

Without another word, she turned and walked away.  

“Ch-Chris?! Chris!! CHRIS—!!”  

Edric scrambled after her, but a pile of collapsed debris blocked his path.  

A pit formed by a cave-in.  

And beyond it—only darkness.

But he couldn’t climb.  

His arms were broken.  

“No way… this place…”  

Only then did Edric realize.  

Where he had fallen.  

This was—  

The dungeon’s lower level.  

The same place where, during a past training exercise, he and Sierra had been chased by a massive monster before the ceiling collapsed.  

“Stop fucking around… Chris…!”  

Chris had thrown him here.  

After breaking both his arms.  

After tossing him nothing but a torch.  

Shudder… shudder…  

Terror seized him, his legs trembling uncontrollably.  

There was only one way out.  

Not through the collapsed area—but the opposite side.  

Through the pitch-black darkness ahead, he had to find a path back up.  

While avoiding the monsters that still lurked.  

***

“Huff… huff… ugh… huff…”  

Edric staggered forward, tears streaming down his face.  

The pain from his shattered arms throbbed relentlessly.  

He clenched the torch between his teeth, eyes darting nervously for any sign of movement.  

“Hic… huff…”  

His trembling body made the torchlight flicker wildly.  

Step… step…  

Despite his desperation to escape, his steps were agonizingly slow.  

Death.  

Now that it loomed so close, every step forward felt terrifying.  

Tap…  

“Hic…!”  

A sudden noise nearby made him flinch, his head snapping toward the sound.  

But nothing followed.  

Only darkness beyond the torchlight.  

“Huff… huff…”  

His breathing grew ragged with fear.  

Then—  

Sizzle…  

“Huh?! AHH— HOT!!”  

The torch’s flame licked at his face, and in his panic, he dropped it.  

Clatter…  

Sizzle…  

The torch landed right in a puddle of water on the ground.  

“Fuck—!! FUCK, FUCK, FUCK! STOP SCREWING WITH ME—!!”  

Instantly, the light vanished, plunging him into total darkness.  

Edric frantically dropped to his knees, groping for the torch with his chin.  

But it was too late.  

Even if he found it, his broken arms couldn’t relight it.  

Even if they were fine, he had no flint.  

“Ugh… goddammit… FUUUCK…!”  

Shaking violently, he forced himself to stand.  

Fear numbed his mind, but he had to move.  

He couldn’t stop here.  

The pain in his arms was the only thing keeping him from full-blown panic.  

But then—  

“Kee… keek…”  

“Hic…!!”  

“Kikikik… keek…”  

As if they had been waiting for his light to disappear—  

Laughter began echoing around him.  

The dungeon’s depths.  

Where monsters far worse than the upper levels lurked.  

“AHH— AHH, AAAAAHHH—!!!”  

Edric screamed and ran.  

He didn’t know where the laughter was coming from—he just ran.  

He wanted out.  

Forget love, forget everything—he just wanted to live.  

Tears and saliva streaming down his face, he sprinted blindly—  

THUD!!  

“Guh—!!”  

He slammed face-first into a dead-end wall.  

Thud.  

“Guh—! M-my nose…!!”  

The pain was excruciating, but he couldn’t even clutch his nose with his arms broken.  

And then—  

“Kikikik…!”  

“Huh…?!”  

The laughter came from right behind him.  

In the darkness, glowing eyes locked onto him.  

“N-no… stop, please… PLEASE…!”  

Drip… drip…  

Terror made his pants wet.  

But Edric didn’t care—he just begged the monster staring at him.  

WHOOSH—!  

The monster swung something without a word.  

CRACK!  

“AAAAAAHHHH—!!!”  

It was a pickaxe-like weapon.  

It slammed straight into Edric’s thigh.  

His scream of agony only made the monsters laugh harder.  

“Kikikik…!”  

“Kikikik!”  

More creatures, drawn by his screams, began closing in.  

“NO, PLEASE— HUUURK, PLEEEASE!!”  

They surrounded him, laughing gleefully.  

And then—  

They began to play with him.  

The louder he screamed, the more they enjoyed it.  

***

I stepped out of the dorm with an uneasy feeling.  

I didn’t even bother looking around anymore.  

Two days ago, Chris hadn’t shown up at the academy.  

I’d expected that much.  

But then—  

The next day.  

Edric didn’t show up either.  

‘What the hell…?’  

Walking the familiar path to school, I rubbed my chin, deep in thought.  

Then it hit me.  

‘Come to think of it… Malcolm hasn’t been around either.’  

I remembered the professors asking about Malcolm’s whereabouts a while back.  

At the time, I’d found it odd but didn’t pay much attention.  

I had more important things to focus on—like my next target.  

‘Malcolm disappeared… right after Marie’s route ended.’  

Now, Edric was missing too.  

The situations were eerily similar.  

‘No way…’  

Two faces flashed through my mind.  

Marie.  

Chris.  

The two girls whose routes I’d completed.  

Both had fallen for me, confessed, and been rejected—triggering their past-life memories.  

And now, the male leads connected to them were vanishing.  

I remembered the madness in Marie’s eyes.  

How she had broken into my room and tried to attack me.  

“Hah…”  

A chilling thought struck me.  

And it made too much sense.  

‘What the hell do I do now?’  

Lost in thought, I stopped walking—  

“Emil…”  

A voice called from behind me.  

One I hadn’t heard in days.  

Chris’s voice.  


(To be continued…)

***

Translator’s Note:

Honestly, I dislike Chris and Marie because they took “revenge” on their male leads. They blame Malcom and Edric for their own mistake. No one forced them to cheat, it’s a choice they made. But instead of owning up to that choice, they’re taking out their guilt and anger on the male leads.

I hope Emil gets a happy ending.





 
  Chapter 44: Her request


Hearing Chris’s voice sent a chill down my spine.  

“E-Emil…”  

She called my name again, even though I hadn’t turned around.  

‘So it’s come to this.’  

My instincts screamed at me to run.  

But I couldn’t.  

Remembering what happened with Marie—  

I knew better than to provoke someone whose mental state was already fragile.  

Steeling myself, I turned around.  

“Oh, Chris.”  

I forced a natural smile as I faced her.  

Her anxious expression softened slightly, and she smiled back.  

But her eyes remained dark.  

Hollow.  

Just like Marie’s.  

“E-Emil… I, uh… I have something to tell you…”  

“Something to tell me?”  

“Y-yeah… Only if it’s okay! If you really don’t want to, it’s fine, but… Could you spare me a little time?”  

Chris was different.  

Not just a little—completely different.  

None of her usual sharp, cold demeanor remained. 

Instead, she watched my reaction nervously, shoulders trembling.  

She was trying to smile, but her eyes were brimming with unease.  

If I rejected her outright, she’d probably burst into tears right then and there.  

“Sure, but… I have to get to class now.”  

“O-oh, right…”  

“…How about lunchtime?”  

“Huh?”  

“We’ll have more time then. We can… talk over lunch.”  

Chris stared at me blankly for a moment.  

Why?  

Almost as if my answer surprised her.  

A faint light flickered in her eyes, and she smiled in relief.  

“Y-yeah! Then… I’ll see you at lunch! Th-thank you, Emil…”  

“No need to thank me. Should we walk together?”  

“Huh? T-together…?”  

“Yeah, we’re going the same way anyway. And… we’re friends, right?”  

Chris fell silent again.  

Then—  

Tears suddenly spilled from her eyes.  

“H-hey, Chris?”  

“N-no, it’s… hic… sorry, I just…”  

She wiped her tears like a child, bowing her head, then took a step back when I moved closer.  

Her teary eyes flickered up at me.  

“Emil… hic… you’re really… sniff… too kind.”  

“S-sorry, I— I should know my place… I-I’ll go later. You go ahead, Emil.”  

“O-okay.”  

She turned away, wiping her tears as if telling me to go without worry.  

As I walked toward the academy, a strange emotion settled over me.  

‘It must be because of her memories from the fourth loop.’  

Honestly, I didn’t feel any satisfaction.  

I wasn’t doing this for satisfaction in the first place.  

It was just to resolve my own resentment—to escape the past.  

Not for positive emotions, but to break free from the negative ones.  

Still…  

‘I didn’t expect that kind of reaction.’  

I thought she’d cling to me like Marie or confess again.  

‘Well, their personalities are different, so their reactions would be too.’  

What worried me more was lunch.  

I’d agreed to meet her without thinking.  

‘…What does she even want to talk about?’  

From the mood, it didn’t seem like she planned anything bad.  

‘But Edric being absent is suspicious too…’  

Well, I’d find out soon enough.  

I went to class as usual, waiting anxiously for lunchtime.  

*** 

“Lunchtime will begin shortly. Everyone, please enjoy your meals and study quietly until the bell rings.”  

Screech—  

Thud.  

As the professor left, students started murmuring or doing their own things.  

Lunch was about to begin.  

“Haah…”  

I sighed quietly, staring out the window.  

Countless scenarios had played out in my head until now.  

Most of them were negative.  

Probably due to human survival instincts.  

‘So Edric not showing up really is…’  

If I’d known this would happen, I should’ve asked Marie about Malcolm when she came to my room.  

‘What could she possibly want to talk about alone?’  


The best-case scenario was another confession.  

The worst-case?  

***

(*Flashback to chapter 30)

“Emil! No, I can’t accept this—I need you! E-even if you can’t move at all… hic… Emil—!”  

“Hehe…!”  

***

Shudder.  

Just imagining it made my skin crawl.  

‘If Chris seriously comes at me, I won’t be able to stop her…’  

Even in Easy Mode, Chris’s skills were no joke.  

Even without a weapon—no, especially without one—I stood no chance.  

I’d be overpowered instantly, dragged off to some hidden place.  

Summer break was coming up—hiding one missing student would be child’s play.  

Gulp.  

I trembled at the thought.  

Then—  

Ding, ding, ding…  

The lunch bell rang.  

Thud.  

I stood up immediately.  

Sitting here any longer would only fuel Chris’s negative emotions.  

Grabbing my lunchbox, I stepped into the hallway—  

When suddenly—  

“WAAAH!”  

“GYAAAH—!!”  

Sierra jumped at me from behind, screaming right into my ear.  

Startled, my legs gave out, and I collapsed to the floor.

Sierra burst into her usual mischievous laughter.  

Students heading to lunch glanced at me curiously as I sat on the floor.  

“Ahahaha! Emil, hehe~! You’re so easy to scare!”  

“Grr…!”  

This brat.  

It’s like she has a sixth sense for when I’m the most tense.  

Does she have some kind of sensor on me?  

Frustrated, I glared at her with flushed cheeks.  

…Swish.  

Then, Sierra held out her hand.  

This time, just one.  

“Not gonna sulk again, are you? C’mon, up you go!”  

“Huh…?!”  

Before I could hesitate, she grabbed my hand and yanked me up.  

I stumbled to my feet—  

And for a moment, she didn’t let go.  

Just stared blankly at our joined hands.  

“What? Why?”  

“Huh?”  

Swish.  

When I asked, she quickly pulled her hand back, hiding it behind her.  

Then, grinning, she said:  

“Actually, Emil.”  

“You still don’t have any friends, right?”  

What was this?  

First a scare, now teasing?  

But it was true—I didn’t have friends.  

Besides, after the initial shock, I wasn’t about to get riled up over this.  

“Yeah, I don’t.”  

I turned to leave.  

If her goal was just to mess with me, there was no point wasting time.  

But then—  

“W-wait! Hold on! At least hear me out!”  

Sierra grabbed my arm in a panic.  

“…What? Got more teasing lined up?”  

“Ugh, if anyone overheard, they’d think all I do is pick on you!”  

Because you do.  

I swallowed the retort and just stared at her, waiting.  

Sensing my impatience, she straightened up and fiddled with her hair awkwardly.  

“Well… wanna have lunch together?”  

She shyly held out her lunchbox.  

I quietly gulped.  

The unexpected offer caught me off guard.  

“Ah… sorry.”  

I declined.  

Not because I disliked the idea—I just had prior plans.  

“I already promised someone else.”  

“…I see.”  

Even though I was the one who refused, an odd heaviness settled in my chest.  

Why?  

It was just a simple invitation.  

Yet I felt like I’d done something wrong.  

Sierra tucked her lunchbox behind her back and smiled faintly.  

“Oh well. Can’t be helped.”  

Her expression was cheerful, but something felt off.  

Like she was… deflated.  

Normally, she’d be cackling at my discomfort.  

“Enjoy your meal. See ya.”  

She turned and walked away.  

…Guh.  

That strange weight in my chest tightened.  

Maybe because of it—  

Thud!  

“W-wait!”  

I grabbed her arm.  

“Tomorrow!”  

“Huh?”  

“I’m free tomorrow. So… tomorrow.”  

Embarrassment flared up, heat rushing to my face.  

I couldn’t look her in the eye, so I scowled instead—  

But my mouth kept moving.  

“Let’s eat together tomorrow.”  

I peeked at her reaction.  

Sierra’s eyes widened in shock.  

Her already pretty eyes looked even bigger.  

Then—  

“Pfft.”  

Her surprised face melted into a radiant smile.  

“What~? Are you that eager to eat with me?”  

“Tch… don’t get cocky.”  

“Ehe, ehehe~”  

Poke poke.  

Flustered, I let go, and she nudged my shoulder playfully.  

With her hands behind her back, she skipped backward, grinning.  

“But hey, at least you were honest this time! Tomorrow. Don’t you dare bail.”  

I nodded.  

Sierra beamed, twirled around, and bounced down the hall.  

Thump, thump…  

My heart wouldn’t calm down.  

But… it wasn’t a bad feeling.  

In fact, it was kind of nice.  

‘My worries about Chris seem silly now.’  

The strange giddiness from Sierra overshadowed my earlier anxiety.  

With a lighter heart, I headed to the rooftop.  

***

Creak…  

“Emil…”  

Chris was already there, waiting.  

I waved with a smile.  

Relief flickered across her dark expression as she approached.  

Thanks to Sierra, I could smile more naturally now.  

“Did you wait long?”  

“N-no, I just… got here.”  

She answered cautiously, studying me.  

“Should we sit?”  

I offered my lunchbox, and we leaned against the rooftop wall, side by side.  

For a while, we ate and made small talk.  

I didn’t know what she wanted to say, so I kept things light to ease her nerves.  

‘Can’t risk her snapping suddenly…’  

We talked about the weather, how she’d been resting, trivial things.  

Then—  

Clink.  

Chris set her chopsticks down and looked at me.  

Her trembling eyes signaled she was ready to get to the point.  

“Emil… I… remembered.”  

“Why you… rejected my confession. I know everything now…”  

Drip, drip…  

Tears fell from her hollow eyes.  

I swallowed quietly.  

Here it comes.  

What was she going to say?  

She didn’t seem about to lash out, but those empty eyes unnerved me—just like Marie’s.  

“Hic… I’m, I’m sorry… Emil… It’s my fault… all of it…”  

I didn’t say it was okay.  

I didn’t forgive her.  

Because I wasn’t okay, and I didn’t want to.  

The only reason I was smiling and eating with her now was because my revenge was complete.  

The resentment from my past life had been settled.  

But that didn’t mean I’d accept her feelings again or try to start over.  

So I stayed silent, listening.  

Then—  

“Emil… there’s something I want to ask you…”  

Swish.  

“What is it?”  

She turned to face me fully, tears still streaming.  

Her empty eyes stared into mine as she forced a fragile smile.  

“I’m not asking for forgiveness. I know words alone won’t fix anything…”  

“So… I just have one request…”  

“A request?”  

“Yes.”  

Still smiling through her tears, she leaned closer.  


Her deep, hollow eyes bore into me, threatening to swallow me whole.  

“I want… to become your tool!”  

“…What?”  

Chris’s words were the last thing I expected.  

(To be continued…)



 
  Chapter 45: I will be your tool..!


For a moment, I doubted my ears.

“What… did you just say?”

Tears welled up in her eyes, which seemed empty—swallowed by light.

But her smiling lips sent chills down my spine, a smile that felt completely wrong.

Chris answered my question once more.

“I’ll become… Emil’s tool! No, I want to…!”

I hadn’t misheard.

A tool?

Was this just a man’s instinct kicking in?

Or… had Chris meant it in that way?

My thoughts were immediately swarmed by dark and suggestive interpretations.

After all, when a woman says she’ll become a man’s tool, it usually implies that.

So I instinctively took a step back from Chris.

“Wait—Chris, hold on. That’s… way too sudden.”

But then—

Thump.

“Ugh…!”

Chris closed the distance between us even more than before.

“Sorry… I startled you, didn’t I? Saying something like that all of a sudden. But I mean it… I’ve been thinking about it for so long. About how I could atone…”

“……”

Chris lowered her darkened eyes and looked up at me cautiously.

“I even thought about dying. I should die, honestly. Because of me, Emil had to go through all that… But no matter how much I thought about it, I realized that you wouldn’t be happy even if I died…”

“….”

“A-ah, wait, was I wrong? If dying would make you feel better, I’ll gladly—!”

“No, no! Chris! You’re right! I don’t want you to die!”

“Haha… I thought so too, right? There’s no way someone like me—someone disgusting like a worm—could make things better just by dying… yeah, I guess I thought this through after all…”

Chris’s condition was clearly abnormal.

Well, I had expected this.

Marie was like this, too, back then.

Can’t they just grieve normally and feel a little guilt?

Honestly, this was way more extreme than what I had hoped for.

“So… after all that thinking, this is the answer I came to!”

Chris leaned toward me with desperate eyes.

Our already-close distance grew even smaller.

Just a little movement and we’d be touching.

I could see her chest rise with each breath, her lips trembling.

Gulp.

“I’ll become Emil’s tool! Anything you want—use me however you like! I’ll be something to be used and thrown away!”

“U-use however I want…? What do you even mean…”

“I mean exactly that. Use me… however you want…”

Chris backed away just slightly, about a hand’s width.

