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I became the villainess in a romance fantasy novel.

I wouldn’t mind that so much, except for the fact that the treatment is less than ideal.

To the point where even death seems like a fairly decent option.

 Show More


Chapter 1
Chapter 1
I stole a body.
Ah, to be precise, I suppose I stole a corpse.
Maybe that’s why I’m being punished.
Because I’m inside a human who’s supposed to die in a few days.
Being alive is the problem.
A novel? What kind of cursed novel is this?
If this place is inside a novel, I’d rather shove a gun in my mouth to get back to even a shitty reality.
A horribly rigid barrel.
And yet, like a tiny Viet Cong, the damn thing is so short and filthy that it can’t even reach my throat.
The black laborers working on the farm, whipped as they may be, seemed to work just fine. I can only hope this little guy does its job just as well.
These days, my head feels like my consciousness is blending together, and it’s a bit unsettling.
Every time I turned the barrel, it made a clinking, clinking sound.
There’s only one bullet loaded anyway, so the odds of dying are one in six.
Should I put a finger on the trigger?
I’m trembling like hell.
So much that my teeth feel chilled.
“Phew, yeah, damn it. Damn it. This is it.”
This lady’s lips always seem to utter refined words, so even swearing feels unnatural.
If I pull the trigger like this, I’ll just end up with a hole in the back of my neck and that’s it.
Either I die painfully, or someone patches me up, leaving me unable to die.
I tilted the muzzle upward so it grazed the roof of my mouth, grabbed the trigger with my left hand, and roughly gauged the position of my head with my right.
Then, I closed my eyes.
And pulled the trigger….
Click.
No gunshot.
When I checked inside, I realized if I’d pulled it two more times, I might’ve scattered my brains across the sky.
“So damn stale.”
With that peculiar metallic taste faintly bitter in my mouth, I spat the saliva pooling on my tongue onto the floor.
I threw the pistol carelessly onto the desk and wiped my face with my hands.
Every single day is hell.
Even more so when there’s no chance of escape.
Chapter 2
Chapter 2
When was it?
Was it back when I had just entered elementary school and spent my days playing soccer with the other kids?
Everyone, to some extent, is afraid of being ostracized, aren’t they?
That fear led me to cling to the kid who was good at sports and studies, flattering him every day.
Maybe “flattering” isn’t quite the right word—it was more like being a sycophant, always there to shower him with compliments.
Over time, I realized how futile it all was and quickly stopped.
Maybe I stopped because I grew taller than him, towering over him all of a sudden.
I’ve never been one to flatter anyone, not once.
Born perfect, who would I ever need to flatter?
As time passed, the kid I used to flatter shrank in comparison, and he started doing exactly what I used to do—clinging to me.
From then on, I think I started treating everyone pretty much the same.
“Ah.”
I shake my head slightly, brushing away useless thoughts, and get out of bed.
Recalling those old memories makes my head throb and ache.
Sometimes, instead of seeing myself, I see someone else—a little girl.
For instance, a middle-aged man with a scruffy mustache handing me a teddy bear, and “I,” no, the little girl, running around gleefully.
I look into the mirror.
When I frown slightly, the girl in the mirror frowns back.
When I smile, the girl mimics me with an awkward, unsettling grin.
The kind of smile that sends shivers down your spine because it’s so unnatural.
She doesn’t know how to smile properly.
What reason have I ever had to smile?
Snow-white hair, as if bleached with pure whiteness, falls over her shoulders and down to her waist.
Her slightly cold eyes look lifeless, as if they’ve dried out completely.
Hearing it said that way is a bit hurtful, you know.
Haha.
“Phew.”
I close my eyes briefly, then exhale deeply.
Thinking about the mess I caused yesterday, throwing a tantrum and wreaking havoc in the room, it seems someone came in while I wasn’t paying attention.
Probably that nameless maid who begrudgingly cleaned up my mess, muttering complaints under her breath.
Good thing I hid the gun in the drawer before going to sleep.
My father had gifted me this gold-adorned pistol for self-defense, but a gun is still a gun.
They’d probably confiscate it.
Oddly enough, the mirror that should’ve been shattered is intact.
The black marks left by the coffee cup I had hurled at the wall are also gone, leaving only pristine white.
Magic. Of course.
Magic is unfamiliar to me, but clearly, it’s not uncommon here.
Not even a speck of grime lingers on my body, and my uniform is spotless.
It’s like someone went to great lengths to maintain appearances for me.
I may be alone, but I constantly feel watched.
The thought makes me incredibly uncomfortable.
I know this feeling all too well—being scrutinized by eyes that don’t even try to hide, eyes filled with admiration, hatred, greed.
Who would’ve thought?
Turns out, getting trapped in a novel isn’t as rare as you might think.
Even someone like me, who was just reading a romance novel, has now become a pathetic little girl with a vile temper.
…
Why did it have to be this novel?
Why did it have to be this girl?
Why did it have to be…?
Let’s stop.
Dwelling on these negative thoughts might serve as a temporary escape, but at some point, even that escape becomes impossible.
To shift my thoughts, I glance around the now-immaculate room.
Tea, not coffee, sounds appealing right now.
“I’d like iced oolong tea, with lots of ice.”
I remember a café five minutes from my home that sold oolong tea for just 2,000 won, packed with ice.
I liked coffee, too—especially the aroma—and often bought it.
It was affordable, too.
But all I have here is coffee.
What’s wrong with coffee?
This may not be the best-quality roast, but I can’t exactly expect anything better.
I pull finely ground coffee from the shelf and place a suitable amount on a paper filter.
I set the filter precariously over a cup and use magic—conveniently—to pour hot water from my fingertips.
If only I had something like instant ramen, that would’ve been ideal.
No need to boil water or light a fire. Perfect.
The room fills with the rich aroma of coffee.
The fragrance of perfume and the subtle, comforting scent from my body get completely overtaken by the coffee’s rich aroma, which is oddly soothing.
After brewing a strong cup, I toss the used grounds into the trash.
The splashes on the floor? Someone else will clean those up.
It feels like sinking, slowly, into a carefully maintained swamp.
No sludge, no gritty texture—just a gradual descent.
Me. Or rather, this girl.
Ah, it’s still me, so it doesn’t really matter, does it?
Anyway, this girl used to adore one handsome boy.
So much so that she bullied and drove away any girls who got close to him, out of sheer jealousy.
And that handsome boy was her childhood friend, someone she’d grown up with.
I don’t know.
Maybe it was the first love she’d ever felt—if it even was love and not just possessiveness.
But being as immature as she was, her jealousy led her to act clumsily and cruelly.
She drove people away, not by clever schemes, but by undermining her own reputation and isolating herself.
Inefficient, irrational, pointless.
But such actions left small, manageable scars on the protagonist, enough to make readers angry.
Why not? The protagonist sits on a bench or in some secluded corner, crying softly. The male lead, passing by chance, finds her, listens to her story, and resolves to take revenge—not grand, just a little payback.
A touching scene, don’t you think?
But for that one scene, someone like me would be completely erased.
I worked hard to create that moment.
Gathering the kids who followed me to hurl cruel words at the protagonist, begging her to leave the duke alone, only to be told it was none of my business—how foolishly I raged.
When I approached to make amends, I turned away rudely. And when the protagonist chased after me and grabbed my hand, I slapped her.
What can I say?
I didn’t hate her, really. I just hated what she did.
The victim of bullying was, of course, the protagonist. And villains like me deserve to die, right?
But finding out the protagonist was that insignificant girl all along?
Then, my whole life was designed for supporting roles.
Maybe not even a supporting role, but just a tool with a predefined purpose. Haha.
In most cases, childhood cruelty ends with the victim in tatters and the perpetrator unscathed.
Justice in the real world? Rarely satisfying.
But this is a novel.
And most novels follow a moral structure.
Readers want the villain—whether in male- or female-centric stories—to face complete ruin.
More readers identify with the protagonist than the villain, after all.
How could I have known I was living in a novel?
Have you ever wondered if your world is just a story?
I didn’t even know I was the villain.
I was just born to live this way.
Ah, the coffee’s gone.
That was the last of the grounds, I think.
I’m too lazy to go out.
“Excuses.”
Even if I break the academy-provided cups, new ones always appear, so I carelessly let it fall from my hand.
Clink.
It didn’t make a dramatic sound.
Just split into two.
When I woke up, there was a small cup and a bottle of pills beside me.
This body wasn’t even poisoned properly, so it was supposed to wither away painfully and slowly die.
But here I am, awake.
Nothing changes, though.
Most novels where someone possesses the villain do so before their downfall, or at least provide a way to clean up the mess.
But my safety net is gone.
Sadly, my family has already fallen.
I’ll probably be sold off somewhere.
And I’m not particularly exceptional, either.
At least I’m beautiful.
And now, the clumsy, cruel bullying? Its target has become me.
Even if someone tries to harm me, I’m not afraid anymore.
The higher you’ve risen, the harder you fall.
And in that descent, this girl covered me with her corpse and fled somewhere—or maybe we’ve become one.
Even my speech patterns have grown strangely feminine.
When I recall her memories—or are they mine?
Anyway, Anyway, Anyway.
That’s just how it is.
Although my family has fallen, it seems the academy tuition had already been paid in full, so I haven’t been expelled.
I thought that was lucky, but instead of living like a commoner, I became the one commoner bullied.
After waking in this body and attending class, someone shoulder-checked me on their way out.
My seat was covered in degrading graffiti, and the violence… I don’t even want to talk about it.
So, I’ve been shut
in my room for days.
Apparently, they hated the smug way I carried myself. Haha.
The world may be merciful to protagonists, but it spares no pity for villains discarded after a single use.
At night, I hear the door rattling as if someone is trying to break in.
It terrifies me, bringing tears to my eyes.
Enough of this dark story—let’s talk about family.
I don’t know how Father died, but the letter says it was an accident, so he must have taken his own life.
As for Mother… I don’t know.
Locked in this small room I fled to, I’ve little to distract myself.
On the first day, I was locked in the closet all day, then returned to the room, wallowing in gloom.
I amused myself with obscene acts, putting that hard, dark object in my mouth and taking it out.
Or I indulged in the thrill of playing Russian roulette.
Tap, tap, tap.
Someone knocks on the door.
It’s probably the protagonist.
So kind-hearted that they’d even worry about someone who tormented them.
Too cute to really call torment. But, well, it’s a novel.
Though now, it’s my reality.
Chapter 3
Chapter 3
Dragging my feet, I trudged weakly toward the entrance.
I glanced at the mirror beside me, straightened my disheveled clothes, and tidied my messy hair.
This is a basic duty for anyone who considers themselves human.
No matter how gaunt or sickly one becomes, a person should always maintain an air of dignity.
If someone comes to visit, it’s only right to present yourself well, at least to avoid appearing unpleasant.
Only fools who shouldn’t even speak their family name neglect such basic etiquette.
What nonsense.
Ugh, this is maddening.
I think it’s time to stop drawing a line between myself and this girl.
In this bizarre situation where I’ve become her, and she’s become me, drawing such distinctions feels like a surefire way to blow a fuse in my head.
It’s a deeply unsettling sensation to have your concepts and common sense flipped upside down.
As I stood staring intently at myself in the mirror, lost in thought, there was another knock at the door, followed by a voice.
“Um, Erica! It’s Vivian.
I was worried about you and came to check in. Could you please open the door?”
Right, the door—I should open the door.
I have nothing to offer my guest, not even a drink. Should I bring out plain water?
But then again, that might invite some new form of torment.
What if something awful happens because of that?
Taking a deep breath, I opened the door, and a pretty blonde girl stood there, looking startled.
It was as if she hadn’t expected me to actually open it.
“Uh, um, ah… h-hello?”
She stammered awkwardly for a moment before blurting out a greeting.
I smiled faintly but didn’t bother to respond.
My mind has been a jumbled mess for some time now, and my feelings for Evan, which I once cherished so deeply, have grown cold and indifferent.
Perhaps that’s why, even with this girl I disliked so much standing in front of me, I feel no particular emotion.
It’s as if I’ve become someone else—or rather, I have become someone else.
“Uh, um, uh…”
“Come in. I don’t know why you’re here, but come in.”
Is she here to mock me?
To gloat that she’s completely won Evan’s heart and tell me not to even dream of clinging to him anymore?
Or maybe she’s here to repay the slap I gave her once.
Not that it would matter much now if she did.
I pulled out a chair for her, then rummaged through a drawer to see if there were any cheap tea leaves left, since I’d already finished the coffee.
All I found was old dust clinging to my fingers.
I brushed it off my clothes and looked at Vivian, who was fidgeting anxiously, her fingers restlessly scratching at her cheeks.
When I finally opened my mouth to speak, her previously relaxed shoulders stiffened like a nervous recruit.
“Sorry, but I don’t have anything to offer you.”
“Oh, n-no! It’s fine, really!”
“Is that so?”
And then, silence fell between us.
We weren’t close, had no shared interests, and I wasn’t exactly in the mood for friendly chit-chat.
The girl in front of me must have found the silence unbearable. She timidly handed me a small paper bag.
I didn’t take it, so she placed it on the table with an awkward cough.
“Well, I thought it wouldn’t be right to come empty-handed, so I baked some cookies…”
“So, why are you here?
If you’re just going to say weird things like you were worried about me, you can leave.”
Ah, this innocent girl.
Look at her, floundering for words, unable to respond, her awkwardness almost charming.
Her troubled expression, despite everything, looks so beautiful. She really must be blessed.
“I heard someone tried to harm you, and I overheard the kids in class gossiping.
You haven’t been attending class, so I was worried something might have happened…”
“Well…”
Before I could point to the door and tell her to leave, she gently placed her palm over my lips.
For the first time, I understood what it feels like to have your eyes widened in surprise.
Then she pulled her hand away, gave an apologetic smile, and stood up.
“It’s true—I was worried about you.
But I won’t leave.
You look like you’re about to cry.”
At her words, I glanced in the mirror.
My dull, lifeless eyes reflected nothing, not a shred of emotion. What nonsense was she talking about?
Maybe she was trying to say my tear glands had dried up from lack of blinking.
“Should I kneel and apologize or something?
I’m sorry for slapping you. I’m sorry for saying all those cruel things.
But I just want to be alone. Alone.”
She didn’t even pretend to listen. Instead, she picked up the shattered glass on the floor and threw it into the trash.
She winced, muttered an “ouch,” and sucked on her finger.
“I don’t care about Evan anymore.
Whether we were childhood friends or engaged or whatever—it doesn’t matter anymore.”
Maybe my words sounded like nonsense.
Or maybe just the meaningless murmurs of a woman who’s lost everything.
After cleaning the floor, she walked to the window and pulled back the curtains, flooding the room with sunlight.
Standing in that light, smiling so naturally, she looked radiant.
The light framed her as if she belonged to it, highlighting her beauty and charm, making me feel insignificant.
“Should I still call you ‘Miss’?”
“There’s no need for that anymore.
Didn’t you hear what happened to my family?”
“Still, you’re a lady to me.
From the first moment we met, that’s what I thought.
Do you remember what I said when we first met?”
“Do you want to be friends?”
That was what she’d said.
This memory wasn’t from this body, but from the time I’d read it in writing.
The first words are exchanged between the protagonist and the one destined to lose her fiancé.
I nodded, remembering clearly.
She smiled brightly.
“You showed me around the academy when I first arrived.
You helped me with classes, explained things I didn’t understand, and worked on problems with me—along with Evan, of course.”
Erica, the girl destined to be a villain from birth, likely understood in her head that her fiancé would prefer a prettier and more capable woman. But her heart could never accept it.
No matter how much she refined herself, standing next to this adorable girl made it clear that the only thing Erica had over her was status.
“Now, we’ve gone a little astray…”
Even now, I can feel a twinge of jealousy or hatred bubbling up.
I don’t know what to call this dark feeling.
Gone astray?
Erica was only ever meant to tie you and Evan together.
Realizing she’d said too much, Vivian fell silent.
Not that I had any intention or ability to respond.
What does it matter to me now?
What matters is that if I don’t start attending classes, I’ll be expelled.
And if I do go, I’ll face endless ridicule and bullying.
Should I ask her for help?
Ask her to stop the harassment, to keep people from using me to boost their egos?
If she could help with that, maybe I could manage.
Being expelled would leave me without options, after all.
But the words wouldn’t come out.
I let out a small, bitter laugh and sighed.
Why did she look so tense when I smiled faintly?
Ah, did I smile like this before slapping her once?
Not that it matters now.
“Vivian.”
“Yes?”
“Really, I’m fine. Please leave.
We’re not exactly close enough to comfort each other or have these kinds of conversations, are we?
I’ll be attending class starting tomorrow, so don’t worry.”
Vivian hesitated, mumbling something about how it didn’t feel right to leave.
When I stayed silent and stared at her, she finally stood and walked to the door.
Before leaving, she mentioned the cookies.
“They’re chocolate cookies made with milk.
I thought they’d go well with coffee, since you seem to like it.
Sorry for intruding. I’ll leave now.”
And with that, she left.
Why did she come?
Nothing meaningful was said.
I took out a cookie and put it in my mouth.
The combination of cocoa and sweetness was perfect, but it tasted like nothing at all.
Chapter 4
Chapter 4
When did I realize the cookie jar was nearly empty?
Perhaps it was when the faint scent of cocoa began to rise with every breath I took.
If I had to make an excuse, I was simply very hungry.
Just a glass of water to go with the cookies, eaten quickly but not desperately.
“Things got tangled, that’s all. I just disliked you.”
Why couldn’t I say anything back then?
Instead of delving into some philosophical reflection about identity, I think back to the emotions I felt at the time.
A swirl of stubbornness, jealousy, misery, and inferiority—all of it weighed heavily on my lips, pulling them shut as if they might rip apart if I opened them even slightly.
Truthfully, the cookies were delicious.
But I wanted to say they weren’t.
Looking back, it all feels unfair.
Parents dead, family wealth dissolved into thin air, no allies to speak of—and all because I happened to be reading a romance novel.
As a result, the moment I step outside this room, I’m met with pointing fingers, whispers, and mocking laughter.
And more often than not, it goes beyond just that.
I wish I had some kind of advantage here.
But no, I don’t. If I did, it would have been apparent from the start.
Unless I had some overpowered, unshakable confidence—then maybe.
The other day, I craved oolong tea. Today, I want to listen to music.
Music that, with just a few taps, could be played effortlessly.
If only there were a piano in this room.
Given the patchwork of overly convenient settings slapped together in this world, having a piano in here might not be too far-fetched.
The light in the room began to fade.
It’s as if the absence of the protagonist means there’s no need for light to shine here.
Of course, it’s just that the day has ended, and night has fallen.
But lamenting my unfortunate circumstances feels more fitting than reflecting on how the moon has risen to replace the sun.
Night, with its darkness, provides the perfect backdrop for gloomy, melodramatic thoughts.
And there’s one simple solution—falling asleep.
Dragging myself toward the bed, I collapsed onto it.
Even moving this frail body feels like such a burden.
Tomorrow won’t bring any improvements, but I still…hope for something better.
Hope. Is that too grand a word?
I simply wish for a slightly better tomorrow as I drifted off to sleep.
But of course, that was wishful thinking.
***
 
The morning was surprisingly bright.
I had forgotten to close the curtains, so sunlight flooded the room.
“Ugh.”
As I took a step, trying to get up, I cut my foot on a shard of glass I hadn’t cleaned up.
Even though the sound of the glass shattering had been faint, it had still scattered everywhere.
I guess no one came by to clean up last night.
Oh, right—I hadn’t left the room.
I hadn’t collapsed, either.
In this academy dormitory, the accommodations were like staying in a hotel. 
Occasionally, someone would come in to clean the room, replace the towels, and restock basic provisions—usually cheap tea leaves easily accessible to commoners.
Vivian probably stays in a dorm too, so why did she clean up the glass herself?
I suppose she just saw it lying around, thought it was dangerous, and decided to do something about it.
At least she handled the bigger pieces.
Even if it was ultimately pointless, I hadn’t even said thank you.
Was I unable to?
I don’t know if it’s that I can’t ask for help, or that I don’t want to. Maybe it’s just who I am.
The shard had embedded itself deep in my skin, making it difficult to pull out with just my fingers.
Hobbling over to the drawer, I took out a small knife, rinsed it quickly with hot water, and brought it to my foot.
Slice.
With some force, I cut into the skin and pried the glass out.
The sensation sent a shiver down my spine, but leaving it in would only make it worse, so I had to deal with it immediately.
It hurt.
The blood dripping onto the floor wasn’t bright red—it was darker, almost black.
I could clean it all up with magic, but instead, I pressed a white cloth to my foot and slipped on a pair of rayon stockings.
It looked slightly unnatural, but with shoes covering them, it wouldn’t matter.
Savoring the soft texture against my skin, I grabbed my bag and walked toward the entrance to leave the room.
And I opened the door.
Just one step—but why does it feel so heavy?
Still, I mustered the courage to take that step.
The long hallway stretched ahead of me.
I saw other students passing by.
They were probably whispering about me.
“Poor thing.”
“Serves her right, though.”
“Why does she still walk around with her head held high?”
“Why hasn’t she left the academy yet?”
They didn’t say it to my face, but I could imagine it clearly.
I told myself I wouldn’t let it bother me and headed for the classroom.
The classes I attended were mostly about common sense or practical magic usage.
I didn’t need to take exams or participate actively.
While commoners were tested every month and expelled if they didn’t meet the standards, I only needed to show up and be present.
It’s why, in the novel, the protagonist was able to skip classes and go off to drive the plot forward.
The academy—while supposedly an institution—was more like a convenient way to gather the children of nobles in one place, effectively holding them hostage.
Thankfully, I made it to the classroom without running into anyone.
Unfortunately, as soon as I entered, I came face to face with someone I least wanted to see.
“Well, well, what a surprise, Miss Erica.
It’s been so long! I was starting to worry since I hadn’t seen you around for a while.”
“…Lydia.”
Villainesses in romance novels typically have followers.
These followers flatter their leader, cater to their moods, and act according to their whims, bringing them joy without needing explicit instructions.
Of course, they expect some kind of reward—status, pride, or a sense of importance.
But if their leader falls from grace and becomes pitiful, those same followers are more likely to trample on them, enjoying the humiliation rather than showing sympathy.
Lydia was no exception.
“You’re not upset about that little prank last time, are you?
Surely that’s not why you’ve been skipping class.”
“Little prank,” she says, as if locking someone in a closet for hours and forcing them to eat garbage wasn’t crossing the line.
“Oh, I see you’ve given up getting angry.
That’s progress! Keep giving up little by little, and I’m sure you’ll come to agree with me eventually.
Oh, by the way, I heard an interesting rumor…”
She smiled wickedly, her expression one of mock surprise, clearly intending to provoke me.
“They say the Duke of Mecklenburg didn’t die in an accident.
Apparently, they found him hanging from a rope.
What’s more, people are whispering about treason. An accident, huh? Who would believe that? Don’t you agree, Miss Erica?”
She was talking about my father.
Of course.
Despite trying to distance myself from these memories, my head was filled with them.
The gifts he gave me on my birthday, his occasional kind words, the calm atmosphere of family meals—those memories clung to my mind like a sticky residue, turning him into a beloved father figure.
I could lash out, grab something, and hit her with it.
But what then?
In this place, no one would care about violence breaking out.
Even the teachers wouldn’t intervene.
In fact, they might even ask the student to leave the classroom to avoid disrupting others.
It’s absurd.
The nobles are gathered here like pieces on a chessboard, but no one is managing the board.
It’s no wonder there are occasional deaths among the students, swept under the rug without much concern.
If I struck her, I’d be inviting more trouble—multiple people would gang up on me.
But despite telling myself all this, my hands trembled uncontrollably.
Because I was angry.
Not wanting to show it, I pressed my bleeding foot firmly to the ground and clasped my hands tightly to hide the shaking.
Yet my inaction, my silent endurance of her insults, only made me angrier at myself.
“How remarkable, to stay so composed after hearing all this.
The other kids you bullied used to scream their lungs out at just the mention of their parents.
Anyway, it’s been lovely catching up.”
She laughed and walked off to her seat, opening a book as if nothing had happened.
Soon, the other students would arrive, and she wouldn’t humiliate me publicly.
She was the type to maintain her reputation carefully.
As for me, I wouldn’t go around broadcasting my mistreatment either.
Why not?
Perhaps it’s the useless pride and stubbornness lingering in this white-haired girl’s heart.
Maybe it’s her last shred of dignity.
Chapter 5
Chapter 5
I began to tune out the lecture and instead turned my thoughts inward.
Well, “introspection” might be too generous—it was really just a series of pointless musings.
At any rate, I came up with a new theory: maybe I’ve been experiencing hallucinations and delusions.
Perhaps I’ve been abducted by aliens and subjected to experiments, or maybe I unknowingly inhaled cocaine.
Sure, it might just be denial, but isn’t this all absurd to begin with?
The idea that I’ve somehow possessed a character in the novel I was reading…
Maybe—just maybe—someone accidentally spilled a generous helping of the “white powder of happiness” in my room.
Occasionally, I hear strange sounds—hallucinations, perhaps—or engage in what feels like a conversation with an imaginary friend.
Sometimes, it feels as though this girl, who should be long gone, is alive and talking to me.
When we converse, it feels natural in the moment, though later I recognize the oddity of it and feel a vague sense of discomfort.
It happens mostly during moments of stress—when I’m nervous, planning what to do next but feeling overwhelmed, or being bullied.
Maybe it’s just my way of coping with stress.
In any case, I’m displaying all the classic symptoms of someone who’s lost their grip on reality.
Time passed quickly as I got lost in such thoughts.
Before I knew it, the clock’s hands had moved past 10 and were nearing 11.
The classroom remained relatively peaceful.
If no one bothers me, I’ll be grateful.
Though I could see the startled faces of some students, the murmurs of others, and the predatory gazes directed my way, no one had done anything yet.
When paper balls or trash were thrown at me while I read, I simply ignored them.
Some went further, lightly tapping the back of my head, but it was all within “acceptable” limits.
At one point, someone hit my head hard enough to make a smack sound.
A few students giggled, but no one else cared.
Even the teacher glanced briefly at the commotion, closed their eyes for a moment, and resumed the dull lecture on ancient magical history.
It seemed like only four or five students were paying attention, but I suppose that’s enough to make the effort worthwhile for the teacher.
They likely knew the details of my family’s downfall but probably just saw it as karma—a fitting consequence for past actions.
Thinking about it, does any of this make sense?
A dragon burned down our estate, a fanatic seized control of the mines that provided most of our income, my so-called mother’s infidelity became public knowledge, and my father—well, as I mentioned before—died.
My elder brother, who was supposed to inherit the family title, was imprisoned as a traitor.
He might already be dead.
There’s another brother, but he’s only half-sibling and hardly human—more like half a person.
The family is finished.
No one even questions this series of events.
They just dismiss it with nonsense like, “They made too many enemies,” or “It’s divine punishment,” and move on.
I could accept it as just another quirk of a novel.
But if these events had unfolded gradually after I’d taken over this body, I might have had the chance to do something or at least received a hint.
Unfortunately, everything happened at once, leaving me no time to respond.
This stage was set solely to bring about the villain’s downfall, and I was dropped into the story after it was already in motion.
It’s maddening.
There’s no way out of this.
If there were even a sliver of hope, a hint of a solution, I wouldn’t have resorted to things like playing Russian roulette in a dark room.
Still, there’s one small consolation.
Or rather, this body considers it a relief.
At least I’m not in the same class as Vivian or Evan.
If they ever found out I was being treated like this, the shame might very well kill me.
Well, I suppose I already “died” once.
Choked on all sorts of drugs in a previous life.
Finally, the long class ended, and lunch break arrived.
I’m not sure if I intended to eat lunch or if I just wanted to escape the stifling classroom, but I got up to leave.
Just as I reached the door, someone blocked my way.
Looking up, I saw an unfamiliar face.
The girl was smiling with a mix of smug superiority and disdain, and I immediately knew what was happening.
Glancing to the left, I saw the teacher had already left the classroom.