Then, blushing shyly, she brushed her hand over her chest.

Her smooth legs under her skirt drew together tightly.

“If that’s what Emil wants… I’m okay with anything.”

“Ah…! B-but if you think I’m disgusting, you don’t have to use me at all! I-I’m still a virgin, so… so… you know…”

Even without me asking, she kept explaining everything on her own.

Like she was trying to give me a manual.

Swish…

Chris gently took hold of my sleeve.

“I’ll let you use me whenever and wherever you want.”

How had it come to this?

No—I knew the reason.

The “Memory of Despair.”

The power granted by the Easy Mode bonus.

Of course, I had hoped that power would make her remember everything from the previous timeline and suffer from the guilt.

But now…

What do I do…?

This was more troublesome than I’d expected.

If I rejected her outright, who knew what she’d do?

Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if she tried something extreme.

“Alright. Got it, Chris. So… just calm down, okay?”

“Y-yeah. Okay. I’ll listen.”

Chris immediately took a step back and placed a hand over her chest.

She took a deep breath, earnestly trying to calm herself down.

“I-I think I’m a little calmer now.”

“Yeah? Good, good job.”

“T-thank you, hehe…”

When I praised her, her face flushed again, and she lowered her head shyly.

The sharp, cold demeanor she once had was completely gone.

…Is she really going to follow anything I say?

I decided to test her sincerity.

“Chris.”

“…!”

“Raise your left hand.”

“L-like this?”

“Now your right hand.”

“O-okay!”

She followed my instructions with a smile like it was a blessing.

I hesitated for a moment, then gave another order.


“Now, with both hands up… do push-ups without using your hands.”

I wasn’t trying to mess with her.

I just wanted to see how she’d react.

And Chris—

“Alright! I’ll try it!”

She actually attempted a push-up without using her hands, exactly as I said.

Whoosh!

Thud!

“Ugh—! S-sorry…! I’ll try again!”

Whoosh!

Thud!

“H-Huh?”

“Uugh…! Again…! Give me another chance…!”

Whoosh!

Thud!

Chris didn’t use her hands.

She lay flat on the ground, then lifted her upper body using the recoil from her legs.

That alone was an astonishing feat of willpower.

Whoosh!

Thud!

“Kyaah!!”

Naturally, with her hands unused, her upper body crashed right back onto the floor.

Chris slammed her cheek against the ground, letting out a painful groan.

But the pained expression on her face wasn’t just from hitting the floor.

“I’m sorry…! Hic, I’m sorry! I’ll do it right next time…! So, j-just give me a little more…!”

She looked utterly devastated that she couldn’t carry out my order.

“A-Aah, no! Chris! Stop!”

Only then did I snap back to my senses and cancel the command I had given her.

“Hic, ngh, I’m sorry…! I’m sorry…! You told me to do it… and I couldn’t even do that right…”

“No, Chris… You did great. Just trying means you answered my request.”

“Really…?”

Chris gave a big smile.

But her eyes were still empty and lifeless.

At this point, I had confirmed one thing.

Her words about becoming a tool—were true.

Marie became a stalker.

Chris became a toy.

‘This makes me even more worried about the next heroine…’

***

The next heroine’s route begins right after summer vacation starts.

In terms of timing, there are only a few days left.

“What are you thinking so deeply about?”

“Huh?”

I snapped out of my thoughts at Sierra’s voice and looked at her beside me.

Sierra had her spoon in her mouth, staring straight at me.

“Oh, I was just spacing out a little…”

“Hmph~, and here you are, spacing out after asking me to eat lunch with you?”

“…Didn’t you ask me to begin with?”

“Ugh! Whatever! Today’s lunch together was your idea!”

“Okay, sorry.”

“Hmph.”

Sierra puffed up her cheeks and popped a side dish into her mouth.

We were currently eating lunch together.

Our location was a bench along the academy’s walking path.

A full day had passed since Chris declared she’d become a tool.

‘If things were normal, I’d be eating and laughing along too…’

But after seeing Chris act so extremely, it was hard to stay composed.

Then, Sierra nudged my side with her elbow while quietly eating.

When I turned my head, she gave me a side glance.

“So? What were you thinking about?”

“Uh…?”

“You said you were daydreaming. Let’s hear this amazing thought.”

“Ah, well…”

There’s no way I could tell her.

‘You know Chris, right? Haha, we had lunch yesterday, and she said she wants to be my tool? She even offered to handle my sexual urges if I ever need to?’

Unless I was held at gunpoint, there’s no way I could say that out loud.

Not that guns even exist in this world.

Anyway.

“Just… about summer vacation, I guess.”

I made up an excuse.

Though technically, it wasn’t a lie.

It was where the next heroine’s route would begin.

“Ah, summer vacation!”

Sierra lit up with excitement at my words.

“Heheh, what’s this? Even a nerd like you is looking forward to summer break?”

“I’m not a nerd, but even if I were, can’t nerds look forward to vacation too?”

“Fair enough. So? What are you planning to do during break?”

For some reason, Sierra was really interested in the mention of summer vacation.

She had completely forgotten about being upset just moments ago.

“What is it? What is it? I’m curious!”

“Umm…”

Poke poke.

Her elbow jabs sped up like she was demanding an answer.

‘Well, I guess this much is fine to say.’

I thought for a moment and then told her, since she was practically stomping her feet waiting for a reply.

“There are some students who stay at the dorms during summer break, right?”

“Yeah, there are.”

“I’m thinking of joining one of the temporary clubs they run during that period.”

“Huh? A club?”

Sierra blinked and tilted her head.

“There’s something like that?”

“Sports, music, exploration—there’s a bunch. Didn’t you see the posters on the central bulletin board?”

“Ah! That’s what that was! I thought it was something for next semester.”

Well, that’s understandable.

‘Come to think of it… what was Sierra doing during summer break in the original game?’

Of course, it varied depending on the player’s choices.

Still, I tried to recall what she might have done.

Just like with Marie, and just like with Chris…

Somehow, Sierra kept getting involved in every heroines route.

‘If she keeps getting entangled, things might get complicated later…’

Honestly, I wanted to keep her out of this next route if possible.

Then—

“Huh~, so that’s all you were thinking of doing.”

“…?”

Sierra muttered with a strangely downcast tone.

When I looked at her puzzled, she glanced at me and said,

“It’s nothing. I didn’t really think we’d do anything together, even though we’re both staying in the dorms. Not even a little.”

“…What are you talking about?”

“Forget it! If you don’t get it, then just stay quiet! All you’re good for is studying, you idiot dummy!”

“Wha—what?”

Sierra puffed her cheeks again, slammed her lunchbox shut, and stood up.

“Thanks for the food! I’m leaving now!”

She walked away down the path.

As she made her way back to the academy, she kept stealing glances back at me.

And then, once she reached the front doors, she disappeared inside.

“What the heck was that…”

I stared blankly at the now-empty path in confusion.

***

A little later—

Sigh…

I closed my lunchbox, leaned back against the bench, and looked up at the sky.

Then I recalled my conversation with Chris yesterday.

“Ah, Edrick? Hehe, it’s fine, Emil. Edrick won’t be able to do anything anymore.”

“Huh? You mean he’s dead?”

“Who knows? If he were alive, wouldn’t he have returned to the academy?”

I couldn’t ask more about Edrick’s whereabouts.

Chris probably would’ve answered sincerely if I did.

But I didn’t.

‘For this next heroine… I really hope Sierra doesn’t get involved.’

Malcolm was gone.

Edrick was gone too.

In this sixth playthrough, I was determined to fulfill my wish of saving every heroine.

So I wasn’t about to give up.

But the deeper I went into these routes, the more dangerous they became.

And I didn’t want Sierra to get caught up in that danger.

“…I should go too.”


I packed up my lunch and started walking in the same direction Sierra had gone.

And thus, another day at the academy came to a close.

A few days later—

The academy welcomed the start of summer vacation.





 
  Chapter 46: Summer only board game club!


“Emil, you love me, don’t you?”

 I had a dream.

 “Please, okay?”

 The dream’s setting was the most vivid scene from the end of my third life.

 “…You mean me?”

 These were memories from my third cycle.

 “Ahaha, of course I loved you too, Emil.”

 Her mint-colored side ponytail playfully swayed.

 Her smile, as always, was mischievous and arrogant.

 “So…”

 But—

 “Sacrifice yourself for me, Emil.”

 Her eyes were filled with more despair than ever before.

***

When I opened my eyes, the dorm ceiling came into view.

 It was summer vacation.

 “That’s why I had this dream, huh…”

 I had seen a part of my third-life memories in my dream.

 The reason I probably had that dream was because today marked the beginning of summer break.

 It was time to start targeting the third heroine.

“Haa…”

 Sitting on the edge of my bed, I ran a hand down my face.

 Honestly, recently I had been feeling hesitant about pursuing the heroines.

 The reason was the unexpected changes that occurred in the heroines after their routes were completed.

 And the male protagonists who kept disappearing.

 And lastly…

 There was someone I didn’t want to see hurt.

Still, the dream just now had brought back the memories of my third life.

 “Of all things, why did it have to show me that moment…”

 Perhaps the grudge buried deep within me had heard my hesitation and tried to awaken my desire for revenge.

 It worked better than expected.

 It gave me a new sense of motivation.

 “Alright, guess I’ll head out.”

Rustle.

 I got dressed.

 Even though it was summer break, I wore the academy uniform.

 The academy’s internal rules required uniforms to be worn at all times on campus.

Creak…

 “Oh, you’re up, Emil!”

 “Did you sleep well? …Ah, there’s dust on your shoes.”

As I stepped out of the boys’ dorm, Chris came running up to me.

 She knelt in front of me and started wiping my shoes with a handkerchief.

 After finishing, she looked up at me with an uneasy smile.

“Hey… Chris…”

 “Hmm? What is it? D-Do you need something? Just say the word! If you want, I can even do it right here…!”

 “No, it’s not that.”

 I glanced around, making sure no one was watching, and pulled her to her feet.

“Are you planning to come here every day?”

 “Huh…? Y-Yeah… I mean, I never know when you might need me…”

 “I see…”

I had accepted her offer to become my ‘tool.’

 Because I didn’t want her to die.

 So now I couldn’t say things like, 

“Why don’t you stop doing this and go rest at your family home?”

 Thankfully, there was still a way to deal with it.

 After all, she was my tool now.

“Chris, can I ask you for a favor?”

 “A favor? Yes! Anything!”

Chris beamed brightly at the word “favor” and nodded.

 I calmly responded.

“Please stop waiting outside the dorm for me.”

 “Huh…?”

 “If possible, it’d be great if you didn’t follow me around either.”

 “Ugh…”

 “You know… people might get the wrong idea.”

 “Y-Yeah… I guess you’re right…”

Thankfully, Chris seemed to accept it.

Of course—if she argued or refused, she’d be going against her own words of being my ‘tool.’

“Then…! I’ll just wait somewhere nearby! If you need anything, please call me right away…!”

 “Yeah, okay, I will.”

After saying that, Chris ran off somewhere ahead of me.

 Still, she did say she’d be waiting nearby.

 “…Feels like a stalker. Creepy…”

 It was hard to relax knowing that Chris was watching me from somewhere, no matter what I did.

 But there was no helping it.

 This was the best option for now.

 Pushing her further might make her mental state even worse.

“Alright, time to go.”

 I left the dorm and headed toward the main building of the academy.


***

During summer vacation, the academy provides something for students who remain in the dorms.

 That’s the “limited-time club activities.”

 It was the academy’s way of showing consideration to students who stayed behind for personal reasons and couldn’t enjoy a proper vacation.

 Some students came from overseas, after all.

 What sets these limited-time clubs apart from regular ones is their freedom.

 The usual clubs are created strictly for self-development, social interaction, or cultural purposes.

 But during summer break, that restriction is lifted.

“Here it is…”

 I found the flyer I’d been looking for on the bulletin board.

 It read:

[Summer Limited Board Game Club]

“The location… just like in the third cycle.”

 After confirming the details, I filled out the application form and made my way to the annex.

 Or at least, I tried to.

“Ah! Emil!”

 “…Huh?”

 A familiar voice made me turn around.

 Sierra was waving at me, arms full of club flyers.

“Sierra…? What are you doing here?”

 “Hm? I came to join a club, of course.”

 “Then what are you doing just standing around?”

 “I already checked out a bunch. Look!”

Sierra held out the flyers she had collected in her arms.

Did she really go through all of those?

“I got curious after hearing you talk about it, so I thought I’d give it a try.”

“Then why are you just standing here? Why not go inside?”

“Ugh… It’s just… none of them really caught my eye.”

Sierra pouted as she replied.

And then her gaze shifted to my hand.

More precisely, to the club application form I was holding.

“Ah! I knew it, Emil—you already picked one!”

“Huh?”

“Let me see it!”

“W-Wait, hold on—!”

Before I could stop her, Sierra snatched the form right out of my hand.

She read through it quickly and tilted her head.

“Board games…?”

“Hmph~, you’re into this sort of thing?”

“Not exactly into it…”

I started to reply instinctively, but hesitated.

Wouldn’t it be weirder if I said I didn’t like it?

“…I’m trying to see if I can enjoy it.”

“Heh, that’s unexpected.”

Sierra nodded, seemingly convinced by my vague explanation.

Then, glancing at me, she grinned and ran over to the bulletin board, returning with another application form in hand.

“Alright! I’m joining too.”

And just like that, she declared it.

“What?! Why, though?!”

“What, do you really hate the idea of me joining that much?”

“N-No, it’s not that—it’s just a bit sudden…”

“Who cares? It’s fine, right? I wanna do it too.”

What should I do…

This is a problem…

If possible, I wanted to keep Sierra out of any heroine-related entanglements from now on.

There were still three heroines left to conquer.

And after seeing the “memories of despair,” 

I had no idea what mental state those heroines would be in.

There was also the chance that Sierra could become a target of theirs.

Is there anything I can say to stop her…?

I fell into momentary thought.

But no good idea came to mind.

If I tried to persuade her out of the blue, she might think I had some sort of grudge against her.

And that kind of misunderstanding… 

I didn’t want that.

My instincts just outright rejected the idea.

“Hmm…”

While I was stuck brooding, not saying anything—

“What are you waiting for? Let’s go!”

“Uh, oh—?”

Sierra suddenly grabbed my wrist and started walking toward the annex building.

Pulled along by her hand, I followed blankly behind.

And just like that, I couldn’t stop her from joining the same club.

***

“Excuse us~.”

Clack.

We arrived at the [Summer-Only Board Game Club] together.

“Huh? Can I help you?”

Two people were inside when we opened the door.

One of them, a girl with mint-colored hair tied to the side, stood up and looked at us.

Opposite her sat a large, short-haired boy with a stoic expression.

He looked at the mint-haired girl and said:

“Looks like we’ve got new applicants.”

“Huh? Really?! Wow! Two at once?!”

Upon hearing that, the mint-haired girl beamed and ran over to us.

And then—grab!

She firmly took both Sierra’s and my hands and pulled us inside.

“You’re joining the club, right? Right?”

Caught off guard by her sudden energy, Sierra nodded with a flustered look.

“Ah, yes. …Also, it looks like we’re in the same year.”

“Huh? Oh, you’re right! Yay! Nice to meet you! We were this close to spending the whole summer with just the two of us! Come in, come in!”

“Yeah, let’s go, Emil.”

I glanced between the mint-haired girl and the stoic-faced boy.

So they got here first.

Leah Vent and Bran Hellion.

Those were the names of the mint-haired girl and the stoic-faced boy.

And they were this route’s heroine and male protagonist.

Clack…

As the last one to enter, I closed the door behind me.

Leah was still grinning from ear to ear, flashing her sharp canines in excitement.

Bran, meanwhile, just sat in his chair, expressionless, observing Sierra and me in turn.

I didn’t want Sierra involved, but still…

I took a seat in the chair Leah had prepared.

Sierra sat across from me.

Then Leah, looking proud, said:

“Okay! It’s the first day, so—what game should we start with?!”


She excitedly picked up a large box from the floor.

Inside were countless board games.

This marks the start of the third conquest.

Looking at the collection of games, I smiled.





 
  Chapter 47: You’re so bad at games


“Sierra and… Emil, right?”

Leah looked between me and Sierra as she asked that question.

 Her expression was one of pure excitement and anticipation.

“I’m Leah! And this is Bran, who joined yesterday!”

 “Just call me Bran.”

“Yesterday? Then you’ve been doing club activities since yesterday? But summer vacation starts today,” 

Sierra asked, tilting her head.

“Ah, you didn’t know? You’re allowed to start club activities three days before summer break officially begins. Most clubs are already on break by then anyway.”

 “Oh, I see.”

So that’s why Bran joined first.

In the previous 3rd round, Bran had joined the club about four days after I did.

 That the timing changed must be due to…

Well, there were too many things different from last time to point to just one.

It was probably a butterfly effect from romancing Marie and Chris.

 It didn’t matter though—there shouldn’t be any issues with pursuing Leah this time around.

And just then…

“Ehehehe….”

Leah smiled mischievously at the two of us.

 Her eyes gleamed with mischief as a sly smile spread across her face.

Then—

 Flash!

“Alright! Since we’ve got new friends, let’s test their skills! How about this today? I’ve been dying to play it!”

“Huh? dice… a board? And cards?”

“It’s a game called Buluk Marble!”

Of course, the first game would be that one.

 Burumabul—or in this world, Buluk Marble, a kind of modern-day Easter egg game.

 The rules were the same: collect money, buy properties, and bankrupt your opponents to win.

“Okay~! Who here already knows how to play this?”

With a bright grin, Leah looked around at the three of us.

 And the only one who raised their hand was me.

“Oh? Emil, you know this game?”

 “Wow! A newbie who knows a game that only hardcore board game fans recognize! Impressive!”

“I’ve never played it. I just know the rules.”

“Heh~ So you actually joined because you’re into this kind of stuff?”

Sierra stared at me as if she were surprised.

 Feeling shy under her gaze, I averted my eyes.

“Then, Emil, you can teach one person how to play! Who do you want to teach?”

I was caught off guard by Leah’s sudden suggestion.

 I get to choose?

 It wasn’t a big decision or anything, but…

I looked between Sierra and Bran, both staring at me.

 Bran, as usual, wore a blank expression—completely unreadable.

 Just like in the previous round.

Then Sierra—

 She twirled a strand of her hair and glanced at me.

…What kind of expression is that?

 No, I shouldn’t misread it. 

It probably doesn’t mean anything.

“Then… I’ll go with Bran. He’s a fellow guy, after all.”

I picked Bran.

 Why?

…I just hesitated at the idea of choosing Sierra in front of everyone.

Glare.

…She’s glaring at me.

Sierra puffed her cheeks and shot me a sharp look in response to my decision.

Just then, Leah laughed and patted me on the back.

“Ahaha, what’s this~ Emil, are you shy?”

“No, not really.”

“Oh, sure you’re not. Your face is totally red! Ehehe, well~, Sierra is pretty cute, huh?”

What the hell is she saying all of a sudden?!

Feeling the heat rush to my face, I glanced at Sierra.

She was no longer glaring—

 Instead, she had this slightly smug smile as she looked at me.

“Oh my~ So that’s why?”

That’s why what?

Poke. Poke.

The two girls jabbed my arms and shoulders simultaneously.

…Annoying.

***

“So yeah, card luck matters a lot too. It can help you turn the tables in a pinch.”

 “Got it. I understand everything.”

I sat across from Bran and explained the rules of Buluk Marble.

 Still no emotion on that face.

After finishing my explanation, I glanced at his face lost in thought.

Who would’ve thought this guy would ever do something like that…

If only he showed his emotions more—

 Maybe I could’ve prevented it.

Not that there’s any point thinking about it now.

I chuckled quietly and glanced to my side.


 There, a smiling Leah was explaining things to a very focused Sierra.

And a moment later—

“Alright! We’re all done here! You guys?”

 “We’re already finished.”

“Hehehe~ Then let’s begin this fun board game, shall we~?”

Once everyone understood the rules, Leah hummed happily and started setting things up.

 We gathered around the table and were each given a set amount of money.

“Ah~, I’ve been dying to play this. I was really sad when it was just me and Bran. I’m so glad you guys joined.”

“Well, you do need more than two people for this. Board games are meant to be played in groups anyway.”

***

“Ah! What the~, Emil actually knows his stuff~.”

“A little bit…”

I gave a small laugh at Leah’s compliment.

Well, more than a little.

I was only pretending to be a beginner right now.

Back in the third round—

 I had joined this club specifically to pursue Leah, and played every kind of board game during summer vacation.

 So I was fairly confident in my board game knowledge.

The problem is my actual skill.

I looked at Leah holding the dice.

“Alright~, we’ll go in order from the highest roll!”

To win Leah over, some gaming skill was necessary.

 So, how good was I back in the third round?

Honestly? 

I lost to Leah. 

Every. 

Single. 

Time.

***

(Flashback)

“Ehehehe~ What’s this? Are you hesitating? You sure about that move? Really?”

 “Ahahaha! Emil, you never fail to act exactly how I expect~!”

 “So weak… Pfft.”

***

“Sigh…”

“Hm? Emil, what’s wrong? Are you feeling okay?”

“No… I’m fine.”

I lowered my head and wiped my face in response to Sierra’s question.

 My expression must’ve stiffened without realizing it.

Just remembering it pisses me off.

Back then, I barely scraped by with enough skill to woo her.

 It worked, but…

That girl loved mocking me every time I lost.

 Well, I’ll admit, it was kind of cute.

Still, it was humiliating and frustrating.

Especially with how it all ended.

 The revenge I’m plotting now goes beyond using just the “Memory of Despair.”

Alright then. 

Let’s see just how good I am on Easy Mode.

Buluk Marble might be a game of luck—

But I stared at Leah’s cheerful face and hardened my own.

***

“Hm… Damn. I’m bankrupt.”

The first to lose in Buluk Mabul was Bran.

 Due to terrible dice luck, he repeatedly landed on Sierra and Leah’s properties and had to pay up.

 Finally, the last roll betrayed him too—and he went bankrupt.

“Ahhhh—! Nooo! Why did it have to be a four?!”

“Ah-haha! Delicious! President Sierra, did you enjoy our Magic Tower’s magic festival~? Kyaa-haha!”

Sierra tried her best to hold onto second place by accumulating money,

 But she started landing more frequently on Leah’s properties.

 Eventually, she hit Leah’s Magic Tower branch—the one with the highest toll—and went bankrupt.

 Game over.

“Well then~, only Emil is left now. Ohohoho…”

As for me—nothing special.

“I really thought you were a cockroach, Emil. But it’s time for you to leave too~”

“Well, you never know.”

While Bran and Sierra kept landing on Leah’s properties, Leah’s fortune steadily grew.

 On top of that, her dice rolls were blessed—she barely stepped on anyone else’s property.

 She kept building landmarks.

As for me…

 “Is this really all that’s left…”

 I was just barely hanging in there.

From the start, I was always in 4th place.

Then Bran, the 3rd place, was eliminated. Sierra, 2nd place, also dropped out.

 That somehow made me 2nd place—

 A weird situation where I couldn’t tell if I was lucky or unlucky.

“Eeeeh~, Emiiil~, is that all the money you have? Huh~? You’ll go bankrupt next turn, won’t you~?”

“Want me to lend you some? Huum~, I’ve got quite a bit~. Oh, of course, there’s a condition. If you beg nicely~ and bow your head, maybe I’ll donate a coin? Just one gold coin? Kya-haha!”

Crack…

“Emil… you’re really serious about this game…”

“…No, I’m just focused.”

“Focused? That dice looks like it’s about to break.”

Sierra, now spectating from the side, nervously glanced at the dice clenched in my fist.

 Leah was completely ignoring me now.

 Totally looking down on me.

Well, obviously—her fortune was almost three times mine.

Leah loves games.

 More precisely,

 She loves winning—and mocking losers.

So this situation? It was delicious for Leah.

 Arrogant to the core, she even waved her bills around while flashing her fangs.

“Ah-haha! Emil, your funds are so pathetic~! Isn’t it adorable~? Or is it pitiful?”

“Looks like you’ve already lost, huh? Hello~, Mr. President! Gonna keep playing even though you’re gonna lose~?”

“…Shut up.”

“Eeeeh~? You’re still going? …How pathetic.”

Crack…

Tension filled my clenched fist as I stared at the board.

 Leah just smirked more, seeing that.

“Heeey~, Emil. Want me to offer a little motivation? Hm?”

“What if~? You win? Pfft! Not like that’s gonna happen~ but if, just if you do…”

She leaned close and whispered in my ear.

“I’ll be your slave for a day~ Call me Master? Doesn’t that motivate you~? “Come on~! Cheer up, Emil~! If you win, a cute girl will wait on you all day~! If you want a song, I’ll sing~. Want a massage? I’ll do it~. Maybe… I’ll even strip? Kya-haha!”

I took a deep breath.

 Don’t get baited by her antics.

 I already went through plenty of this in the third playthrough.

‘Right now, I’ve got cockroach-like survival instincts… my luck’s flowing that way.’

I calmly looked at the dice.

 Then gently dropped it onto the board.

 The three spectating players immediately looked.

Tap, tumble…

“Oh, it’s a double.”

Sierra’s voice was followed by Leah’s cackling.

“Ah-haha! Really gonna keep playing? Seriously, you’ve got the life force of a roach!”

Ignoring her voice, I moved my piece.

Step, step, step.

The place I landed on was…

“Oh, Golden Key?”

Sierra called it out—the Golden Key tile.

“Eh…?”

Leah’s laughter suddenly stopped.

“What’s the card say? Oh wow! Toll is doubled!”

“….”

Leah stared at the board, still in her laughing pose.

 The hand covering her mouth trembled slightly.

“Quick! Hurry and roll again! Hurry!”

Sierra urged me to roll again since I got a double.

 And—

“Huh? Another double?”

“W-What…?”

Another double.

I kept calm and moved again.

Gulp…

Someone audibly swallowed.

And the piece—

Skipped right past Leah’s most expensive city.

“W-What?! It… passed…? H-Huh?”

Leah mumbled, clearly flustered.

 The piece stopped again—on another Golden Key tile.

“The card is…”

The drawn card: “Heavenly Travel Pass.”

“Wow! Heavenly Travel Pass! That’s super good~!”

“…Eh… Eeeeh…?”

Cold sweat trickled down Leah’s face.

“Since it’s another double, I’ll roll again.”

I picked up the dice again.

 Leah tried to hide her panic with forced laughter.

But it was clearly different from her earlier playful giggling.

“Ah-haha~! Y-You’re really lucky~, Emil. Seriously a cockroach! But if you get another double now, off to the deserted island you go~”

True.

If I get a third double, I’d go to the deserted island.

 I wouldn’t be able to move for three turns. Very risky.

But I calmly rolled the dice.

Tap, tumble…

“Oh! Just a normal roll this time?”

“Eeeeek! W-Wait a sec!”

I moved as usual.

Then used the Heavenly Travel Pass I just earned.

 With that privilege…

I forcefully claimed Leah’s most expensive city.

“Hmmm~, double tolls, huh? …Should I place it here?”


I smirked as I looked straight at Leah.

She froze, pale as a ghost, still holding her last smile.

Well, it’s easy mode.

 Looks like my luck is solid today.






 
  Chapter 48: Water Balloon Festival


To put it simply:  

Leah lost to me.  

“Master…”  

“What? I can’t hear you.”  

“Ugh… M-Master…!”  

After I forcibly claimed her most expensive city, I used the “Double Toll” privilege to increase the tolls for that city for a set period.  

This was Leah’s most expensive city, currently ranked number one.  

Applying the double toll to it made the fees astronomical.  

As a result, Leah stepped on that land a few times, and in no time, our rankings flipped. 

The gap between us widened steadily, and she went bankrupt.  

“This can’t be… Ugh, this can’t be…!”  

Leah, who had been smugly taunting me, was now in a state of confusion, tears streaming down her face as she gripped her school uniform skirt tightly.  

“Is it worth crying over…?”  

“It does seem kind of unfair.”  

At my question, Sierra nodded as if she understood Leah’s feelings.  

Anyway.  

“Now, then… what should we have our slave do?”  

“Eek…!”  

I had gained a slave for a day.  

Leah, seeing my sly grin, flinched and took a step back.  

At that moment—  

Zzt.  

I felt a sharp gaze from somewhere.  

Instinctively, I turned my head.  

“Hm? What’s wrong?”  

“Nothing…”  

I glanced at Sierra, wondering if it was her, but she was wearing her usual gentle smile.  

It didn’t seem to be Sierra.  

If she were glaring at me, she’d probably keep staring even if I looked back…  

‘Then…’  

Cautiously, I turned my attention to the other person.  

It was Bran.  

Moving only my eyes, I subtly checked his demeanor.  

Bran was looking at Leah with his usual expressionless face.  

No, not entirely the same as usual.  

‘Displeasure…?’  

It was subtle, but I could sense a faint trace of displeasure in his expression.  

‘Why…? This guy barely showed emotions even in the last cycle…’  

And then, the answer to my question hit me.  

‘Oh… now that I think about it, this guy’s different from the others.’  

Bran.  

He’s different from the other male protagonists.  

The key difference lies in his setting: ever since the entrance ceremony, Bran has been secretly in love with Leah, the villainess.  

Unlike the other male protagonists, who in the original story never develop feelings for the villainesses and are only one-sidedly admired by them due to event interactions, Bran is unique.  

From the entrance ceremony, he’s been smitten with Leah. 

He joins her summer club and works to win her heart.  

Leah, aware of his feelings, doesn’t reciprocate and lets the summer pass without accepting him.  

Later, when Bran falls in love with Sierra, Leah’s jealousy kicks in, driving the story forward.  

That’s the setting difference between Bran and the other male protagonists.  

‘So, is he upset right now because I’m treating Leah like a slave?’  

In other words, Bran is currently in love with Leah, as per his setting.  

‘Hmm…’  

I recalled the third cycle.  

Near the end of that cycle, I thought about the things Bran did to steal Leah away.  

And I fell into contemplation.  

‘…Is it really okay to provoke him?’  

Malcolm and Edric weren’t particularly interested in the heroines early on.  

So, when I pursued the heroines, they only developed feelings for them later, and by the time they started scheming, I had already completed my conquest.  

But Bran is different.  

‘If he already likes her now… that means he might act unpredictably at any moment.’  

On top of that, he’s a character whose emotions rarely show on his face.  

Since I can’t read his reactions, it’s even harder to predict when he might snap.  

But then—  

‘If you’re pissed off, that’s even better.’  

After mulling it over, I came to a clear conclusion.  

I don’t care if Bran snaps.  

The ones who’d suffer are me and Leah.  

And I already know how Bran will react.  

If anything, I’d be grateful for the chance to make Bran feel even worse.  

So—  

“Leah, I have a proposal. Want to hear it?”  

“Y-Yes…? Master, a proposal…?”  

“I’ll cancel the one-day slave deal.”  

“Really?!”  

“But in exchange…”  

I glanced at Bran’s expression.  

He was looking at me now.  

His face was the same emotionless mask, but I could sense a flicker of curiosity about what I’d do next.  

Feeling his gaze, I spoke to Leah, anticipating his anger.  


“Instead of the one-day slave deal, go on a date with me.”  

“W-What? A d-date…?”  

Zzt, zzt.  

‘Nice…’  

I could see Bran’s gaze burning as he stared at me.  

It seemed my move had hit the mark perfectly.  

‘This guy’s easier to mess with than Malcolm or Edric. It’s satisfying.’  

If what he did to me was NTR, then what I’m doing is probably BS.  

Anyway—  

Whether he snaps or not, as long as he’s pissed off, I don’t care.  

I really don’t care.  

…But then—  

Zzt, zzt.  

I felt another pair of eyes glaring at me.  

“Emil.”  

For some reason, my body trembled.  

Tense, I cautiously turned around.  

My eyes met Sierra’s pitch-black pupils.  

…Why is she looking at me like that?  

***

“Well, that was a bit sudden.”  

I asked Leah out on a date.  

By the afternoon, I was out in the city with her.  

It just so happened that a summer festival was taking place.  

It was the kind of festival where people threw water balloons made with magic.  

So, I went straight into the date with Leah.  

‘But what was with that look earlier…?’  

Still, I was more preoccupied with Sierra’s reaction from earlier than the date itself.  

…That look was somewhat similar to Marie’s and Chris’s.  

No, maybe a little different.  

While Marie and Chris had empty, despair-filled eyes, Sierra’s eyes earlier were dark with rage.  

‘No, now’s not the time to worry about that.’  

I shook my head to clear my thoughts.  

Sure, Sierra being in the same club is a bit concerning, but that doesn’t mean I can just abandon my pursuit of Leah.  

“Wow, whoa! A water balloon festival? They have these things?”  

I glanced at Leah, who was trying hard to act calm beside me.  

“Is this your first date?”  

“Ugh!”  

At my question, Leah’s shoulders flinched, and she froze. 

After a moment, she whipped around to face me, forcing an awkward smile and pretending to be nonchalant.  

“What? Don’t let appearances fool you—I’m pretty popular, you know? A date? Psh, I’ve been on so many it’s like eating three meals a day!”  

“Oh? What’s with that look? Aha, I get it. Emil, you’re not used to dates, are you? Hahaha, am I your first? Did you muster up all your courage to ask me out earlier?”  

Her feigned nonchalance quickly shifted into her signature provocation. 

She covered her mouth with a pfft and looked at me teasingly.  

Her bravado was impressive, but did she even realize?  

For a girl, the fewer dates you’ve been on, the higher your value.  

“Oh, really?”  

“Hm?”  

I slowly approached her as she stood there, arms crossed, brimming with confidence.  

Around us, the water balloon festival was in full swing, with people throwing balloons and playing. 

No one paid attention to what we were doing.  

“Do you know about that?”  

“W-What…?”  

In the midst of the chaotic scene, I gently backed Leah against a wall.  

Pop! Bang!  

Giggle!  

Amid the laughter of the crowd, a quiet tension lingered between us, as if we were in our own world.  

Gulp.  

Leah looked up at me, her eyes trembling as I stood close.  

I gently tilted her chin and said, 

“What usually happens after a date.”  

“W-W-What?!”  

Realizing what I meant, Leah’s face turned beet red. 

The confident facade she’d been putting on moments ago completely vanished.  

“D-Don’t be ridiculous! I-I’ve never had my first kiss!”  

Whoosh!  

Pop!  

“S-Sorry…”  

In her panic, she grabbed a water balloon she’d been holding and threw it at me. 

The balloon hit my face dead-on at close range.  

As the magic holding the balloon together dispersed, my upper body was drenched, revealing my soaked shirt.  

But I didn’t get mad.  

Instead, I grinned at her.  

“You’ve been on tons of dates but haven’t had your first kiss?”  

“…W-What?”  

Leah, who had looked apologetic for a moment, blushed again.  

“Then I could be your first kiss, right?”  

“W-What…?”  

I threw a water balloon I was holding at her.  

Whoosh!  

Pop!  

“Kyaa!”  

“Hahaha!”  

Hit by the balloon, Leah let out a cute scream and ended up just as soaked as me, looking like a drowned rat.  

“You…! Fine, let’s see who can hit the other more!”  

Her face still flushed, Leah, provoked by my taunt, started picking up nearby water balloons and throwing them at me.  

‘This should shake her up a bit.’  

I dodged her throws while observing her flustered state.  

Right now, I’m blatantly flirting with Leah.  