A quick scan of the room showed most of the other students had left too.
The only ones remaining were Lydia and her followers, sitting off to the side.
I considered escaping but dismissed the idea.
This frail body couldn’t even shove aside a girl my own age, let alone run away.
Sometimes, just walking leaves me lightheaded and stumbling.
“Ha, ugh.”
I gave up and let out a hollow laugh.
Turning slightly, I saw Lydia lounging in a corner, legs crossed, smirking.
“Why are you laughing, Miss?
I’m the one who should be laughing, hehe.
Oh, but don’t worry—I’ll only play with you a little before heading off to lunch.
I couldn’t bear to neglect you after such a long time. My heart would break!”
She pulled out a small metal tin with a matchstick design and set it on the desk.
With her slender fingers, she opened it just enough to reveal the contents, then tapped the tin lightly, causing a single white-tipped match to pop out.
“Remember what you always used to say?
How people should maintain their dignity, even when gaunt, sick, or gravely injured.
What was it again? Something about grace being essential?”
I must have been brainwashed with that mantra since childhood.
As Lydia mocked me, a faint heat rose in my head, and the words slipped from my mouth before I could stop them.
“…Yes.”
“When a superior calls, isn’t it rude not to show up and instead hide away in your room?”
“Superior?”
“Well, your family is in shambles, drowning in debt, and soon you’ll be sold off.
Your so-called mother is embroiled in scandal, your father has long since fled to the afterlife, and you… you’re nothing now, aren’t you?
That makes me your superior, doesn’t it?”
She pulled out a match and waved it in front of me like a candy she was about to hand to a child.
The smell was awful—a strange, acrid scent, like something burning but not quite identifiable.
“They teach us basic magic here, so we rarely see or need things like this.
But commoners use matches to light candles and torches.
I thought you might need to know, in case you drop out of the academy.”
With a quick swipe against the desk, the match ignited.
Lydia feigned a playful ouch, hot! and tossed the burning match onto the floor, stomping it out dramatically.
“Alright, girls. Open her mouth for her.
And if she tries to scream, don’t bother covering her mouth—just knock her out and heal her with magic later.”
The atmosphere shifted, as if this were no longer simple bullying but something darker, like a noir film where someone gets dumped in the ocean.
Maybe they think as long as no one dies, it doesn’t matter.
After all, in a world where healing magic can restore even a mangled body, perhaps they’ve grown desensitized.
Two girls flanked me. One grabbed my lower jaw and pressed down firmly, while the other held my upper lip, preventing me from closing my mouth.
No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t shut it.
“Oh, I’d be so sad if you dropped out after this.
But you’ve got nowhere to go, right? Hehe. At our age, what could you possibly do?
You’re so beautiful—you’d make a fine high-class prostitute in no time.”
Another match was lit.
Its white tip burned brightly before spewing acrid smoke, then flared red-hot.
With a smirk, Lydia flicked the flaming match toward my open mouth as if throwing a dart.
What more is there to say?
My mouth was seared to perfection, and the flame scorched its way down my throat.
Every breath, every swallow brought searing pain.
I writhed and twisted, desperate to escape, but there was no escape.
My vision blurred, my consciousness flickered, and foam bubbled in my throat.
Nausea surged, my trembling legs gave out, and I collapsed.
I think I even wet myself in the process.
The stench of urine mixed with my shame, while Lydia laughed and said something I couldn’t hear.
She tapped my stomach with her foot, grinning like a predator toying with its prey.
And then they left me there.
The group that surrounded me must have gone off to eat lunch.
There’s no way out of this.
No money.
No power.
No allies.
No strength.
The only options left are… well, becoming a prostitute or somehow managing to graduate from this place.
But even if I graduate, then what?
Why am I clinging to this academy?
What’s the point?
I suppose I could become a librarian.
But
Is that really what I want after enduring all of this?
I don’t know anymore.
Chapter 6
I once read a rather impressive essay while sitting in a dirt hole.
Was it titled The Myth of Sisyphus?
Reading with a serious heart isn’t exactly my favorite way to spend time, so I didn’t particularly enjoy it. But back then, I had nothing else to do but read.
The content was simple yet complicated, the kind of writing that drags you into reality rather than a dream. 
It left me feeling a bit stifled, but what could I do? That was the only book I had in my possession at the time.
I could go on endlessly about my thoughts on that essay—or to call it more accurately, that piece of philosophy—but I don’t feel like doing that right now.
There’s no one to share it with anyway.
Still, there’s one thing that stuck with me, something that insufferable, lanky Frenchman who wrote the essay said:
“Suicide is confessing that life is not worth living.”
I suppose his words have nothing to do with what I’m thinking, but strangely… really strangely… Those thoughts keep circling in my head.
Humans are creatures that interpret what they hear in ways that suit them.
So, is it time for me to confess that my life isn’t worth living?
Or is this just a fleeting wave of despair, one that will make me run away scared when it comes to actually ending things?
How absurd.
…Of course, everything I’ve been rambling about just now is nonsense. Utterly unfounded, false, meaningless, and useless nonsense.
But so is life.
At least, to me right now, it feels inherently absurd and meaningless.
I stayed sitting in place for a long while, utterly drained of strength.
I didn’t have the will or energy to get up.
Was lunch two hours long?
If I sit here like this, wallowing in my misery for about an hour, maybe I’ll be able to stand upright again.
In hindsight, I should have screamed.
If I had, they might have offered some healing magic as casually as flipping a coin.
But instead, only a few stray tears slipped out, and no screams came.
Just as that girl said, I was born this way, and I grew up this way.
After some time passed, my legs felt a little less shaky.
I pressed my hands to the ground, tried to steady myself, and half-rose…
“Eek.”
With a dull thud, my strength gave out, and I fell back down.
I stumbled backward to avoid falling over entirely, brushing against the wall and using it to support myself as I stood.
Then, slowly letting the strength drain from my legs, I leaned back against the wall to rest a little longer.
The cold floor made my whole body shiver.
My nose was slightly stuffy, and I felt a faint warmth—like I was on the verge of catching a cold.
Sure enough, my nose began to itch.
How miserable. Life itself felt miserable.
As soon as that thought crossed my mind, the tears I’d been holding back spilled out all at once.
“What… hic… did I even do wrong…hic…”
Even as I spoke, the burned part of me ached, and my throat choked up.
I think I started crying because it all felt so unfair.
Honestly, I’d been trying to stay indifferent, holding back the flood of emotions about to break through the dam. But after going through something like this, how could I not cry?
Right? No one’s around to see me, so it should be fine.
“…Hic.”
Once the crying started, it wasn’t just sorrow anymore. The energy spent on sobbing made my head throb like it was splitting apart.
Particularly on the left side of my head, where the pain stretched from the back to my occipital region, as if someone were sawing through it.
And then, my eyes began to ache as though they were about to pop out.
At that point, I wasn’t even sobbing anymore—just occasionally hiccupping while meaningless tears fell one after another.
Crying out loud is something you need a healthy body and strength to do, after all.
For a pathetic girl like me, even crying properly seemed like a difficult task.
There wasn’t anyone around to see me.
I roughly wiped away my tears with my sleeve and, leaning against the wall, shuffled toward the classroom door.
Then my strength gave out again, and I collapsed back to the ground.
Should I work out and build up my stamina? But where would I even begin with that?
Should I just quit the academy?
If I lock myself in my room and skip classes for a few months, they’ll expel me on their own.
But then I’d still be stuck in the capital for at least five years because I’m from a provincial noble family.
Three years and a few months left.
There’s no way around it.
So, I’d end up wandering the streets of the capital, maybe getting kidnapped and sold as a slave in some back alley—or I’d walk into a brothel myself and sell my body.
Who would hire a girl like me? Immature, sickly, and too young to call educated.
I’m useless.
But keeping me stuck here in the capital isn’t about me being useless, is it?
It’s because I’m terribly useful.
Even if my family collapsed, even if I had no money, even if I were on the brink of death—or, conversely, if I were doing incredibly well—as long as I’m a noble child, they can use me to flex their authority and force me to remain in the capital.
Ah, long live the great Emperor.
May he rattle his dentures and die a pitiful death.
…
Eventually, I forced myself to stand.
To ignore the fatigue and slight pain in my body, I kept my mind busy with various thoughts.
When a villain falls and exits the stage, no one shines a spotlight on their miserable life—unless it’s to mock them.
At most, they’re given a brief note later: “They committed an extreme act while at the academy.”
And such deaths are usually met not with sadness but with a mix of pity and mockery.
From the readers, or the people of this world.
After all, to them, my death would matter less than Vivian scraping her knee.
So, is it all predetermined?
Then why did they even bother putting me into this body?
Is it some kind of karmic punishment?
And who am I even talking to?
It’s not like I’m speaking to someone; I’m just grumbling.
No one hears me, but just thinking about it helps me relieve some stress.
Anyway, if the alternative to being thrown into this unfamiliar world is opening my legs in front of a bunch of rich pigs, then death might genuinely be the better choice.
“Hah.”
A hollow laugh escaped me.
Prostitutes sell not just their bodies but also their smiles. If even this laugh, born from bitter misery, could be priced…
No, this won’t do.
No more pain, no more fear.
I need to find a new method.
I left the empty classroom and stepped into the hallway where people lingered.
Passing through the doorway, I walked down a corridor where a few kids were chatting.
I straightened my back as much as possible, maintaining a dignified gait.
This dreadful habit, ingrained in me since birth, made me carry myself with elegance as long as I felt someone’s gaze—even if I was suffering inside.
The girl who had been crouched on the floor moments ago, whining in pain, now looked like a sickly but unmistakably noble lady.
Even breathing felt difficult, but I walked down the corridor and descended the stairs.
Jealous, mocking, disdainful, scornful, and at times, pitying gazes—they were all too familiar now, and that fact stung a little.
On my way to the dormitory, I caught snippets of whispers and stares from other students. Eventually, someone stepped in front of me, blocking my path.
Long pants, a top resembling a suit, and a sturdy-looking physique—it must be a man.
I’d heard rumors of girls wearing male uniforms for fun, but they wouldn’t look this flat-chested.
Since I was short, I couldn’t see his face unless I looked up. But holding myself upright and walking properly was already taking all my effort.
I hoped it was just a prank and tried to step aside, but the person in front of me refused to budge.
“Erica.”
A voice, slightly mumbling, called my name.
I was so exhausted that all the sounds around me blurred together faintly.
“Move… please.”
I barely managed to utter two syllables, but even that hurt like hell.
It seemed the creator of this world had no intention of granting me any healing magic. How unfortunate.
Others could just ask a friend practicing healing magic, but I had no such luxury.
At least there was an infirmary for injuries.
But when would I ever make it there? I felt like I might collapse just walking to the dormitory.
Why wasn’t this person in front of me stepping aside?
I didn’t think I’d done anything to earn a grudge from a man.
Then again, maybe Lydia had put him up to this.
She might’ve encouraged someone, saying it wouldn’t cause any trouble now—there’s no one to back me up, and I don’t have any power anymore.
Were these the people who came at night to check if the door was locked?
If it hadn’t been locked, what would have happened?
Maybe nothing at all.
After all, I had been gripping a black pistol with golden accents in my trembling hands, ready to fire.
But now, I had nothing in my hands—not even something that might bring peace to my heart, even if I didn’t know how to use it.
I can’t seem to live with any kind of optimism.
I can’t even manage to sidestep the person standing right in front of me.
I’m just an ordinary person, the kind who crumbles under a bit of misfortune.
I’m not Michel.
Ah, it’s hard.
I just feel so utterly drained.
“I think… I might’ve gone too far with my words last time, so I… huh? Erica?”
My vision began to blur, and nausea crept up inside me.
“Ugh…”
My strength gave out, and I half-collapsed.
Forcing myself to squint, I tried to move forward, and I saw Evan standing in front of me.
What’s this?
Was I dreaming, having fallen asleep in the dormitory?
It must’ve been a dream.
Chapter 7
The ceiling.
A small but ornate chandelier hung from the pure white ceiling.
Around the chandelier was a pattern that rippled like waves.
It resembled clouds.
When something resembling the sky blocks your view of the actual sky, it feels suffocating.
If the ceiling were simply painted white, it wouldn’t feel as deceptive as this vague artwork.
I don’t like it.
Now that I think about it, the sharp pain I felt when I breathed in and out was gone.
Curious, I touched my neck, surprised to find that it felt perfectly fine.
The amazement quickly faded, replaced by suspicion.
Who brought me here? Where exactly is this?
And why am I even here in the first place?
I remembered Lydia tormenting me. I had been walking, exhausted, trying to make my way back to my room.
Though “tormenting” feels like too mild a word for it.
Still, I clearly remembered up to that point.
Then someone blocked my way, and I collapsed from sheer exhaustion.
When I woke up, I was here.
I pushed aside the neatly tucked blanket that covered me and sat up.
My body felt fresh.
There wasn’t a trace of sweat or the distinct odor of unwashed skin, even though I was sure I’d been drenched in cold sweat earlier. My clothes were clean too.
Did a maid, while tidying the streets, pick me up?
Could a maid even use healing magic? Or maybe they could?
I wasn’t sure. It didn’t feel like the world was set up with that level of detail.
Perhaps some people were simply learning magic.
Not that it mattered.
Next, I noticed a fragrant aroma. Coffee.
Freshly roasted beans filled the room with a rich, distinctive scent.
Turning my head, I saw a steaming cup of coffee on the table beside me, its smell so enticing it made my mouth water.
I hadn’t been able to drink coffee for a while because I couldn’t afford decent beans.
Still, not knowing what might be in it, I decided to pass.
“What’s going on here?”
Having never experienced anything like this, my mind wandered to dramatic possibilities. Could I have been kidnapped?
If so, I was being treated far too well.
There were no silver restraints on my wrists or ankles, no collar tying me to anything.
The bookshelf was full of books, and the room was an ordinary dorm room.
It wouldn’t be hard to leave.
So, someone must have brought me here out of concern.
I must have looked pretty awful.
I had been drenched in sweat, struggling to breathe, completely worn out.
When would this frail body of mine ever recover?
I could sit on the bed and ponder metaphysical nonsense like “Who am I?” or “Is what I see real?”
But I wanted to leave this place.
Sliding my feet into the slippers neatly placed on the floor, I walked toward the door.
Now that I think about it, even the wounds on my feet no longer stung.
A maid, or someone else, must have used healing magic on them too.
How embarrassing. Bare feet can feel oddly sensual yet unpleasant at the same time.
I glanced at the books on the shelf.
They were all about magic.
Books full of alien languages I wouldn’t understand even if someone opened them for me.
“Are you awake? You suddenly collapsed and gave me a real scare.”
The voice cleared up all the questions swirling in my mind.
I turned toward the sound and saw someone emerge from an inner room.
A man. Taller than me by a head, pale as if he hadn’t seen sunlight and spent his time locked indoors, studying.
Describing his face in detail was too much effort, so to put it simply—he was fairly good-looking.
Eyes where they should be, a nose exactly where it belonged—he had a proper face.
But wait. Wasn’t this the guy who might not end up with Vivian in the end?
And wasn’t he just one of three similarly well-formed men constantly orbiting Vivian?
Maybe I should’ve kept reading until the conclusion.
The story was absurd, though—so inconsistent and juvenile that a perfectly respectable noble family crumbled overnight.
It got so stale at one point I couldn’t bear to read any further.
Well, I lived in this world now, anyway.
Evan scratched the back of his head awkwardly and stuffed his restless hands into his pockets.
“…Oh. Evan.”
“The coffee on the table—it’s your favorite, right?
I just brewed it, so it’s still warm. If you prefer it cold, I can add some ice.”
He smiled awkwardly, trying to keep the conversation going. His demeanor was stiff, like a poorly tuned automaton.
It was hard to tell what he wanted to say. He opened and closed his mouth several times as if words were caught in his throat.
After I slapped Vivian’s cheek, comforted her pitiful self, and received a thorny scolding the next day, my family had collapsed spectacularly without rhyme or reason.
That girl left this world, and now I am here.
No wonder things were awkward.
I sat back on the bed, picked up the coffee cup, and inhaled its aroma.
I sipped cautiously, letting the bitter flavor and fragrance linger in my mouth before swallowing.
“Tastes good.”
“Really? It’s the kind you once recommended to me.”
“It’s been a while since I could have something like this.”
Silence followed, broken only by the sound of me sipping the coffee.
An uncomfortable, awkward relationship.
“I heard about your father… yesterday.
I also read about what happened to your family in the papers.”
Evan had always been like this.
No tact, bringing up whatever crossed his mind.
I didn’t know how to respond, so I nodded slightly, silently pleading for him to drop the subject.
What did it matter now what happened to my father or how he was?
A bit of comfort would be nice, but I doubted Evan would offer that.
“Yeah.”
Before Vivian, or even after meeting her, Evan and this girl had been close friends.
They were childhood playmates, after all.
Sometimes, I’d even dream of moments when Evan and this girl played together, or when she started to fall for him.
I personally had no interest in Evan, but it seemed this girl still harbored feelings for him.
Her tone betrayed a lingering sting with every word she spoke to him.
It made me want to stop distinguishing between myself and her—but how could I?
Time might resolve everything.
Though I wasn’t sure I had the strength to endure until then.
“Thanks for helping me.”
Evan shrugged in response.
Come to think of it, I collapsed because he blocked my path and wouldn’t let me pass.
I vaguely remembered him mumbling something at the time, but I’d been too exhausted to hear clearly.
“Were you looking for me?”
“Yeah. About what happened with Vivian before… I think I was too harsh with my words, so I was trying to apologize.
Vivian also said she was worried about you.”
“Oh, so you thought I shut myself away because of you?”
My tone sharpened involuntarily.
I didn’t think I was a particularly emotional person, but apparently, this girl was.
Something about being in front of Evan always brought this out in her.
Even though my words were as cold as frost, he answered without flinching.
“Yeah. That, and… I read the paper.
I thought you might be sad. Everything you had is gone now. Even me.
You know why I don’t like Vivian, don’t you?”
“…”
“I’m kidding.”
But the air was far from joking.
Ironically, that made it clear he meant it.
Perhaps I shouldn’t have said anything at all.
When I finished my coffee, Evan quietly refilled my cup.
As I stared at the rising steam, he spoke again.
“Your lips and throat were burned earlier. Why?”
What excuse could I make?
There was no way to explain the burns convincingly, so I dodged the question.
“Maybe I burned them while drinking hot coffee or something.”
“And the cuts on your feet?”
“Maybe I accidentally stepped on some thorns.”
He frowned.
“If you’re hurt, get it treated.”
“By who?”
“Ask your friends. Lydia, wasn’t it?
That girl you always hung around with—why not ask her or Vivian?”
He stopped mid-sentence.
At least there didn’t seem to be any immediate trouble.
I wasn’t dragged here by strangers, nor did I sense any threat. If things got uncomfortable, I could simply retreat to this cozy room.
“Right. Why didn’t I think of that?
We were just laughing and playing together at lunch, after all.
Oh, how silly of me, ha-ha.”
They say there are countless reasons behind extreme choices—unrequited love, incurable illness.
Yet, amidst the plausible causes listed in newspapers, it’s worth asking:
Did a friend ever reply to someone in despair with casual indifference?
That person would be the real culprit.
A hauntingly poignant line.
The dam of emotions cracked by Lydia’s torment had collapsed entirely now, and speaking with Evan brought forth all my buried resentment and weariness.
He noticed my expression and hesitated before murmuring:
“If you ever need someone to turn to, come to me.”
“To you?”
“Because I’m worried about you.”
Ah, how kind of him.
I must have looked truly unstable.
“Haha.”
The words made me smile involuntarily.
Evan, on the other hand, looked unnerved.
This girl had never heard such words before.
Evan had never said such things to her before, either.
Not that I deserved such concern. Or, well, not anymore.
“I’ll go now. Thanks for the coffee.”
As I stood, dizziness washed over me, but I made my way to the door.
As I slipped on my shoes, Evan’s voice called out from behind.
“I can make coffee anytime you want. Just let me know.” Without answering, I left the room.
I could feel his piercing gaze burning into my back.
Remembering the polite façades we exchanged, I recalled something Vivian once said:
This is what it truly means to be at odds.
Both parties knowing yet doing nothing.
Chapter 8
Chapter 8
A somewhat long day—though more than long, just exhausting—was finally coming to an end.
After spending days holed up in my room, I experienced being burned for the first time in my life, tried ingesting a white phosphorus match in a way the match girl from the fairy tale never would have, and even had a somewhat peaceful conversation with Evan.
Well, there was no yelling, nor did we say anything intentionally hurtful to each other. That alone qualifies as peaceful, doesn’t it?
The last conversation this girl—me, or rather, the one whose body I now inhabit—had with Evan before locking herself away in sadness was full of cruel, cutting remarks. Words so sharp they seemed to wish for death.
Anyway, it had been quite a turbulent day.
With so much happening, it was only natural that my body was weary. Dragging myself around, I barely managed to wash my face before collapsing onto the bed.
“Ugh…”
I rolled over and looked up at the ceiling. I wanted to lie down properly and sleep in a decent position, but I didn’t have the energy to move a finger.
Would I suffocate like this, with my face buried in the pillow?
Suffocating because I was too tired to turn over—it wouldn’t be enough to win a Darwin Award, but it might get me nominated.
Resigned, I let go of everything, burying my face deeper into the pillow and surrendering to sleep.
And then I dreamed.
To summarize, the dream suggested that everything I’d experienced in this world was just a peculiar nightmare. I woke up in my usual room, the one I’d always known.
The thick black curtains blocked out the sunlight, and I lay on my bed, which had two mattresses stacked for extra softness.
Thinking it was all just a silly dream, I left the room to change the mood. I went to the kitchen, took out some oolong tea from the fridge, and added plenty of ice.
To chill the tea, I swirled it in the glass three or four times before grabbing a plastic Mickey Mouse straw and sticking it in.
When I took a sip, to my surprise, it tasted like nothing.
Frustrated, I drank several more sips, holding the tea in my mouth before spitting it out, but no flavor appeared.
Feeling infinitely low, tears welled up in my eyes.
A grown man, crying because his tea had no taste.
A man?
No, just a small, powerless girl. Haha.
Yes, that’s what I’d become.
My hands, which had once been rough with calluses on the fingertips, were now soft, like those of someone who played piano.
The skin was pale, and long white hair cascaded down my shoulders.
I looked in the mirror and saw a girl staring back at me, tears streaming down her face, her expression cold.
Her emotionless face—so devoid of feeling—was the one I always wore.
As I stared into her eyes, the corners of her mouth lifted slightly, forming a faint smile.
She moved only her mouth to smile.
Because to smile, all you need is to lift the corners of your lips just a little.
…
When morning came, I got up as usual, tidied myself, packed a suitable book to read, and headed to class.
The classroom’s atmosphere, Lydia’s bullying—there was no need to describe it all again.
This life, which repeated every day, felt as endless as Sisyphus’s punishment.
I struggled through the day, only to wake up to the same today as yesterday, and face a tomorrow identical to today.
What meaning am I supposed to find in this?
Is enduring this lethargic life with positivity the smallest act of resistance I, as a person, can muster?
At least today passed relatively easily.
The worst Lydia and her group did was some physical violence.
A few kicks, a slap—mild violence at most.
It didn’t hurt my pride too much. It wasn’t humiliating in a sexual way. I didn’t collapse in self-loathing.
Or maybe I just don’t remember clearly.
But I’m fine now, aren’t I?
Exhausted from the bullying, I eventually fell asleep.
Not that it matters much how I felt—what’s important is that I dreamed again.
Oddly enough, it was the same dream as before: drinking oolong tea.
Although calling it sleep might be too kind. I had merely passed out after being slapped.
I’m so frail that a single slap is enough to make me lose consciousness.
Maybe someone thought I’d die of a twisted mouth if left lying on the cold floor. It seemed someone had moved me, because I woke up sitting in a chair, slumped over a desk.
My back and shoulders ached from the awkward position.
Stretching as I got up, I noticed the other students glancing at me.
They gave me quick looks, like one might give a rare animal, before turning away.
Back to the dream. Did I want tea, or did I long for the simple reality of throwing on some sweatpants, walking five minutes to a café, and ordering a glass of oolong tea?
Perhaps it was neither. Or both.
These fleeting thoughts often breathe life into me, even if they’re just idle fantasies.
At least now, unfortunately, my reality is attending this dreadful academy, burdened with endless doubt and cynicism.
The life of lounging in a warm room, peeling tangerines, sipping coffee, and laughing mindlessly over novels is now just a figment of imagination.
I need to forget. Thinking about it only brings pain.
As I dwelled on the futile monotony of my days, someone called out to me.
“Excuse me, Lady Erica.”
Lady? It had been a while since I was addressed so formally.
Lydia only used it mockingly, and Vivian called me that with a sparkle of admiration in her eyes.
But the warm voice addressing me now belonged to someone I disliked.
I turned my head and, unsurprisingly, it was Vivian.
“Hello!”
She greeted me brightly, her voice cheerful.
“…Pleasure to see you.”
I wasn’t particularly pleased, but it was a polite response.
If I said it was pleasant, then it was, wasn’t it?
“What brings you here today?”
“You said you’d be coming to class, so I thought I’d drop by.
Oh, and I had something I wanted to say.”
With that, she rummaged in her bag and pulled something out.
Cookies.
“Oh, I baked these again. This time, they’re just plain milk cookies.”
“…Hmm. Thanks. I’ll enjoy them.”
If I wanted to interpret it cynically, it sounded like, “I came to see if you were really attending class.”
I glanced at Vivian’s face, my thoughts skewing negatively, but all I could manage was a small sigh.
Who could look at such an innocent, beautiful face and think such things?
The sweet cookies in my hand swept away most of my doubts.
At least in this world, someone like me could eat sugary cookies thanks to those who worked themselves to the bone—enslaved, unacknowledged, their blackened skin toiling in the heat to produce sugar.
“I told you last time.
We’re not that close.”
Even as I drew a firm line, I held the cookies tightly in my hand.
Vivian hesitated, deep in thought, before speaking.
“I know Evan likes me—not as a friend, but as someone he has feelings for.”
“And? Did you come here to gloat about that?”
I tried to continue speaking but faltered.
I had claimed to feel nothing for Evan, but that was back when I could still separate myself from this pale girl.
Now, it felt like we were blending together, merging into one.
Unpleasantly so.
“I hate how this has ruined everything.
I want to get along with you, Lady Erica. And with Evan too… though I’m not sure.”
So, in her heart, she’d already moved on.
“I don’t really know yet who I like, who I dislike, or even what love is.”
Or maybe not.
Well, you’re still young.
Your body might be that of an adult, but your mind is as innocent as a child’s.
Perhaps that’s why men are so drawn to you.
That thought made her seem dangerous.
What if this romance turned into a thriller about grown men targeting an emotionally immature girl?
“So, why are you telling me this?
I’m not fond of laying all my cards on the table.”
I prefer unspoken understanding, letting things pass unaddressed.
Evan might feel the same.
He never brought up anything directly, always letting conversations slide past.
“Did you stop liking Evan?”
“No, it’s not that… but even if I do like him, I don’t think it’s that way.”
In other words, “I like Evan, but not romantically.”
A common cliché. The kind where someone realizes their feelings only after a long denial.
Perhaps Evan isn’t even the main character.
Maybe he’s just a disposable supporting role, like me.
How amusing Vivian must find me.
A girl whose only advantage is her noble status, outshone in every other way.
She probably doesn’t.
I’m aware that this inferiority complex and envy are just baseless delusions.
But
It still feels unfair.
She easily obtains the kind of love others can only desperately yearn for, envy, or obsess over.
Well, you’re the protagonist. That’s just how it is.
“So, what’s your point?”
“I was wondering if we could have a meal together sometime, like before.
Maybe with Evan too, if you’re okay with it.”
Was I frowning? She hesitated, lowering her gaze as our eyes met.
What does this dazzling heroine see in someone like me, stuck at rock bottom?
Why not leave me here? Why try to drag me out?
It only makes me feel more wretched.
I opened my mouth to speak but closed it again.
And then, I just smiled.
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Having a meal together?
Honestly, I don’t get it.
By definition, a meal is eating food at a set time, such as breakfast, lunch, or dinner—or referring to that food itself.
Generally, if someone dislikes another person, they’d rather skip a meal or eat alone than sit down to eat with them.
It’s uncomfortable—there’s the risk of choking, indigestion, or an upset stomach.
So, I never had the slightest desire to share a meal with this girl, Vivian.
Logically, it was because being near her would subject me to subtle hostility. Emotionally, it was because this girl hated her.
Did I truly hate her? Or was I just hating out of habit, going through the motions?
Some people oppose for the sake of opposition, just as some hate for the sake of hatred.
Perhaps this girl was one of them.
Not that it matters.
What mattered was that, for both of us, being near Vivian was uncomfortable and unpleasant.
Even if the meal on the table was cold, soggy tomato-meatball spaghetti.
So, to be precise, it’s not that I didn’t understand her words—I just didn’t understand why she would say them to me.
Why would she want to share a meal with me?
“A meal?”
I repeated her words with a sharp tone, my voice lowered to signal rejection.
Vivian, perhaps not entirely oblivious, averted her gaze slightly before mumbling softly.
“Um… yes, a meal.”
“And you want Evan to join us, too.”
I spoke sharply, almost accusatory.
It wasn’t exactly anger; it was more like an emotional lament, expressed in a low tone.
To someone else, it might have sounded like a mere complaint.
But for this girl, this was her version of anger.
Even when her body ached, she never let go of her poise. 
She walked upright, her posture flawless, and her voice never rose.
If I pressed her about it, she’d respond the same way she always did: I was born this way, and I grew up this way.
“This… this just feels wrong. Don’t you think so?”
The situation felt absurd.
The person loved by the one I once cared for came to me, saying she wanted to make up and be friends.
Even a soap opera wouldn’t script something this ridiculous—though I wouldn’t know since I’ve never watched one.
In the end, I’d just come off as a stubborn fool, defying the protagonist’s magnanimous gesture to reconcile.
How villainous. Arrogant, self-centered, irritable, and thoroughly unpleasant to be around.
Was Vivian even aware of her mistakes?
She didn’t respond immediately. Her eyes darted around, as if searching for the right words.
It was more than likely she’d conclude she hadn’t done anything wrong.
She’d said before that she didn’t understand things like love or affection—those tender, green emotions.
And she probably meant it.
In stories, protagonists rarely tell lies. They may make small mistakes or face minor crises—ones that don’t cross the line into discomfort for the audience—but they don’t deceive.
So, she could honestly say, I like you—not romantically, but I like you.
If spoken sincerely, such words would either come from someone delusional or someone yet to grasp romantic concepts. Or perhaps it would twist the genre into something other than romance.
Even so, I refused to avert my gaze.
Whether or not I was at fault, avoiding eye contact would feel like an admission of guilt or a sign of submission.
I might soften my expression when admitting to wrongdoing, but my gaze would remain steady.
“Vivian, don’t you think you’re being a bit unreasonable?
You already know I liked—or once liked—Evan.
If one party doesn’t want to reconcile, it’s better not to push. I’ve told you time and time again: we’re not that close.”
“But we were so close before the fight!”
“Well, maybe we were. Perhaps.”
I couldn’t remember clearly.
For this girl, it must not have been significant.
But if Vivian says we were, then we were.
That’s how she saw it.
“So, what’s the similarity between then and now?
Back then, I didn’t envy you. Evan hadn’t confessed his feelings for you.
If you think nothing has changed, that’s fine, but I feel like everything has.”
Vivian’s eyes glistened as if she were on the verge of tears.
The first to cry usually wins, but I decided not to care.
After all, just waking up here felt like a loss in itself.
A game I had no chance of winning.
“When I first met you, Lady Erica, you weren’t much different from now.
Back then, we’d bicker like adorable little chicks pecking at each other….”
“Back then, it was just childhood playmates spending too much time together.
Sometimes, such friendships feel like sibling relationships.
And siblings, even if they deny it publicly, are destined to fight.
It’s a silly joke, really.”
When there’s room for mutual understanding, we can brush off each other’s words lightly.
Siblings who lack that space for understanding, however, don’t even talk.
They shut their doors tightly, hoping never to encounter each other.
“I haven’t changed at all.
Even if I’ve grown a bit taller, I don’t feel like the world has shifted the way it seems to for everyone else.
I don’t understand what it means to mature or grow wiser. So why is it that all of you change?
I feel like I’ve always been standing still, right here.”
Hearing this, I realized Vivian wasn’t just talking to me. She was venting about everyone she’d ever known.
Well, with looks like hers, it’s unlikely she’d lived an uneventful life.
Bees, butterflies, and even flies gather around a beautiful flower.
“Why is it that everyone’s feelings change, and they end up disliking me?
I only wanted to make friends when I joined the academy.
Why does it feel like everyone agreed long ago to treat me this way?
Even as a child…”
“Vivian, you’re exceptionally talented, and most of the people you’ve met have been extraordinarily lacking.
Think about the people around you: the prince from the southern kingdom, Evan, who will inherit a duke’s title, the crown prince, the pope’s hidden illegit—”
“What?”
Oh, she didn’t know that yet.
“Never mind. The point is, the people you consider friends are the sort who could rule the world.
And yet, you, the mere daughter of a knight, interact with them without hesitation.
Already, something about that isn’t… ordinary.
Most people would sense something off—or feel an overwhelming burden.”
“But why? We’re just meeting as friends at the academy. Why should that matter?”
“For ordinary people, that line of thinking is impossible.
It’s just how it is. The weight of social status is immense.
But you, you possess a beauty that far exceeds your status.”
“You’re beautiful too, Lady Erica!”
“Thank you, but compared to you, I’m just ordinary.”
“I… I don’t understand.
If I’m hated for being beautiful, how is that any different from being hated for being ugly?
Surely, people wouldn’t torment someone out of jealousy over beauty.
Would they?
My stepmother only tormented me because she thought I was unsightly and annoying—”
Her eyes shifted strangely.
She recited the protagonist’s trauma, which I’d only read about in passing, as if recounting it from memory.
At a glance, it seemed almost deranged.
But she was fine.
She wasn’t the type to falter over something like this. At most, it was just an unpleasant memory from her childhood, far from something that could truly break her.
“There are few normal people in this world. Most have flaws.
And many of those flaws are visible on the surface.”
Humans always crave what they lack.
We’re mesmerized, wondering if we might one day possess what others have.
And when we can’t, envy turns to hatred and venom.
“The so-called omnipotent gods you all believe in made humans this way. Haha.”
“I didn’t choose to be born like this….”
Even she seemed to realize her words didn’t sit well and fell silent.
“Well, yes. None of us choose how we’re born.
Whether as the child of a slave, doomed to toil in sugarcane fields and die young, or as the daughter of a duke, living arrogantly until a swift downfall—it’s never our choice.”
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If there were a deeply religious person listening to this conversation, they would likely point fingers at me for daring to insult God. My already non-existent reputation would only sink further.
God, huh… Before I opened my eyes in this place, I had never set foot in a church. 
My only exposure to religion or doctrines came from a few forced words I had to hear from a Jesus-freak friend who fervently believed in God.
But in this world, most people believe in a single god.
Thanks to that, I’m also dragged to a religious facility — whether it’s a church or a cathedral, it doesn’t really matter — inside the academy once a week.
While I was thinking, Why do I have to go through all this?, I saw one disgustingly handsome man leading the worship, and I realized something.
All the flashy, unnecessary world-building was just a backdrop for that handsome man who preaches God’s words and for Vivian’s story.
Well, there’s no way that the benevolent God he talks about actually exists.
In romance novels, there’s always one of them.
A beautiful saintess in male-oriented novels, and a handsome saint in female-oriented ones.
Anyway, if I get to the point, the gist of what they say is that humans who don’t believe in God are uncivilized and not part of society — in other words, they aren’t even considered human.
They claim that the reason some nobles and royals are treated differently is because God has chosen to bestow special grace upon them.
That’s why, even in this world where “all are equal under God,” there are still slaves, commoners, and nobility who wield magic.
Apparently, everything that happens in the world is preordained by the omniscient and omnipotent God. So, we’re supposed to always believe in and follow Him.
If that’s the case, does that mean I’m supposed to accept all the unreasonable treatment I’ve faced since falling into this world because it was God’s will?
The thought makes me feel like I’m spiraling into despair.
“Vivian.”
“…Yes.”
“I’m rejecting your invitation to eat. And don’t come looking for me out of concern either.
We’re not friends. I mean, you already have so many impressive friends, so why do you keep coming to me?”
I asked the part I least understood.
But Vivian just sniffled, showing no intention of answering.
I let out a sigh as I looked at her.
“…Whether someone is impressive or not, approaching someone you want to get close to is natural, isn’t it?”
“That kind of thing happens naturally in novels filled with dreams and hope, or in fairy tales.
But in reality, everyone naturally sizes each other up when they meet someone.”
If I hadn’t died, I’m sure there would have been a scene in the novel where Vivian and I met.
But unlike now, I probably would have poured out all my emotions — ugly, stubborn, and unsightly — instead of speaking calmly.
“Besides, Vivian, I don’t like you.”
“Yeah, I figured you didn’t.”
The reply didn’t come from a woman’s voice.
When I turned my head, I saw Evan holding a book, seemingly eavesdropping on our conversation.
The way he leaned casually against the wall, as if he was ready to move at any moment, gave me the impression he thought I might slap him.
“Erica, why can’t you just get along with everyone?
Why can’t you just smile and laugh, like how our parents used to handle people they didn’t like?
Even if someone sent assassins after them, they still met those people with a smile.”
I cut off Evan’s nonsense before he could continue.
“Well, that household’s been burned down and in ruins for quite a while, so I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
I said it with a smile, and he shut his mouth.
He looked a little flustered.
Most people who grow up only looking at books and their parents turn out that way.
They focus on a single thing and neglect everything else, so they can’t react properly when something unexpected happens.
They just freeze in confusion, unable to do anything.
I’m not saying this applies to everyone, but it’s something I’ve observed through experience.
I turned to Vivian and spoke.
“Those kids who hated you when we were little probably didn’t hate you for the same reasons I do.”
They probably didn’t. Most of the boys in town probably had a crush on her.
“But I’m a reasonable person, so I’ll tell you the reason I hate you.”
While claiming to be “reasonable,” I openly declared my dislike for her.
It felt like I was embodying one of those stories where a hunchbacked, eccentric inventor of garter belts sneers, bursting into laughter.
Ah, even her current expression, waiting for my answer, was adorable. It made me feel jealous.
How pathetic of me to have picked a fight and tried to drive Vivian away from Evan.
If I had just told her not to come near me or Evan, would she have listened?
It’s a meaningless hypothetical.
There’s no way Evan would listen to me and stop meeting Vivian, and Vivian would have continued approaching me just as she’s doing now.
Even Evan seemed curious, tilting his head as he looked at me.
He probably didn’t think the situation was that serious. And since I was calm from the start, he probably assumed it wasn’t a big deal.
Fine, I should end this cleanly.
As always, I’ll pretend I wasn’t the one who got angry in front of Vivian.
“Are you saying… you have a reason?”
There’s no way I would act so uncouthly, rudely, or ungracefully — lacking all manners and respect — as to resort to violence.
Then, it hit me.
Maybe I was just making up reasons to dislike Vivian.
Like how she might be seducing Evan, how she might be looking down on me, or how it might be because of my lower status.
Perhaps I had crafted all these reasons just to convince myself.
Should I just lie?
If I’m being honest, I don’t think I actually hate Vivian all that much.
I’ve said it over and over again — I’ve thought about it to the point of exhaustion — but who could truly hate this lovely girl?
You might be able to feel jealousy, sure. But that’s as far as it goes.
It’s more like marveling at something beautiful.
Like gazing at a masterpiece on a wall — one that the artist poured their soul into.
I claimed I would tell her the reason, but when I stayed silent, Vivian’s expression turned slightly puzzled.
I raised the corners of my mouth, took a deep breath, and sneered. I pulled together every negative aspect of myself to craft the most scornful smile I could muster.
“I bet you’re a little curious as to why I’m not saying anything. But how am I supposed to speak when I don’t have a reason, huh?”
She smirked, letting out a small laugh.
Well, I’m not crying.
Of course not. We’re grown-ups now. No one cries just because of a few words exchanged like this.
“No matter how many delicious cookies you bring me, no matter how kindly you treat me, no matter how many times you come looking for me late at night, worried about me, no matter how many times you come back like this, saying you want to be friends again, or that you’ll apologize if you’ve done anything wrong, I think I’ll still hate you.
No matter what I say to Evan, it always feels like he prefers you over me.
Vivian, I really… I truly despise you.”
I mean, she must have gone around looking for me right after class ended and lunchtime began. That’s probably how she found me here.
“Erica Mecklenburg, stop talking.”
“Don’t interrupt me. I’m not done yet… No, actually.”
And yet, here she is, trying to stop me from talking because she thinks I might hurt Vivian’s feelings.
If even this isn’t proof that Evan likes Vivian, then I don’t know what is.
“Why? That name attached to this girl will soon disappear anyway.
Wouldn’t it be simpler to just call her by her name alone? Oh, but I guess our little bookworm here wouldn’t think of something like that, huh?”
“Why are you saying stuff like that…”
Evan looked flustered, his face showing a mix of shock and confusion — though I suppose those two words mean just about the same thing.
He had the same look on his face as that one time I climbed a tree and accidentally fell on top of him.
“Spare me your words. I don’t want to hear anything from someone like you who only knows how to bury himself in books.
You hate me so much that you’d rip me to shreds with words alone.
You despise me that much. You just… hm.”
I bit my lip.
A faint taste of blood spread in my mouth.
I could feel it trickling.
Maybe it was just drool. Yeah, I might be thinking too much about it.
When emotions swell up like this, it becomes hard to control your body.
Even my speech pattern stops sounding like a “proper young lady.”
Did it run away somewhere?
Not that it matters.
If I want, I can just do it myself.
Mimicking someone else’s tone of voice is an easy thing for me.
“I’m not very good at talking. I’m not here to pick a fight. I’m sorry.
Just… I’m sorry for everything.”
And then, I laughed.
Maybe it was because my emotions had swelled so high that I felt like I’d burst.
Even though I hadn’t broken down from something as harsh as being seared by a matchstick, I was crumbling now — over something as trivial as this.
“…Erica.”
Evan called out to me.
He said my name.
Even if he calls me, though…
Living like this isn’t so bad.
Not much time left, anyway.
That thought slipped from my mouth before I realized it. And surprisingly, it came out perfectly fine, just like that.
“Evan. And Vivian. So, don’t come near me anymore.
Just leave me alone. That’s all I ask. Really, that’s more than enough.”
I don’t feel sad, or hurt, or angry, or even miserable.
There’s no point in amplifying those kinds of emotions anymore.
After a while, they become so simple that they feel empty.
I glanced at Evan.
He didn’t seem particularly interested.
He looked a little flustered, sure, but that was it.
There wasn’t a single thread connecting us anymore.
The thread that had once tied me to this world… The only one left now is the one attached to this body of mine.
Other people are held in place by countless threads tied to the world around them.
But I have only one.
And that makes it all the easier to cut.
I decided to leave, taking one last mischievous glance at Evan and Vivian.
Leaving them behind in that awkward atmosphere felt oddly satisfying.
Then, I returned to the room where I’d be preparing for my journey.
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I walked through the front door of the dormitory building and down the hallway.
White.
I walked through the hallway and climbed the stairs.
It was gray — not quite white, but a dull gray.
Staring down at each individual step instead of looking up at the sky, I climbed the stairs.
At the top of the stairs, another hallway unfolded before me.
Vivid, colorful decorations lined the walls.
I turned my head.
I walked right up to the door of my room.
Black.
When I opened the door, the room was dark with the lights off.
Click.
The light turned on.
It wasn’t electric, but I wasn’t sure what kind of mechanism it used.
The only thing that mattered was that the room was now brightly lit.
That was enough.
I realized I was still holding the cookies Vivian had given me.
Pouring a glass of water, I started eating the cookies.
For the first time in my life, I ate without even washing my hands.
The cookies were gray.
“They taste good. She really knows how to bake.”
They were rich with a strong milky flavor, deliciously savory.
“Alright, let’s see what we have here.”
I pulled out a few items.
A sparkling golden pistol.
A long ribbon string, the kind you’d use to wrap up a gift box.
A knife with a blade the length of my index finger.
I rummaged through a blue drawer and found seven bullets rolling loose inside a small box.
I pulled out five of them and placed them on the table one by one.
“Honestly, I can’t really picture it — me dying, I mean.”
More accurately, I can’t seem to picture this girl dying.
Even in death, I imagine she’d sit upright with her back perfectly straight, maintaining an air of dignity.
Well, there are plenty of other ways besides the three I just pulled out.
If I walk up the gray stairs just a bit further, I could step into the sunlit world above.
I could fall from the sky, creating a spectacle that’s shocking but also strangely beautiful — a final flight through the air.
Who knows?
Maybe I could pull off the “most beautiful suicide in the world,” like the bookkeeper from New York who was originally from California.
I looked up at the ceiling.
There was no sky, no sun, and no place to tie or hang the ribbon string.
That leaves only one option: tying the ribbon to the door frame and kneeling beneath it.
It’s ugly.
The position is disgraceful.
It would probably be painful too.
I wouldn’t be able to properly choke myself.
Back then, my options had been much wider.
I used to dream about all kinds of things.
What should I ask Father to buy for me? Should I ask for a mine? What kind of man should I meet so I can control an entire nation?
You know, the kinds of silly thoughts that a wealthy, high-status teenage girl might have.
But now, I’m stuck thinking about how I can disappear from this world in the cleanest way possible.
The useless knowledge stuffed in my head just makes these choices harder.
There’s a man stored in my mind, and thanks to him, I know from experience that dying by hanging is one of the ugliest deaths imaginable.
I’ve seen it.
The way the tongue sticks out. The eyes roll back. The face slowly turns pale.
After about five to ten minutes of twitching uncontrollably, the body goes limp.
Then, as the muscles relax, a foul stench of filth fills the air.
It’s just like those islanders who eat fried potatoes and fish.
They hang people and mock them, calling it “dancing in the air.” Their bodies twist and writhe like mad until they finally go still.
It’s probably excruciating.
I started tying a knot with the ribbon but ended up throwing it onto the bed.
Next, I examined my wrists, flipping them over to check both sides.
I went into the bathroom and began filling the bathtub with warm water.
Once the water rose high enough that my body would sink if I lay down, I dipped a finger in to test the temperature.
It was so hot I thought I might get burned.
This should be enough.
Sure, it’ll smell fishy, but at least it’ll look clean on the surface.
If it gets too painful, I can always just grab the pistol and blow my head off.
All that’s left now is to have faith.
When this girl dies, I’ll wake up back in my original room.
At first, I’ll wonder if it’s real or if I’m still dreaming.
I’ll check my body by touching random parts of it, tugging on my ears, and stretching out my cheeks.
Once I confirm I’m truly back, I’ll probably let out a small cheer of relief.
Then I’ll take a quick shower, change into fresh clothes, and grab my peach-themed checkered debit card — the one with the cute pink peach on it.
I’ll head outside without any real plan.
As I walk along, I’ll feel the familiar texture of concrete beneath my feet.
After about five minutes, I’ll stop by the café I always go to and order my usual oolong tea.
I won’t sit and drink it there. Sitting in a crowded café, surrounded by people, feels too uncomfortable.
So I’ll take it to go.
I’ll head to a nearby park, sit on a bench, and sip it through a straw.
That’s when I’ll see them.
Elementary school kids swinging their shoe bags around as they walk down the street.
Old people will pass by, gossiping about how pitiful I look — a layabout sipping tea alone in the park in broad daylight.
At first, mothers will keep their distance, thinking I’m suspicious.
But over time, once they realize all I do is sit there and drink tea every day, they’ll start greeting me.
They’ll chat with each other nearby, talking about whatever comes to mind.
If an unpleasant memory suddenly rises to the surface, I’ll spit the phlegm building up in my throat.
Then I’ll leave the no-smoking park and squat near a trash can, smoking a couple of cigarettes before heading home.
When I get home, I’ll rinse my mouth with mouthwash, turn on the computer, and play music.
Yeah, September Second would be nice.
There’s something comforting about listening to the hopeful, delicate notes played by that short French pianist.
I’ll turn up the volume until the music fills the entire room.
Then, I’ll either play a game or read a novel I’ve already read before.
Too many authors end up dying, so there aren’t many completed novels.
But it’s still better than here.
Unlike this place, my room is cozy and peaceful.
I know this is just an excuse, but I’m not committing suicide.
I’m just embarking on an adventure to find a new life.
I load the revolver, filling the chamber with bullets.
I shove the last remaining cookie into my mouth and examine the gun.
A bird-shaped ornament, a lion-shaped ornament, gold, jewels, an ivory grip…
Every kind of extravagance is packed into it.
The metallic click-click-click of the spinning cylinder feels oddly satisfying, so I spin it a few more times.
Then I grab the knife and head to the bathroom.
I’m a bit embarrassed to think about how someone will find my lifeless body.
So, instead of taking off my clothes, I climb into the bathtub still wearing my white dress.
Warm water seeps through my clothes and sticks to my skin, making me feel uncomfortable.
“Ugh… I hate this.”
But even so, warm water has a way of relaxing the body.
It pulls a small sigh out of me and leaves me feeling drowsy.
I bet someone will have something to say about this.
Wouldn’t it be enough to just live like everyone else?
To endure a few hardships, study, work, and then somehow fabricate a sense of meaning in life before finally dying from old age or an accident.
But I think that kind of life is no different from slavery.
It’s the kind of life where you blindly accept the general way others live — a way of living that doesn’t align with my own thoughts at all, yet is somehow considered “normal” by the world.
Even if I tried to escape it and sought a life of my own, I doubt I’d discover anything new.
That’s not arrogance rooted in status or privilege — it’s just baseless optimism.
If I saved up money and hid away in some rural backwater, who would come looking for me?
Some guys are trying to get involved with a “pretty young woman,” aimless drifters from the town, or maybe thugs looking to kidnap me and sell me to a brothel.
Not that I’m saying such a life is bad, necessarily.
It’s just not the life I want.
Some people say it doesn’t matter what kind of life you choose because you’ll never escape the swamp of absurdity.
They ask, “Is it even meaningful to think about that?”
But I think it’s still worth a try.
That, too, is a form of resistance.
The feeble wriggling of a worm trying to crawl out of the absurdity of life.
When I say “absurdity,” I’m not talking about something that defies logic.
I’m talking about the kind of absurdity that bespectacled philosophers discuss when they preach nihilism and declare that life offers no real meaning.
It’s kind of funny that the word for “contradiction” is often translated as “absurdity” in this context, but whatever.
Anyway, if there’s no hope to be found, and if there’s a guaranteed conclusion of “freedom” after just a brief moment of pain, then maybe it’s not such a terrible choice.
Sure, some might call it a coward’s escape.
But if abandoning something worthless to seek something new is considered “running away,” then isn’t every repetitive daily life just an escape from new adventures?
I allowed myself to entertain such pointless thoughts for a moment.
The warm water is still running.
That means the bathwater won’t get cold.
I pick up the knife and press it against my wrist.
Just the feeling of the blade touching my skin stings a little.
Maybe I’m imagining it.
This lump of iron, forged by fire and hammering, is sharp enough to leave a mark on the fragile body of a girl.
It hurts.
But this much isn’t enough.
A lot of people have the wrong idea.
They think that cutting the visible veins on the wrist is enough to kill you.
But most of the time, it just results in a bloody mess.
You’ll feel weak for a bit, but it usually ends up being nothing more than a “scare.”
“Ugh… damn it…”
This is only the second time this girl’s ever cursed out loud in her life.
The first time was probably on a day when I was feeling particularly down and decided to play Russian roulette.
I dip my left hand into the water, letting the blood flow freely.
The sharp, metallic stench of blood fills the air.
It’s unbearable.
I hate it.
I hate the sluggishness in my body.
I hate the sight of this bathroom in front of me.
I hate the sensation of weakness I feel every time I breathe, like my lungs are failing me.
Now that I think about it, the air quality in this place isn’t great either.
That’s why I brought the pistol.
Just in case it came to this.
A dull thumping noise echoes.
Is it the sound of water dripping onto the floor?
Or is someone knocking on the door?
It resonates faintly in my ears.
I act quickly.
I put the gun into my mouth and pull the trigger.
The sound echoes.
The sound of a gunshot.
The sound of an explosion.
The sound of gunpowder igniting.
Or, more simply —
Bang.
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I feel like throwing up.
I’m dizzy.
My stomach feels nauseous.
My eyes are trembling like crazy.
And yet, all I can see in front of me is red.
I can’t hear anything.
Water splashes and overflows around me.
The stench of blood rises, making me feel even more nauseous.
My hands show no intention of moving.
I can feel the blood trickling down from my mouth.
But I don’t even have the strength to close my jaw.
I failed.
All I had to do was pull a trigger with one finger, but I couldn’t even manage that.
I just wanted to die without pain.
But it hurts. It hurts. It hurts a lot.
Eventually, it’ll get cold.
But I’m sure the pain will still remain.
The bullet should have gone up and turned my brain into a lump of meat paste.
But it just lightly passed behind my neck.
Every time I breathe, I taste something metallic.
It’s hard to describe, but it tastes like iron.
Well, I tried to express my pain with all sorts of words, but it can all be summed up in one.
“…D-damn it.”
With a wet, bubbling noise, the curse spilled out of my mouth and echoed through the bathroom, accompanied by the splashing sound of blood dripping into the tub.
…………………
The sound of gunpowder igniting, even in small amounts, is incredibly powerful.
Even if it’s a small handgun, it’s enough to blow a person’s head off.
Since I had fired it inside my mouth, the shock reverberated through my entire skull.
My head jerked in the direction the bullet flew, and the back of my head slammed against the annoyingly solid marble wall behind me.
Thanks to that, the back of my head hurts like hell.
The fact that I’m still able to think like this means the bullet didn’t go upward like it was supposed to.
Instead, it went straight through, leaving nothing but a hole in my neck.
Just like in the movies when flashbangs go off, there’s that high-pitched ringing in my ears, beeeeeeeep, and my vision flickers like crazy, trembling in bright red flashes.
And with the stinging smell of gunpowder rising in the air, the scent of blood adds an even more awful stench.
I feel like I’m going to throw up, but thankfully, all I have in my stomach is a little bit of cookie. So, there’s nothing to vomit up.
I shouldn’t have cut my wrist.
I should have just let the blade skim my skin and given up when it started to hurt.
Or, after cutting a vein, I should have committed to it and gone for the artery instead of giving up halfway.
But it hurt too much.
When you’re not in your right mind, you can press a blade to your wrist once or twice.
But the moment you regain even a bit of clarity, the fear sets in, and you can’t go through with it.
They say that choosing to end your own life means you’ve accepted the absurdities of daily life and the futility of suffering.
But here I am, creating that very same futility myself.
It’s ridiculous.
No sane person would willingly stab themselves or bite off their own tongue.
After all, if you’re human — if you’re a living being — it’s only natural to feel this helpless terror at the thought of death.
That’s why people who manage to overcome that fear are called “superhuman.”
Not because they’re stronger than others, but because they’ve become something no longer human.
I should have fired the gun properly.
But like an idiot, I shoved the muzzle into my mouth without angling it up and just pulled the trigger.
If I had pressed it against my temple, my body would be in worse shape.
If I had aimed it at my forehead, the sight of the barrel right in front of my eyes would have scared me too much.
So, after all that hesitation, I ended up taking the option chosen by one in four people who attempt suicide by firearm.
They put it in their mouths, pull the trigger, but fail to die.
Now I’m one of them.
A fool who pulled the trigger but is still alive, stammering and mumbling like a broken mess.
Humans are such stupid creatures.