It’s not my usual style, but I’m going for a Casanova-like, playboy vibe.  

Of course, with Marie and Chris, I wasn’t this overt with my interest.  

That’s because, when I recall past cycles through the ‘Memory of Despair,’ I realized that if I had openly seduced them, it would’ve given them an excuse like, “Emil was just seducing me for revenge.”  

I didn’t want that, so instead of seduction, I chose to win their hearts through events.  

For Marie, it was her brother and the midterm exam.  

For Chris, it was her trauma and the dungeon crisis.  

But with Leah, that approach won’t work.  

Marie and Chris’s conquest events were ones I hijacked from Malcolm and Edric.  

‘But Leah doesn’t have those.’  

Leah’s case is different from the other two.  

Unlike Marie and Chris, who fell in love with the male protagonists through events, Leah’s trigger was Bran, who liked her, suddenly changing his feelings.  

So, for Leah, there aren’t any events I can use.  

“Haha, you’re talking big, but you’re not landing any hits!”  

“Ugh! You’re just too good at dodging! I’m a board game specialist, okay? I’m a newbie at these physical games!”  

Whoosh! Whoosh!  

I easily dodged the water balloons Leah was throwing with fervor, moving just my head and upper body.  

Compared to Chris’s wooden sword, these were child’s play.  

As I closely watched Leah’s movements, it happened.  

Splat.  

“W-Wah!”  

Leah’s foot slipped on a water balloon on the ground, and she lost her balance.  

‘Now…!’  

I didn’t miss the chance and grabbed her arm.  

Normally, I’d catch her here to keep her from falling.  

But—  

“Kya!”  

“Wah!”  

I deliberately let myself fall with her, pretending to be swept up.  

“Ouch… Emil, are you okay…?”  

We crashed to the ground, facing each other just inches apart.  

Glance.  

For a moment, Leah’s eyes flicked to my lips.  

Her face turned bright red.  

‘The Tear of Enchantment effect is working well.’  

If this were the hard mode of the third cycle, pulling off this kind of stunt probably wouldn’t have made her heart flutter.  

Thump, thump.  

Our chests were lightly pressed together, hers against mine.  

Through the soft touch of her skin, I could feel her racing heartbeat.  

For a moment, neither of us spoke, frozen in place.  

The chill of our water-soaked bodies contrasted with the warmth of our shared body heat.  

“E-Emil…”  


Then, Leah, her eyes trembling, softly spoke.  

She tightly shut her eyes.  

[“Alright, everyone! It’s time to kick off the highlight of the Water Balloon Festival!”]  

A magically amplified voice rang in our ears.  





 
  Chapter 49: Water Balloon Festival(2)


[Alright! Let’s kick off the highlight of the ‘Water Balloon Festival’!]

The lively atmosphere crumbled under the announcer’s booming voice.

“You okay? Not hurt, are you?”

“Ugh, yeah…”

I stood up reluctantly and offered my hand to Leah.

Blushing, Leah took her hand and got to her feet.

Just as we were about to slip into an awkward, tender moment…

[All participants for the water balloon target contest, please gather up front!]

The announcer’s voice, which had been faintly audible from a distance, finally registered in our ears.

“…Contest?”

“They’re holding something like that?”

At the word “contest,” Leah’s flushed cheeks perked up, her ears practically twitching with interest.

Right, she loves games and competitions.

Even across different loops, that part of her never changed, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

Then the announcer’s voice rang out again.

[The grand prize is a whopping 300 silver coins!]

“Wha… three hundred coins?”

The mention of the prize sent the crowd into a frenzy of cheers.

And, unsurprisingly, Leah’s eyes began to sparkle.

I glanced toward the announcer, who was hyping up the contest.

This is an opportunity.

I hadn’t expected it, but this event was perfectly timed.

“H-Hey, Emil! W-Wanna join the contest together?”

“Sure, I don’t mind. But why?”

I already knew the answer, but played dumb and asked anyway.

“The prize, obviously! They’re giving out 300 silver coins!”

“Oh, right.”

Three hundred silver coins.

If one silver coin was worth about 10,000 won in real-world money, then 300 silver coins equaled roughly 3 million won.

Who gives out 3 million won as a festival prize?

But the prize amount wasn’t the point.

What mattered was Leah, practically drooling over the reward, her eyes gleaming.

I smirked, grabbed her hand, and started pulling her along.

“Come on, let’s go before it’s too late.”

“H-Huh?”

“People are already gathering. There might be a participant limit.”

“Oh, you’re right!”

Nodding at my words, Leah followed, her cheeks still flushed but holding onto my hand as we moved forward.

“Interested in joining?”

“Yes, both of us.”

“Here are your pouches, then.”

The staff handed us pouches filled with water balloons.

These weren’t like the ones scattered on the festival grounds—they were a distinct color.

“Wow… getting hit with these would make you look like you’re covered in blood.”

“Hehe, don’t worry! It’s magic, so the color and water vanish after the festival,” the staff reassured us.

***

Relieved, we found a good spot.

“Alright…!”

Leah, standing beside me, clenched her fists, brimming with determination. 

I leaned in and whispered.

“You’re fired up, but didn’t you say you’re a newbie at physical games?”

“Ugh, w-well, yeah… but you never know until you try! I’m always serious about games!”

“Haha, seems like you’re more serious about the money this time.”

“Urk…”

Leah visibly deflated, clearly hit where it hurt.

But she quickly recovered, crossing her arms with a smug grin.

“Hmph! Wanna make a bet, then?”

“A bet?”

“If one of us wins a prize, or if we both lose, the one who gets hit less wins.”

“Oh? Feeling confident?”

“O-Of course! I already figured everything out during our little showdown earlier…!”

It was pure bluff.

This girl’s the type to dive headfirst into trouble.

Probably a survival tactic she picked up growing up in a tough environment.

But that bravado was her poison.

“Alright, what’s the penalty for the loser?”

“Hehe… there’s a penalty, alright.”

“What kind?”

“The loser has to end every sentence with ‘nya’ for a whole day tomorrow!”

Such a Leah thing to suggest.

“What, scared? Pfft, if you’re not up for it, you can back out now~”

Poke, poke.

Leah teased, jabbing my arm.

Maybe deep down, she was hoping I’d refuse.

But that bluffing habit needs some fixing.

In the third loop, Leah’s overall gaming skills outshone mine, so I couldn’t curb her habits.

But this loop? 

Luck or skill seemed to be on my side.

“Fine, I’ll take that bet.”


“Eep…”

“What? Isn’t this fun?”

“F-Fun! Totally! Alright, Emil, get ready to be blown away by my true skills!”

Clearly flustered, Leah rolled up her sleeves.

And at that perfect moment—

[Here we go! The ‘Summer Water Balloon Festival: Hit-the-Most Contest’ begins now!]

The announcer’s magically amplified voice echoed across the plaza.

Everyone clutching their pouches turned to the announcer, tense.

[The winner will be… the person hit the least by the end! Judging will be fair, conducted via magic!]

“Ughhh…”

A glance sideways showed Leah trembling.

She must really want that prize.

Then—

[Let’s get started! Have fun, everyone!]

The water balloon-throwing contest began.

***

To be honest, the contest was a breeze for me.

Compared to the monster rush in the dungeon recently, this is nothing…

The enemies weren’t all targeting me.

I wasn’t injured.

Getting hit didn’t hurt, and attacking didn’t risk my life.

Plus, unlike then, I had no one to protect.

“Hup!”

Whoosh!

Pop!

“Eek! I got hit!”

I dodged water balloons with ease, tossing one at someone when I saw an opening.

It’s all about not getting hit, right?

I focused more on dodging than throwing.

Like when I sparred with Chris.

I zeroed in on attacks in my line of sight and used my other senses for blind spots.

Swish! Swish!

Every balloon aimed at me missed, hitting someone else or bursting on the ground.

The result? 

Just a few red splashes on my pants from stepping around.

The rest of me was pristine.

“Hahaha!”

“Take that! Take that!”

“Kyaha! Sorry! Ah, stop it!”

Most participants had forgotten about the prize, laughing and enjoying the chaos.

They probably realized they had no shot at winning.

What about Leah?

Swish! Swish!

I ducked a balloon with a slight tilt of my head and scanned the area.

“Eeeek!”

There, across the field, was Leah, shrieking and twisting her body.

Oh, she’s doing pretty well.

Her clothes were as clean as mine.

Sure, she was too busy dodging to throw any balloons herself, but she’d clearly grasped the win condition.

She’d given up on attacking, pouring everything into evasion.

“Waaah! So close!”

Leah teared up, narrowly dodging balloon after balloon.

Her face screamed desperation and determination.

She really wanted that prize.

With her family situation, it’s no surprise.

Swish! Swish!

Step, step!

I wove through balloons with light steps, approaching Leah.

Let’s mess with her a bit.

I was impressed she was holding her own, but I was clearly going to win.

She’d get hit soon enough, while I was still dodging effortlessly.

No prize and saying ‘nya’ all day tomorrow? 

That’ll be fun to see.

The thought of teasing her already had me excited.

Guess I had some pent-up frustration from the third loop.

“Hey, you’re doing pretty well!”

Swish! Swish!

“Eek! W-What? Emil?! Ack!”

Leah noticed me as I approached, barely dodging another balloon.

“Almost got hit there. Too bad.”

“Grr! Emil! You’re here to sabotage me, aren’t you?! You unfair jerk!”

“Haha, no way. Just thought it’d be more fun together.”

“Liar!”

Swish! Swish!

Swish! Swish! Swish!

Suddenly, it felt like more balloons were flying our way.

Then I heard voices from the crowd.

“There! Those two are the top contenders!”

“Get ‘em! Get ‘em!”

Apparently, Leah and I, both unscathed, had caught the other participants’ attention.

Swish swish swish!

“Waaah! Seriously, what’s going on?!”

Leah, nearly in tears, moved even faster.

Alright, how much time left?

Leah was lasting longer than I expected, so I checked the time.

A giant hourglass stood beside the announcer.

Almost done.

The sand was nearly gone.

Should I throw one at her right at the end?

If things kept going, we’d both be top contenders.

The magic would judge based on who had more red water on them, and I might lose.

Prize or not, I’m not saying ‘nya’ all day tomorrow.

For a guaranteed win, I stayed close, waiting for my chance.

The final moment.

A chance to land a decisive hit.

Then I’ll win the prize and give it to Leah to boost her affection…

I dodged countless balloons, still calmly planning.

“Haa, haa, ugh, seriously! Physical games just aren’t my thing!”

And then—

It’s almost over.

The hourglass sand was nearly gone.

That moment.

“Hyah!”

Whoosh!

A boy, soaked in red water, emerged from the crowd.

He threw a water balloon.

“Huh…?”

Leah spotted it.

“Oh…”

But she was already off-balance from dodging the previous balloon.

There was no way she could adjust in time.

Pop!

Whistle—!

[That’s it, folks! Great job, everyone! The game is over! Please stay where you are!]

The announcer’s voice rang out with the signal to end the game.

And then—

Drip, drip.

“…Emil.”

“Ugh, crap.”

Red water dripped from the balloon that hit the back of my head.

I caught Leah as she stumbled, giving her a wry smile.

“This wasn’t the plan.”

Was I too focused on throwing?

The moment I realized Leah was about to get hit, I instinctively stepped in to block it.

[Wow! We have a winner! Someone who didn’t get hit at all! Participant, please come up to the stage!]

We locked eyes as the announcer’s voice echoed.


Me, with a bittersweet smile.

Leah, with trembling eyes.

We stared at each other.

[Excuse me? The couple over there? You won, so please come up!]

Ugh… what am I gonna do about saying ‘nya’ tomorrow?



 
  Chapter 50: Nya


Leah stared at the pouch of silver coins she’d won as the prize.

The Summer Water Balloon Festival had just ended.

Emil and Leah had gone to a nearby restaurant for dinner.

But even with delicious food in front of her, Leah couldn’t focus on eating.

Glance.

She speared a piece of savory meat with her fork, popped it into her mouth, and stole a look at Emil.

Why did he block it earlier…

She recalled the moment just before.

A water balloon she hadn’t seen coming had been hurtling toward her.

It was over. 

I thought I was done for.

She’d tried so hard, but she was sure she’d be eliminated.

It was a done deal.

But then.

Emil had caught her as she lost her balance and took the hit for her.

The smile he’d given her then.

It lingered in Leah’s mind, refusing to fade.

“Not good?”

“H-Huh?”

Emil’s voice snapped Leah out of her thoughts as she stared downward.

“You’ve been picking at your food. I wonder if you don’t like it.”

“No, it’s not that. It’s delicious. Just…”

“Just…?”

Leah started to explain why she couldn’t focus, but quickly clamped her mouth shut.

Ugh, I can’t just say it’s because I was thinking about you…

Her cheeks flushed as she snuck another glance at Emil.

He was watching her with a gentle smile, waiting for her answer.

“Emil…”

“Yeah?”

“I’ve got a question.”

“What’s up?”

“Earlier… why did you do that?”

“Hm? Do what?”

Leah hesitated for a moment before asking clearly.

“At the end of the contest. You got hit by the water balloon instead of me.”

“Oh…”

“Why… did you do that? There was the prize, and we had our bet going…”

Leah couldn’t understand.

It was something she’d never do herself.

And yet Emil had done it.

At her question, Emil let out a small laugh, propped his chin on his hand, and looked at her.

“Yeah… why did I do that?”

“Huh…?”

“Honestly, I was planning to throw one at you at the end.”

“What?!”

“Haha, surprised? We were in a competition, after all.”

“Ugh…”

Now that she thought about it, the game wasn’t just about dodging—you could throw balloons too.

Leah, who’d been too busy dodging to think about throwing, only realized it now.

She felt a twinge of betrayal.

But that’s how competitions work, so she couldn’t complain.

Still, that only deepened her confusion.

“If you were going to throw one, why take the hit for me?”

At Leah’s puzzled tilt of her head, Emil laughed again.

“Dunno. Maybe I’m just an idiot?”

He paused, gazing at her intently before speaking softly.

“For some reason… I didn’t want you to get hit.”

“Is that a good enough answer?”

“M-Mm.”

Leah nodded slightly, her cheeks burning.

Why’s the lighting in here so soft…

Was it the restaurant’s ambiance?

Emil’s words had sounded oddly romantic.

Feeling her face heat up, Leah lowered her head.

Her heart was pounding.

And then, her eyes fell on the prize pouch.

A sudden thought hit her.

If I think about home and my little sister, it feels like such a waste…

But it’s not really my money to begin with…

Leah clenched her fists tightly.

Slide.

She placed the pouch of coins on the table.

“This…”

“Hm?”

“L-Let’s split it. It’s supposed to be your prize anyway.”

“Oh…”

“I’d give it all to you, but… sorry, that’s a bit tough for me.”

Leah’s hands trembled.

When would she ever get a chance to earn this much money so easily again?


That thought swirled in her mind.

But her conscience spoke up.

Keeping it all to herself would be inhuman.

So, with her eyes squeezed shut, Leah pushed the pouch forward.

“Nah, I don’t need it.”

“What…?”

Leah’s eyes widened at Emil’s curt reply.

“Why? Why not?”

Her voice came out flustered.

If it were her, she’d never turn down an offer like that.

No, she’d probably have demanded it first.

Emil’s response was simple.

“I don’t really need the money. My family’s pretty well-off.”

“And… you seemed like you needed it more. So I’m not taking it. You earned that prize fair and square.”

Leah stared blankly at Emil, who smiled calmly.

What even is this guy…

She’d never felt anything like this before.

Was it curiosity?

It felt close to that.

Like hearing the rules of a new board game for the first time.

She was itching to dive in and play.

Lost in that strange feeling, Leah barely noticed Emil let out a small sigh before speaking.

“So… about that penalty…”

“Hm…?”

Emil gave a cautious smile and asked.

“Could you maybe let it slide? The ‘nya’ thing…”

Just as Leah was feeling some mystical pull toward Emil.

Seeing his all-too-human side in that moment.

She giggled, flashing a playful smile.

“No way.”

This moment was more fun than any game she’d played recently.

***

That girl… 

I gave her the whole prize, and she still won’t cut me a break.

As expected, I let out a sigh.

The ‘nya’ thing.

I’m a guy, you know?

The thought of speaking like that all day made my future look bleak.

But I couldn’t skip the club activities meant to build Leah’s affection either.

Still, her reaction was better than I expected.

At least the end of yesterday’s date had been pretty sweet.

I recalled how, on our way back to the dorms, we’d laughed and asked each other personal questions.

It hadn’t gone exactly as planned.

But I’d succeeded in getting her to like me more.

“Maybe ‘nya’ is cute enough to brush off.”

For a heroine with no special event, gaining her affection this quickly wasn’t a bad deal.

I changed clothes and left the dorm.

Chris… isn’t here. 

Nearby, maybe?

I’d thought she’d be waiting outside like yesterday.

But it seemed she was following my orders, keeping watch from a distance.

Being watched from somewhere was creepy, sure.

But it was better than her loitering nearby all the time…

“Morning.”

“Waaah!”

“Oh, it’s you, Sierra…”

“I didn’t even sneak up on you today. Why the scream?”

I turned to see Sierra standing there, arms crossed, with a sulky expression.

Why’s she making that face?

I wanted to ask about her grumpy look.

But something told me I shouldn’t.

“No, just… I was lost in thought.”

“Thought? About what?”

“Uh… well…”

“Yesterday’s date, maybe?”

“What? No, it’s not that.”

Step.

Sierra brushed past me with the same sulky expression and walked ahead.

“What the…?”

Confused, I stared at her back.

After a moment’s hesitation, I caught up to walk beside her.

We were headed the same way, and trailing behind would’ve been weirder.

“So?”

As I fell into step beside her, Sierra spoke, eyes fixed forward as she strode confidently.

“So what…?”

“Was the date fun?”

A chill ran down my spine.