Out of every four people who try to kill themselves this way, one ends up in this ridiculous state.
Oh, I guess in this world, they don’t keep statistics like that, huh?
Anyway, I’ve become one of them.
I feel nothing but misery at that fact.
The scene says it all.
Blood is leaking from the shallow cut on my wrist, and there’s a small hole punctured in the back of my throat.
But humans, while fragile in some ways, are also sturdier than you’d think.
You won’t die just because you have a hole in your body.
You’ll just feel pain. So much pain.
Humans are unpredictable creatures.
Some people die from a small, insignificant wound.
But others manage to survive, even after losing their arms or legs or having massive holes punched into their bodies.
I thought I belonged to the first group — the frail ones.
But judging by how much blood I’ve lost and the fact that I’m still conscious, I must belong to the second.
No one could have expected things to turn out like this.
Not even me.
Maybe I’m the only one who didn’t see it coming.
It’s infuriating.
I was living just fine.
Even though some things happened, I stayed shut in my room, living an ordinary, quiet life without meeting many people.
Was I being punished for that?
Who?
Who has the right to punish me?
For what reason?
I can’t accept it.
Not at all.
“Uh-heugh… uh-heuh-eugh…”
And so, I’m crying.
From the pain, from the misery, from the anger.
Because I feel so helpless, sinking slowly into stillness.
Honestly, it’s less “crying” and more like forcing out emotions that won’t come naturally — like squeezing out dry tears and letting out sobs.
Normally, a girl my age would cry with soft sobs, a little sniffle, and tears streaming down her face.
But this… this isn’t that.
This is more like a beast’s cry, raw and guttural, with my lips curled up in frustration as I wail out my suffering.
“Uh-heugh-eugh… heh, heh.”
In the middle of crying, I let out a hollow, wheezing laugh.
It sounds like the air leaking from a wet balloon — pathetic and empty.
But I mean, it is pretty funny.
I’m on the verge of death, but I’m still alive. Not dead yet.
Well, that’s just how it is, I guess.
I put on such a grand display, insisting I wouldn’t die in some ugly, disgraceful way — saying I wouldn’t hang myself.
But here I am, unable to even blow off my own head properly.
How pathetic.
I don’t even have the strength to get up.
I can’t escape from the bathtub.
Whenever I try to lift myself out of the water, the weight of my soaked clothes pulls me back down.
I feel resentment.
At myself, maybe.
At whoever dropped me into this place.
At this useless, miserable girl lying here like a fool.
Maybe at Evan.
Or at Vivian.
Maybe even at Lydia.
For a moment, I think I should just blow my head off properly this time…
But after I fired the first shot, the gun slipped right out of my hand and sank into the water — to the bottom left of the tub.
My left hand, trembling weakly, can’t even lift it back up.
And even if I managed to pick it up, I doubt the trigger would work underwater.
If I twist my body to try to grab it with my right hand, the pain from my wounds stings too much, and I end up giving up halfway.
Why didn’t I think this would happen?
I should have just pressed the gun to my temple and pulled the trigger.
If I had done that, my head would have exploded like it was supposed to.
Sure, the walls would be plastered with brain matter, but at least I’d be dead.
At least it would have been over in one shot.
Not like this.
But I guess not many people think of it that way.
Even the most pessimistic people tend to see themselves in an optimistic light.
Well, I’ve learned my lesson.
If I fail this time, next time I’ll make sure to aim at my forehead or temple and pull the trigger properly.
Just like that old saying that’s been pounded into my brain for years: “Failure is the mother of success.”
As long as I learn from it, that’s good enough, right?
The warm water is still running, keeping the bath from getting cold.
If I stay here long enough, I’ll probably fall asleep from the cold and exhaustion.
It hurts like hell, though.
It hurts.
That’s it.
There’s no deeper explanation.
My heart hurts, my body hurts, everything just hurts.
I’m a coward, unable to do anything right.
A fool who can’t even manage to die properly.
A person who couldn’t handle living, but also couldn’t finish confessing the worthlessness of her life.
I feel disgusted.
I feel filthy.
And I pity myself.
I can’t even bring myself to use complicated words anymore.
I have no desire to dress up my thoughts with fancy, elegant language.
Or maybe I just can’t think of anything right now.
With every breath I take, I hear a whistling, wheezing sound coming from the hole in the back of my neck.
Even when I try to think of something, my mind just feels heavy and sunken, like it’s been filled with water.
Maybe I hit something important.
The brain is pretty complicated, after all.
Still, I wonder if I at least look alright.
With clean clothes, white hair drenched in red water, and a lifeless face, maybe my body won’t look so ugly.
No one would know how pathetic the process was.
After all, I’ll be dead by then.
“Heugh… heugh…”
Every breath is a struggle.
It burns, and I can feel the air leaking through the back of my throat.
If this was how it was going to end, I should have just handed the gun to Lydia and asked her to blow my head off.
She hates me so much that she probably would have stomped all over my dignity just to do it.
If I asked her, she might have done it with a fresh smile on her face, pulling the trigger without a second of hesitation.
Yeah… she probably would have killed me.
That thought comes out of nowhere, and I let out a dry, hollow laugh.
I don’t have the luxury of laughing out loud, though.
My vision blurs.
Shadows.
I see shadows.
They’re shaking back and forth.
What is it?
Two? Three?
I don’t know.
I try to move my mouth as much as I can.
The only thing I manage to say sounds like either “save me” or “kill me.”
I’m not sure which it was.
I don’t even know myself.
.
 .
 .
 .
 .
A strange ceiling.
I turn my head.
There’s a mirror.
I see a body.
It’s intact.
My face is intact.
My white hair is still here, stained with a lifeless dullness.
My face is framed by an annoyingly flashy, over-designed school uniform.
Lifeless lips.
Dark circles under my eyes.
And at the edge of it all —
A crooked smile.
“Ha… ha.”
Chapter 13
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All I can do is laugh.
Well, isn’t it ridiculous?
To think I’m still alive and breathing like this.
This shatters the absolute premise I had in my mind.
The belief that I was contemplating my own death and that I could, at any moment, let go of my own life through sheer force of will.
Not that I ever truly believed it with absolute certainty.
What was that shadow I faintly saw in the bathtub?
Not that I’m particularly curious.
But, but… One thing is certain — it saved me.
A shiver runs through my body.
Sunlight filters in through the window, filling the room and prickling my skin with warmth.
With this much sunlight, it feels like my skin should be turning a slight reddish hue, but this pale skin of mine seems to have no such intention.
Even when I impulsively stabbed my wrist, swept up in a surge of emotion, I didn’t feel anything at the time.
But when the pain started to flood in and my body’s reflex to escape that pain triggered a small, unintended mistake, it seemed to awaken a desire for life I didn’t even know I had.
Now, here I am, still breathing.
A wet bed, the smell of disinfectant, the stench of blood.
On the bed, crimson stains have bloomed and scattered like flower petals.
The smell… I hate it.
But seriously, why is my body so… fine?
Gurgle.
Maybe it’s not so “fine” after all — my stomach growls.
“…Ah, I’m hungry.”
My throat feels so dry it’s startling.
It’s so dry that I can barely get a proper sound out of my mouth.
I had been lying in the bathtub, unable to even stand up, desperately drinking in water. Did I lose that much blood?
But if that were the case, then why is there not a single wound on my body?
I run my bone-dry hands over my neck, feeling around, then absentmindedly rub my perfectly fine wrist.
Not a single hole. This is kind of indecent.
What am I even thinking?
Looking around, I see my familiar, unremarkable room.
Dragging my heavy feet, I head for the sink to get a drink of water.
Maybe I twisted my leg while flailing around in the bathtub?
My left leg is swollen and red, and with every step I take, the pain is bad enough to make me almost collapse.
Limping along, I somehow manage to reach the sink, turn on the faucet, and start drinking.
I didn’t even think to use a cup.
My throat was burning with dryness, so I just drank straight from the tap.
If I’d seen a cup, I would’ve used it, but it wasn’t in plain sight, was it?
As the cold water hits my empty stomach, it stings a little, but that’s a secondary issue.
The important thing is — I’m alive.
By some miracle, I’m alive.
When I opened my eyes, I was lying in a blood-soaked bed, but aside from being hungry and thirsty, my body seems to be in pretty decent shape.
For some reason, I’m wearing my school uniform, even though I remember taking it off.
Well, maybe some creepy pervert decided to “save” me in exchange for a little dress-up game.
I mean, I’m small, light, and cute-looking, right? I probably make a pretty good doll for that kind of twisted play.
“Heheh.”
I laughed out loud because my own thoughts were so absurdly funny.
If someone saw me, they’d think I was completely insane.
Well, it’s not like any amount of speculation on my part is going to reveal anything useful.
My skin feels sticky. I should wash up.
Since my school uniform reeks of blood, I might as well wash it while I’m at it.
It’s already soaked anyway.
I step into the bathroom.
The bathtub is spotless.
No traces of blood, no smell.
If someone cleaned it, they did a thorough job, right down to scrubbing the floor.
Come to think of it, I had left the blade on the rack next to the tub.
Of course, they must’ve taken it.
Where did they put the gun, I wonder?
It’s the only thing that could really be called a “memento” that I have left.
Why didn’t I get rid of it in the first place?
Was it just because it was a gun?
Anyway, I turn on the water. Warm water cascades from above, soaking me from head to toe.
As the water hits me, red streams of blood slowly trickle down the drain.
It feels like I’m doing something wrong.
Showering fully clothed instead of properly undressing to wash myself.
The wet fabric clings to my body, and it feels a little too suggestive for comfort.
After cleaning myself thoroughly, I apply a bit of magic I’d picked up somewhere, creating a gust of hot air.
I never learned any “cleaning” magic, so all I can do is rinse with water and dry with warm air.
I feel a mix of dampness and dryness as I step out of the bathroom barefoot.
Then, a sharp pain pricks my foot.
Looking down, I see a shard of broken glass embedded in my sole.
I limp my way to the bed and sit down.
With my hand, I pull out the shard with ease.
It doesn’t hurt as much as I expected.
Maybe it’s because I’ve already been stabbed in the wrist once before.
Or maybe it’s because I once put a hole in my throat.
Either way, this level of pain feels almost trivial.
Thinking like this makes it sound like I’m bragging.
And there’s nothing more pathetic than someone boasting about something so meaningless.
I glance over at the crumpled piece of paper on the table.
I walk over and unfold it to check the contents, but the paper is scratched all over with deep marks, as if someone had gouged it with their nails.
The words are so obscured I can’t read them.
From the faint traces of the design and the elegant handwriting, it looks like it came from my family.
But who would send me a letter?
I don’t have any money, after all.
Who would send it?
Half-wit. Fool. It’s probably one of those two.
If that’s the case, it’s probably not worth reading anyway.
With a sigh, I toss the paper back onto the table and drag myself over to the bed.
I’m so tired that I feel like I can’t do anything.
Honestly, if I just lay here like this, I might die without even trying.
Maybe I’m already in a coma and dreaming right now.
If I could, I’d stay in this lucid dream forever, lost in a world of my own happiness.
As long as I don’t scream out that “this is a dream,” the world will keep running as if nothing is wrong, right up until I disappear.
I close my eyes for just a moment.
When I open them again, the sky has gone black, as if mocking the fiery red sunset that had once screamed in desperation before sinking below the horizon.
The moon now hangs in the sky, laughing brightly.
I glance at the clock — it’s about 9 PM.
And I’m still in my room.
On the wall hangs the family portrait I had once shredded to pieces in a fit of rage.
Even so, it’s still taped back together and hanging there.
On top of my wardrobe sits the fancy plate, engraved with the family crest, a “gift” from the family traitor.
At one point, I cherished that thing.
The wardrobe doors are wide open. Inside, I see all the fancy dresses and clothing I once tore apart in a fit of hysteria.
Beneath them are fragile glass ornaments, still unbroken.
Jewels I once considered throwing out the window or flushing down the toilet still glimmer in their original brilliance.
It doesn’t seem like anyone has been in my room.
If someone had tried to restore all this, there would have been some trace of it left behind.
Or maybe someone opened up my skull and is showing me hallucinations.
My head right now feels like it’s filled with cheesy movie poster taglines.
“Where does reality end, and where does fiction begin?”
But it’s not some deep philosophical question like “Do humans truly exist?”
No, I genuinely have no idea what’s going on.
Come to think of it, everything about this is absurd.
A drunk who lived drowning in alcohol, too broke to afford a stay at a mental hospital.
I remember vaguely trying to call for help once — 1577… 01… something? What was it? And what was the name of that facility, anyway?
My memory feels like it’s getting fuzzier.
Anyway, imagine calling some random counselor one day and telling them this:
“I woke up one morning and found myself in the body of a ruined noble family’s villainess straight out of a novel. The life that followed was so full of suffering and worthlessness that I became buried in despair and tried to end it all. But now time has rewound, and I’m back again!”
Who would believe that?
They’d just think it’s the ramblings of a lunatic.
They’d probably tell me to contact the Mental Health Center or the Suicide Prevention Hotline and offer me some platitudes about hope.
And then I’d hang up, pretending to be “grateful for their help.”
Damn it.
They’d probably think I’m mocking them too.
The problem is, there’s no phone here.
Ugh, why am I even bothering to think so hard about this?
None of it is going to solve anything anyway.
Sigh.
So, what is this? One of those cliché stories where you die and then time rewinds?
Cliché, meaningless, cruel, and ultimately just something to torture me.
If that’s the case, they shouldn’t have let me realize this is a “story” in the first place.
At least then, there’d be a bit of thrill or suspense.
I glance at the mirror again.
A girl stares back at me, looking bewildered.
Her expression eventually fades, and she returns to her usual cold, expressionless face.
Her eyes, which had momentarily flickered with a spark of confusion, slowly lost their light and turned icy cold again.
I’m hungry.
I open the drawer where I used to stash a ton of chocolate, and sure enough, it’s packed full of chocolate.
There are even kinds I’ve never seen before since becoming “this girl.”
Right next to it, I checked the drawer where coffee beans were usually stored.
It’s half-filled with ground coffee, just as I expected.
Instead of dwelling on thoughts like “Am I back?” or “Did I return?”, I prioritize something far more urgent — eating.
More than hunger, it feels like a desperate need to survive.
The taste of premium chocolate after so long, along with a cup of coffee, is absolutely divine.
It soothes my mind and brings a brief sense of happiness.
But that happiness doesn’t last long.
This isn’t a “return after death” situation.
I just fell back into a slightly earlier point in time.
I realize it as soon as I see Evan standing in front of my door with a furious look on his face.
He’s wearing the exact same clothes he wore on that day.
Holding the same book.
Wearing the same expression.
It’s the same day I slapped Vivian across the face.
Chapter 14
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“I heard you slapped Vivian today.”
“Up until now, no matter what you did, at least you didn’t cross the line, so I let it slide…”
With his voice lowered in an uncharacteristically stern tone, Evan speaks with an air of anger.
I cut him off before he could finish.
I didn’t want to hear it.
Besides, he’s just a self-righteous scholar who knows nothing beyond magic. He’s not exactly scary.
“Yeah, today. Was it today?”
“Come in already. Stop lingering at the door like you’ve got nowhere to be.”
The word “lingering” must have struck a nerve.
The veins in Evan’s temple bulged, visibly pulsing with his rising anger.
But since he’s always mindful of “propriety”, he lowered his head slightly when I opened the door and stepped inside.
I pull out a guest chair for him and place a cup in front of it.
I grab a small white tea strainer and add just the right amount of tea leaves.
Oh, there’s tea here.
Strange how my hands move on their own like it’s a reflex.
After placing the strainer into the cup, I conjure some hot water using magic and pour it in.
A soft, grassy aroma rises as the water slowly turns a pale greenish-blue.
It’s kind of ironic.
Am I like that too?
The pristine white strainer clings tightly to the tea leaves, and the fresh, vibrant green of the leaves seeps out, leaving them dark, dull, and lifeless.
“Drink. It’s still hospitality, after all.”
“Do you think I came here to have tea with you?”
“If you enter someone’s room with their permission and they offer you something, basic courtesy dictates that you accept it with a smile and a thank you.”
“Wow, you’re full of good lines today. So, tell me — is it also proper etiquette to slap the face of a commoner you don’t like?”
“Technically speaking, Vivian isn’t a commoner. She’s the daughter of a knight.”
“That’s not the point. The point is that you used your status to crush her.”
The real issue is that she touched me first.
Touching someone’s body without consent isn’t just rude — if the genders were reversed, it would be a crime.
I remember thinking that back then.
But I didn’t bother to say it out loud this time.
Maybe it’s because I’ve experienced this conversation once before.
The first time, we argued like it was life or death, but now it feels like a worn-out script.
Evan, on the other hand, probably doesn’t feel the same way.
“So, what did you come here to do, Evan? To scold me? To preach to me about how I shouldn’t have done that to precious Vivian?”
“Not scold — criticize. Because no matter what I say, you won’t admit you’re wrong, nor will you try to change.”
And why should I?
I have no reason or justification to do so.
What’s strange is that, even though this is clearly the second time I’m experiencing this moment, nothing about the conversation feels any different.
If that’s the case, then won’t everything that happens from here on be the same too?
If so, am I just trapped in this loop of time forever?
I can’t even run away.
If that’s the case, I might as well savor what little I can get from it.
A cup of half-decent tea and a block of “luxury” chocolate that tastes so bitter I can’t even tell if it’s good — that’s all I can hope for.
But no, that’s not enough.
“You’re right.”
I raise my cup and take a sip of tea.
The warmth seeps into me, easing the coldness that’s been lodged in my chest.
I won’t change. No, I can’t change.
My body and mind were conditioned into this machine-like state by both the obsessive training I received from birth and the strict education that followed.
When I think back to when I was once a brawny man with no regard for etiquette, it’s almost laughable how deeply ingrained this obsession with “order” and “control” is in this girl’s body and mind.
“But still, Evan, do you really need to criticize me like this? Is it worth souring each other’s mood just to make a point?”
“Hah, you sound just like the Duke of Mecklenburg.”
‘Why bother with the lower classes?’ ‘Why bother controlling unscrupulous merchants?’
He’d say the same thing, even when it was obvious that the family would be in danger if we didn’t.
Hearing you now, you’re exactly like him.
“Father is a rational man.”
“And I’m the one who slapped your beloved Vivian, causing her pain and even upsetting you.”
If we’re playing the “personal attacks” game, is the best strategy to insult someone’s parents and family?
If so, Evan is a pro.
“By now, he’s probably already dead, haha.”
“Rational? Please. He’s so stuck in the past that he never even considered changing anything. That’s why the whole disaster at the mine happened.”
Even after I asked him to only insult me directly and not drag others into it, Evan ignored me.
He always does.
He crosses the line so easily, trampling over it like it’s nothing.
I thought that after all these years of friendship — or maybe I was the only one who saw it that way — that we had built something.
Trust, maybe. Or perhaps, love.
But was it all just a delusion on my part?
Or was I just blinded by love in the most literal sense?
“What’s your plan, Evan? You’re gonna marry me or something? If you love Vivian so much, you should marry her. If not, then stay out of my family’s business.”
Evan lets out a short, dry laugh, followed by a sneer.
“How could I stay out of it? We’re tied up in too many ways.”
“Well, you’re the one clinging to it. The rest of us could do just fine without you. Isn’t it about time to get rid of that circus act you call the Order of Knights? Those gluttonous money-eaters are still around, forcing the commoners to break their backs to maintain that ridiculous sideshow. If our trade network collapses, I guess you’ll finally have to shut down your precious circus.”
Evan grits his teeth.
He glares at me with eyes so sharp it feels like he might leap up and strangle me on the spot.
But unlike that day, his voice doesn’t rise.
No screaming, no slapping, no crying.
Instead, we sit like this, calmly strangling each other with words.
“I know it’s a problem. But I also know that we can’t lose sight of our roots, nor can we abandon our honor. If it becomes too much, then we’ll just downsize it. Simple.”
“Spoken like the Duke of Strelitz. He always says that, doesn’t he? ‘Oh, yes, it’s a problem, but if it gets worse, we’ll just reduce it.’ And look where that got him.”
“Don’t compare me to my father.”
Evan despises his father.
When most people picture an insufferable old geezer, Evan pictures his father.
“I’m not comparing you to him. I’m saying you’re acting just like him.”
A brief silence settles over us.
I close my eyes.
Evan clenches his fists, his hands trembling as he fights to contain his anger.
Eventually, he pulls a handkerchief from his pocket and dabs his forehead.
Despite his efforts, the red flush on his face deepens as blood rushes to his head.
After downing a cup of tea, he opens his mouth again.
“Maybe it’s in your blood. You complain about your father all the time, but you follow in his footsteps just the same. You look down on others, create cliques, and stir up trouble for no reason.”
I stare at him, my expression as blank as ever, and I refill his empty cup with fresh tea.
“I love my father. He’s a good man. But I’m not sure about ‘following in his footsteps’ like you say.”
“Oh, right. Your good old father — too ‘dignified’ to ever lay a hand on a commoner’s face, wasn’t he?”
Considering my father’s personality, that might actually be true.
Not because of morals or respect, but because he wouldn’t want to dirty himself by touching them.
He wouldn’t touch you either, Evan.
He’d avoid you like a plague victim.
He’s practically a germophobe — so much so that it’s tempting to call him a “patient” instead of a “duke.”
“A slap, huh? Well, Vivian grabbed me first. But I guess that little detail doesn’t matter to you, does it?”
It was a muttered thought more than anything, but Evan catches it.
His face twists into a scowl.
“If you’re going to say something, then say it properly.”
“Instead of using words like ‘criticism’ or ‘reprimand,’ how about you just admit you’re here to ‘mess with me’? We both know it. No matter what happens, no matter how many problems there are, we both know why they can’t be fixed. We’re just wasting each other’s time, draining each other’s energy. Like chasing after pointless concepts like ‘honor’ and ‘legacy’ that don’t mean a damn thing anymore.”
“How dare you say that. You know why our family has to act this way.”
“Of course I do. I almost had to attach that ‘useless family name’ to my own. I know it all too well.”
“You…!”
“You look like your beautiful, late mother. I’ll give you that. You also look like your father. And, at times, you remind me of my own father too.”
“Whenever I met you as a child, I used to think you were like some terrifying fusion of the three. A collection of all their worst traits rolled into one person.”
Evan’s face turns red, then pale, then back to red.
His mouth twists into a sneer, and his voice rises.
“Must have been so hard for you, huh? Sharing space with this ‘collection of flaws’ for all those years.”
“Of course it was hard. In the beginning, I only met you because Father told me to.”
“Right, your family’s so high and mighty. So high and mighty that your dear brother is probably just counting down the days until his head gets chopped off in prison.”
The first time I heard those words, I snapped.
I screamed. I cried. I fought with Evan like a wild animal.
I had no idea what had happened back then — just that my brother was locked up somewhere.
 Not knowing drove me mad with anxiety.
And when I heard Evan say that, it felt like the thread holding all my tangled emotions together had finally snapped.
But hearing it for the second time now…
There’s no rage.
No tears, no desperate screams.
All I feel is this dull, hollow emptiness.
My mind goes blank.
It feels like the focus in my eyes is fading, like my pupils have lost their anchor.
Everything in front of me blurs.
I stare vaguely in Evan’s direction and speak.
“Is that so? I don’t know. Anyway, Evan, how about you stop wasting time and get out of my room.”
“Erica. I only came here because you slapped Vivian. All you had to do was apologize. That’s it. Just walk up to her and say, ‘I’m sorry for slapping you.’ If you’d done that, we wouldn’t be here having this stupid argument. The three of us used to get along so well. What the hell happened to you? Why did you change so much?”
Change?
Really?
Me?
I’m the one who changed?
How ridiculous.
If anyone changed, it was Evan.
He fell in love with Vivian, and now it’s like nothing else exists for him. Doesn’t matter what’s beside him or behind him — he doesn’t see it anymore.
“Stop pretending you don’t know.”
“…”
“You know exactly what’s wrong. You know it better than anyone.”
“It’s me. I’m the problem. I’m just… tired of it all.”
“Don’t worry, though. I’m not going to drag our families into this mess. It’s already over. Everything’s over. There’s nothing left.”
“There’s nothing left for me, and you… You should just hold hands with Vivian and go have a nice, happy life together. You still have so much, after all.”
He doesn’t know.
Evan doesn’t know.
He doesn’t realize that, by now, my family has probably already crumbled into a pile of dust.
He probably just thinks I’m spouting the shallow, melodramatic nonsense of a naive, emotional girl. He’ll brush it off as childish whining.
It would be nice if that were true.
But I know what comes next.
I’ll be isolated.
The kids who used to flatter me and cling to me will start tossing trash and spit in my direction.
Living from here on out will be like walking on broken glass.
No support. No reason. No purpose.
“No reason, huh…”
I mumble to myself, feeling the words linger in the air.
Evan twitches.
His eyes narrow, and he steps back like he just saw something unsettling.
“Erica, about your family… I didn’t mean—”
“Evan, get out. It’s not exactly good for your reputation to be hanging around a girl’s dorm this late at night, is it?”
“….”
“We got carried away with our words. I’m sorry for bringing up family matters, and I’m sorry for saying things that went too far.”
“I’ll apologize to Vivian. If it’s possible, I’ll apologize to her properly.”
“So just… leave. Please.”
I let out a long, slow sigh at the end, my voice dragging as I finished the sentence.
Evan stares at me for a moment, his face twisted with hesitation and something close to guilt.
Then, he bites his lower lip hard. So hard it looks like he might draw blood.
With heavy, stomping footsteps, he finally leaves the room.
The sound of the door closing echoes sharply, followed by the fading thud of his steps down the hall.
I glance at the table.
There’s the half-empty teacup and the scraps of chocolate left behind.
I start cleaning it up, wiping the table and tidying up the cups.
My eyes flick toward the mirror on the wall.
A girl with a blank, emotionless face stares back at me.
Her face is cold, expressionless.
But tears are streaming down her cheeks.
I rub a hand across my face, dragging it down slowly as if to wipe away my exhaustion.
The tears have stopped.
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He saw it.
There was a student named Evan, whose age made it unclear whether to call him a boy or a young man.
He had a body that was quite sturdy compared to his peers and a mind that far surpassed not only his age group but also most others around him.
And as soon as this person entered a certain room and stepped into the bathroom, the first thought that came to his well-functioning mind was to curse his own intelligence.
The second thought was the realization that today would probably be the most terrible day of his life.
Evan recalled it.
The girl was dead.
The girl he had a big fight with not long ago was dead.
The girl who had declared that family lineage, honor, and the like were petty, worthless, and useless was dead.
The girl who, just moments ago, had been talking with Vivian and him as if everything were normal was dead.
The girl who had that faintly blurry smile but somehow always made it feel like she was sneering, which left him feeling uncomfortable, was dead.
The foolish girl who had once blown away his head — no, more accurately, nearly took off his neck — was now lying there, dying.
She would die soon, and although he didn’t know what might happen next, that was the situation.
Evan recalled it.
A little… no, that’s not right. Quite… no, that’s still not it.
It was a deeply shocking event. It’s hard to put into words.
When something like this happens, it’s hard to tell whether it’s reality or a dream.
Why?
Why did something like this have to happen?
She had just been talking and laughing like everything was normal.
Although, thinking about it, maybe she wasn’t entirely fine.
Still, she was alive.
She did seem a bit empty, and she looked like she had given up on something.
But I thought she had just given up on trying to get between Vivian and me.
I didn’t think she had given up on life.
You told me, didn’t you? You said I ripped you to shreds with words because I hated you.
But I don’t hate you.
And you… you were the same, weren’t you? You acted like you liked me while tearing me to pieces with just words.
Maybe, as you said, we shouldn’t have fought.
Because we knew too much about each other. Because we could easily guess each other’s thoughts.
Because we knew all too well what kind of wounds each of us carried and which words would hurt the most.
Anyway, if someone were to ask how this half-grown young man named Evan ended up witnessing the death of a girl…
It was because three men, along with Lydia — no, maybe it was one of the underlings Erica used to harass Vivian — came looking for him.
Perhaps they had been wandering around asking random people if they knew anyone who could use healing magic.
One of them, with a panicked face, ran over to him and urgently asked him to follow.
At first, he was going to refuse, but the desperation — or maybe it was the urgency — on their face made him decide to follow them.
Their face was stiff, but the shock on it was a persuasive expression in itself.
The slightly rough-looking, muscular men had swords hanging at their waists. Judging by that, they were knights… no, these days, they called them cadets, didn’t they?
After all, the era of knights riding horses and wearing armor on the battlefield was long over.
Regardless, the two of them grumbled that they had gotten caught up in something unnecessary, saying things like, “We just followed Lydia because she told us to, and now look at this mess.”
The place where they brought Evan was Erica’s room.
As soon as they opened the door and he took a step inside, the sound of splashing echoed.
Looking down, he saw that the room was filled with slightly red water.
At the same time, the stench of blood hit him like a wave.
He wanted to deny it, but he realized it right away — this was the smell of blood.
He had known the scent of the red liquid that flowed from the human body since he was very young.
Drip. Drip. Drip.
Water was overflowing from the bathtub.
And inside the bathtub, something that had once been breathing was convulsing, causing the red water to spill over.
“…Ah.”
Legs that were unnaturally stiff and straight.
A white garment, soaked and clinging to the bare skin beneath.
On the left wrist, there was a wound from which red blood flowed, as if paint had been splattered.
Turning his head slightly, he saw a blade stained with a sticky black smudge, as though something viscous had been smeared on it.
In the water, there was a handgun with gold embellishments and an ivory grip, the very same one that Erica had once proudly shown off, saying it was a gift from her father.
Looking at her open mouth, there was a large hole at the back of her throat.
And behind it, as if flour had been thrown and burst into the air, the red spray of blood was vividly spread out.
Her eyes were unnaturally wide open, looking just like the lifeless eyes of a dead fish.
Her cheeks, which always seemed pale due to her poor complexion, now looked devoid of any color at all.
He immediately raised his right hand, placed his fingers on her wrist, and used a detection spell to sense even the faintest pulse.
And at that moment, Erica was still alive.
“Hey, Erica.”
He wrapped his hand in a light recovery spell and brought it to her wrist.
But the magic did not take effect.
“Open your eyes. Come on, say something. I’d even be fine if you told me you’d rather I just die. Just… open your eyes…”
There were two possible reasons why the spell wasn’t working.
One was that Erica was already dead, but he didn’t want to accept it, so he tricked himself into thinking her faint pulse was real.
The other was that Erica had already given up on life entirely and let it all go.
The wound was so painful that she didn’t even think, “I wish it would close.”
Even so, he continued to use the recovery spell.
Then, for a moment, her eyes moved slightly before freezing in place.
Her mouth, which had often spit harsh words at him and struggled to form any sort of expression, was now smiling brightly.
“Don’t… don’t smile.”
Evan’s legs gave out, and he collapsed backward, landing on his rear.
Even so, he couldn’t tear his gaze away from Erica’s face.
Her hollow eyes and smiling mouth. Her dark circles, pale skin, and the bright red blood blooming behind her.
That image made it clear.
It was proof that Erica would never again cry in front of him.
She would never again accept an apple from him, eat bread together, and smile like they once did.
She would never again hurl insults at him, exchanging hurtful words and letting their anger simmer between them.
She would never again show him that familiar hollow expression of hers, even as she longed for love but always pretended otherwise.
The boy had thought he knew it all too well.
He had spent so much time with the girl, so how could he not have known? Thoughts like that ran through his mind.
And at the very least, the possibility that the girl might die had never once crossed his mind.
He knew that the burn on the inside of her mouth wasn’t from hot water but from direct contact with fire.
He knew that she’d always hated pain and would immediately whine for someone to use healing magic on her.
But he’d become so lost in the illusion of normalcy and drenched in the ink of love that he’d failed to notice how things around them had changed.
Before they’d grown apart at the academy, before they’d heard the news that Erica’s brother had been executed — back then, she had been a bright, cheerful, and tireless girl. She was more charming than anyone else, and he knew that better than anyone.
“I… I don’t want you to die. Why… No, I can’t even put it into words. Ah… ugh.”
He placed his hand on his chest.
If Erica had been alive, she might have blushed, feeling embarrassed.
After all, her white clothes, soaked with water, were clinging to her body, revealing her form as if she were naked.
But if he’d told her it was necessary to use healing magic, she would have nodded, quietly enduring her embarrassment.
But there was no Erica anymore.
Her heart had already stopped.
His entire body lost its strength.
Had he used up all his magical power?
He didn’t care if he could never use magic again. If only he could bring Erica back to life.
Regardless of the relationship between men and women, Erica was the only person he had ever truly opened his heart to. She was his only friend.
Perhaps he had done something terribly cruel. No, he knew he had.
He had known for a long time that the affection Erica felt for him wasn’t just friendship — it was something a little different.
Perhaps that’s why he had been drawn to Vivian, since she gave him a fresh, unfamiliar feeling, unlike the familiarity he felt with Erica.
“Thinking like this, I’m such trash…”
No, maybe it’s not just “like” trash. Maybe he was trash.
He’d never tried to understand what Erica was doing, how she was living, or what she was thinking. He had only run away.
And Lydia — had Lydia really treated a child from a broken noble family with any kindness?
Bringing two strong men to a girl’s room at this hour didn’t seem very wholesome.
Evan’s thoughts wandered to these conclusions.
Then he recalled his own words and actions toward Erica, comparing himself to them, and sighed deeply. He sat down on the water-thinned bloodstained floor.
At some point, the sun had set.
He glanced around Erica’s room.
There was nothing in it.
There were no items, no furniture, not even a single picture that might mark it as a girl’s room.
But the last time he’d visited, it had been a room filled with Erica’s personal touches, one that anyone could tell belonged to her.
“So this is where you’ve been living, huh.”
There was no reply.
The people who’d brought Evan to this room had long since left.
The only sound was the plip-plop of water overflowing and spilling.
“I’m sorry.”
He buried his head in his knees and murmured words of apology that no one would hear.
“I’m sorry.”
If an arrogant noble bowed his head and apologized, there were many problems in the world that could be solved.
But what could be accomplished by speaking to a lifeless object? It wouldn’t hear, wouldn’t understand.
So, in the end, the boy’s apology was nothing more than a hollow echo, heard by no one.
That’s why Evan remembered.
He should have apologized.
But since the chance to do so had vanished completely, he was left with nothing but despair.
“I’m… sorry. But even so, this is just too much…”
He almost voiced the word “cruel” but swallowed it back down.
His mouth tasted bitter, more so than after drinking the strong coffee that Erica had often enjoyed.
And so, the words that slipped out were simple, matching the situation with just three syllables.
“I’m sorry.”
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“I didn’t want to fight with Evan.”
Then how is this any different from before?
They should’ve sent me back a little earlier.
Like before Vivian held my hand, or even just yesterday.
Well, I guess I should be glad there’s plenty of coffee.
Even without buying any, I can get an endless supply with just a single pull of the trigger.
Talk about a creative economy.
To be honest, I never want to do that again.
It hurt too much.
It wasn’t just the physical pain — the miserable sensation was even worse.
I tried to fool myself with all kinds of hollow, empty, and despair-filled reasons for giving up on life, but the moment I drove the blade into my arm, I knew it wasn’t right.
So instead of looking for a second option called “life,” I searched for something that looked less painful — maybe something that could end it all instantly, like a firearm.
When it comes to killing people, gunpowder weapons have always been perfect.
But I’d realized that even if you have a gun, if you’re stupid, you’ll still fail to use it properly.
Well, it looks like I succeeded in dying in the end.
People say that when you’re about to die, your life flashes before your eyes, and it makes you want to live again. But in my case, it wasn’t just that I wanted to survive — I wanted to live a decent and happy life.
But what’s the point of surviving just to see a world that’s no different from before, one that makes you think dying might’ve been the better option?
There’s this fool named Sisyphus from Greek mythology.
He angered the arrogant gods and was punished to push a boulder up a mountain.
Every time he reached the summit, the boulder would roll back down, and he’d have to push it up again.
No matter how hard he worked, it was an endless, hopeless cycle.
I’m just like him. After giving up on that repetitive life, I ended up being punished by some unknown force.
An indescribable punishment that forced me to pour all of myself into an impossible, fruitless task.
To escape from reality, I voiced my thoughts aloud.
“Should I just head to class now?
Lydia’s probably already laying the groundwork to make my life miserable.
After that, I’ll get bullied, hole up in my room, and it’ll be the same cycle all over again.”
But after dying, I realized something.
Apparently, I really hate being alone.
I hate being lonely, isolated, and ignored by everyone around me.
That’s probably why, even though I denied it, I felt happy when Vivian came to see me.
No one else ever paid attention to me.
Even Evan, despite having his reasons, never came to see me.
But Vivian did.
“Heh.”
A small laugh escaped me.
If I’d never entered this little lady’s body, I wonder what would’ve happened.
If that had been the case, people would’ve just remembered that there was once a girl named Erica, and the only trace she’d leave behind in the world would be a bit of darkness in the hearts of Evan and Vivian.
Nothing like this would’ve happened, and the world would’ve moved on with Vivian’s love story taking center stage.
I keep drinking coffee.
Whenever the urge arises, I’d briefly head to the bathroom before coming back to drink more.
The slight dizziness from the spinning in my head was almost pleasant. I liked the drowsiness it brought.
Before I knew it, morning had arrived.
I brushed my messy hair roughly, grabbed a random book, and headed to class.
I opened the door, put on my shoes, walked down the hallway, descended the stairs, and made my way to the classroom.
The world, which had always seemed to be in a dull monotone, now looked as if it had a hint of color.
No matter how harsh life gets, maybe this is why people seek out little pleasures.
Even when life is unbearable, sitting in a comfy chair, drinking a cup of coffee, and eating a snack you like can ease the stress, if only a little.
When I entered the classroom, Lydia approached me with a friendly smile.
“Good morning, Lady Erica!”
“…Yeah, good morning.”
“By the way, have you heard the news?”
If I ask what news, she’s going to say, “The Duke had an accident!” and use it as an excuse to mess with me.
“Yeah, I’ve heard.”
“Hmm, is that so.”
By the way, young lady, you’re well aware that I’ve never really respected you from the bottom of my heart, right?”
While I grabbed a desk, pulled out a chair, and placed a book on top to settle into my seat, Lydia followed me, tossing out words one by one.
“I’m aware.”
“Then you must also know that if the Duke passes away and your backing crumbles, I’ll no longer show you any respect, right?”
Hearing that, I was momentarily stunned before Lydia tossed a piece of paper trash at me with a flick.
It’s that childish way of bullying — the kind where you bother people in subtle, annoying, and petty ways during class when the teacher’s not looking.
If you put up with it for too long, it gradually escalates.
It may seem childish, but it’s quite effective.
It’s the kind of petty prank that’s too trivial to get properly angry about.
“…Yeah, I suppose so.”
“Why are you accepting it so calmly? Are you perhaps not even a legitimate child…”
Slap.
The sound of a palm striking a cheek echoed.
At the same time, Lydia’s head snapped to the side.
“How about you shut your mouth? It’s starting to stink in here.”
“Ha, well. I’ll keep it in mind.
Seems like you still haven’t grasped reality, so I suppose I’ll have to help you understand.”
I’ve grasped reality far too well.
Maybe that’s why I’m acting like this.
If I show any sign of weakness, they’ll tear into that weakness under the guise of concern, and the scars left behind will ache for a long time.
I thought I’d been betrayed, but looking back, it’s clear you were just doing what you’ve always done.
You only started acting like this because the person above you disappeared, and now you’re free to act as you please.
You’re probably enjoying trampling on the former master you never liked.
“What’s next? The Duke dies, the family collapses, no one’s there to clean it up, and the household either fractures from internal strife or gets swallowed up by the imperial family?”
Hearing my words, Lydia’s face stiffened, and the cracks in her smiling face grew larger.
“You know all that, yet you still act like this?”
“If I borrow your words, yes. Nothing’s going to change, after all.”
“Suit yourself, young lady.
You don’t have to pretend to be so strong, you know. Haha.”
“Is it really just pretending?”
“Yes.”
Lydia naturally interpreted my actions as mere pretense.
But if you think about it simply, I’m just writhing after being stepped on.
Once class started and roll was called, only the students who actually cared about learning paid attention.
Since time kept repeating, I didn’t have much interest in it anymore.
After all, it’s just more stories about how great some ancient figures were. As long as you know the achievements of your own family’s ancestors, that’s more than enough in this world.
Once class ended, I figured Lydia wouldn’t bother me today, so I took the money I’d stashed in my pocket and headed for the food district.
Even if they rounded up all the students, they’re still nobles, so their spending habits are pretty generous.
The food served at the free dining hall isn’t bad, but most of them feel too proud to go there.
When I’m out of money, I’ll have to use that place, but I’ve never actually gone because Lydia would always send kids to block me from eating.
Anyway, that’s why there’s a whole street filled with high-end restaurants on the academy grounds.
Thanks to the kids’ prideful upbringing and their parents’ indulgence, pocket money pooled together to create demand, and where there’s demand, supply naturally follows.
When I arrived at the dining area, I spotted some familiar faces.
The crown prince I’d seen in passing before, Vivian, whose cheek still had a faint red mark, Evan, a quiet-looking man, and one unfamiliar woman.
Vivian looked behind her and our eyes met for a moment.
I immediately averted my gaze and turned away, pretending not to notice.
After what happened yesterday, she wouldn’t approach me just to say hello, right?
Please, I hope that’s the case.
Fortunately, it seemed like only Vivian noticed me, so there shouldn’t be any problems.
I keep running away.
In the end, I ran here and there, fleeing over and over again, only to end up with a pathetic death in a bathtub.
Now, even the final choice has been taken away from me.
What should I do?
What am I supposed to do now?
What’s going to happen to me from here on out?
Why? Why does it have to be me?
Shaking off the tangled mess of thoughts in my head, I step into a random restaurant.
As soon as I enter, the smell of meat hits me.
“…Ugh.”
A wave of nausea rises, and I quickly turn around, fleeing back to my room.
Just like always.
Just like I used to do before I became this young lady.
I brew a cup of coffee and pop a piece of chocolate into my mouth.
If I eat something, at least I can stave off hunger for a while.
“Tastes awful.”
The chocolate tastes even more bitter than the lingering aroma of coffee.
I chewed it for a long time before finally spitting it out.
A maid will probably come by to clean it up at some point.
They could’ve at least added a ton of sugar.
Well, at least it’s not red, so I guess it’s fine.
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After eating a lot of coffee and chocolate, time passed quickly.
Normally, I’d be stubbornly seated in the classroom, but this time, I gave up early.
“What should I do? This is fun in its own way, but it’s starting to get boring.”
If you keep eating chocolate, you’re bound to get sick of it eventually.
Especially if it’s that fancy, needlessly bitter chocolate made to suit the tastes of nobles as an after-meal treat.
The sun has completely set.
If I leave the window open, I’d sometimes hear the sounds of children laughing or birds chirping, but now there’s nothing.
Everyone’s asleep.
Alone in this closed room, I strip off my clothes, revealing my bare body.
Then I walk into the bathroom.
“Ugh.”
As the soles of my bare feet touch the bathroom floor, a faint chill runs up my spine.
I reach out and touch the part of the tub where the back of my neck had rested.
“Is this where I misfired?
If I’m going to do it, maybe I should just do it in one go.”
Mixing two different methods and making a mess of it — that’s probably why it ended up as a painful death.
If I’d just blown my head off in one go, there wouldn’t have been any problems.
Dignity? What dignity?
A corpse is just a lump of meat.
Even if I’m thinking like this now, this body probably wouldn’t accept such thoughts.
I fill the bathtub with warm water.
Then I get up and look at myself in the mirror.
I don’t feel much embarrassment or shame.
Even if I remember who I used to be, what kind of person I was, or how I used to think, when I look at this form, I have no choice but to accept it.
A healthy — no, maybe a bit frail — but still functional body. Silvery hair with a hint of vitality. Pale skin and lifeless eyes that seem too dull to focus properly.
A modest chest and slightly curved hips with no particularly striking features.
I wondered if there’d be something different after taking off my clothes, but it’s just this.
No visible scars or traces of magical residue, the kind that’s supposed to form when exposed to strong magic.
I run my hands over different parts of my body.
The soft texture and sensation of touch confirm it.
I’m alive.
After gazing at this girl’s naked reflection in the mirror for a while, I finally realize that the bathtub is now full of water.
I step into the warm tub and close my eyes.
Before I knew it, I’d fallen asleep.
.
.
.
.
.
Good morning! A powerful and strong morning! If you ask me, I—
Let’s stop. I was trying to start with some fun self-talk, but nothing’s coming to mind.
The attempt to escape from this gloomy, depressing mood has sunken deep into the bottom of my mind.
“Ah, I don’t want to go.”
Since my eyes are open, it’s probably morning.
Thanks to staying in the bathtub for hours, my body feels sluggish.
I feel a little dizzy, too.
Oddly enough, my skin isn’t wrinkled at all.
Only a few droplets of water remain, clinging to it.
I get out of the bathtub.
A slight wave of dizziness hits me.
“Ouch.”
Then, I lost my balance and fell.
It seems I twisted my ankle a little.
Well, it’s fine.
It’s just a little pain, nothing more.
I’d like to walk in a way that hurts less, but my body refuses to cooperate.
Moments like this make me feel a bit melancholic.
Still, I look in the mirror, tidy myself up as best I can, and put on my clothes.
After putting on my shoes, I head to the classroom, listening to the whispers of people around me as they stare.
Most of it’s the same. They’re talking about how my father’s dead, how the family’s fallen into ruin since the “traitor’s” head was cut off, how there’s no one left to support the family, and how maybe “that half-wit girl” might end up inheriting everything. They’re wondering what will become of me.
At first, every time I heard those whispers, my body would tremble slightly, but now I’ve gotten used to it.
I can brush it off as nothing now. I’d call that considerable progress.
When I enter the classroom, Lydia appears with that irritating face of hers, a slight sneer on her lips as she speaks to me.
“Oh, hmm. People sure do love talking about you, young lady.
What to do? Now, there’s not a single person in this academy who’s unaware of your unfortunate circumstances.”
“I’m aware.”
“You’re taking it pretty calmly. Considering how you flew into a rage when you lost Evan to that commoner girl, it’s a little surprising.”
“Even if I were to express my feelings to you or Vivian, what’s going to change?”
“True enough. Nothing’s going to change, and nothing’s going to change about what I’m about to do, either.
Young lady, I’ll come visit you later.
In difficult times like these, it’s important to get together with close friends and share our friendship!”
I want to tell her to go to hell, but this lady’s lips rarely utter curses unless she’s truly pushed into a corner.
That’s why it’s even more frustrating.
I can’t say what I want to say, I can’t move the way I want to move.
Sometimes, I feel like I’m trapped inside a pretty little etiquette doll.
It’s probably around 10 o’clock.
The teacher keeps glancing at me while teaching the class.
After some time, he announces that today’s lesson will end here and tells us to study on our own before heading off to lunch.
The kids in the classroom either return to their dorms or head out for a pleasant walk, wearing happy expressions.
Blending into the crowd, I try to slip away unnoticed, but I’m caught.
A boy I’ve never spoken to grabs my arm.
I try to pull away without saying a word, but my frail strength isn’t enough to break free.
Then Lydia approaches, leading her lackeys with an air of intimidation.
“Lady Erica, as noble as you are, don’t you think it’s a bit improper to run away?
If it were me, I’d be so embarrassed, haha.”
“Why not call it even? A group surrounding and intimidating an individual seems just as disgraceful.”
“You’ve got a sharp tongue, don’t you? Well, that’s only natural. Both you and I were raised learning to run our mouths.
But words that come from a powerless mouth without any backing authority or strength… They’re awfully pathetic, don’t you think?
Alright, you can let her go now.”
While we were talking, the kids surrounded me, making it impossible to escape.
The boy who’d been holding my arm left with a somewhat tired expression, but I’m far weaker than the average girl my age.
Just because one of them let go doesn’t mean I can get away.
And thanks to twisting my ankle this morning, running is out of the question, and even walking properly has its limits.
Well, I’m doomed.
“On the other hand, no matter how vicious the act, if you’ve got the right backing, it’s all fine and dandy.
That’s why I love power so much. Thanks to it, I can playfully mess with a lady who’s grown up so prettily.”
Lydia says that while tapping her lips mockingly with her fingers.
“Oh dear, I’ve let my true feelings slip. What should I do?
Hey, everyone, it seems the lady’s feeling a bit tired. Let’s give her some support.”
Her words were less “let’s support her” and more “let’s restrain her.” It felt like being dragged away by the police.
“Hmm, what should we do?
I can’t think of anything good.”
Lydia taps her chin with her finger for a while before asking me a question.
“Lady Erica, I’m curious. When you made a mistake as a child, what kind of punishment did you receive?”
“I’m not sure. I’ve never done anything wrong, so I wouldn’t know.”
It’s true.
Neither my father nor my mother ever punished me.
Hearing that, Lydia’s eyes curve into crescent shapes.
“Is that so? When I made mistakes as a child, my mother would lock me in a closet.
For a foolish little girl who doesn’t know her place, it’s a fitting punishment, wouldn’t you agree?”
“Ha, haha, haha.”
“What’s so funny?”
“It’s just funny. You wouldn’t get it even if I explained.”
Wouldn’t it be exhausting to live like that?
Running around like a bat, flitting from one place to another, seems awfully tiring.
Even picking and choosing whom to look down on seems like a lot of work.
But I guess it’s none of my business.
As expected, she doesn’t miss a single word or phrase, and she’ll gladly spit out the most unwanted words.
“You really don’t know your place, do you?
Then again, you’re handsome— Oh wait, I’m supposed to say ‘was handsome’ now, huh? Anyway, didn’t your dear brother lose his head for the same reason?”
Did my expression harden?
Lydia reached out, pinched the corners of my lips, and forced them upward.
“Staring like that is scary.
Smile, smile. Smiling makes life worth living, right?
Whether your family’s dead or your house has collapsed, you’ve got to smile to keep going.”
Lydia and her cronies drag me toward a locker.
A small, cramped locker that’s too short to stretch my legs.
My body starts trembling.
I’m scared.
Being confined has always been a source of terror for me.
And if it’s in a space so narrow that there’s no way to escape, it’s even worse.
The fear of being trapped is beyond imagination.
“Since I can’t find a closet, I’ll just have to use this.
Ahaha, don’t shake, don’t shake.
A small, cute girl like you will fit just fine.”
Lydia’s laughing face turns cold in an instant.
Her next words are only four syllables.
“Put her in.”
“No, I don’t want to.”
“What will you do if you refuse?”
I twist and squirm as much as I can, but I can’t budge.
The kids lift my body, fold me up, and shove me into the locker.
My face ends up buried in my knees as I’m forced into that cramped space.
Then the door shuts.
It’s dark, and I can’t move.
“You can’t do anything, can you?”
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“Young lady, just think of it as a childhood experience.
After all, you’re small, so at least you’ve got some extra space, right?”
At those words, the kids around me burst into laughter.
Whether they’re laughing to please Lydia or because they genuinely find it funny, I don’t know.
Even as I’m stuck in this cramped space, I twist and squirm, trying to get out.
The door opens just a crack.
Standing in front of me is Lydia, staring at me with a blank expression.
Then she shuts the door and starts pounding on it hard.
“Ah… ahh.”
The inside reverberates with a deafening echo, and nausea starts to rise.
My stomach churns violently.
Click, clack.
Then I hear a sound from outside, like something being locked in place.
“Let me out.”
No response.
The sound of footsteps grows distant.
“Please, let me out!”
I try raising my voice, but it’s barely more than a muffled murmur.
If anything, the sound only reverberates inside the locker.
This is worse than last time.
Last time, it was just a closet.
It had enough space for me to lie down.
I press my cheek against the wall, wondering if they’re going to escalate their harassment.
I’m not sure anymore. Maybe they’re doing it just because they feel like it.
I don’t remember doing anything bad to Lydia.
I’ve never looked down on her, and I’ve always kept to myself.
Sure, there was that one time I took my friends to tell Vivian to stay away from Evan, but that’s it.
That’s all I’ve done.
So why are they doing this?
I’m surrounded on all sides, unable to breathe properly.
I’m forced to hug my knees just to fit, struggling to breathe in this cramped space.
I want to stretch my legs, but I can’t.
I want to spread my arms, but I can’t.
If I speak, the sound just echoes inside.
It’s awful.
This isn’t right.
I’m not some prince shoved into a rice chest like Sado Seja.
I’m not rice, and I’m not a book, so why do I have to be locked in here?
“Let me out.”
I’m starting to suffocate.
My voice, once a plea, has become a faint murmur.
“Let… me… out.”
I’m not crying because I’m sad.
The tears just come on their own.
I’m just… sad.
“Uuu… sniff… uuuh.”
I don’t want to cry.
But I’m crying.
I’m about to lose it.
I just hate being trapped.
But I’m stuck in this cramped space, unable to move, unable to see forward, with every sound echoing back at me.
If I could at least sleep, I’d be able to pass the time, but this awkward position won’t even let me do that.
When I close my eyes to escape, the numbness in my body reminds me of reality.
“I don’t know what I did wrong, but I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
No answer.
There’s no one outside.
There’s not even the faintest sign of anyone’s presence.
“Please, just let me out.”
But I keep repeating my request.
Pleading to someone who’s not there, begging for something that won’t come.
Eventually, I give up and lower my head back down.
How much time has passed?
I don’t have a clock, and there’s no light.
My legs, bent and cramped, have lost all feeling.
Not just a feeling — they’ve genuinely gone numb.
In this dark space, time stretches endlessly, gnawing away at my mind.
And maybe even in my life.
“Help me.”
My face must be a mess.
Tears, snot, and sweat are all mixed together, and my disheveled hair is sticking to my skin in clumps.
I’ve been trying to ignore the faint smell of urine rising around me, but no matter how hard I try, it doesn’t change the fact that I’m terrified and that I wet myself in fear.
There’s probably air seeping in through some small gap, but it feels so thin that even breathing feels like suffocating.
It’s like this space is filling up with carbon dioxide instead of air.
Damp, smelly, filthy—I’ve never stayed in a place like this for so long before.
Well, except for the time I was drowning in my own blood.
“Let me out of here.”
What should I do once I get out?
Yeah, first thing’s first. I’ll grab my gun and blow Lydia’s head off before she can even react.
Then, I’ll take care of that boy who grabbed my arm so I couldn’t run.
While the rest of them are frozen in shock, I’ll unload the rest of my bullets into Lydia’s little lackeys.
For once, I’m feeling grateful for the privileges I’d once dismissed as useless.
At least I can carry a gun inside the academy without anyone questioning me.
Most of them won’t even care if they see it.
The maids wouldn’t dare question a noble’s belongings, especially since poking their noses where they don’t belong could get them accused of theft.
And if a maid’s branded a thief, their “ordinary” life is over right then and there.
After crying for a long time, my throat feels parched.
Ice-cold…
“I want to drink some coffee.”
Even when I blink, the darkness before me doesn’t change.
This isn’t a nightmare. It’s reality. I’ve come to realize that over and over, but the only thing that remains constant is how horrific it is.
“Let me out…”
Crying, I beg them to let me out, over and over again.
Because if I don’t, I’m afraid no one will ever come.
I’m terrified that if I’m left in this cramped space, I’ll wither away and die.
It’s only been a short while, but it already feels like days have passed.
“Damn it, let me out, this isn’t right!”
Trapped in this locker, unable to move, unable to push my way out, the helplessness seeps into my bones.
All those years of etiquette, pride, and grace have crumbled into nothing, leaving me a crying mess, screaming obscenities.
If you locked someone who’s afraid of bugs in a room full of them and left them there for days, they’d eventually eat those bugs out of sheer desperation.
This is probably something like that.
“Let me ouuuuut! Aaaaahhh! Aaaaargh!”