Why?

I had a gut feeling I needed to answer carefully.

Like one wrong word could lead to a bad ending.

“H-Huh? Date? Haha, it wasn’t really a date, just hanging out…”

“Just hanging out?”

“Y-Yeah.”

“A guy and a girl, alone, hanging out. And you called it a date yourself, but now it’s not?”

“Uh, well…”

Glare.

Sierra’s sidelong glance stung.

And it was terrifying.

I’d died five times, and here I was, scared of a girl’s glare.

Who knew?

Sierra shot me one more look before facing forward again.

We walked in silence for a bit.

Then.

“Hey…”

“Yeah?”

Sierra spoke cautiously.

Her ears, just a step ahead of me, were slightly red.

“Emil… is someone like Leah… your type?”

“What?”

“You asked her out on a date… You’ve never done that before. Not with Marie or Chris.”

“…Oh.”

Now that I thought about it, Sierra had been around during Marie and Chris’s routes.

She’d seen them grow fond of me.

Sure, I went on dates with both, but she wouldn’t know that.

So she thought Leah, who I’d asked out first, was my ideal type?

“Nah, it’s not like that.”

I answered her question lightly.

Sierra glanced back at me.

“Liar.”

“I’m not.”

“You asked her out. That’s proof.”

“It’s because Leah lost a bet. She wagered a day as my ‘slave.’”

“…What’s that got to do with it?”

“I’m not some creep who needs a slave. So I changed it to a date. It’s easier to tease her, and it fits as a penalty.”

Truthfully, I’d also wanted to mess with Bran, but I left that part out.

At that, Sierra’s perpetually sulky expression softened slightly.

Seizing the moment, I added one more thing.

“And, uh…”

“Hm?”

“If it’d been a bet with you… I would’ve done the same… So don’t get the wrong idea.”

It was supposed to come out smoothly, but I felt embarrassed.

Flushing, I turned my head slightly.

I could feel Sierra’s gaze, but she didn’t say anything.

We walked on in silence.

The awkward, heavy air from earlier had lifted.

Just a little tense now.

After a while, we reached the academy’s annex and entered the board game club room.

Creak.

“Oh! Sierra and… Emil!”

The door opened to a familiar scene.

Bran and Leah were there, and Leah stood up to greet us.

The only difference was their expressions.

Leah welcomed us warmly.

Bran, expressionless, eyed me with… a hint of wariness?

“Hey, Leah. What’s up today?”

“Morning.”

Sierra and I greeted Leah together.

And then.

“Heh heh heh…”

Leah let out a mischievous giggle and sidled up to me.

Sierra and I looked at her.

“Emil, that’s not right, is it~?”

“Huh? What… are you talking about?”

Leah pointed out something with a teasing tone.

I clenched my fists, trembling, and shut my mouth.

Sierra looked at me, curious.

And then.

“It’s… a good morning… nya.”


I muttered, eyes downcast.

“Pfft!”

“Wha…?”

Laughter came from in front, and shock from beside me.

I bit my lip in humiliation… nya.



 
  Chapter 51: Bran’s Plan






On the first day of the entrance ceremony, Bran realized something.

“A strange feeling…”

It felt like fate.

He would come to like her.

Whether it was one second later or two seconds later, it wouldn’t be long before he was certain to fall for her.

That was Bran’s realization the moment he first saw Leah Bent at the entrance ceremony.

And after the ceremony, Leah became another goal for Bran to achieve at the academy.

But it was difficult.

“No point of contact…”

They were in different classes, and they didn’t share any lessons.

All he could do was pray to bump into her in the hallways.

Whether it was a study group for midterms, a team for final practical evaluations, or even extracurricular clubs, no opportunity arose for Bran to connect with Leah.

Perhaps because of this, his feelings only grew stronger.

“Should I at least say hi…?”

Anxiety began to show on his usually impassive face.

He even started imagining things about Leah from afar, embellishing his fantasies.

Her tastes, her personality, her worries— he knew nothing about her, but he filled the gaps of his ignorance with his imagination as he watched her from a distance.

As his feelings grew, Bran spent his time wondering how he could win her over.

Then, summer vacation arrived.

“A board game club…?”

For the first time, Bran found an opportunity to connect with Leah.

A faint smile appeared on his usually stoic face.

Bran prepared thoroughly.

He canceled all his summer vacation plans and applied for her board game club.

He meticulously researched date spots and restaurants that girls supposedly liked.

He simulated various scenarios to make her happy and ensure she would like him.

And, to ensure they could be alone together, he approached others who were planning to join the board game club and persuaded them to switch to other clubs.

The result: 

The day before summer vacation began, Bran met Leah.

In the classroom assigned for the board game club, just the two of them.

“Wow! You came to sign up? Thank goodness~! I thought no one would show up!”

“…I’m interested in board games.”

“Really? There are games we can play with just two people, so let’s have fun together!”

Their first conversation exceeded his expectations.

Her smile was more beautiful than he had imagined.

The fragrance that wafted from her, which his fantasies couldn’t capture.

Even her smallest gestures.

Bran’s parched heart was overwhelmed with the emotion of love, and his heart pounded uncontrollably.

Just one day.

Even though it was only the first day of club activities, Bran wanted this moment to last forever.

But then,

“Excuse me~”

Creak.

Bran’s happiness lasted only a single day.

His plan to spend the summer vacation alone with Leah, winning her heart through club activities, was shattered the very next day by the sudden arrival of two people.

More precisely, by one of them.

“In exchange for getting rid of your ‘one-day slave’ penalty, go on a date with me.”

“Uh, a d-date…?”

A guy named Emil.

He got close to Leah before Bran could.

***

“Emil, Emil, introduce yourself! Come on, introduce yourself!”

“Hurry up! Do it!”

“…What’s with the introduction? You all know me already… nya.”

“Kyahahaha!”

“Pfft!”

Sierra and Leah clutched their stomachs, laughing at Emil’s words.

Embarrassed, Emil’s ears turned red as he hung his head.

His trembling shoulders betrayed both shame and anger.

Then Sierra spoke to him again.

“Emil, what’s your favorite food? What is it?”

“…Cream stew, nya.”

“Oh~ Our Emil likes cream stew, nya? Is that so, nya?”

“Ugh…”

Sierra smiled gleefully, patting Emil’s head as he spoke.

Then Leah joined in, sidling up to him.

“So, so, what do you do when you rest? How do you relax?”

“I read books and fall asleep… nya.”

“Pfft, kyahahaha!”

“Wha—Emil falls asleep reading books? That’s so cute~ Can’t we pet you? Nya nya?”

Unable to hold back, Sierra burst into laughter at Emil’s response.

Leah, mockingly, waved her hands in front of Emil’s face like a cat.

Under their combined teasing, Emil could only clamp his mouth shut and tremble.

There was no helping it.

This was his penalty.

And then,

“What did they even do on that date…?”

***

Bran closely observed Emil from across the room.


Yesterday, Emil had gone on a date with Leah, and now he was using this strange speech pattern.

Leah was clinging to Emil, playfully teasing him.

In the months since entering the academy, Bran had only just taken his first step toward getting closer to Leah.

But this guy had gotten that close to her in just one day.

Clench.

His hands tightened into fists.

It was unfair, infuriating.

And above all, jealousy surged within him.

“Why…”

This was the moment he had just begun to seize.

“Emil, how about staying late to play games today? Huh? What do you say?”

“No way, nya. I’m going back to the dorms when time’s up, nya.”

“Hahaha! It’s totally natural now! Let’s just keep this speech pattern forever!”

“…Absolutely not, nya.”

For this moment alone with Leah, all the plans Bran had painstakingly devised and considered had gone up in smoke.

Leah didn’t spare him a glance.

As if captivated by something, she gazed at Emil with affectionate eyes.

It wasn’t just his strange speech— Bran could clearly see that she genuinely liked Emil as a person.

‘No…’

That sight stoked Bran’s greed.

‘Absolutely not…’

Having always gotten what he wanted, he couldn’t bear the thought of someone taking what he had chosen.

“Fine, the method doesn’t matter…”

Bran began revising all the happy fantasies he had built around Leah.

At this point, all his previous plans were scrapped.

“If I can just have you.”

Bran started devising a new plan to win her over.

***

“That nya speech was really humiliating, wasn’t it…?”

It had been a few days since Sierra and I joined Leah’s board game club.

We’d been enjoying games together, having a great time, and growing closer in the process.

The club activities were almost always the same.

We played board games, and Leah and I, with our competitive spirits and skills, were usually the last ones standing.

Then Leah would get cocky and start provoking me.

Sometimes, I’d turn the tables with an easy-mode stroke of luck.

Other times, I’d lose outright and get mocked.

“Her teary expression when I turn the tables is always a masterpiece.”

I chuckled to myself, recalling Leah’s sulky face.

As usual, I was getting ready in the morning for club activities.

Every day felt peaceful.

I was thoroughly enjoying summer vacation.

But…

“The conquest strategy is the problem…”

Amid all the peace and fun, there was one obstacle for me.

Leah’s conquest.

‘There’s been no event, so just like in the third round, I can’t quite gauge the situation.’

I’d noticed that Leah had started showing me some favor since the water balloon competition.

But the issue was how far that favor had grown.

“The goal is to get a confession, which is kind of a hassle.”

If I were the one confessing, her current level of affection would probably be enough.

But the condition of receiving a confession and rejecting it was proving tricky.

“Should I be more blatant…?”

I muttered to myself as I walked toward the academy.

“What’s that?”

“Argh!”

“Haha! You get startled every time. Isn’t it about time you got used to it, you scaredy-cat~?”

As usual, Sierra popped up behind me out of nowhere.

She bumped her shoulder against mine as I glared at her, then tilted her head slightly and asked,

“So? What were you talking about?”

“What?”

At my question, Sierra’s faint smile faded, and she asked again with a cautious expression.

“You said something about being blatant…”

“What are you talking about? What did you think I meant…?”

What kind of answer was she expecting?

Lately, Sierra had been throwing me these tricky questions.

Each time, figuring out how to respond was another ordeal.

‘I can’t talk about Leah… And that’s not even the answer she’s looking for.’

“Th-the game, I mean.”

“Huh?”

“Like, maybe we could play a bit dirtier, more blatantly… That’s what I was thinking.”

Sierra didn’t say anything in response.

It’s not the wrong answer, right?

When I glanced at her, Sierra was staring at me with narrowed eyes.

“What? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, just… I thought you meant something else.”

Honestly, I’m not clueless about what kind of response would be good.

I’m not that dumb.

Or maybe I am?

But…

“Huh? Is that Leah?”

“What?”

“Leah… and Bran?”

“Bran…?”

At Sierra’s words, I turned to look in the direction she was staring.

Sure enough, Leah and Bran were standing there.

“What’s going on…? Why are they together…?”

Seeing them made me feel a slight pang of unease.

In the previous round, Bran had stolen Leah from me.

Since he hadn’t done anything in this round yet, I’d let my guard down.

“What could they be talking about?”

Sierra muttered curiously, watching the two of them face each other.

They were too far away to hear their conversation.

But it was clear they were talking about something.

“Leah’s expression… it looks a bit dark, doesn’t it…?”

I could read her face, though.

Leah’s expression wasn’t her usual playful, provocative one.

She seemed somewhat subdued, listening to Bran.

“Yahoo~! Morning! Good morning!”

Suddenly, Sierra called out to them.

Noticing us, the two waved from afar and then turned to walk toward the academy.

No way.


The sight triggered memories from the previous round.

A bad feeling crept into my mind.

“Sorry, let’s wrap up early today. You guys can head out first. We’ll clean up.”

Sure enough, as club activities were nearing their end, Leah said this to Sierra and me with an apologetic smile.

To Be Continued



 
  Chapter 52: Human distrust





“W-Wait, it’s… that expensive…?”  

Leah’s heart sank at Bran’s words.  

That morning, she had been heading to the academy for club activities, as cheerful as usual.  

Perhaps she was excited at the thought of seeing Emil again.  

While walking to the academy, she spotted Bran ahead of her.  

“Waah! Hey, Bran!”  

Crash!  

“Eek! W-What? Did I make you drop it? Sorry…!”  

It started as a playful attempt to startle Bran.  

The prank worked.  

As a result, Bran froze and dropped the vase he was holding.  

An empty vase with intricate, luxurious patterns.  

Its cost was beyond imagination.  

“So… twenty gold coins…?”  

“Yes.”  

“Tch, that’s two thousand silver coins…”  

“That’s the conversion.”  

Leah felt like she might faint.  

She didn’t have that kind of money to cover the cost.  

Naturally, she couldn’t ask her parents for help either.  

They were already struggling to pay for her sick younger sister’s medicine.  

“What do I do…?”  

Her breathing grew ragged, and her hands began to tremble.  

Her mind went blank.  

As if delivering a death sentence, Bran spoke.  

“It’s a precious item cherished by my family. So I can’t just let it slide. You need to compensate me.”  

Bran said this with his usual calm, emotionless face.  

There was no room for consideration or leniency.  

“Uh, B-Bran… I, um…”  

Leah struggled to hold back tears as she forced herself to speak.  

And at that moment—  

“Yahoo~! Hey! Good morning!”  

A familiar voice rang out from a distance.  

Bran and Leah turned their heads simultaneously, their eyes trembling at the sight.  

Sierra… and Emil.  

“H-Haha…”  

Leah gave an awkward laugh and waved, while Bran silently stared at the two.  

As if on cue, they both turned and started walking away.  

“Um, Bran…”  

“Sorry, but… can we talk properly after club activities?”  

“…Okay.”  

***

Bran nodded with his usual blank expression.  

But inside, he was smiling.  

Because he knew she couldn’t possibly pay that amount.  

“It’s okay, Leah. Nothing bad will happen. I promise.”  

Bran glanced at Leah walking beside him.  

Unlike her usual self, she looked subdued, overwhelmed by anxiety.  

Bran gazed at her with lovesick eyes.  

But that love…  was deeply twisted.  

***

After club activities ended, I walked back to the dorms with Sierra.  

“Doing cleanup together, just the two of them… doesn’t that seem suspicious?”  

Sierra muttered as she walked slowly beside me.  

I could feel her glancing at me.  

When I didn’t respond, she continued.  

“Something’s tingling my instincts… Hmm, honestly, Emil, what do you think?”  

“Like… there’s something between them?”  

I didn’t answer.  

Or rather, I didn’t not answer—I was too lost in thought to respond.  

“No way… is it that?”  

As I listened to Sierra’s voice, memories from the third round surfaced in my mind.  

When I still didn’t say anything, Sierra spoke again.  

“What’s with you, Emil…”  

Stop.  

Sierra halted her steps.  

I stopped, too and turned to look at her.  

For some reason, Sierra’s face had turned gloomy as she stared at me.  

“Uh, huh…?”  

“You really have feelings for Leah…?”  

“W-What? All of a sudden?”  

“You’re worried about what’s going on between Leah and Bran, aren’t you?”  

“Huh?”  

No, I’m not.  

Sierra’s sudden attitude caught me off guard, and I was momentarily speechless.  

“No, sorry… I asked something obvious. I’m going…”  

When I didn’t respond, Sierra brushed past me and started walking away on her own.  

“Wait—huh? No, hold on, hold on!”  

Finally snapping out of it, I hurriedly grabbed her arm.  


“What? Why are you grabbing me?”  

“Why are you suddenly leaving?”  

“Whether I go or not doesn’t matter. Do we have to go together?”  

“That’s not what I meant…”  

“Not what you meant?”  

I felt Sierra’s previously gloomy gaze sharpen.  

Instinctively, I shook my head.  

Thankfully, Sierra didn’t pull away from my grip.  

She stood there silently, her arm still in my grasp.  

I didn’t let go of her wrist either.  

“Um…”  

The one to break the silence was—  

“Emil…”  

Sierra.  

“Hey… why did you grab me?”  

“What?”  

“You haven’t answered anything since earlier. You can at least answer this, right?”  

Her question left me speechless again.  

She always does this.  

Sierra always throws me off balance.  

Maybe that’s why I feel so nervous around her.  

I need to say something…  

But the words wouldn’t come easily.  

What should I say?  

Various possibilities flashed through my mind.  

The answer was among them.  

But was it okay to say it?  

“…Actually—”  

“Actually?”  

Saying it felt like crossing a point of no return.  

But—  

“Actually, you’re right. I am worried about Leah and Bran.”  

I said it honestly, looking straight into Sierra’s eyes.  

Her eyes widened in surprise for a moment, but then she lowered her head gloomily again.  

But I wasn’t done.  

“But it’s not what you’re thinking!”  

“Huh?”  

“I don’t know why you’re jumping to weird conclusions, but… I don’t care whether Leah and Bran get along or not!”  

Sierra looked into my eyes silently, as if waiting for me to continue.  

Avoiding her gaze slightly, I pushed past my embarrassment and spoke.  

“And…”  

“And…?”  

Step…  

When I hesitated, Sierra stepped closer to me.  

She leaned in toward my turned face.  

“And?”  

Forcing myself to meet her eyes, I said,  

“…And yeah, Leah and Bran are on my mind, but… if you left me here alone right now, that would bother me way more… That’s why I grabbed you. Got it?”  

After finishing, I let go of Sierra’s wrist.  

Whatever happens, happens.  

If she wants to leave, fine.  

That was my mindset.  

But Sierra didn’t leave.  

She stood there in front of me.  

Curious, I glanced at her.  

“…”  

Sierra was smiling at me, her cheeks slightly flushed.  

And then—  

“H-Huh?”  

“Let’s go!”  

She grabbed my hand.  

Wait, weren’t you just saying you’d leave?  

“I’m going with you now, aren’t I?”  

What do I do now?  

Is this okay…?  

I know, of course.  

I’m aware that Sierra has feelings for me.  

How could I not?  

After all, I’ve conquered heroines five times.  

Sure, I got betrayed, but I succeeded in those conquests.  