Thud. Thud, thud.
I’m pounding on the door with all my strength.
I’m not sure if I’m trying to open it or just lashing out in frustration.
My head throbs with the reverberating echo, and I’m growing more and more agitated.
I’m screaming with a hoarse voice that’s barely more than a rasp.
The sound doesn’t travel far. It’s all just noise within this confined space.
Bang. Bang.
I shake my whole body, and the locker wobbles back and forth.
Screaming didn’t bring any relief.
It just left me exhausted, unhinged, and drowning in despair.
So I repeat it again.
And again.
I beg to be let out, sobbing, taking shallow breaths whenever I’m too tired to cry.
Even when my throat’s raw and my voice is no longer a voice but a rasping, grating sound, I keep repeating it.
Tap, tap.
Just as I’m sniffling and sobbing, I hear a knock from outside.
“Hey, is someone inside?”
I quickly wipe away the tears running down my face and try to straighten my posture.
Who could it be?
At the very least, it’s not Lydia’s voice.
But what if Lydia sent them?
If I answer wrong here, they might lock me in this space for hours longer.
What if they leave me here from sunset until the sun rises again?
I’d go insane.
I’m scared.
Even so, the hope that I might be able to get out pushes me to answer.
“I’m trapped in here, please let me out.”
My voice trembles slightly as I speak.
Then I hear the sound of metal clanking, followed by the sharp snap of the lock breaking.
At the same time, the locker door swings open.
But having been crouched in this position for so long, my body is stiff and refuses to move.
I try to reach out for help, to call out to the person who saved me, but when I see their face, my words get caught in my throat.
“E-Erica…?”
It’s Vivian.
Of all people, it’s Vivian who’s come to save me.
The one person I didn’t want to see me like this.
I push down the rising feeling of sorrow and try to act like nothing’s wrong, wriggling my stiff body out of the locker.
With a thud, I collapse onto the floor.
I try to stand, putting strength into my legs, but they won’t cooperate.
Instead, I’m hit with a painful, tingling sensation as blood rushes back into my legs, making it feel like they’re being pricked with a thousand needles.
But no matter what, this young lady will never reveal such a thing in front of others.
Even with my legs numb and unresponsive, I sit on the ground, acting as if it’s perfectly normal. Vivian must think I look pathetic.
To break the awkward tension, I speak first.
“Thank you, Vivian.”
“A-are you okay? I mean, you were locked in there, weren’t you? Who would even…”
“And about last time, when I slapped you, I’m really sorry for that.”
“No, this isn’t the time for that!”
Vivian moves toward me to offer support.
She’s probably noticed the awful stench clinging to me after being trapped in there for so long without washing or using the bathroom.
But I push her away with effort, placing my shaky hands on the desk and wall to support myself as I slowly walk forward, step by step.
“So just leave me alone. Please.
I’d rather run straight to the roof and jump off.”
“Wait, what are you even saying all of a sudden…”
“I said leave me alone! Just leave me alone! Aaaaaaah!”
As the strength leaves my legs, frustration floods my mind.
I grab fistfuls of my white hair, tugging at it wildly, and the pain slowly brings me back to my senses.
“Ah, I’m sorry. I’m just… I’m just really tired.
Is it okay to act like this if you’re tired? I’m not sure anymore. I’m sorry.”
Vivian’s eyes are trembling as she stares at me.
She’s not entirely sure what’s going on, but I can tell she’s worried.
I’m too drained to bother explaining.
I’m just… tired.
From everything.
“I’m just… tired.”
Muttering those words, I begin walking toward my room.
I’m not sure if it’s safe, but it’s the only place that’s even a little bit warm and comforting.
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Whenever I walk by, everyone glances at me.
It’s only natural. I can’t walk properly, and I look far from presentable.
This isn’t me.
This isn’t Erica Mecklenburg.
No matter how broken my limbs may be, I’m supposed to walk with my back straight. No matter who I’m speaking to — be it my mortal enemy or my closest confidant — I’m supposed to maintain perfect etiquette. And if the other party fails to uphold it, I’m supposed to make them pay for it accordingly.
But I’m not able to do that now.
If that’s the case, then this isn’t me.
This is just something that resembles me on the outside — a broken remnant of someone who was once called a noble.
Then, who am I?
My thoughts, my body, and even the way I think have all become twisted and tangled.
I don’t even remember what I used to like. My tastes in food have changed, too.
After struggling down the hallway, I finally made it to my room.
The stench of sweat, body odor, and something more pungent lingers in the air.
I push my way inside, strip off all my clothes, and turn on the water in the bathtub. I give my body a light rinse.
“This isn’t self-discovery or anything. So what is this?”
The distinct smell of my body — a mix of sweat and all kinds of unpleasant odors — rises as the hot water touches my skin.
No wonder. I’d been sweating so much that my clothes were soaked through.
I glance at my reflection in the mirror.
When I lift the corners of my mouth, I’m smiling.
So, this is me.
At the very least, as long as no one’s around, I’m free to do whatever I want with my body.
“What do you mean ‘this isn’t me’?
This is just me. I’ll leave it at that.”
I clean myself thoroughly and step into the bathtub.
The water’s so hot, I wonder if my skin might boil.
A small, breathy sound escapes from my lips — something close to a sigh.
“I’m hungry.”
Dripping wet, I step out of the bathtub and grab a few pieces of chocolate.
Then, suddenly, a thought crosses my mind.
The gun.
Or, more accurately, the time I tried to blow my head off in the bathtub.
I open the drawer, pull out the gun, and place it on the table.
It’s unloaded.
The cold metal against my skin sends a faint chill up my arm.
I load two bullets into the chamber and spin it, letting the position of the bullets become unknown.
“If I’m unlucky, I’ll die before I even get to eat my chocolate… but I guess it doesn’t matter.”
I press the gun against my temple.
Click.
Nothing.
Back then, just pulling the trigger had been terrifying.
But now, I’m surprisingly calm, thinking that maybe if I die, I’ll be able to go back to how things were.
It’s strange how something like this can feel familiar after just one try.
I return to the bathroom.
Since my head didn’t get blown off, I can still eat my chocolate.
I stuff a mouthful of chocolate into my mouth and sink back into the bathtub.
“Somehow, being underwater feels the most comfortable.”
Why am I so fixated on taking baths?
Maybe it’s because of the unpleasant thoughts swirling around in my head.
I’m trying to wash away the negative thoughts about death by letting them flow down the drain with the water.
Even if I babble on like this in my head, no one’s there to listen.
Ah, even if I say it out loud, there’s still no one to hear me.
“I should cut down on talking to myself.”
The more time I spend alone, the more I’ve found myself muttering to no one in particular.
Knock, knock.
As I’m lying limp in the bathtub, I hear a knock at the door.
I’m too lazy to move, so I stay where I am.
The knocking grows louder, more persistent.
Then, after a moment, I hear a snapping sound, like something breaking, followed by the sound of the door opening.
“Erica! Where are you?!”
It’s Vivian.
I’m too tired to even answer.
I told her to leave me alone, didn’t I?
She never listens to me.
I’ve told her so many times — not to follow me, not to care about me, not to stand between Evan and me, not to act friendly with me, not to think we’re friends, and not to touch me.
But she never listens.
She’s been wandering around my room for a while now. Eventually, she opens the bathroom door.
Her face flushes red as soon as she sees me.
I’m naked, sure, but blushing at the sight of someone of the same gender feels a bit questionable, doesn’t it?
“Vivian, do you enjoy barging into other people’s rooms and gawking at them naked?”
I don’t bother covering myself or acting embarrassed.
Sure, it’s a bit awkward, but it’s not something to make a big fuss over.
“Ah, I—I—I thought something had happened to you, so I just— I’m sorry!”
“It’s embarrassing, but I’ll let it slide.”
Lying there with my body relaxed, I figure I should do something now that there’s a guest.
I get up from the tub.
My legs are still shaky, but I can manage.
After all, I’ll just sit down and talk with her for a bit before kicking her out.
I grab the fresh clothes I’d left in the bathroom, get dressed, and stand in front of the mirror to dry my hair.
When I come out, Vivian is leaning against the wall instead of sitting in a chair.
“Why are you standing there like that? Sit in a chair.”
At my words, she quietly moves to the chair next to the table and sits down neatly.
She’s holding a small bag in her hand, which she places on the table.
“Um… These are cookies I baked this morning. Would you like some?”
My throat’s sore, so I just nod.
Seeing that, Vivian’s face lights up with a bright smile.
The cookie tastes like chocolate, but the texture’s a little different from the chocolate I’ve been eating nonstop lately.
As I’m chewing the cookie, Vivian fidgets a bit before finally speaking up.
“So, um… why were you locked in that locker earlier?”
“Because someone locked me in there, obviously.”
Hearing my response, Vivian’s face goes blank with shock.
I suppose it’s hard for her to imagine.
Not long ago, I was the confident young lady who led others around, so she’s probably struggling to understand why I’m suddenly being treated like this.
Her eyes are filled with confusion and a hint of pity as she looks at me, and at that moment, whatever pride I had left crumbles completely.
Pride was all I had.
Useless stubbornness, obstinacy, and an obsession with living life a certain way.
Not with being alive, but with living “properly.”
Both this young lady and I are broken in some way.
When the “proper way of life” shatters, people are left with nothing.
Most people in that situation feel despair, and with just the right excuse, they’re driven to what’s commonly referred to as “extreme measures.”
I just want to die beautifully, even if I’m going to die alone.
At the very least, I want to see myself as something that’s not ugly.
But death isn’t as beautiful as the noble lines in tragic novels make it out to be.
If I can’t even endure a bit of pain, if I can’t even control my emotions, then how could I ever hope to achieve a “beautiful death”?
Is that it, then? I’m not worthy of it?
Did I not even have the right to die?
Is that why I’m being dragged back to this moment over and over again?
By who? For what reason? Why? For what purpose?
The words swirl around in my head, rearranging themselves like pieces of a puzzle.
There’s no answer.
Ah, I’ve been lost in thought for too long.
Vivian’s looking at me with a mix of concern and unease.
I’m starting to recognize that look.
“Hey, Vivian, I’m sorry for earlier. I was just a little worn out.
I’m fine now, so you don’t have to look at me like that.”
“Okay, I’ll believe you!”
“It’s not about belief. I’m telling you it’s true.”
Come to think of it, where’s the gun I left on the table?
Well, whatever.
“By the way, Vivian, we’re not close enough to be visiting each other’s rooms, are we?”
“Well, considering you just got out of a locker and stumbled back to your room looking like you’d lost your mind, what do you think I’d do? Especially since you looked so anxious.”
“Are you worried about me?”
I cross my legs and ask with a sarcastic tone.
Vivian doesn’t care about my attitude. With a serious look, she answers firmly.
“Yes.”
“I’m fine.”
Hearing that, Vivian’s face scrunches up a bit.
Or maybe she’s about to cry.
Her face is so pretty that it’s hard to read her emotions sometimes.
“And Vivian, we’re not the kind of people who worry about each other or check in on each other’s well-being.
I’ve told you before—no, never mind. Just forget it.”
Vivian says nothing and just sits there quietly, watching me.
The silence between us grows increasingly irritating.
So I ignore her, brew some coffee, and start eating chocolate like I always do.
By the time I’ve eaten five or six pieces, Vivian finally speaks up.
“…What was that gun doing on the table?”
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“A gun, huh… ha, haha.”
I laughed for a long time, clutching my stomach.
There’s no need to bring up something like that.
She really doesn’t understand the situation, can’t read the room, and she’s just plain weird.
Well, I guess some men find that kind of thing charming.
“Purpose? Purpose, you say? Isn’t it a little improper to ask something like that? Ha, haha.”
It’s ridiculous that she’d bring it up so directly.
“Vivian, aren’t you going to laugh?”
“Is this really something to laugh about?”
“You barge into someone’s room without permission, enter their bathroom uninvited and see them naked, and now you’re touching their belongings without asking. If that’s not funny, then what is?
And ‘purpose’? Purpose, you say? Did you think I’d use it to shoot someone or something?”
I threw my coffee cup straight to the floor.
It didn’t shatter dramatically but instead broke with a dull cracking sound.
Even so, Vivian flinched, as if she’d been threatened.
“Don’t worry. At the very least, it’s not you.”
Ah, I’m going to get divine punishment for this again, aren’t I?
Last time, all I did was slap someone’s cheek, and my entire family was wiped out. If I argue with her now, maybe the sky will send a lightning bolt down on me.
“You’re right. Smiling is better than getting angry.
After all, when a powerless, foolish young lady loses everything, all she can do is laugh.”
Without a gun, I’m nothing.
I can’t use proper magic, I’m not particularly smart, and all I’m good at is running my mouth.
Without a gun, I’m nothing.
Yeah, that’s all I’m good at.
All I know how to do is… mock, complain, and act like a spoiled girl—
Well, I guess that’s fitting since I am a girl.
That’s right. I’d forgotten, as usual.
“Oops. I really did drop the cup by accident. It surprised you, right? Sorry about that.”
The miracle of gunpowder-based weapons is astounding. With just one pull of the trigger, it grants the power to turn a living being into an inanimate object, be it a child, a woman, or an old man.
So I threw a little sarcasm at the wicked woman who had stripped me of my “blessing.”
“I wonder where my gun is.
It’s a memento from my father, you know.
If a thief takes away the only memento I have left of him, I’d be really, really sad.”
Was it the word “thief” that got to her?
Vivian, who’d looked subdued until now, suddenly bristled with a defensive tone.
Her reaction was so different from before that I flinched without thinking.
Maybe Vivian was more frightened than I’d realized.
Her eyes shook slightly, and her voice was unsteady as she protested.
“A-a thief? What do you mean?”
So I explained it to her.
“Vivian, a thief is someone who takes things that don’t belong to them.
And you, without my permission, barged into my room and moved the one memento my father left behind. I think calling it a robbery wouldn’t be too far off, don’t you?”
Only then did Vivian start fumbling for words, eventually confessing where she’d put it.
“A robbery?! No, I just, I just moved it to the bed.
I thought… I thought it’d be safer there for you…”
I glance at the bed.
Sure enough, it’s just been moved slightly to the side.
But that’s not the point.
What matters is that she touched my things without permission.
She broke into my room, moved my belongings without asking, and now she’s making excuses.
Vivian’s voice falters.
I already know what she’s going to say next, but I play dumb, letting out a hollow laugh as I challenge her.
“’Just in case’ what? Haha. ‘Just in case’ what exactly?”
“……”
“Vivian, did you learn anything when you got slapped last time?
Like, oh, maybe that there’s a line you shouldn’t cross with certain people?
Not just physical boundaries, but verbal ones too.”
I get up from the chair and walk to the bed.
I picked up the gun.
The feel of the ivory grip fitting perfectly into my hand makes my nerves feel sharper, more alive.
Every time Vivian sees me holding and fiddling with a gun, she flinches.
Her reaction’s a mess of fear, sadness, and anger, all mixed together.
“When you got closer to Evan, when he wouldn’t even spare me a glance and only talked about how lovely you were, and even when I asked you to stay away from him, I never resorted to direct violence.
The only time I hit you was because you touched me without permission.
That’s what’s called a boundary.
Everyone’s boundaries are different, but you’re supposed to figure them out on your own.”
I gripped the gun in my right hand, spinning the barrel with my left.
I didn’t look at Vivian. I just fidgeted with the golden embellishments on the gun.
I’m not particularly interested, but I didn’t want to see her face.
Still, I had to say something, whether to pressure her or to get her to leave.
“Vivian, why not say something?”
“I’m sorry. But given the situation, it’s easy to misunderstand, isn’t it?”
Misunderstanding? What misunderstanding?
Honestly, I wasn’t planning to die today.
And I’m not even sure if I’ll die.
I hate pain.
“Ah, were you talking about something like this when you said ‘just in case’?”
“…Huh?”
I pressed the gun’s barrel to my temple, closing and opening my eyes slowly before pulling the trigger.
Click.
A 40% chance isn’t as high as I’d thought.
The bullet didn’t fire.
At first, I had a dumbfounded look on my face. Then, it shifted to shock and finally to a simmering, inexplicable rage.
Come to think of it, protagonists aren’t supposed to be perfect. It’s a romance novel, after all. A few empty spaces in their heart are to be expected.
She’d been bullied by the village kids, saw her father’s suicide with her own eyes, and I’d say that’s more than enough to leave a lasting trauma.
Her eyes turned bloodshot as she gasped for air and rushed toward me.
She snatched the gun from my hand and threw it across the room.
Then she pinned me down on the bed.
With no strength or energy left in me, my wrists were easily restrained.
I wriggled slightly, but there’s no way I could overpower a healthy, energetic girl at her peak.
It didn’t help that my recent diet consisted solely of chocolate and coffee.
Vivian’s expression hardened, her gaze sharp with something that resembled madness.
Her eyes, wide and wild, stared down at me as she growled.
“Are you insane?!”
Her spit hit my face.
I didn’t mind it and answered her calmly.
The thought that I might be the only one in this world who’s seen this side of her made me smile.
“Vivian, I’m telling you.
People have boundaries.
Don’t talk to me like that. Let go of my arms.
Not that I have the strength to hit you right now anyway.
Oh, and leave my room.”
“You… You… Don’t joke around with me. No matter how bad things are…”
“Yeah, no matter how bad things are, this is just ridiculous.”
All because I slapped you once, tried to keep you away from Evan, and now everything’s gone.
How am I supposed to accept that?
All I wanted was to be loved.
I’d hidden that feeling for so long, convinced it could never happen, but when you came, I realized it was possible. So I tried to push you away from Evan.
Haha, maybe even that feeling was something someone else gave me.
What a farce.
My family’s collapse, my brother’s unjust execution, and the reason this girl is suffering—
And the reason I’m here, living as her—
That’s all…
Blaming someone won’t change anything. It’ll only trap me.
So I’ll just say it’s my fault.
It’s my fault for reading that novel at that time. It’s my fault for becoming her.
Honestly, I could’ve ended up as Evan or the crown prince or even a street beggar.
“Words don’t work anymore.
Was it yesterday? Two days ago? No, maybe a week ago?
I don’t know.
All I know is that when I speak, people just trap me in a locker now.
The woman who stole my love is now pinning me down, barking at me like she’s in charge.”
“But that’s no reason to kill yourself…”
She’s come back to her senses, I guess. Her eyes, which had been cloudy, clear up, and she’s speaking formally again.
It’s a little more comfortable to listen to now.
The speaker still bothers me, though.
“I’ll listen to anything you have to say, so please, just… calm down.”
“Anything?”
If it were the old me, I’d have made some crass joke like, “Then let me touch your chest,” and brushed it off with humor.
But now, the only words that come to mind are the ones that would hurt her.
“Then, Vivian, go out onto the terrace and jump off.
You don’t have to die. Just get hurt a little.”
“What?”
“Haha, don’t pretend you didn’t hear me.”
Her face contorts into a mix of disbelief, confusion, and fear of the incomprehensible.
“Why do you think I wouldn’t hate you?
Is it because everyone at this academy except me loves you and adores you?”
I place the gun back on the table.
Not because I’m afraid to shoot it, but because I don’t feel like it.
“That’s impossible.
Everything that’s happened to me is because of you, Vivian.
If it were just bad luck, I’d be able to accept it.
But I’ve realized that all of this was planned from the start.”
I’m thirsty.
Where’s my coffee?
Ah, I broke the cup, didn’t I?
Fortunately, there are still two more cups left.
I could afford to break another.
I brew some coffee, pouring hot water into the stale-smelling filter.
It tastes awful, but I drink it in one gulp.
I think I burned my mouth a little.
“I’m rambling.
This probably sounds like nonsense, but, well…
The point is, I hate you.”
Vivian’s gaze is the look of someone staring at a completely insane person.
“Yeah, that’s it.
Not just you, but everyone. I hate everything. The whole world.
Get out.
If you don’t, I’ll bite my tongue and die right here.”
“But… but…”
I stare at her with a firm, unyielding gaze.
Vivian’s face twists with confusion, her resolve crumbling as she hesitates.
Then, finally, she turns and leaves the room.
Even after her figure disappears, I keep my eyes fixed in that direction for a long, long time.
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It’s morning.
How many days has it been since I last slept?
Two days, maybe.
I can still manage.
But eating only chocolate for days on end is really starting to get to me.
How did I even manage it back then?
Back then, I was confused after becoming this young lady, and on top of that, she was so far gone in her madness that she was ready to die. I suppose I didn’t have the luxury to worry about such trivial matters.
Well, animals like cats tend to hide in tight, cozy spaces, panting for breath, whenever they’re sick or about to die.
Maybe this young lady’s situation is something similar to that.
Though she doesn’t really have the face of a cat, does she?
This time, I’ve decided to change my approach.
Last time, my goal was suicide, and I failed. If that’s the premise, then this time I’ll try to change the way I die.
If it’s impossible for me to kill myself—no, to be precise, if the problem is that I keep coming back even after I die—then maybe things will work out if someone else kills me.
It’s a simple idea with not even a shred of logic or evidence to back it up, but I have no intention of criticizing myself for it.
That’s just how desperate I am.
“Only eight of them, huh.”
I load six bullets into the revolver.
The other two… well, I’ll find some use for them later.
I’ll just stuff them in my pocket for now.
Come to think of it, I’ve never considered how I’m going to sneak this revolver into the classroom.
All the belongings in my room weren’t even things I brought myself. The servants hired by the family were the ones who moved them all.
If someone were to ask me if I had brought anything here personally, I could maybe say I brought the coffee beans myself, and that’s about it.
So, how do I bring this?
Should I hide it inside a thick book?
With that thought in mind, I pulled a thick history book from the bookshelf.
I didn’t have the patience to hollow out every single page with a knife or something, so I just tore out the outer cover.
Since my body’s weak, even that had me struggling, grunting as I ripped it off.
Moving my body like that made me feel dizzy.
I brewed a cup of coffee and threw in a heap of square-shaped chocolate.
The chocolate melted grotesquely, making the already dark liquid turn an even deeper shade of black.
If I’d only had a whip to go along with it, I’m sure it’d start fetching sugar cubes for me on its own.
Then again, it might be dumb enough to bring back raw cotton instead.
“Heh.”
The silly thought helped calm my trembling hands, if only a little.
I drank the coffee loaded with melted chocolate, then placed the revolver inside the coverless history book and glanced at the mirror.
A face slightly flushed with color.
Dark circles so big they looked like they’d reach all the way down to my mouth.
I used to have this cold, ruthless air about me, but now I just look messy and weak.
With no sense of purpose, I’m like a raft adrift on the sea, carried wherever the current takes me. It’s only natural I’d look like this.
Maybe the phrase “pushed around” fits better than “drifting.”
But whatever. Who cares?
If I’ve already failed once, I can just try again, right?
I’m not sure when I became such an optimistic person, but now that I feel like everything’s coming to an end, I suppose it’s only natural to change, even if it’s just a little.
What was it called again?
I can’t quite remember, but…
They say that people who come back after a near-death experience realize the preciousness of life and start living earnestly again.
Yeah, it’s like that. Just like that.
If someone says, “Doesn’t that seem a bit different?” I wouldn’t be able to deny it.
The people who “live more earnestly” refocus their efforts on living well.
But in my case, I’m just putting in a little effort to die again.
You could say the only difference is a slight shift in direction.
Today, I left my room a little earlier than usual.
To be honest, I wanted to take a shower, but since I wasn’t dirty, didn’t feel grimy, and hadn’t even sweated, I decided to skip it.
Conscious of the word “as usual,” I tried to walk naturally, but it ended up feeling unnatural instead.
My legs creaked, and my vision kept blurring in and out of focus.
Maybe it’s from the stress, or maybe it’s because I haven’t slept properly.
Anyway, I somehow managed to bring the revolver into the classroom.
And there was no one there.
I placed the revolver in a drawer for now.
Then, the students started filing into the classroom one by one.
Lydia glanced at me, wrinkled her nose briefly, and then smiled.
She gave me a small wave, as if to say “See you later.”
When the teacher entered, the class went on as usual.
Some students listened to the lesson, while others gathered in groups to chat as if it were free time.
But there was one foreign element present in that mundane scene.
The object that would protect my body—or easily shatter it—was quietly tucked away.
When class ended, the teacher spoke to Lydia, seemingly having been prompted by her about something. 
The teacher called out the names of the students who had been paying attention in class and asked them to follow her to the staff room.
Then, she left the classroom in a rush.
Only after she left did the students, who’d looked puzzled when their names were called, start moving.
That’s when Lydia approached me.
Her face had the kind of look you’d give a particularly stubborn puppy that demanded a lot of attention.
“Miss, I heard you ran away from that little place last time.
Well, I’m guessing some kind soul unlocked the door for you? Who helped you out?”
Now that I think about it, could Lydia use magic?
I can’t quite remember.
Given how she’s always bossing people around instead of doing things herself, maybe she’s not actually capable of much on her own.
“Hey, everyone. Stand behind her. She might try to slip away again.”
At Lydia’s command, two tall girls—both at least a head taller than me—moved to stand behind me.
As if I could even run properly. Even if I tried, I’d just stumble around pathetically.
If I’m going to run, I’d rather escape to heaven.
Hell wouldn’t be so bad either.
No matter how terrible it is, it’s still a place where people live. How much worse could it be?
For all I know, maybe the humans in hell have overthrown the demons and created their own afterlife.
If that’s the case, it’d make things much simpler for me.
After all, look at how Lydia treats the kids around her.
“Miss? I’m asking you who let you out. I’m talking to you.
I thought you’d be a little more obedient by now, so why aren’t you answering?”
“Why should I have to answer—”
Slap!
Lydia’s hand moved with a twist of her waist, striking me across the cheek.
Was that the second time? Maybe not. I’m not sure.
Has Lydia hit me before?
Not that it matters.
After something like this, most people would probably cry out in humiliation and curse her in their hearts.
But I have something much better than that under my desk.
I’m going to act like I’m in shock, like the slap really threw me off.
It’s not hard to do.
After two straight days without sleep, my dark circles were massive, and my vision was already blurry. 
I just had to stare off vacantly in the direction my head had turned, my mouth hanging open.
“Hey, Lydia.”
“Yeah? I’m sorry for hitting you, okay? I’ll answer you if that’s what it takes.”
“Why do I exist?
Why do you exist? Have you ever thought about that?”
I reached below and pulled something out.
Lydia’s expression started to change.
“E-Erica… Miss…?”
I took out the revolver I had hidden in the desk drawer and pulled back the hammer.
With a sharp click, the gun was ready to fire.
Since I’d failed to kill myself before—not dying instantly after shooting myself in the head—I didn’t want to take any chances this time.
I pressed the muzzle against Lydia’s forehead.
Our eyes met.
Her pupils shook wildly, and she was so shocked she couldn’t even speak.
She was so terrified that her body froze up, unable to run even if she wanted to.
“L-Let’s just… put that… down…”
Bang!
At point-blank range, the bullet pierced through the girl’s forehead.
The recoil made my right wrist tingle slightly after I fired the shot.
The thing that had once been called a girl named Lydia lost her balance and collapsed in the direction the bullet had gone.
At the same time, a scream echoed through the room.
I glanced at Lydia’s body—her eyes still open, her head trickling a faint fountain of blood—then aimed my gun at the student who was screaming.
I asked, “Why did you come up behind me?”
“L-Lydia told us to! She said not to let you escape! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”
The girl’s excuses dissolved into frantic apologies as she dropped to her knees, pressing her hands together in a pleading gesture I hadn’t asked for.
“I’m just following my heart,” I replied with a smile.
Then I pulled the trigger.
The girl, still kneeling and begging whoever she believed might hear her, toppled forward.
Blood seeped into my shoes.
The lukewarm wetness and the sharp, iron-like smell of blood put me in a foul mood.
Maybe that’s why I started thinking about just using this thing to blow my own head off.
While I was lost in that thought, the other students and the teacher in the room took the chance to flee, turning their backs and running.
I fired the remaining four rounds in random directions as they ran.
One bullet grazed someone’s back, but they didn’t fall. They just clutched their side and kept running.
Was it adrenaline? Is that why they didn’t collapse?
Lucky them.
I pulled a chair closer and sat down.
Click, clack. I ejected the spent casings and emptied them from the revolver, then reloaded it with the last two bullets from my pocket.
As expected of the academy—their crisis response is quick.
A blond figure entered the classroom, wearing the same uniform as the other students but somehow giving off a uniquely commanding presence.
“What… is this…?”
I pointed the gun at him and pulled the trigger.
But, no matter how many times I pulled, no bullet came out.
“Why?” I thought, confused as to why the gun wouldn’t fire.
Then I realized why.
My right hand was gone.
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The moment my hand was severed, I barely registered it. There was no sensation, almost as if it had vanished completely.
It was only after noticing something was off that I looked at my right hand and realized it was gone.
When I glanced down, I saw my hand—still clutching the revolver—lying on the classroom floor, perfectly intact but eerily detached from my arm.
Strangely, there was no blood spilling from the severed end.
It wasn’t just that I was too disoriented or numb to feel pain.
It felt like the hand had fallen into a completely different dimension.
While I was caught up in the oddity of it all, the blond man spoke up.
“Are you the daughter of Duke Mecklenburg?”
I didn’t care much about whatever he was saying, even as he stood there with a bewildered look on his face.
“Why doesn’t it hurt? And why isn’t it bleeding?”
Feeling a bit empty, I dragged a chair over with my left hand, sat down, and crossed my legs.
I closed my eyes for a moment. When I opened them, I thought it would be nice to have a cigarette.
Unfortunately, I had nothing of the sort.
“Why did you try to shoot me?” he asked.
“Because I saw you,” I replied.
“‘Because you saw me’… what an astounding answer.
There’s not a single person in this country who wouldn’t recognize my face.”
I hadn’t seen his face, actually.
Sure, I’d glanced at him briefly, but I didn’t bother to take in the details.
Just because someone’s blond and tall doesn’t mean they’re a prince, does it?
He did look like he had a certain glow about him, though.
“Your face was too far away to see properly,” I said nonchalantly.
His eyebrows twitched, as if I’d annoyed him.
Then he started spitting out venomous words.
“If your family’s house crumbled under the weight of misfortune, and you’re left with no one around you, you should have just died quietly in your room.
Why cause such a big scene, and why, of all times, while I’m attending this academy?!”
He’s confused, but of course he wouldn’t understand.
This man has never been forced to live miserably.
Unlike me, he’s never suffered through the sheer absurdity of misfortune.
It’s only natural he wouldn’t get it.
I did try to die quietly, at first.
And I think I succeeded, but for some reason, it didn’t stick.
For this man to end up like me, this entire empire would have to collapse.
But in this prosperous, stable nation, it’s unlikely.
There are insurgents and fanatics here and there, but the nation’s too strong for them to make a difference.
Even the nobles can’t revolt.
The emperor can drag his sons and daughters back to the capital whenever he wants, so what can mere nobles do?
So I gave him a simple answer.
Thinking back to the time I lay in the bathtub, slowly, miserably, and absurdly dying, I said:
“I tried, but it didn’t work, Your Highness.”
He folded his arms and stood in place for a while.
The shock on his face from earlier, when he’d first seen the classroom, had vanished, as if a ghost had been exorcised.
Now, he looked calm to the point of eeriness—like someone incapable of showing surprise.
He barked some command into the air, seemingly at no one, and then walked over to pick up my severed hand.
The revolver was still gripped tightly in my hand, and as he pried each finger off it, I could hear each knuckle crack one by one.
“Should I ban these too? No, that’s not it.
This only happened because no one here knows how to properly wield a sword or magic.”
He tossed the revolver aside and brought my hand back to me.
As he pressed the severed edges of my hand and wrist together, it felt like two magnets snapping into place.
Suddenly, I could feel my hand again.
The sensation was so bizarre.
I’d never heard of a case where a severed arm reattached itself without even a hint of blood or redness.
There’s no magic I know of that could do this.
It’s probably some kind of secret spell known only to the imperial family.
“What was your name again?” he asked.
“Erica Mecklenburg,” I replied.
“Explain why you killed them.”
“Would it change anything if I told you?”
“I wouldn’t know,” he said, shrugging.
Feeling a chill, I glanced around the room.
Lying there, along with Lydia’s body, were four other students—all dead.
I must have missed it earlier. Did someone come in and clean them up?
Or maybe this man did something strange while I wasn’t looking.
“Why did you kill these students?” he asked, gesturing toward the bodies.
Four in total.
Not a large number, but not a small one either.
I shrugged my shoulders, feigning ignorance.
Honestly, I’d expected to be dragged off to some underground prison by now, but here I was, having a one-on-one with the prince.
It’s hard to understand what’s going on.
“So, why did you do it?” he pressed again.
Persistent, isn’t he?
Without so much as glancing at the corpses, he sat down in a chair he’d pulled out at some point, legs crossed, tapping his foot incessantly.
“Answer,” he demanded.
I stayed silent, staring at my reattached hand for a while.
He pulled out an ornate smoking pipe from his coat.
Placing the pipe between his lips, he poured loose leaves from a small box into it and lit it with a small flame from his fingertip.
The white smoke swirled upward, like incense burning at a funeral, as if to guide wandering spirits to the afterlife.
He inhaled deeply, then exhaled a stream of smoke.
“I reattached your hand for you, didn’t I?
Why not repay that favor with an answer?” he said, his voice smooth and unhurried.
“Ah…”
A favor, huh?
As if I’d be swayed by something like that.
Still, it’s better than being killed on the spot.
“Your Highness, as unlikely as it may be, imagine the empire suddenly collapsing.
Say, for example, the chancellor you’ve trusted suddenly turns on you and starts tormenting me.
To the point where living becomes unbearable.”
So I gave up on everything and just decided to die.
I wanted to run away by dying.
“But the only escape route I had was taken from me.
I don’t know who blocked it off, but it’s gone now.”
I took a slow, deep breath and exhaled.
My head felt a little dizzy.
“If there’s no hope for the future, if everyone who loves me leaves or dies in the midst of relentless suffering…
If Your Highness were put in that position, what choice would you make?”
It was a bold statement, but surely it wasn’t as insolent as crossing my legs next to corpses and flicking my fingers around.
“Would anything change if you told me?” he replied, sounding rather petty.
He’s the kind of person who’d stew in silence if someone badmouthed him behind his back, only to get them back tenfold later.
I bit my lip in frustration, drawing a little blood.
If biting my lip can make it bleed, then why didn’t my severed wrist bleed at all?
I had no idea.
Even if I figured it out, I doubted it’d bring any sense of closure.
“It’s not like it’ll change anything anyway.
Just think of it as a little rambling in front of a corpse.”
Hearing that, he let out a small laugh, like he’d heard something he found amusing.
“Not a bad excuse,” he admitted, taking the pipe out of his mouth for a moment.
“Well, if the chancellor orders me to bow and kiss his feet, I’d do it.
No matter how much he torments me, I’ll cling to life until the end—even if all that’s waiting at the end is an ugly death.”
There was such a sense of conviction in his words that I couldn’t help but laugh under my breath.
He paid no attention to me and kept talking with the air of a boy confessing his dream—simple and pure, yet steadfast.
“No matter who’s beside me or who I’ve lost, I wouldn’t care.
If the empire collapsed, I’d rebuild it with my own hands.
If the one I loved died, I’d bury them in my heart with a tinge of sadness and move on.
If a servant I trusted humiliated me and tried to control me, I’d endure it, keeping a dagger hidden in my heart until the time was right.
But I’d never choose to end everything like this.
If I had to, I’d hang myself alone in some corner of a room.”
Easy for him to say.
“So, what will you do?” he asked.
“What do you mean?”
“I’m talking about how you’re going to die.”
He laid it out for me with cold precision.
“Option one: You’ll be hung up for the crowd to see, your legs kicking the air as you dance at the end of a rope.”
Even if they hung me, I doubt I’d die right away.
They’d probably tighten the rope little by little, letting the angry crowd pelt me with stones and rotten tomatoes.
They’d leave the rope slack enough to make sure I’d struggle for 30 to 40 minutes before finally dying.
“Option two: You’re made to kneel, and an axe splits your head in half.”
That’s not the worst choice, I suppose.
If I’m unlucky, I might get an inexperienced executioner who’d botch the job and leave me conscious for hours.
“Or option three: You’re used as a living test subject for mages until you die.”
At this rate, he’s going to come up with a hundred different ways to kill me, so I cut him off.
“Just make it as painless as possible,” I said.
He sneered at me.
“Four students died in this room,” he said.
“Whenever something like this happens, people always point fingers at the emperor.
When a noble commits a crime, it’s only natural that they take responsibility, don’t you think?”
“Not much left for me to lose. Why should I?” I replied flatly.
“Well, thanks to you, it’ll be much easier to legally seize your family’s estate.
After all, the only bloodline left is that pathetic half-wit of a brother you have.”
He spoke with amusement, his grin never fading.
“Either way, you’ll have to die in a gruesome fashion.
Just like your brother did.”
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I sat there quietly, even after hearing about my brother.
I was just too tired to respond anymore.
I’d had enough of this unsettling prince—a man who was clearly not within the bounds of a “normal” human being.
“How about something a bit more traditional?” he asked.
“Stoning.
It’s a punishment that dates back hundreds of years for women living in brothels or those accused of adultery.
It was more than just conservative back then—it was something else entirely.”
“Do I even have a choice?” I shot back.
He gave an exaggerated shrug and made a mock show of pondering the question.
“Not really,” he admitted, “but I can make it look like you do.
You’ll die just the same, after all.”
“What happens if I try to escape?”
“The person who cut off your hand will make sure to do the same to your feet,” he replied nonchalantly.
So there really were people around, hiding in plain sight.
It’s probably not full invisibility—more like a spell that makes them translucent.
Considering the state of the neatly arranged corpses, it’s unlikely it’s just one person.
How many of them follow him around daily?
“People are starting to gather around,” he remarked, “which means it’s time for me to get back to work.
This conversation has been fun, though.”
I could hear the distant murmurs of people gathering outside the classroom.
I glanced outside and saw a crowd of onlookers, their faces stricken with shock as they took in the scene.
Well, of course they’d be shocked.
They’d heard the noise and came to investigate, only to find dead nobles with holes in their heads and me—a girl pretty enough to call beautiful, if I’m being honest—having a casual chat with the crown prince.
“Time to get back to work,” he’d said.
Does he see being the prince as just another job?
While I pondered that, he suddenly stood up and struck me with all his might.
My head whipped to the side, my body twisting as I slammed into the wall.
“Ugh…”
“How dare you!” he bellowed.
“In this sacred place, established by His Majesty, you dare commit such atrocities…”
A loud ringing buzzed in my ears, making it hard to hear the rest.
My vision blurred a little but not enough to obscure what I saw.
The students gazed at him with admiration.
At the center of them all was Vivian, her eyes wide with shock as she stared at me.
Ah, our eyes met.
She must have realized it too, as her body flinched.
For some reason, I felt like I wanted to reassure her.
Not that I’d know how.
Still, I curled my lips into a small smile.
With all the strength gone from my body, I stayed sprawled out as two men in military uniforms appeared and bound my hands and feet with purple ropes.
They began dragging me away.
I didn’t resist.
After that, I don’t remember much.
All I recall is thinking, “The prince is surprisingly good at his job.”
***
When I opened my eyes, I was in a cell.
The purple ropes were still tied around my hands and feet.
These must be the kind that prevent magic use.
I could smell something foul, a mix of food and rot.
Looking ahead, I saw a bowl of soup that looked as unappetizing as it smelled.
There was also bread, and I figured bread should be safe enough.
I picked up a piece and took a bite, but it was so hard I thought my teeth would break.
Hunger or not, I tossed the food onto the floor.
That’s not food meant for people.
They’d left me in my uniform.
I’m not sure if it was meant as a kindness, but at least there weren’t any other prisoners around.
That’s somewhat comforting.
“Bored,” I muttered to myself.
Honestly, the concept of dying still doesn’t feel real to me.
Even if I’ve technically died once, I’m not sure if I really died or if I’d somehow rewound time before dying.
I noticed someone in front of the cell—a guard with a curved sword at his hip.
When I got up and approached, he pulled out a long wooden baton and jabbed it into my solar plexus.
I doubled over, gasping for breath.
“Kuh… ugh…”
Too harsh.
I thought about talking to him, but I had a feeling he’d just beat me with that baton if I said anything irritating.
Execution, huh.
I hope they make it as painless as possible.
Like anyone else, I don’t want to feel pain.
No one would willingly hand over their right to live to another person.
I’d only accepted it because I’d convinced myself I couldn’t end it on my own.
At least the world’s a cold place.
For someone like Vivian, this world is dazzling and beautiful.
But for villains like me, it’s a world that dishes out harsh punishments.
If Vivian had done what I’d done—though she never would—she’d never be punished.
They’d paint Lydia as a wicked person who deserved to die and load her with all kinds of false accusations.
The crown prince, Evan, and every unknown man would go to her defense.
That’s just the kind of person she is—someone who always lives under divine protection.
They say humans are beings that need correction.
Execution excludes the possibility of correction.
But if the person doesn’t even wish to be corrected, then what’s the point?
If someone’s view of life and perception of others have already hardened, leaving them no choice but to live that way—
And if the things they’ve done are unforgivable in the eyes of those in power—
Then, according to the principles of retribution, I must die.
But it’s laughable, isn’t it?
Even after deciding to die and setting everything in motion, I’m still trembling with fear at the thought of what’s to come.
Maybe I’m afraid to die after all.
Or maybe it’s because Lydia is gone.
At the very least, one of the people who tormented me is no longer here.
I can avoid Evan by dodging him, and if Vivian comes looking for me, I can always run away.
So why couldn’t I come up with a less drastic solution, as the crown prince suggested?
Maybe I’d just been cornered too much.
When a rat is cornered, it doesn’t bite the cat out of some hopeful desire to survive.
No, it’s because it’s overwhelmed by the threat of imminent death and the immense stress that comes with it.
Faced with a creature that will toy with it until it dies, the rat’s mind goes blank, and it bites.
That’s all.
Because it sees no other option.
Rats are simple, greedy creatures that value their lives dearly.
In that sense, I’m no different from a rat.
Whenever I’m faced with danger, I never think about overcoming it or fighting back—I just focus on hiding.
If I see something I want, I’m quick to get greedy.
I like the nighttime, when the streets are empty and people aren’t around.
I’m not sure if it’s the darkness I prefer or the absence of people.
When I was cornered, I bit Lydia with sharp teeth.
The name of my teeth was “revolver.”
When a girl like Vivian approaches me, I instinctively push her away, even though she’s clearly approaching with kindness.
And that’s what’s happening right now.
“Why did you come here? To mock me?”
Vivian’s face crumples as if she’s about to cry.
“I… I told you I’d help you!” she says, her voice trembling.
“I said I’d do whatever you wanted!”
“Oh, that,” I reply with a hollow laugh.
“Didn’t I tell you to jump? But you didn’t.
Not that it matters now.”
I never expected her to actually do it, and I never planned to beg her for anything either.
In the end, Vivian stands in front of me, crying.
But I’m the one who wants to cry.
No… not really.
I don’t want to cry.
Vivian’s sobs grow louder as she finally chokes out the message she’d come to deliver.
“His Highness… said the trial will be held tomorrow, and as soon as the verdict is given, your sentence will be carried out,” she says, her voice hoarse.
“So what?” I reply, feigning indifference.
“I begged him to spare you, but he said it’s impossible,” she says through tears.
“He said the only way to keep the academy stable—even if it’s a bit shaky—is for you to die.”
“I figured as much,” I mutter.
“I know, I know that,” Vivian says, her voice cracking with emotion.
“But even if I know that, I just can’t accept it… what… what am I supposed to do?!”
“We’re not that close, you and I,” I say, looking at her.
“I thought we were!” she yells, her emotions spilling over.
“You’re the first friend I’ve ever made at the academy… No, the first same-gender friend I’ve ever made in my life!”
“Then why did it have to turn out this way?” she cries.
“Is it because Evan likes me?
If I rip off my own face, will that stop all of this from happening?”
“Why are you asking me?” I snap, standing up.
The soldier holding the wooden baton eyes me warily.
He’s probably worried I’ll try to run.
Not that Vivian’s going to open the door for me anyway.
“But, Vivian…” I say, turning to look at her.
“Your future will shine as brightly as ever.
You won’t end up like me, rotting away in a place like this.”
It’s the kind of line this girl would never say under normal circumstances.
But I’m about to die, so I’m allowed a little weakness.
“I’m jealous of you, and I envy you,” I admit.
“That’s probably why I hate you.”
“…What?” she stammers.
“I’m just saying,” I reply.
“I’m about to die, so I’m allowed to say whatever I want, right?”
I’m feeling irritated now.
I want to throw something, but there’s nothing here except the cold stone floor.
Not even a piece of trash to hurl.
So I grab the hard bread and throw it instead.
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Well, what should I say?
For now, I’m on trial.
In the middle of the city, surrounded by a massive crowd, I’m still wearing my tattered school uniform, of all things.
This must be like a festival or an event for them.
And the gathered people must be thinking of it as a kind of celebration.
The judge asks me questions, using complicated legal language.
Most of it boils down to, “Do you admit to committing such-and-such crime?”
All I have to do is nod and answer.
It’s simple. Everything’s already been decided anyway.
But instead of dragging me straight to the square for execution, the people of this country have an almost obsessive love for following procedures.
They’d even haul a pig that’d eaten a child from the yard to a courtroom for a proper sentence, so this shouldn’t be a surprise.
The makeshift courtroom, built with planks hastily slapped together and furnished with a few chairs, was quickly dismantled the moment my sentence was given.
Not that it was much to begin with.
Just some planks and a few chairs.
And what’s my sentence? Of course, it’s death.
The old man in fancy robes raised a gavel, announced my death, and brought it down with a resounding thud.
The crowd erupted into cheers so loud, it felt like the world was shaking.
The oldest, closest-to-death man in the square was the one to declare my end.
It’s almost as if he’s recruiting a companion to join him on his trip to the afterlife.
“Ha.”
The thought was so ridiculous I let out a hollow laugh.
At that moment, I became a villain deserving of divine punishment, a monster worthy of the scorn of all.
What a joke.
Two soldiers in purple military uniforms approached me. One held a bizarrely shaped sword, while the other had a long gun strapped to his waist that hardly looked like a gun at all.
They pulled my arms behind me and clamped on iron shackles.
I didn’t resist. There was no point.
They hoisted me up, half-dragging me along.
I tried shifting my body a bit, but my weak body wasn’t going to accomplish anything.
When I moved too much, they dug their fingers harder into my arms and shoulders, gripping me so tightly that my feet barely touched the ground.
It hurt. I’ll probably have bruises later.
And just like that, the parade of disgrace began.
Rotten eggs, tomatoes, broccoli, and unidentifiable filth rained down on me.
The worst were the mushy, rotting vegetables that splattered on my face.
They clung to me instantly, releasing a horrid, putrid stench.
1- “Rot in hell, demon!”
2- “She’s probably been with goats! Only a monster would commit such terrible sins!”
3- “She’s a devil worshiper, I’m sure of it!”
The shouts of the crowd echoed in my mind, making me feel dizzy.
Poor soldiers.
They’re getting hit with the same filth just because they’re standing next to me.
I hope they’re getting some kind of hazard pay for this.
The crowd’s faces were lit with joy, their expressions practically glowing as they hurled things at me.
This kind of execution wasn’t just an event—it was a celebration.
But if it’s a noble being dragged to their death, it’s not just a little event. It’s a grand festival.
I glanced to my right and saw a gallows with four nooses hanging from it.
Below the ropes were bodies, legs stiff and straight, jerking upward and downward unnervingly, like puppets.
Their heads, like clusters of grapes, swayed gently as the bodies swayed in the air.
It’s fitting, then, that the phrase “dancing in the air” describes it so well.
At least I won’t be left to dangle like that.
They’ll give me a cleaner death with a blade, as befits a noble’s dignity.
If I’d begged the crown prince to be hanged instead, he wouldn’t have agreed.
He’d probably just tilt his head and wave me off like I wasn’t worth the effort.
The execution platform, made of wood soaked in human blood, came into view.
I stepped onto the creaking wooden stairs.
With every step, the metallic tang of blood filled my nose, making my empty stomach churn.
“Ugh…”
I reached the top, where I could see everything below me, and everyone below could see me.
It’s a brilliant spot, really. A stage fit for an execution.
Two executioners, both wearing military uniforms, stood next to the iron restraints.
One was an old man, and the other was a boy.
The old man wielded a fearsome-looking axe, the kind that makes your knees go weak just by looking at it.
The boy—who looked to be about my height—held a large, blunt, rectangular sword, one that seemed too heavy for him to lift properly.
His hands were trembling as he struggled to maintain his stance.
Executioners who kill nobles are often treated like low-ranking nobles themselves.
They’re not much better off than social outcasts, but it’s still a noble rank of sorts.
They’re trained to cut cleanly with a single swing, though I’ve heard stories of botched executions.
This boy, at least, could probably chop my neck without much issue.
After all, my neck’s not sturdy—it’s thin and frail.
Maybe that’s why the old man’s training him, bringing his grandson along to pass down the trade.
The boy, wearing a strained, stern expression that didn’t suit him, kept his eyes fixed on me.
I knelt down and my legs were shackled.
A deafening roar erupted from the crowd below.
Cheers filled with joy, laughter, and excitement.
“Kill her! Kill her! Kill her!” they chanted in unison, waving their hands to the beat.
It was a sight to behold.
I hoped this time, I’d finally die, just as they were demanding.
I fought to ease the tension in my face.
I was terrified, my knees weak, my bladder ready to give out.
But I endured it.
Somehow, I endured.
Tears began to trickle down my face, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop them.
Once the tears started, they wouldn’t stop.
So, I lifted the corners of my mouth into a smile.
I didn’t want to be seen sobbing and sniffling.
I turned my head slightly to the left and caught sight of the boy.
I could hear the loud gulp as he swallowed his nerves, and then he shouted with a voice loud enough to burst eardrums.
“ERICA-MECKLENBURG!! DO YOU HAVE ANY-LAST-WORDS?!”
“I’m still…”
I tried to speak but stopped midway.
I don’t want to die. It’ll hurt. I don’t know what’s going to happen. It’s terrifying.
The afterlife has always been an unknown, a source of fear.
And for me, it’s no different.
Maybe I’ve always said I wanted to die, but deep down, I never truly meant it.
To be more precise, if life hadn’t been so miserable, I’d have wanted to live somehow, in some way.
But it’s too late for that now.
I’ve tried to die so many times, and when none of those attempts worked, I ended up here.
If I’m not going to completely deny the person I’ve been up to this point, I can’t start having second thoughts now.
But perhaps, when faced with death, everyone becomes honest with themselves.
Or maybe it’s because I’m about to die by someone else’s hand—to have my right to life taken away by another—that my emotions are running wild.
Anger, sadness, frustration… I’m not even sure which one it is.
The tears keep falling, and before my feelings can get any more out of control, I say something completely unlike me.
As I wriggle, hoping the rusty shackles around my wrists might miraculously snap open, I scream out:
“Screw all of you! You pathetic idiots!
I hope everything burns to the ground! You, you, and you—I hope every last one of you dies in misery!”
Thud.
Squish.
Usually, they’d wait until the condemned finishes speaking before swinging the blade.
“Ah… ah…”
It’d have been better if my head had come off cleanly.
But the pain… It’s unbearable.
My neck’s only half-severed, and I can’t even make a sound anymore.
After a moment, my body starts to feel sluggish.
Or maybe I’ve lost control of it entirely.
Maybe all my nerves have been cut, leaving me unable to move.
Either way, it’s over now.
But how am I still thinking?
Is it true that even after a person’s head is cut off, they’re still conscious for a few seconds?
My mind’s going blank…
Then I hear it.
A sharp whoosh of air, followed by another slash.
My vision tilts, and I see the world spinning.
The sky, the crowd, the people’s faces as they reach toward me with outstretched hands—I’m sure of it now.
My head’s been cut off.
They’re probably hoping to soak up my blood, thinking it’ll bring them good fortune.
They’ll grab at my head, pulling and tearing at it like it’s some sort of prize.
All with bright, smiling faces, devoid of any sense of cruelty.
As I watch this grotesque spectacle, I notice a girl with blond hair.
Her tear-streaked face is twisted in grief, and her fingers are shoved into her mouth as she sobs uncontrollably.
My final wish?
Burn my body.
Spit on my grave and scorn me.
Don’t cry for me.
And please, let this be the end of it all.
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She saw it.
She saw the friend she had once believed in—that woman—her eyes weeping tears, but her lips curled in a smile as her head separated from her body.
Where should this story begin?
Vivian—a beautiful girl blessed with talent in magic—entered the academy. She was intelligent but naive, as intellect and wisdom are not the same. 
Without the support of a man who had claimed to be her father’s old friend after her father’s death, she might never have entered the academy at all.
But that’s not an important story.
It’s not exciting, just another tale of envy-inducing privilege.
If we’re looking for an interesting story, perhaps it’s best to start from the day she was slapped by that pale, worn-out girl.
To put it simply, the three of them were friends.
When Vivian first entered the academy, her first friends were those two.
But as time passed, cracks began to form.
Anyone could see it coming, but the three of them, the people most involved, were too naive to realize it.
To put it bluntly:
One was a pretty-faced fool who’d never had a real friend before.
Another was a girl who’d locked herself away in her own greenhouse, never achieving anything on her own.
And the last was a scholar full of knowledge but lacking in wisdom.
Put simply, they were immature children, like most kids their age.
And when it comes to relationships, immaturity often leads to bad endings.
Vivian had a vague sense that Evan had feelings for her.
She wasn’t sure, but his affection didn’t feel like the fondness shared between close friends—it was something clingier, more possessive.
Erica, who liked Evan, also realized it.
So Erica began to dislike Vivian.
Vivian even called Evan aside once and gently rejected him, but if people’s hearts were that easy to manage, the world would be a much simpler place.
Human hearts are complicated, and yet, in other ways, they’re too simple. It’s easy for everything to get tangled up.
Erica began to push Vivian away, and Vivian simply hated that.
Erica disliked Vivian so much that she began doing things that, from an adult’s perspective, would seem like childish bullying.
She was a noble, after all, and had plenty of followers.
Her actions weren’t much—some harsh words, a few fits of anger, and some clumsy attempts at insults. 
She couldn’t even bring herself to say truly vulgar things, so her attempts at swearing were awkward at best.
The two of them grew more and more exhausted.
The difference between them was that, while Vivian clung to Erica, trying to hold on to her only same-gender friend, Erica gave up trying to separate Vivian from Evan and simply distanced herself from both of them.
Erica pushed Vivian away, and Vivian chased after her.
The day Vivian’s cheek was slapped was like any other.
Erica had left behind the usual crowd of followers and spoke to Vivian earnestly.
She’d asked her—no, begged her—to stay away from Evan, or at least to stay out of her sight.
She’d demanded to know why Vivian went out of her way to seek her out despite being in a different class.
Vivian didn’t answer.
Or, rather, she couldn’t.
She didn’t know what to say.
But she knew.
As she watched Erica’s face—a face that looked so tired and full of frustration—she realized something.
If she let Erica walk away now, their relationship would never be the same again.
And now, at this very moment, she wonders if it would have been better if she’d just avoided Erica altogether.
It was from that day that something felt off, and Vivian knew it.
From that day, it felt like everything started going wrong.
But it wasn’t Vivian who was falling apart—it was Erica.
Every time she approached Erica, Erica seemed more broken than before.
The sting of that slap, and the feeling that she’d lost a friend, had made Vivian cry for a long time.
She’d run into Evan that day and poured out her heart to him.
That same day, she’d heard rumors of a terrible argument between Evan and Erica.
After hearing that, Vivian had clutched her head, confused and overwhelmed. She’d run a bath, soaking herself in warm water for a long time, but she hadn’t spoken about it to anyone.