The expressions Sierra shows me are familiar.  

But that’s exactly why…  

I’ve been trying to ignore it and not paying attention.  

The fact that I’d conquered heroines five times means I was betrayed by those heroines five times.  

Am I just distrustful of people…?  

Sierra isn’t bad.  

She’s probably a pure, good person.  

That’s the conclusion I’ve reached from our time together.  

The problem is…  me.  

“Hm? What’s up?”  

As I stared at her, Sierra tilted her head with a shy smile.  

I gave a faint smile and said nothing.  

Leah was like this too…  

I just thought about the heroines who betrayed me.  

And among them, I recalled the third round with Leah, the one I’m currently conquering.  

***

It was near the end of summer vacation.  

At that time, the [Summer-Limited Board Game Club] that Leah had created had grown to seven members.  

Me, Leah, and Bran, plus four other students.  

The reason the number differs from the current sixth round is that in the early days of summer vacation, with only three members, board game activities were tough, so Leah actively recruited more people.  

The club thrived, and everyone enjoyed board games, making the most of summer vacation.  

Then, as summer vacation was nearing its end—  

“I like you, Leah.”  

At the city festival marking the end of summer, I confessed to Leah while watching fireworks burst in the sky.  

To my confession, Leah responded,  

“Hehe… I win! I got a confession.”  

She laughed playfully, as usual, and accepted my confession.  

Despite her playful smile, her eyes looked happy.  

And I was overjoyed by her acceptance.  

This time…  

This time, I firmly believed nothing would go wrong.  

“Uh, Emil…”  

The moment my belief began to crumble was three days before summer vacation ended.  

It started with Leah’s suggestion after the other club members had gone home, leaving just the two of us.  

“Hey… want to play a game?”  

Alone in the clubroom, she placed her hand on mine and asked.  

“A game?”  

“Yeah… I found something fun…”  

At the time, I didn’t think much of it.  

Just like always,  

I assumed Leah had found something interesting.  

But—  

“Hey, Emil. Glad you came.”  

“…Bran?”  

It wasn’t just Leah and me playing the game.  

“Why are you…”  

“Well, because I set up this round.”  

After returning to the dorms, I went to the annex’s clubroom at midnight as promised with Leah.  

There, under dim lighting, Bran was waiting.  

Next to him sat Leah, head lowered, unable to meet my eyes.  

As I stood there, confused, Bran smirked.  

It was the first time I’d seen his usually expressionless face smile.  

And he said to me,  

“You’re Leah’s lover now, right, Emil?”  

“So what?”  

“Then you must love Leah, huh?”  

I glanced at Leah briefly, then glared sharply at Bran.  

“What did you do to her?”  

At my question, Bran chuckled and answered,  

“Hey, Emil. Want to play a game for Leah’s sake?”  

“What?”  


“If you win, I’ll make it like nothing ever happened.”  

To Be Continued

***
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  Chapter 53: Game





After sending Emil and Sierra away, Leah hesitated as she faced Bran.  

Leaning against a desk with a relaxed air, Bran asked her, 

“So? How are you going to compensate me? I can wait a bit, though.”  

“…W-Wait? How long…?”  

“Hmm, maybe until the end of next semester. By then, my family won’t have noticed the vase is broken.”  

Bran’s words made Leah’s heart pound with anxiety again.  

Next semester.  

There was no way she could come up with twenty gold coins in just a few months.  

‘W-What do I do… I need a way… a way…’

Leah’s mind raced faster than ever.  

She had to find a way to get through this moment.  

And then, one idea came to mind.  

“Could you… give me just a bit more time…?”  

Unfortunately, all she could think of was begging for an extension.  

But, as expected, it wasn’t granted.  

“I just told you. By the end of next semester, my family will find out.”  

“If I don’t get some compensation before then, I’ll be in big trouble.”  

“…R-Right.”  

It made sense.  

A precious vase worth twenty gold coins.  

Even at a glance, it was ornate, embedded with jewels.  

Bran’s demand felt reasonable.  

And so,  

“S-Sorry, I’m sorry…”  

“Hm?”  

Leah hung her head, trembling hands, and apologized repeatedly.  

At the very least, an apology should be made eye-to-eye. 

So, summoning her courage, she looked up at Bran.  

With trembling, tear-filled eyes, Leah said,  

“My family… we’re poor, s-so, getting that kind of money so quickly… it’s hard.”  

“So… I know it’s shameless, but… please, if you could just give me a little time, I’ll definitely…”  

“Oh… so you don’t have the money.”  

“Sob… I’m sorry… I’m so sorry, Bran…”  

Leah apologized, tears streaming down her face.  

But Bran, watching her, gave a faint smile.  

“Well… then there’s no helping it.”  

“Huh…?”  

“I’ll have to tell my family. They’ll contact you soon. If you can’t pay… you know what happens, right?”  

“No, no! Bran, please…!”  

At Bran’s words, Leah desperately clung to him.  

If she couldn’t pay such a massive sum, her parents could end up in prison or sold into slavery.  

She couldn’t let her family suffer because of her mistake.  

Leah sank to the floor, grabbing Bran’s pants and pleading.  

“Please…! Please, just help me this once…! I’ll do anything…! Anything…!”  

“Hmm…”  

Bran suppressed a laugh at Leah’s predictable reaction.  

After a moment of feigned contemplation, he said,  

“How about this, then?”  

He gently crouched down, helping Leah to her feet.  

Looking down at her tear-streaked face with a greedy gaze, he whispered softly,  

“Shall we settle this our way?”  

“Our… way…?”  

“If it works out, I’ll pretend the vase never happened.”  

“R-Really?!”  

Bran’s offer to overlook twenty gold coins shocked Leah, and she answered eagerly.  

Her expression showed she was ready to accept anything.  

“What is it? What do I have to do?”  

“It’s no big deal. Just play a game with me.”  

“…Huh?”  

The proposal from Bran’s mouth was completely unexpected.  

“A game…?”  

“Yeah, simple. If you earn the equivalent of the vase’s value through the game, I’ll let it slide.”  

“Normally, I wouldn’t allow this, but since it’s you, Leah, I’m making an exception.”  

Earning twenty gold coins through a game.  

In other words… gambling.  

But Leah had no room to doubt or refuse.  

“Okay… what kind of game…?”  

She was confident in games.  

Plus, Bran had always come in last during club activities.  

Maybe this was Bran’s way of showing her kindness?  

A way to let her off without feeling guilty about twenty gold coins.  

With such naive thoughts, Leah accepted Bran’s proposal.  

***

And then—  

“W-Wait, hold on… this can’t be…”  

“That’s the third round. Want to go for a fourth?”  

It was only after the sun had set and night had deepened that she realized.  

The game was a card game.  

Just Bran and Leah, playing one-on-one.  


But there were spectators.  

Four men, supposedly from Bran’s family.  

Leah had borrowed money from them for the game.  

At first, she won.  

In that moment of victory, she saw hope.  

But things started going wrong from the second game.  

And by the time she came to her senses—  

“How much does Leah owe?”  

“Fifty coins in total, young master.”  

“Tch, that’s unfortunate, Leah. But at least I’ll waive the vase’s cost with this.”  

“A contract is a contract, so you know it can’t be undone, right?”  

“No…”  

Before the game began, Leah had signed a parchment contract with Bran.  

A magical contract that bound the signee to absolute obedience if broken.  

Bran had coaxed her, saying, 

“If I lose, I might cancel the vase issue.”  

And that became Leah’s perfect shackle.  

It was over.  

Bran smirked, thinking so.  

“It’s okay, Leah.”  

“…”  

“The vase… I’ll handle talking to my parents. As for the debt…”  

“Well, that’s separate from the vase, so you can pay it off slowly… at your own pace.”  

Leah said nothing.  

Was she thinking she’d been tricked?  

Or was she in shock from the even larger debt?  

But Bran didn’t care.  

What mattered was— he had her.  

Leah’s mine now… and as for Emil…  

Bran approached Leah, gently stroking her hair as he thought of Emil.  

His gut told him Emil was after Leah.  

A thief trying to steal what was his.  

But… he hasn’t done anything yet, so maybe I’ll let it slide.  

Bran decided to forgive Emil easily.  

After all, Leah was now his.  

If Emil had made a move on her, Bran would’ve taken appropriate measures.  

Since that wasn’t the case,  

Bran wanted to savor the joy of having Leah.  

And then—  

Creak.  

“…So you were doing this, Bran.”  

“What?”  

The door to the dimly lit clubroom opened, and Emil appeared.  

“E-Emil…!”  

The moment Emil appeared, life returned to Leah’s eyes, which had been lifeless as she hung her head.  

It was as if she’d seen hope.  

“What are you doing here, Emil…?”  

Jealousy surged in Bran, and he glared fiercely at Emil.  

At the same time, the men behind Bran slowly stepped forward.  

A silent threat.  

A warning to leave if he wanted to walk away unscathed.  

But—  

Step, step.  

Creak…  

Click.  

Emil walked into the classroom.  

As if he had no intention of leaving, he closed the door.  

“What am I doing here?”  

Looking at Leah, he gave a bright smile.  

“I came to take you down.”  

At that moment—  

Crash!!  

“What the—?!”  

“The window?!”  

The annex’s window shattered, and someone leaped in under the moonlight.  

The figure who suddenly appeared— a girl with flowing blonde hair—charged at the four men.  

“You crazy b—!!”  

The men scoffed and swung their fists at Kris as she rushed them.  

But—  

Thwack!!  

“Urgh…!”  

Whoosh!  

Crash!  

Chris took them down one by one.  

Methodically, she knocked each one out.  

In less than a minute, the four burly men were sprawled on the floor.  

Bran stared at the scene in disbelief.  

“E-Emil…! I didn’t kill them, just like you said…!”  

“Good job.”  

“Ehehe…”  

Chris smiled shyly at Emil’s praise, lightly hopping over to stand behind him.  

With her hollow blue eyes, she glared at Bran.  

Another silent threat.  

The situation had flipped.  

Step, step.  

“So, Bran.”  

Scrape…  

Emil pulled up a chair.  

“Let’s have a little talk.”  

He sat at the table where Bran and Leah had been playing their game.  

“E-Emil…”  

Bran’s face stiffened in shock.  

Leah looked at Emil with tearful eyes.  

As Emil faced them both, he recalled the third round.  

***

“Hey, Emil, want to play a game for Leah’s sake?”  

“So… sacrifice yourself for me, Emil.”  

***

Looking at a completely different scene now, Emil smiled with satisfaction.  

Bran, unable to maintain his usual stoic expression, glared at Emil with resentment.  

“What the hell are you doing, Emil?”  

“What am I doing? We were gonna clash eventually, right? I just sped things up.”  

“I don’t get it. You showing up out of nowhere, beating people up like this… Do you even know what Leah and I were doing here?”  

Bran, more talkative than usual, prompted a grin from Emil.  

Propping his chin with his hand, Emil replied quietly,  

“I know. You tricked Leah with lies and scammed her.”  

“What?”  

“S-Scam? Emil… what do you mean…?”  

At Emil’s words, Bran clenched his fists, and Leah grabbed Emil’s arm, questioning him.  

“You said she broke a super valuable vase, right? So you suggested a game to cover it. But isn’t that weird?”  

“What are you talking about?”  

As Bran played innocent, Emil’s faint smile faded.  

Glancing at Leah’s confused face, he spoke again.  

“Why would you bring something that valuable to the academy?”  

“You said it’s precious to your family. And you’re willing to let it slide with a game? Just because you hung out in a club together over summer?”  

“Leah, did you even verify it? The vase. Is it really that expensive?”  

“N-No…”  

At Emil’s question, Leah shook her head.  

She’d been flustered by its expensive appearance and trusted Bran’s stated value without question.  

She hadn’t even considered that it might be a lie.  

And then—  

Bran fell silent.  

He just glared at Emil, who spoke confidently.  

‘How does this guy know about the vase…?’

There was something Bran couldn’t understand.  

How did Emil even know to come here?  

The vase was broken just this morning.  

Bran hadn’t seen Leah tell Emil anything in the meantime.  

No… that’s not what matters…  

Bran regained his composure.  

Adjusting his expression, he spoke calmly, as usual.  

“So? Do I need to prove the vase’s value? Or explain why I brought it here? Is that it?”  

Exactly.  

What Emil was talking about could be resolved with proof.  

And that proof could easily be “fabricated.”  

But—  

“No, sorry. That’s not actually why I came.”  

“What?”  

Emil chuckled and shook his head at Bran’s words.  

And then—  

Bang!  

Emil slammed a knife down onto the table.  

The sharp blade sank cleanly into the wooden surface.  

“I’ve got a proposal.”  

“…”  

“Want to play a game with me, Bran?”  

Emil grinned at Bran’s stiffened face.  

The exact opposite of the third round.  


“The stakes? Your fingers. All ten of them.”  

Emil was simply enjoying this moment.  

***

To Be Continued





 
  Chapter 54: I’ve played this game





“Emil… f-fingers…?”  

Leah, frightened by the glinting knife, grabbed my clothes and asked.  

I smiled brightly and responded,  

“Don’t worry too much. I’m not going to start by betting fingers.”  

“What…?”  

“Bran, you’ve got something to bet first instead of fingers, don’t you?”  

At my question, Bran’s eyebrow twitched, his usual stoic expression faltering.  

He likely understood what I meant.  

His gaze shifted to the parchment on the table.  

“You want to play a game with Leah’s contract on the line? Why should I?”  

“Why? That’s simple.”  

As I finished speaking, Chris stepped toward the table.  

Bran’s eyes trembled as he looked at her.  

I could sense his unease.  

Though it wasn’t visible from behind, Chris was probably exuding a menacing aura.  

“Don’t be so on edge. It’s not that bad of a deal for you.”  

“What…?”  

“You can start by betting the contract. I’ll start with my fingers. How’s that? Sounds tempting, right?”  

“W-Wait, Emil…! That’s too dangerous…!”  

Leah grabbed my clothes, trying to stop me.  

But I didn’t respond.  

I just glared at Bran.  

If I don’t take that contract here, Leah will become Bran’s possession.  

Bran stared at me intently without answering.  

What was he thinking?  

To guide his decision, I smirked and put my arm around Leah’s shoulder, who was still clutching my clothes.  

“E-Emil…?”  

“What? Having second thoughts?”  

Bran’s eyes widened, and his eyebrow twitched again.  

I immediately sensed it.  

He wouldn’t refuse this offer.  

“Fine, fingers it is.”  

As I predicted—  

Thud.  

Bran tossed the contract onto the center of the table.  

“Don’t think about running if you lose, Emil.”  

The game with him was set.  

“Since you proposed it, I’ll decide what game we play. No objections, right?”  

Bran said this after accepting the offer.  

It seemed he had prepared quite a bit.  

I nodded willingly.  

“Do whatever you want.”  

“…”  

“Good.”  

And then—  

Thump.  

Bran pulled something from under the table and placed it on top.  

It was another parchment, similar to the one Leah had signed.  

And a red rope.  

“What we’re playing is Chains of Truth.”  

“We tie the rope around our wrists, smear blood on the contract, and…”  

“And take turns sharing secrets about ourselves, guessing if they’re true or false, right?”  

Interrupting Bran’s explanation, his eyes widened slightly.  

He seemed surprised that I knew the rules of this game.  

“How the hell do you…?”  

“Stop worrying about it and let’s get started.”  

It wasn’t strange for Bran to be shocked.  

This wasn’t a game you’d know just from casually playing board games.  

Chains of Truth.  

Similar to the modern game of Doubt, this was typically a game played in the underworld, where lives were staked in gambling.  

For an ordinary academy student like me to know it was certainly odd.  

Of course, I didn’t know about this game until after the third round.  

As expected, he’s pulling this out again.  

In the third round, when Leah called me to face Bran, we played this same game.  

Shlick…  

Bran and I each cut our fingers with the knife.  

We smeared our blood on the parchment.  

The magical parchment glowed blue for a moment.  

“Truth glows gold, lies glow red… You know that too, huh? Each of us shares five secrets. You five times, me five times. Ten rounds total.”  

“Right.”  

“Let me say it again.”  

Clench…  

Bran tied the red rope around his wrist and smirked.  

“If you guess wrong, the one who’s wrong cuts off a finger. No complaints, right?”  

“And if you guess right, the other guy cuts?”  

“Exactly.”  

Clench…  

At Bran’s words, I tied the red rope around my wrist as well.  

With that, the game’s preparations were complete.  


Bran picked up a die and looked at me.  

I answered lightly,  

“Odd.”  

“Then I’m even.”  

Once we’d chosen our sides, Bran tossed the die onto the table.  

Roll…  

The number was 4.  

Bran’s win.  

“Then I’ll go first.”  

“…”  

Having won the right to choose the order, Bran confidently took the lead.  

That meant he would share a secret, and I would guess whether it was true or false.  

Bran stared at me for a moment.  

Tap, tap…  

He drummed his fingers on the table, seemingly organizing his thoughts.  

And then—  

“I…”  

He spoke.  

With his usual emotionless, blank expression.  

“I killed my mother.”  

Faced with this scene again, I recalled old memories.  

Memories from the third round.  

***

“Emil.”  

“Urgh… ngh…”  

“So, can you pay off the debt of the woman you love?”  

Back then, I was glaring at Bran with two fingers already cut off.  

His stake was Leah’s debt.  

My stake was all ten of my fingers.  

We were playing the Chains of Truth game with those on the line.  

“By the way, I was surprised, Emil. To think you had a secret like that. I thought it was a lie at first.”  

“Shut up…!”  

“Shall we move on? It’s my turn now, right?”  

There was a reason Bran had confidently proposed the Chains of Truth.  

“I…”  

Bran’s expression never betrayed him.  

No emotions, no tremors ever showed easily.  

That’s why this game, where you had to guess truth or lie, was overwhelmingly in his favor.  

“I slept with Leah earlier.”  

“You bastard!!”  

“Haha, Emil. We’re in the middle of a game. You’ve got to guess if it’s a lie, right?”  

“You piece of—! I’ll kill you…! I’ll definitely—!!”  

And then—  

Another one of my fingers was cut off.  

I had chosen lie.  

“Scared, Emil?”  

***

Recalling that moment, I looked at Bran.  

The first round of the game.  

“I killed my mother. Guess.”  

Bran asked me with a confident expression.  

He probably wanted me to hesitate, to overthink.  

That’s why he chose this game.  

He was confident.  

Whether he told a truth or a lie, he was sure he could confuse me and make me pick the wrong answer.  

But—  

Smirk.  

“Bran, you think I’m hesitating, don’t you?”  

I smiled leisurely at him.  

Bran’s confident expression stiffened slightly.  

“I killed my mother.”  

An event that wouldn’t normally happen.  

But that’s exactly why it feels like it could be true.  

Ordinarily, you’d fall into confusion here.  

With fingers on the line, even if you want to boldly call it a lie, the “what if” holds you back.  

It’s a card designed to induce that confusion.  

As expected, Bran is skilled and experienced in this game.  

However—  

“Sorry, Bran. I know.”  

“What?”  

The unfortunate thing for him—  

That card was one he had already played in the third round.  

The card that cost me my first finger.  

“You never killed your mother.”  

At my answer, Bran’s expression froze, and his eyes trembled.  

Zing…  

The parchment glowed gold with my answer.  

“H-How…?”  

“What? Is it weird that I got it right?”  

“Did you… investigate me?! No, but my mother…!”  

“Hm? Did your mother pass away? Haha, I didn’t know that.”  

Bran’s face twisted menacingly.  

It was the most his ever-stoic expression had changed.  

“Emil… what the hell are you…?”  

He growled at me like a beast.  

What was he thinking?  

Did he think I got lucky?  

Or did he think I knew the truth?  

Either way—  

“Then the first round’s stake is mine, right?”  

“Ugh…”  

“Chris.”  

“Got it.”  

At my words, Chris took Leah’s contract from the table.  

With this, the fifty gold coins Leah owed from the earlier gambling were nullified.  

Of course, the compensation for the broken vase was void too.  

That vase was probably just some meaningless trinket to begin with.  

Anyway, Leah’s problem was resolved.  

I looked at Bran and smiled.  

“Now let’s get to the real game, Bran.”  

“My turn, right?”  

The game wasn’t over yet.  

It would go for ten rounds total.  

“Ha, haha…”  

Knowing this, Bran wiped the confidence from his face and laughed with slightly nervous eyes.  

“Getting cocky over a lucky guess…So that’s what you’re going with.”  

It seemed he decided I’d figured out his lie by chance.  

“Well, whatever. It’s my turn now, right? Your turn to guess. Here’s hoping you’re lucky.”  

“Shut up…”  

Losing Leah’s contract clearly put Bran in a bad mood, and he openly showed his hostility.  

I calmly met his gaze.  

My turn.  

Even though I know quite a few of Bran’s secrets from playing Chains of Truth with him in the third round, this game carries risks for the one sharing secrets too.  

If the opponent guesses correctly, you lose the stake.  

So, if Bran guesses right here, I’ll have to cut off a finger.  

That’s why courage and a poker face are crucial in this game.  

But—  

I didn’t care about courage or poker faces.  

It didn’t matter if I lost a finger.  


“I…”  

Instead, that’s why I could speak to Bran so boldly.  

“Bran, I’ve played this game with you before.”  

“What?”  

I smirked, and Bran’s face turned cold.  



 
  Chapter 55: Injustice and Misery





The moment Emil spoke, Bran’s mind spiraled into confusion.  

“With me… you’ve played this game before…?”  

It was only natural.  

This was, without a doubt, the first time Bran had played this game with Emil.  

He’d played it countless times before, but Emil as his opponent? 

That was definitely a first.  

After all, the first time he’d even met Emil was at the academy.  

In other words, Emil was lying.  

“Why on earth…?”  

There was no need to guess whether it was true or false—it was blatantly a lie.  

“So, what’s your answer?”  

Yet Emil, with a relaxed smile, pressed for a response.  

“Obviously, it’s a li—”  

Just as Bran was about to call it a lie, he stopped himself.  

“What? Not answering?”  

That leisurely smile.  

It was such an obvious lie that Bran’s finger was practically begging to be spared.  

But Emil was too relaxed.  

As if he were certain Bran would get it wrong.  

“Now that I think about it… he knew my lie right away too…”  

Bran’s story about killing his mother.  

Any normal person would’ve hesitated, even for a moment, at such a claim.  

But Emil didn’t waver.  

“You didn’t kill your mother.”  

Bran paused, sinking into thought.  

“How could he do that?”  

Back then, if Emil had been wrong, his finger would’ve been on the line.  

In all the times Bran had played this game, with lives or body parts at stake, he’d never seen anyone so calm while leaving their fate to chance.  

Unless they were insane, no one could act like that.  

So, was Emil insane?  

Or…  

“Could it be… he’s actually played this game with me before…?”  

Bran’s mind raced, recalling the faces of everyone he’d faced in this game.  

An old man, a gentleman, a prostitute, a knight, and so on.  

Countless faces flashed through his mind.  

But none of them were a young man his age.  

No such person existed in his memory.  

But…  

What if they had played?  

What if Bran simply didn’t remember?  

“It’s not impossible…”  

If they’d played and the price of defeat was memory erasure, it was entirely plausible.  

With a smug grin, Bran spoke.  

“Emil…”  

“Finally ready to answer?”  

Bran smirked, looking at Emil’s confident smile.  

He probably thought Bran would give the wrong answer.  

That’s why he was so calm.  

But he was mistaken.  

Bran wasn’t a fool.  

He wouldn’t fall into this trap.  

“Emil, your secret is a li—”  

But at that moment, Bran saw it.  

Right before he could finish his answer.  

A faint, sly curl at the corner of Emil’s lips.  

“What’s that?”  

In an instant, his vision froze.  

Time seemed to halt under the weight of intense tension, his thoughts accelerating.  

Emil was smiling.  

Like he’d caught his prey.  

“…Oh, ohhh… so that’s it!!”  

Only then did Bran realize.  

This was Emil’s trap.  

He’d deliberately told an outrageous lie, baiting Bran to mistake it for the truth.  

It was a trap.  

“Emil!!”  

His thoughts snapped back to normal, and with a face flushed with excitement, Bran declared boldly.  

It was the triumphant smile of someone who’d narrowly dodged a mistake.  

“Your words are a lie!! You’ve never played this game with me—!!”  

“Hahaha! Disappointed? Sorry, Emil, but I’m not falling for your pathetic tricks! Too bad—I’m not that stupid!!”  

Bran mocked loudly, addressing the now expressionless Emil, no longer sporting that sly grin.  

And then—  

Ziiing!  

The answer was revealed.  

“Wha… the color…”  

The first to react was Leah, watching from behind.  

Following her voice, Bran’s gaze – Bran’s gaze shifted to the parchment.  

“What…?”  

Bran couldn’t believe his eyes.  


The parchment glowed with the red light of a wrong answer.  

“This… this can’t be… I know I’ve never…”  

“Well, that’s how it is, Bran. Time to pay up.”  

“I… played the game with you? And lost, so my memories were erased?”  

“Who knows? I’ll leave the details to your imagination, Bran. But for now…”  

To the bewildered Bran, Emil—  

Thud.  

Clatter.  

—pulled out the knife embedded in the table and tossed it to him.  

“Time to cut. Your finger.”  

The penalty for the loser was about to begin.  

“Chris.”  

“Y-Yes!”  

“Take Leah out to the hallway.”  

“Got it…!”  

“W-Wait, Emil! I—”  

“It’s not a pretty sight, so get out.”  

Clatter clatter.  

As Chris dragged Leah out to the hallway under Emil’s orders—  

“This… this can’t be happening…!!”  

Bran’s hand, bound by the red rope, moved wildly against his will.  

His trembling hand, as if resisting, grabbed the knife before him.  

“Emiiiil…!! Emiiiiiiil…!!”  

“Hahaha! Bran, I’m excited to see where you’ll cut!”  

“I’ll kill you…!! I swear I’ll—”  

It was the complete opposite of their third round.  

Emil, recalling that moment, smiled with satisfaction.  

And then—  

“—!!”  

Slice.  

Slice slice…  

Slice slice slice slice slice—…  

“Arghhhhhhh!!”  

For the first time in his life, Bran lost at this game and cut off his own finger.  

***

“How about it? Want to keep going? I can stop if you want.”  

“Haa, haa…”  

Bran had already lost five fingers.  

Meanwhile, all ten of mine were still intact.  

An overwhelming win rate.  

The reason was simple.  

After losing his first finger, Bran’s composure crumbled.  

I knew that anxiety all too well from the third round.  

Because of it, Bran couldn’t hide his truths during his turn.  

And he couldn’t guess mine correctly.  

“Ugh, ugh…!”  

“You’re losing a lot of blood. It’s getting dangerous.”  

“Shut up…!”  

Bran, trembling with his fingerless hand, glared at me.  

I could feel his stubborn determination to see my blood.  

“Haa… fine. Let’s keep going. It’s what you want.”  

“I’ll… I’ll wipe that smug look off your face, Emil…”  

Spurt!  

Whether from rising blood pressure or gripping his severed hand too tightly, a stream of blood shot out from the stump.  

Seeing this, I smiled brightly and spoke.  

“Alright, you don’t want to end this game without taking at least one of my fingers, right?”  

“Here’s the deal. I’ll give you a golden opportunity.”  

Swipe.  

I picked up the blood-soaked knife, stained with Bran’s blood.  

And pointed its tip at myself.  

“I’m a girl.”  

“What?”  

At my words, Bran’s pale face froze.  

A look of utter disbelief.  

“Haha, what’s that? It’s my turn, so I’m just telling you my secret.”  

“It’s a simple question, right? I’m a girl. Go ahead, guess.”  

“You… you bastard…”  

Bran’s pale face flushed red, his intact hand clenching tightly.  

Seeing him, usually so stoic and expressionless, erupt with such passion made me chuckle.  

He was pissed.  

“You’re mocking me…?! You think this is a joke?!”  

“A joke? No, no. I’m giving you a chance.”  

Thud.  

I gently embedded the knife’s tip into the table.  

“I’ll let you take one of my fingers and end the game. I’m satisfied with this much.”  

“How’s that?”  

Bran looked at me with trembling eyes.  

Was he hesitating?  

“Of course he is.”  

He was probably torn between reason and emotion.  

The pain and fear of losing his fingers made him want to end the game.  

But his pride couldn’t stand ending it without landing a single blow on me.  

And now, I’d given him an absurdly easy question.  

I was practically spoon-feeding him a win.  

He could land a hit, no problem.  

But that’s where his pride kicked in.  

“Will he take the win I’m handing him to get his revenge?”  

“Or will he hold onto his pride, give the wrong answer, and lose another finger?”  

Tremble tremble tremble…  

Bran lowered his head, his body shaking.  

Was it fear? 

Rage? 

I couldn’t tell.  

And then—  

“What?”  

Bran lifted his head, looking at me as if he’d made his decision.  

Drip, drip.  

“You’re a guy…”  

Bran was crying.  

Biting his lip in humiliation and anger.  

Yet still swallowing the bait I’d thrown him.  

With a twisted, tear-streaked face, Bran answered.  

“You’re a guy…”  

“Ha, haha…”  

If I had a camera, I’d immortalize this moment.  

I couldn’t help but laugh at his pathetic state.  

“Hahahahaha!!”  

At my laughter, Bran’s hand trembled even more, his face contorting further.  

And then—  

Ziiing!  

The parchment glowed with the golden light of a correct answer.  

Bran had won, and I’d lost.  

But his expression was anything but triumphant.  

“Cut it… cut it now!! Hurry!!”  

Perhaps because he’d swallowed his pride to take the win I’d fed him, Bran demanded his penalty with urgency.  

He couldn’t wait to see me suffer.  

“Pfft, hahaha!”  

I clutched my stomach, laughing.  

“Stop laughing and cut it!!”  

The more I laughed, the more it grated on him, and Bran shouted louder.  

Swish.  

My hand, forced by the red rope, grabbed the knife.  

“Cut it, cut it! Now!!”  

“Hahahahahaha!”  

As Bran screamed through his tears, I raised the knife, laughing even harder.  

Clatter…  

Step, step.  

“What?”  

“Hahahahahahaha—!”  

Shing…  

Slash!!  

Boom!!  

Chris burst into the classroom, slicing through the table and the rope with his sword.  

“…Bullshit.”  

The table split in two, my hand freed.  

And on the floor, Bran’s five severed fingers rolled.  

Staring at them, Bran muttered in a daze, before—  

“Don’t give me that bullshit—!!!”  

—he screamed, his face twisted in rage.  

Dash!!  

Kicking off the ground, he grabbed the knife from the floor.  

And charged at me.  

Crash!  

With his fingerless hand, he pinned my neck to the floor.  

And raised the knife.  

“Dieeeee—!!”  

He swung it down.  

Thud!!  

“Guh!”  

Of course, his attempt was easily thwarted by Chris’s kick.  

Crash!  

Bran tumbled across the floor, slamming into the wall by the window.  

“Emil…! Emiiiil…!!”  

Even as he staggered to his feet, he called my name.  

Filled with hatred and rage.  

To him, I smirked, speaking with a refreshed heart.  

“We’re even now, Bran.”  

“Emiiiil!!!”  

“Chris, take him to the temple and get his fingers reattached.”  

“Got it.”  

Leaving the rest to Chris, I turned and walked out of the classroom.  

“Emiiiil—!! I’ll kill you!! I swear!! I’ll—!!”  

Bran’s screams echoed behind me.  

Clatter.  

Thud!  

“Guh…!”  

The moment I opened the classroom door and stepped out, Bran’s groans cut off his barking.  


“E-Emil…”  

In the hallway, Leah waited, her face pale with fear.  

I looked at her kindly and gave her a warm smile.  

“Let’s go.”  

A satisfying revenge and an unexpected conquest of Leah came to an end.  



 
  Chapter 56: Leah’s Enlightenment(1)





I led Leah out of the annex.  

It was already nighttime.  

“Just past midnight, huh…”  

Whether it was the chill of the night air or lingering fear, Leah’s shoulders were trembling slightly.  

“You okay?”  

I gently draped my coat over her shoulders and spoke softly.  

Leah forced a smile, cautiously meeting my gaze.  

“Yeah, it’s just…”  

Her head dipped slightly, as if recalling what had just happened.  

“Bran’s voice keeps echoing in my mind…”  

She hadn’t seen the fingers being cut, but she must’ve heard the screams and curses from the hallway.  

Five times in total.  

The agonized wails and profanities as Bran severed his own fingers.  

For an ordinary academy student, it was undoubtedly a traumatic memory.  

“Um… Emil…”  

“Yeah?”  

At that moment, Leah, who’d been quiet as we walked, spoke up softly.  

“That thing you said earlier…”  

“Which thing?”  

“About Bran… trying to trick me. About the vase being fake.”  

“Oh.”  

“Is that… true?”  

It seemed a question she couldn’t wrap her head around had surfaced.  

“It’s true.”  

I answered her kindly, addressing her confusion.  

Leah looked at me, her face full of disbelief.  

“W-Why? How could he? I… I never did anything to Bran!”  

“…”  

“He tried to saddle me with a debt of 50 gold coins over that! A debt so huge that my entire family could be sold into slavery, and it wouldn’t even be surprising! Why…?!”  

She must feel wronged.  

Breaking a vase, being deceived by Bran into playing the game, and being forced into debt.  

It probably felt like senseless bullying.  

“How do I explain this?”  

I gazed at the night sky for a moment, pondering.  

Then I made my decision.  

Since the conquest would naturally reveal the reason in time, there was no harm in telling her now.  

“Bran likes you.”  

“What?”  

At my answer, Leah’s expression hardened, even more confused.  

“Bran likes you. That’s why he did it. He wanted to trap you in debt, to own you.”  

“That’s… B-But I… I don’t even have anything to do with Bran…”  

“Well… it’s probably one-sided.”  

Leah stared at me, her face a mix of disbelief.  

Then she lowered her head, covering her mouth with trembling hands.  

“He likes me… so he tried to make me a slave…?”  

“Yeah.”  

“That’s… that’s not love…”  

Leah’s body trembled as she hung her head.  

I looked down at her gently.  

“That’s not love, huh…”  

At the same time, memories from the third round surfaced.  

***

“Haha, of course I loved you, Emil.”  

The image of Leah, laughing and crying like she’d lost her mind.  

For some reason, that moment flashed vividly in my mind.  

***

Then, with a smile, I approached the trembling Leah.  

Swish…  

I carefully placed my hand on her shoulder.  

Startled by her fear, she slowly looked up at me.  

“It’s okay, Leah.”  

“That was really scary, wasn’t it?”  

Seeing my gentle smile, tears welled up in Leah’s frightened eyes.  

I carefully pulled her into my arms.  

Her small, delicate frame trembled faintly as she nestled into my embrace.  

“It’s all over now. The debt’s gone. I took care of Bran, so you’re safe.”  

“R-Really…? Bran…”  

“Bran’s a bit hurt, but my friend took him to the temple. He’ll be fine. So don’t worry.”  

Leah sniffled, tears streaming down her face.  

Soon, she wrapped her arms around my waist, leaning into me.  

“Yeah, sniff, thank you, Emil… for helping me.”  

“No big deal.”  

“Thank you… sob… I was so scared…”  

I gently stroked her head, soothing her.  

She’d been tense with fear, and now, as that fear dissolved, I made sure she’d remember whose arms brought her comfort.  

Of course, being burdened with massive debt, hearing screams, and knowing someone’s fingers were cut off was a terrifying experience.  

But emotions, when intense, have a strong recoil.  

The extreme fear she felt today would undoubtedly become an unforgettable memory.  

And so would the fact that she was saved.  


‘Still, I probably won’t get a confession anytime soon.’

Holding Leah in my arms, I looked up at the moon.  

Summer break was almost over.  

After what happened with Bran, club activities would likely be tough for her due to the trauma.  

“It might take some time.”  

Oh well.  

Bran’s sudden rampage had triggered this event, and thanks to it, I’d been able to pay him back for the third round.  

I’d just have to wait a bit for Leah’s confession.  

***

Time passes quickly.  

A few days after the night Leah was deceived by Bran and saved by me, summer break came to an end.  

As this night passed and morning arrived, the new semester would begin.  

On the last night of summer break, Leah sat on her dorm bed, gazing out at the sky.  

“Emil… is he asleep by now?”  

She thought of a boy as she looked at the sky.  

A boy she’d grown close to during this summer break—Emil.  

That night, when she’d nearly been saddled with a massive debt by Bran’s deception, Emil had come to her rescue.  

Even after that night, Emil visited her every single day without fail.  

The board game club had shut down early due to Bran’s actions, and Leah had holed up in her dorm.  

Emil had done his best to help her move past those bad memories.  

And today, his parting words lingered in her mind.  

“Tomorrow’s the last day of summer break.”  

“Yeah…?”  

“So I’ll see you at the academy tomorrow. Cool?”  

“Yeah, got it.”  

It was just a simple goodbye, but recalling that moment, Leah’s cheeks flushed slightly.  

“Tomorrow at the academy…”  

Honestly, her fear of Bran had faded, replaced by a growing excitement for Emil.  

Maybe she’d stayed cooped up in the dorm partly because she hoped Emil would visit.  

“Tomorrow… should I go early and wait for Emil?”  

She’d wake up early, get ready, and wait in front of the boys’ dorm.  

What kind of face would he make when he saw her there?  

“Hehe…”  

Just thinking about it made Leah giggle.  

Realizing her own smile, she blushed, hugging her knees.  

“Emil…”  

At some point, Emil had grown large in her heart.  

When had it started?  

That night he saved her from Bran?  

Or from the moments after, when he kept visiting and caring for her?  

No, she’d felt him as a man even before that.  

Either way…  

“…”  

Leah liked Emil.  

She wanted to be his girl.  

That much was certain.  

“Does Emil like me too…?”  

The moment she thought about becoming his lover, she grew curious about his feelings.  

Honestly, she wasn’t sure.  

But she didn’t think he felt nothing.  

After all, he’d cared for her and helped her so much.  

Wouldn’t someone without feelings do that?  

With that thought, Leah looked back at the sky.  

“Ugh… I want to be confessed to.”  

Muttering to herself, she flopped onto the bed.  

***

The next day arrived.  

Summer break was over, and the dorms were starting to buzz with returning students.  

Leah, as planned, woke up early, got ready quickly, and left the dorm.  

“I look okay, right?”  

Before leaving the girls’ dorm, she checked her hair in the mirror.  

Just then—  

“Huh? Already?!”  

Through the window next to the mirror, she spotted Emil already leaving the dorm.  

He was heading toward the academy.  

“Oh, come on!”  

Her plan foiled, Leah hurriedly grabbed her bag and rushed out.  

“I wanted to see his surprised face!”  

Blaming herself, she ran.  

Even if she couldn’t surprise him at the dorm, she still wanted to walk to school together.  

With that goal in mind, Leah dashed forward.  

“E…!”  

Just as she was about to call Emil’s name—  

Thud!  

“Hey!”  

“Wah!”  

From a distance, she saw Emil’s back.  

A pretty girl with flowing black hair bumped into him, and Emil flinched in surprise.  

It was Sierra.  

“Haha! Got you again!”  

“Can’t you just say hi normally…?”  

“Nope~.”  

The two exchanged familiar greetings and naturally started walking toward the academy together.  

Leah froze at the sight.  

Her frantic running stopped, and she stared blankly at their backs.  

“Now that I think about it… they came to the club together too, didn’t they?”  

She recalled a fact she’d overlooked.  

She’d been so focused on Emil that she hadn’t paid much attention to Sierra by his side.  

How had she not noticed?  

During the summer break, the two often came to the club together.  

‘Could the two of them…?’ 

As an unsettling thought crept into her mind, Leah’s legs moved again.  

Tat tat tat tat!  

With a dazed expression, she chased after them.  

“What’d you do when you weren’t at the club?”  

“You know, reading or taking walks.”  

“Not when you were with me! Those times you bailed on plans. What’d you do then?”  

And then—  

“Emil!”  

“Huh?”  

Leah called out to Emil as she approached them.  

Her dazed expression had shifted back to her usual bright smile.  

“…and Sierra! Morning!”  

“Oh, Leah? Morning! It’s been a while~.”  

“Hey, Leah.”  

As she greeted them, Leah looked at Sierra’s expression, not Emil’s.  

And she caught it.  

For a brief moment, Sierra’s face stiffened in surprise.  

‘As I thought… Sierra…?’

She confirmed Sierra was a rival.  

But something still felt uncertain.  

“Haha, you two are so close this early in the morning! Like a married couple.”  

“W-What?!”  

“Could it be… are you two dating or something?”  

She asked playfully, as she had at the club, trying to sound natural.  

She was probing their relationship.  

Sierra’s cheeks flushed, and she looked flustered.  

Emil, for some reason, stayed silent.  

“W-Well, that’s…!”  

Sierra glanced at Emil as if waiting for his response.  

Both fell silent, their eyes on each other.  

In that moment, Emil, forcing a calm expression, snapped his fingers at Leah.  

Snap!  

“Ow!”  

“What’s with the weird teasing this early?”  

“Ow… If it’s not true, just say so! No need to hit me!”  

Leah rubbed her forehead, pouting at Emil as if wronged.  

But inwardly, she breathed a sigh of relief.  

“Thank goodness…”  

They weren’t what she’d feared.  

Relieved, she stole a glance at Sierra.  

Sierra was glaring at Emil with a sulky expression.  

“She’s too pretty.”  

No matter how she looked at it, Sierra had feelings for Emil.  

Just like Leah did.  

The problem was that Sierra was a formidable rival.  

“What do I do…?”  

On the surface, Leah chatted naturally with them, but inside, her hands trembled with anxiety.  

The excitement she’d felt until yesterday wavered in an instant.  

Her dream of becoming Emil’s lover felt impossibly distant.  

And then—  

Tat tat tat tat!  

“Hey…! Emil!”  

Someone ran past, greeting Emil as they went.  

Flowing blonde hair.  

She greeted him and quickly dashed ahead.  

“Huh…? That’s…”  

Leah remembered her.  

That night, when she’d nearly suffered at Bran’s hands.  

The one who helped Emil save her…  

“Oh, that’s Chris.”  

“Y-Yeah…”  

“She just greeted you, right?”  

“Yeah… I guess.”  

Sierra, who seemed to know her too, mentioned her name while looking at Emil.  

“No way…”  

Watching the blonde girl disappear into the distance and Sierra’s reaction, Leah’s anxiety surged again.  

That night, it was probably Chris who took Bran to the temple.  

And Chris, who helped Emil deal with the guys.  

“Could she also…?”  

Her woman’s intuition screamed.  

This was 100% certain.  

“W-What do I do…?!”  

Two rivals.  

Her anxiety doubled.  

How had she not realized?  

Objectively, Emil was an attractive guy.  

Handsome, academically excellent, and masculine.  

There was no rule saying others, besides her—couldn’t like him.  

“At this rate…”  

Unable to maintain her calm facade, Leah’s eyes trembled with unease.  

And then—  

Tat!  

“E-Emil…!”  

“Oh, Marie. Morning! Long time no see.”  

A girl with pink hair.  

Jiggle.  

“Those are huge.”  

The moment Leah saw the pink-haired girl, her eyes went not to her face but elsewhere.  

It was a weapon even Sierra’s beauty couldn’t match.  

“Y-Yeah. Hi, Sierra. …Um, Emil.”  

“Yeah…?”  

“This… it’s a famous cookie from our estate. Here, …take it.”  

Thud.  

The pink-haired girl, Marie, shyly handed Emil a small paper bag.  

“Oh…”  

“Whoa…”  

At Marie’s actions, Leah and Sierra let out simultaneous gasps.  

Sierra shot Emil a dark glare.  


Leah, too, looked at him with trembling eyes.  

“E-Emil…!”  

And she realized.  

“He’s insanely popular…!!”  

She wasn’t in a position to wait for a confession.  



 
  
    Chapter 57: Leah’s Enlightenment(2)





I looked at Marie, who had just handed me the cookies.  

“What is she doing…?”  

Marie turned her head shyly, then glanced back at me.  

She flashed a bashful smile—  

Just like she had back then, before I rejected her.  

“Marie…”  

I gazed at her with an uneasy expression.  

From the side, I could feel Sierra’s glare and Leah’s cautious glances.  

Amidst all this,  

Swish.  

Marie stepped closer to me.  

“Eek…!”  

“W-What…?”  

She didn’t stop, leaning in gently as if to embrace me.  

It looked like she was about to hug me.  

Different voices rose from the sides in response to her movement.  

But Marie wasn’t actually hugging me.  

“She’s one of them too, isn’t she…?”  

Leaning in, she whispered softly into my ear, quiet enough that the others couldn’t hear.  

“Keep it up. I’m rooting for you, Emil.”  

“What does that—”  

In that brief moment, having said what she wanted, Marie quickly pulled away.  

With a shy, flushed smile, she added,  

“Those cookies are definitely delicious, so make sure to eat them…!”  

As if the whisper had never happened, she said this and then ran off, disappearing from our sight.  

What was that about?  

“She’s one of them too, isn’t she…?”  

Her whispered words lingered in my ears.  

“Could it be… Marie…?”  

As I stared at her retreating figure,  

“Hmph!”  

Dash!  

“Hey? What’s that?”  

Sierra suddenly snatched something from in front of me.  

It was the bag of cookies Marie had just given me.  

“We’re friends with Marie too, so it’s fine if I eat some, right? Wow, chocolate chip? Mmm, delicious.”  

“Here, Leah! Have some too!”  

“W-What? Uh, this? Is that okay?”  

“Of course, totally fine.”  

Glance.  

Sierra spoke confidently, almost brazenly, as she looked at me.  

“The person himself said before… that there’s nothing going on.”  

It seemed she was referring to a conversation from our study group with Marie.  

Indeed, when Sierra had asked about my relationship with Marie back then, I’d denied any suspicions.  

“Thank god I denied it…”  

A chill ran down my spine.  

If I hadn’t denied it…?  

I’d probably be hurting in more ways than one right now.  

“Fine to eat, right, Emil?”  

“…You’re already eating them.”  

“Hehe, they’re good~.”  

Honestly, I didn’t care much about the cookies.  

…Well, maybe a little.  

What if Marie had done something to them?  

“They seem to be eating them fine, so probably not.”  

I took a cookie Sierra offered and tried it.  

As she said, it was a regular chocolate chip cookie.  

“By the way…”  

While eating, I glanced at Leah.  

She was chatting with Sierra, sharing the cookies.  

‘Was Marie… helping me just now?’

Thinking about it, Chris’s greeting earlier also felt a bit unnatural.  

Normally, she’d follow my instructions and keep her distance.  

But today, she came right up to me and even greeted me.  

‘If both of them were helping me… why?’

I pondered but couldn’t find an answer.  

Still, I had a rough sense of what they were aiming for.  

“Wow, these cookies are so good, hehe.”  

Leah tried to act casual, but she seemed restless as she nibbled on a cookie.  

‘It might’ve looked like I had other girls around me…’

But since I wasn’t actually dating any of them, this could work as a good push for her.  

‘Feels a bit off, though.’  

Everything was fine, but the fact that the girls I’d rejected were helping me didn’t sit right.  

***

“Haa…”  

Leah attended classes as usual after the opening ceremony.  

She was fully back to the academy’s routine.  

But her heart wasn’t as at ease as before.  

The lingering sweetness in her mouth—  


Cookies from a pink-haired girl who seemed to like Emil.  

They tasted homemade, made with care, and were incredibly delicious.  

“And Sierra… she was so jealous.”  

Things she hadn’t noticed during the summer break were now glaringly obvious.  

Especially Sierra, who openly displayed her jealousy without caring if Emil noticed.  

“Is that the confidence of a pretty girl…?”  

Leah knew objectively that she was pretty too.  

But…  

Seeing such a beautiful girl express her feelings so boldly made her confidence waver.  

“And there was another one.”  

The blonde girl who’d hurriedly greeted Emil and left.  

Including her, that made three.  

With Leah herself, four girls liked Emil.  

She had a lot of competition.  

And every single one was a beauty.  

“Well… Emil is cool…”  

Leah gazed out the window.  

Unlike her troubled heart, the sky was blue and serene.  

Staring at that calm sky, a thought suddenly struck her.  

“Should I give up…?”  

The moment she entertained the idea of giving up on Emil, an image of him laughing with another girl flashed in her mind.  

“Ugh…”  

A sharp, stabbing pain pierced her chest.  

It was agonizing.  

Different from the anxiety she’d felt when Bran deceived her, but just as unpleasant and unbearable.  

She definitely liked Emil.  

Compared to those three, especially Sierra, she lacked confidence.  

But her feelings for him were second to none.  

“Yeah… you think I haven’t had good times with Emil…?”  

She didn’t know what those three had shared with Emil, but she and Emil had their own special, happy moments.  

Especially toward the end of summer break, when he’d visited her with such kindness.  

Those memories gave Leah confidence.  

“Alright, let’s do this…!”  

With a nervous heart, she steeled her resolve.  

Then—  

“…F-First, I should ask him out on a date, right?”  

The thought of making a move on Emil brought a rush of embarrassment, and she buried her red face in her desk.  

“Okay… step by step. I’ll make Emil mine, slowly.”  

Leah tried to keep her composure.  

Emil wasn’t in a relationship with any of the three.  

That was clear.  

So she had time and a chance.  

She decided to start after school today, making an effort to get closer to him.  

Time passed, and the dismissal bell rang.  

“Bye~! I’m heading out!”  

“Wait! Leah!”  

“You’re leaving already? Let’s go together…”  

Her classroom friends called out with disappointed voices, but sadly, she didn’t have time to hang out.  

“Please… don’t be late…!”  

This morning, she’d been too late and lost her chance to Sierra.  

Determined not to make the same mistake, Leah ran as fast as she could.  

Her destination: Emil’s classroom.  

While running,  

“Oh, E-Emil!”  

“Yeah?”  

She spotted Emil walking down the hallway and called out to him with a bright smile.  

“Emil! Haa, you haven’t left yet…!”  

“Yeah, what’s up?”  

“Uh, w-well… it’s not like anything’s up…”  

Suddenly facing him, her words caught in her throat.  

Her face grew hot, and her body froze.  

‘Is asking to walk together this hard…?’

During the summer break, she’d talked to him without any nerves.  

But this was the moment to muster her courage.  

Her rivals were three strong contenders.  

“E-Emil…!”  

“Yeah.”  

“Wanna… walk together?”  

“Sure. Let’s go.”  

“R-Really?!”  

“Haha, you’re so surprised. We’re friends, right?”  

“Oh, haha, yeah, right.”  

Success…!  

Leah clenched one fist, thinking to herself.  

“See…! I can do this…!”  

The anxiety that had plagued her all day began to fade as she walked and talked with him.  

Her heart quickly returned to the warm, gentle feeling from that summer break moment.  

It felt like this happy time with Emil could go on forever.  

Like they were the protagonists of a fairy tale.  

That’s how it felt.  

“Oh…”  

“Hm? What’s up?”  

But that feeling didn’t last long before it shattered.  

“You two heading out together?”  

“Oh, yeah…”  

“Haha, you guys are close. See you tomorrow then.”  

Step, step.  

Sierra, leaning against the wall in front of the main building, clearly waiting for someone, gave a brief greeting and walked past them into the building.  

Emil hadn’t said a word since seeing Sierra.  

Leah glanced at his profile.  

He was silent, but his gaze followed Sierra.  

“Oh…”  

Watching Sierra disappear into the building,  

Leah noticed Emil’s hand subtly twitch, as if reaching out.  

And in that moment, she realized something.  

Something she perhaps shouldn’t have.  

***

Afterward, the two walked in silence.  

The warm, gentle atmosphere from earlier was gone.  

They walked quietly for a while.  

Then,  

“Haha, that game you mentioned earlier. What’s it like?”  

Emil spoke first, as if nothing had happened.  

“Hm? What’s wrong, Leah?”  

Leah stayed silent, continuing to walk.  

Then she stopped abruptly.  

“Emil.”  

“Yeah?”  

She lifted her lowered head and looked at him cautiously.  

Her eyes trembled with anxiety.  

Was it okay to say this?  

She hesitated, but—  

“I already know…”  

Leah let go of everything.  

“Emil… you like Sierra, don’t you?”  

“…What?”  

With her heart laid bare, Leah smiled cautiously and spoke.  

Emil, caught off guard, froze, his face stiffening.  

She didn’t need to hear his answer—his reaction said it all.  

“S-Sorry…! For asking something like this out of nowhere. It’s just… earlier, I got the feeling…”  

Emil didn’t respond.  

So Leah kept talking, almost recklessly.  

“The truth is…”  

What she said next was perhaps her final lingering attachment.  

“I like you.”  

“What…?”  

Having realized the truth about the boy she loved, knowing she couldn’t win, Leah let go of everything and confessed her last regrets.  

“I… I like you, Emil.”  


She hadn’t yet heard his response to her confession.  

But tears welled up in Leah’s eyes.  

***

Translator’s Note:  

Let’s see how long it takes Emil to admit he likes Sierra. Ahh I want them together but lets see how the story develops.
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