She’d just held it all in, letting it fester.
Evan wasn’t that important to her.
The friend Evan was important, but not Evan the person.
Erica wasn’t that important to her.
The friend Erica was everything, but not Erica the person.
The same was true for the others.
If Erica had died quietly, in some mundane, forgettable way, she’d have faded from Vivian’s mind.
Vivian would have shed a few tears, grieved briefly, and moved on to a life of learning love and happiness.
But instead, Erica’s end was dramatic.
So now, Vivian’s mind is filled with “what-ifs.”
If only she’d grabbed Erica’s hand that day.
If only she’d stayed instead of leaving when Erica told her to go.
If only she’d offered comfort, instead of anger, when Erica had pointed a gun at her own head.
Would something have changed?
She didn’t spare a thought for the people Erica had killed.
She’d never been close to them, never wanted to be.
Why would Vivian pity them?
They were the kind of people who’d laugh while stuffing Erica into a tiny locker.
They were the ones who’d taken that once-proud, self-assured Erica and turned her into someone so broken that she tried to blow her own head off.
In Vivian’s mind, they weren’t people.
They were beasts.
And so, they deserved to die.
There was no way to save Erica.
Vivian had sought out the most powerful person she knew, even kneeling before him to beg, but it had been for nothing.
The day before the trial—when Erica was still locked away in the underground prison—Vivian went to see the Crown Prince.
After class, as usual, he sat on a bench, pipe in hand, taking slow drags of his tobacco.
“Your Highness Johannes, I have a request,” Vivian said, bowing deeply.
“I told you, you don’t have to call me ‘Your Highness.’” He looked up at her, his tone languid but his gaze sharp. “So, it’s your first request. If it’s possible, I’ll grant it. Speak, Vivian.”
“Can you… can you save Erica?”
At that, the prince snorted.
“Didn’t I say ‘if it’s possible’?” He leaned back, gaze drifting upward as he watched the smoke curl into the sky. “Go back, Vivian. There’s nothing you or I can do.”
He placed the pipe back in his mouth and stared at nothing in particular, eyes lost in the haze of memory or thought.
Vivian remained in front of him for a long while, just staring at him.
Then she spoke again.
“Then… at least let me see her.”
Erica was being held in the underground prison—a place that had barely been used since the academy’s founding. It was once meant to hold rebellious noble children, but it had long since fallen out of use.
Hearing her plea, the prince took the pipe from his mouth and crossed his legs.
“As long as you don’t do anything foolish,” he said, voice low and measured. “With your magic, you could cut through the bars, kill the guards, and sneak her out of the academy. I’m well aware of that.”
“I’d never do that,” Vivian replied, her voice trembling. “I just want to… I just want to see her.”
“Take her,” the prince commanded, cutting her off.
From his shadow, a figure stepped forward—a human-shaped silhouette that guided Vivian toward the underground prison.
But instead of resolving the turmoil in her heart, that visit only worsened it.
She’d expected to hear Erica plead for her life, to hear her beg to be saved, to hear her lash out with resentment, saying, “With your magic, you could break me out of here!”
But all she heard was something far worse.
“I’m jealous of you, Vivian,” Erica had said with a smile, as if it were nothing. “I envy you, and that’s probably why I hate you.”
That’s all she’d said.
And so, Vivian left.
That night, she didn’t sleep.
Her mind was filled with the thought that Erica had become just like all the other girls who’d hated her for no reason.
The next day, it happened.
Just like the day she’d been slapped, Vivian found herself pouring her heart out to Evan.
This time, though, it wasn’t just her. Evan’s mind seemed just as hollowed out as hers.
They weren’t talking like friends or lovers.
They were like mourners at a funeral.
“…Evan, what should we do about Erica?” Vivian asked, voice trembling.
“I don’t know,” Evan replied, his voice flat, empty.
KILL HER!
KILL HER!
KILL HER!

The crowd’s chants drowned out their conversation, a deafening roar of bloodthirsty fervor.
Vivian and Evan stood side by side, their bodies shaking as the reality of what was about to happen slowly sank in.
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She saw it.
“Screw all of you, you pathetic idiots. I hope everything burns to the ground. You, you, and you—I hope you all just die…”
Squish.
The sword didn’t cleanly sever her neck on the first swing. Instead, it got stuck halfway through.
It must have hurt, but Erica didn’t scream. She only blinked slowly, her face expressionless, as if the pain wasn’t real.
How could she stay so calm? It’s supposed to hurt.
The crowd, which had been roaring for her death, suddenly fell silent.
Even if she was a criminal, she was still just a 17-year-old girl. Watching her like this made them pause, if only for a moment.
The boy holding the sword wiped the sweat from his brow, then raised it high and brought it down again.
Her head flew through the air.
Her eyes met mine as she soared.
If I’m not mistaken, she looked at me—and she smiled a little, her lips curling up ever so slightly.
They say the blood of an executed criminal brings good luck.
And the higher the status of the executed person, the greater the fortune.
The fact that she’d been a living, breathing girl just moments ago didn’t matter to the crowd.
All that mattered was that her blood rained down on them now.
And so, the mob surged forward, rushing to catch the blood as it spilled from Erica’s severed head. 
They reached their hands toward her head, still airborne, desperate to seize it for themselves.
Even Evan and I reached out our hands.
But Erica’s head didn’t fall into our hands.
Instead, it was caught by strangers—people who weren’t even related to her, people who’d never spoken to her, people who clawed at her hair, pulling and yanking as if fighting over a precious relic.
“E-Evan, shouldn’t we do something?” I asked, panic rising in my voice.
“Ah… ah… ugh… ah… Erica… ah…”
Evan’s mind had shattered. He was completely useless.
So much for being her childhood friend.
If someone had asked Erica who her favorite person in the world was, she’d have answered “myself.” But if asked for her second favorite, she’d have said “Evan.”
What the hell was he doing?
If that had been someone else’s head, I’d have thought, “How can people be so cruel?” and felt a little sad about it, but I wouldn’t have done anything.
I’d have just walked away.
But this was Erica.
Maybe it didn’t mean much to anyone else, but it meant something to me.
Rage boiled in my chest, and before I realized it, the air around me grew hot.
A rush of wind gathered flames—not hot enough to burn anyone to death but hot enough to make them scream.
It wasn’t me. At least, that’s what I told myself.
The flames surged toward the mob, making them scatter in all directions, screaming as they fled.
“Why… Why are you people like this?” Evan’s voice wavered, barely holding back sobs.
“She’s dead now. Just let her be. She had it rough while she was alive, so why can’t you just let her rest?”
Evan’s legs gave out beneath him, and he sat there on the ground, staring at his hands as if they’d done something unforgivable.
I heard him muttering to himself.
“Not that I have the right to say that…”
I pretended I didn’t hear him.
If Evan started blaming himself, I’d start blaming myself too.
This wasn’t the place for that kind of self-loathing.
The skin on my arms felt a little warm, but no one had been burned. Of course not—I’d controlled it carefully.
A man, maybe in his 40s, with a scruffy beard, held Erica’s head like it was a prized possession.
He wasn’t going to let it go.
I conjured several sharp icicles in the air, each one pointed directly at him.
“Drop it,” I said, voice cold as frost. “There are plenty of severed heads to collect up there.”
“I… I found it first!” the man protested.
I spun one of the icicles, then fired it into the ground near his foot.
“Next one’s going in your arm,” I said softly.
The man’s face paled, and he quickly set Erica’s head down on the ground like it was made of glass. Then he ran, disappearing into the crowd.
I walked toward Erica’s head, crouched down, and picked her up.
Her face… her eyes were still half-open, her pupils slightly unfocused. But she’d been smiling, even now.
The crowd parted as I moved, like a sea splitting before me. I didn’t care why.
I reached out and closed Erica’s eyes.
Even with her eyes closed, the dark circles beneath them were so deep, her face looked as if it had aged decades.
Her skin hung loose, sagging like she’d been worn down to her bones.
“You hated me, didn’t you?” I murmured.
“I’m holding you with my bare hands right now. So if you want to slap me for it, go ahead. But get up and do it yourself.”
No answer, of course.
I turned to Evan, who was still crumpled on the ground.
“Hey, Evan. Erica’s dead.”
……
But was it just my imagination?
Evan didn’t respond either.
He was lost in his own turmoil.
The last words he’d exchanged with Erica had been sharp, words intended to wound and tear each other down.
So, when the time came, he couldn’t stand up for her.
If he’d done nothing, those wretched people would have taken her eyes, her skin, her hair—everything.
But he’d chained himself up with thoughts like, “Do I even deserve to help her?”
Maybe, in those final moments, Erica had been begging for help.
He should have gone to her when the news of her family’s downfall spread.
He should have gone to her when her brother was branded a traitor and executed.
But instead, he’d used that knowledge to attack her.
His words had cut deeper than any blade.
In the end, the only person Erica could have relied on at the academy was Evan.
But he’d slapped her away, just like she’d slapped Vivian.
He’d known Lydia was Erica’s subordinate, practically her shadow.
He’d known that if her family fell, Lydia might turn on Erica.
And yet, all he’d thought at the time was, “Maybe if she suffers a little, she’ll finally realize her mistakes.”
How pathetic.
“Urgh…ugh…!”
His thoughts spiraled, and he collapsed onto the street, vomiting bile.
There was nothing in his stomach to throw up, so all that came up was bitter stomach acid.
All he could do was sit there, crying and feeling disgusted with himself.
They claimed Erica’s body and left the execution grounds.
The place they’d left behind soon grew noisy again with cheers and roars.
New prisoners were being dragged up to the stage, one by one.
Unlike Erica, these prisoners screamed for mercy, begging for their lives until the very end.
But Erica—Erica had let go of her life long before they’d taken her to that platform.
Vivian knew it too.
That day, when she’d visited Erica.
There had been two bullets in that revolver.
……
“I should have done something when she told me, ‘I’m not going to use it on myself.’”
If she wasn’t going to use it on herself, then it meant she was going to use it on someone else.
Her father had taken an “extreme choice” as well.
Maybe she’d meant to follow him.
“When she told me she’d lost everything, that all she could do was laugh like a fool… I should’ve hugged her.”
She’d looked so fragile then, her face worn and hollow, her spirit crushed.
Vivian should have stayed with her.
Even if Erica had pushed her away. Even if Erica had hated her.
“When she asked for the revolver back, I should’ve smashed it or thrown it away instead of giving it back to her.”
If only she’d known.
But of course, she hadn’t known.
No one did.
“When she pointed it at her own head and pulled the trigger, I should’ve destroyed it with my magic.”
Vivian thought back to all the moments she’d failed Erica.
She’d mastered swordplay, she’d mastered magic—she could’ve stopped her.
But Erica only had that one thing, that one revolver.
Without it, maybe she wouldn’t have been able to kill anyone at all.
“When she asked me to jump off the terrace with her, I should’ve used flight magic and jumped with her.”
If someone can suggest such a thing so casually, then maybe—just maybe—they might actually pull the trigger on themselves.
Even if they’d said they were joking.
Even if they’d smiled.
Even if it was Erica.
“She said she hated me.”
“She said everything that happened to her was my fault.”
“I’ll believe it. If Erica says so, it must be true.”
“I’ll carry that with me.”
Vivian’s face twisted with grief.
“Hey, Evan,” she said softly, her voice barely a whisper.
“What should I do?”
For a week, she’d been holed up in a dark room, mumbling to Evan, who hadn’t responded.
“Was it my face that was the problem?” she asked, her voice quivering.
“Or was it the fact that you fell for me?”
“Or was it because I didn’t want to grow apart from Erica?”
“Was it wrong to cry to you that day when Erica slapped me? Was it wrong to ask for comfort?”
“I never wanted love in the first place.”
“But they all say they love me.”
“They all come to me with confessions of love, and everything falls apart.”
“I’ve lost my family, never had a real friend in my hometown, and none of them showed me a shred of kindness.”
“Except Erica. She was the first. And later…”
Her voice cracked.
“No one in this academy has shown me kindness, not without wanting something from me. Except Erica.”
“Even the Crown Prince pretends he doesn’t care but watches me all the same. Even the boys.”
“I’m sick of it.”
“Hey, Evan. What went wrong?”
Evan’s hollow voice answered from the bed.
“It was me. I was the problem.”
“Yeah,” Vivian replied. “Me too.”
She didn’t cry.
She didn’t break down.
She didn’t weep like she had before.
But she couldn’t hold it all in, either.
A single tear rolled down her right cheek.
Then another.
The tears soaked into her handkerchief until it was completely drenched.
She went to her room, filled the bathtub with warm water, climbed in, and wept.
“How am I supposed to live like this?” she sobbed.
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I’m back.
I don’t know why, but I’m holding a coffee cup.
The feeling I had when my head was severed—that unique sensation—suddenly returned, and my whole body jolted upright.
“Ah!”
Because of it, I spilled hot coffee on my pale thigh, scalding my skin just a little.
Instead of taking off my clothes and pouring cold water on it, I just conjured a small stream of cool water from my fingertips and let it trickle down the burn.
“It stings.”
So, where am I?
I’d like to think it’s heaven or hell disguised as my room. But judging by how real everything feels, it’s probably neither.
Actually, this might be my room.
Not the room of this “young lady”—but the room I originally lived in.
Maybe I’m just experiencing an extended hallucination or I had a heart attack and woke up on my own.
With such ridiculous thoughts swirling in my head, I glance toward the mirror.
And, of course, there’s a cute girl sitting there, smirking at me like she’s mocking my thoughts.
I can’t even remember what I used to look like anymore.
If I think about what I’d like to drink right now, it’s oolong tea.
Yeah, oolong tea filled with ice from that cafe five minutes from my old house.
How much was it again?
Two thousand won. Yeah, 2,000 won.
What kind of person was I back then?
Unemployed. I didn’t work.
But I wasn’t worried about money.
Like most people, my family and friends disappeared one by one, leaving me completely alone.
I’d lost too much, to the point that I was the only one left.
What did I want to do with my life?
I’d abandoned my human rights and willingly became a graduate student. I’d dreamed of becoming a professor.
My dad wasn’t a full professor—just a research professor—but still, a professor is a professor.
Then the world turned upside down.
No, not the world—just society.
I was shipped north in a green uniform and came back missing limbs.
And who’s going to hire a cripple?
Not the students, nor the professors. They’d all just give me that irritated look whenever I’d walk by.
Without the right connections, I’d just end up as an adjunct professor, spinning in circles until I’d have to quit.
So, I gave up early.
“But why does any of that matter now?”
I’d killed people to survive.
Was this my punishment?
No, that’s not it. Communists aren’t people, so I’d never actually murdered anyone.
My head suddenly felt clear.
I walked over to my desk and opened a drawer.
Inside, I found a few disorganized gold coins.
I took two of them and decided to head to the academy’s shop that sold luxury items.
I didn’t care what time it was, what would happen next, or what would happen with Vivian.
All that mattered was getting some cigarettes.
The Crown Prince always filled his pipe with leaves—maybe marijuana, maybe something else—but either way, it’s something.
I needed something to smoke, or I’d go crazy.
So, I grabbed a fresh uniform, put on my shoes, and left the dormitory.
At a distance, I spotted a bespectacled figure striding toward the dorm.
It was clearly Evan.
He’s probably debating whether to come in or not.
Since I’d rather avoid wasting energy on him and risk forgetting about my errand, I ducked out of sight.
I passed the dining hall and walked to a street lined with shops selling small trinkets and accessories.
The street was packed with people.
Was it dinner time?
Either way, I made my way to the shop that sold luxury goods like coffee, tea, cigarettes, and alcohol.
The shop’s interior wasn’t too crowded, probably because of its high-end products.
As I approached a small wooden box containing cigars, I reached for it at the same time as someone else’s hand.
“Oh my, it’s the young lady of the Mecklenburg family.”
It was the Crown Prince.
Instead of bowing respectfully, I just gave a slight nod.
“Since we’re in the academy, I’ll spare the formalities, Your Highness.”
“No matter. But how about observing some decorum by offering me that last box of cigars?” he said with a grin. “After all, it’s hardly proper for a lady to smoke.”
“What’s so wrong about finding solace in a little smoke rising toward the sky, hidden away where no one sees?” I replied.
“With logic like that, I suppose I’ll indulge you this time.”
He let go of the box, releasing it into my hands.
“I’ll just have to endure the tedium of another session with my pipe,” he said, sounding tired but amused.
After purchasing the cigars, I left the store and headed back to my room.
But then I remembered something—Evan might be at my door.
My steps slowed to a halt.
I veered toward a bench near a small pond.
This spot had been a common gathering place for me, Evan, and Vivian.
I decided to sit for a while, my thoughts foggy as smoke.
To blow it all away, I conjured a tiny flame at my fingertip and lit a cigar.
The first inhale…
“Ack! Cough! Hack! Gah!”
My throat burned, and I coughed so hard I thought my lungs would collapse.
Right. This body—this delicate young lady’s body—had never smoked before.
From my neck to my whole face, I felt an odd nausea—a mix of familiarity and unfamiliarity that left me reeling.
Of course, my mind remembers being a heavy smoker once. Inhaling smoke should feel familiar, but this body—this girl’s body—was clearly not used to it.
“I figured you were a seasoned smoker, given your choice, but I guess I misjudged,” the Crown Prince remarked.
“Following a lady around isn’t exactly a virtuous quality, Your Highness,” I replied flatly.
“…Perhaps,” he muttered.
I gave up in the end. No matter how many times I tried, I couldn’t smoke it.
Every breath felt like sharp thorns scratching the inside of my chest.
After a few tries of inhaling and exhaling, I gave up. I burned the end of the cigar and set it down.
This girl’s body really was fragile.
I couldn’t even indulge in a simple vice. No, not without breaking down.
Fortunately, I had someone nearby to help.
“One of them’s already lit, but the rest are brand new from the store. Care to take them as a gift?” I asked.
“I’ve been waiting for you to say that,” the Crown Prince said, his eyes glinting.
I handed him the box of cigars, and he snatched it like someone afraid it might be stolen from him. Then he opened it like a deviant, sniffing the contents with an unsettling grin.
He sat down next to me, one arm’s length away, and crossed his legs. From the box I’d given him, he picked a cigar, murmured something into the air, and a small, wavering flame appeared at the end of it.
He hadn’t conjured the flame himself. Someone else had.
“Have you heard the news?” he asked.
He didn’t seem to expect a response. After taking a drag and exhaling a long stream of smoke, he continued.
“Your family’s going to collapse. It’s not over yet, but it will be.
Whether it’s a deficit, a rebellion, or something else entirely—it’s coming.”
I didn’t reply.
I just watched a small, nameless fish swim in circles around the pond in front of us.
The fish swam around and around, nibbling at bits of food in the water. Occasionally, it would bump into the edge of the pond and hesitate, as if stunned, before going right back to swimming in circles.
“I know,” I finally said.
“Normally, if someone’s alone with someone of higher status who can prop them up, they’d try to get something out of it. But you’re not, huh? Were you abused at home or something?”
Abused? No, I was loved.
I was raised to see the world in a positive light and to be someone who could love others in turn.
But a few words on a page destroyed all of that.
A few lines of text made me a machine—a machine meant to make Vivian feel sadness and nothing more.
If that’s the case, just throw me away when I’m broken.
Stop replacing me. Please.
“There’s no reason for you to help me, and I’m not asking for it,” I replied.
He nodded as if that made perfect sense.
“Fair enough. I’ve got no reason to help you, and you’re not asking for it.
But I’ll still say this—it’s going to get a lot harder from here on out.
Even after you graduate, without a proper backer, nothing’s going to change.
If you’re going to cause a scene, at least do it quietly in your room. People like you—the quiet, calm ones—are the most dangerous.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.
The Crown Prince’s brow twitched, like he’d heard something he didn’t like.
“If you ever see someone cross the line, come to me. I’ll give you a little help,” he said, almost as an afterthought.
“Like I’d be able to get through to you,” I muttered.
He’s constantly surrounded by people, after all.
“I’m leaving,” he said, standing and brushing the dust off his clothes.
“There are too many bugs around here. The smell of fish is awful too.”
With that, he walked away, his steps leisurely but firm.
I stayed on the bench for a while, watching the fish swim in circles.
Then I got up and returned to the dormitory.
Not being able to smoke didn’t make me feel like I’d go insane.
But the smell of smoke mixed with the memory of fish made me feel like I’d go mad.
As I walked, I suddenly dropped to my knees, pulled them close to my chest, and sat there, quietly crying.
“I don’t want to die,” I muttered.
Even the emptiness of a repetitive life—I wanted to feel it again.
That’s what I realized as I flew through the air after my head was cut off.
I realized I wanted to live.
But the world didn’t seem like it wanted me to live, and so I cried in quiet powerlessness.
I didn’t need a reason to want to live.
I just did.
Chapter 28
Chapter 28
“Hey, can you come out?”
When I returned to the dormitory, I found Evan sitting against the wall outside my door.
His mouth was slightly open, and a bit of drool had trickled down. He must have dozed off.
“Where have you been—”
“You’ve got a drool on your face. How about you wipe that off first?”
At my words, he pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his mouth.
“Erica, you know why I’m here, don’t you?”
It’s happening earlier than before—still early evening—but it’s the same as before.
I’m starting to wonder if the world’s on some kind of loop.
“Yeah, I know.”
With all the unbelievable magic in this world, where love alone could bring down entire nations, it’s not so strange to think I’d returned to the past.
But I don’t have any great powers like that.
I can’t even conjure a ball of water larger than my face, so there’s no way I’m using time magic.
Regardless, time is the same.
That means everything that’s about to happen will be the same, too.
“So, it’s the same this time as well.”
I muttered it in quiet despair.
Maybe Evan thought I’d cursed under my breath, because he glanced at me with an annoyed expression.
“What did you say?”
“Nothing. Just talking to myself. Come in, if you’re so keen on playing word games with me.”
I opened the door for my irritated guest.
“Sit over there on the chair. I’ll bring some snacks and something to drink.”
When I checked the stash of chocolate, it was just as I’d expected—fully stocked.
I arranged several different types of chocolate on a plate and set it on the table.
Then I poured hot water over ground coffee beans in a filter, letting it drip into a cup.
“Do you think I’m here to drink coffee?”
Same opening as before.
I’ll give him the same response as before.
“Drink it. I made it for you as a guest.”
“You know very well why I’m here, Erica. Today, you slapped Vivian. They said you fought with her.”
“I slapped her, yeah. I did. But it wasn’t a fight. So what?”
“That’s not something you should be proud of!”
“And why not? It’s not like I did anything wrong.
I’ve never once thought about bowing my head if I’m not in the wrong. I’ve always lived my life with that in mind.”
It sounds self-righteous—like the musings of some sage living on a cloud.
But it’s true.
Even as I was about to be executed, surrounded by a howling mob baying for my blood, I stood tall.
My legs felt like they might give out, but I held my ground, didn’t bite my lips, didn’t cry.
I just walked forward, steady and calm.
Even when I was locked in a locker or when a bullet made a neat hole in the back of my head, I kept my dignity.
No one was there to see me break down anyway.
I’m always so conscious of how people see me.
Maybe that’s why my life has never felt truly free.
Even if I’m given freedom, I’ll always live as I’ve been taught—to reject barbarism and cling to etiquette and rules, enforcing them on myself before anyone else can.
“Cut the wordplay. Until now, you’ve never taken it too far with Vivian, so I let it slide. But today, you crossed the line.”
“So what are you here to do about it? If you’re not going to drink the coffee I made, then get out.”
“I’m not leaving.
Even if she’s a commoner, it’s not right to treat her that way—”
“As I’ve said before, she’s not a commoner. She’s a knight’s daughter.”
“What’s the difference?”
“From a commoner’s point of view, there’s no difference between me and that girl, Lydia.
But ask you, and I’m sure you’d tell me that I’m clearly higher than them. That’s the way it is.”
“Don’t change the subject. You know that’s not what we’re talking about.”
“If that’s not it, then what is?”
“You used your noble status to intimidate Vivian, and today you slapped her. I saw her crying at that bench we used to hang out at.”
Ah, that spot with the circling fish. She cried there, huh.
Lucky for me I didn’t go there at the same time.
Would’ve been an annoying scene.
“So, Evan. What do you want me to do?”
“Huh?”
“Did you think I’d suddenly realize my mistakes, apologize, and beg for forgiveness?”
“…No, I didn’t think you’d do that. That’s why I’m here to berate you.”
I thought about drinking tea, but it’s too much trouble to steep it.
So, I started brewing another cup of coffee instead.
“Erica, you—”
Evan’s words faltered, just like before.
He glanced down at the floor.
That’s when I noticed it—the coffee cup I’d been holding before I left to buy cigarettes.
It was shattered on the ground.
A large shard of glass cut my foot, but I didn’t feel anything at first.
No, I didn’t notice until I saw the wound. The moment I saw it, the sting began.
With how deep it went, there’s no way I shouldn’t have noticed.
Well, I’m sure to Evan, this matters far less than whatever’s going on with Vivian.
Better to act like it’s nothing.
“It’s not that big of a deal.”
I’m the one who’s hurt, but Evan’s the one making a fuss.
When brewing coffee, if you pour boiling water directly, the flavor changes. You need a consistent amount, a steady temperature, and a controlled pour.
A cut on my foot is nothing in comparison.
With one simple healing spell, the magician standing in front of me could make it disappear.
When Evan moved closer, trying to check my wound, I pulled my foot away.
“Evan, it’s a bit indecent to touch an unmarried maiden’s bare foot, don’t you think? If you’re so desperate, why don’t you go ask Vivian instead?”
“…What is wrong with you? Doesn’t it hurt?”
If he’s talking about my foot, then no, not really.
“It hurts.”
Because my heart hurts plenty.
Back then, before I returned here, I cried hard enough to wring myself dry.
Maybe my head’s a little broken now, come to think of it.
“But Evan, is that really the issue here? Why are you here?”
The coffee’s done brewing.
I swirled the cup slightly and placed it in front of Evan.
He looked dazed.
“It’s about you and Vivian… About what happened today…”
The phrasing was different this time.
He’s supposed to start with, “How dare you slap her,” and then criticize me, spit venom, and denounce me for being arrogant.
He’s supposed to be here to punish the arrogant woman who’s blinded by jealousy and to push me aside for Vivian—the one he’s supposed to love.
Later, after I’m dead, he’s supposed to feel a little guilty about it but move on with his life, saying, “Well, the living have to live.”
“Like I said, it wasn’t really a fight. I just lost my temper by myself. It’s all my fault. I’m the one who’s twisted. If you see Vivian, tell her I’m sorry. I don’t want to face her in person.”
His eyes widened. He couldn’t even respond properly, just stammered.
He’s shocked. Of course he’s shocked.
Because I’m not the kind of person who apologizes to Vivian.
But now, well, what’s the point?
I’ve realized I’m not as great as I’d thought. I’m not even a decent person.
“Erica, are you… Are you feeling alright?”
I knew he’d say that.
“My foot hurts.”
“Ah, uh, right.”
I took off my socks and tossed them in the trash.
There’s no point in wearing them anymore. They’re torn, and they’re stained with blood. The smell wouldn’t come out easily either.
Evan grabbed my foot and plucked out the remaining glass shards.
Then he poured cold water on it and cast a spell to heal the wound.
The open gash on my foot closed up as if it had never been there.
“Thanks.”
After healing me, he washed his hands with water magic and sat back down.
He took a sip of the coffee I’d made for him and bit into a chocolate.
For a while, he just kept eating and drinking, not saying a word.
“Evan, when are you going to leave?”
“Is that what’s important right now?!”
I didn’t respond.
Evan, ignoring me, continued.
“Look at yourself. You got cut by glass, but you acted like nothing was wrong. It didn’t even hurt, did it? Back then, you’d cry and whine if you so much as pricked your finger on a rose thorn.”
He paused to catch his breath, filled his empty cup with water, drank it, and continued.
“If I’d told you to apologize to Vivian, you’d have thrown a fit, screaming, ‘How could you say that to me?’ And you’re not even a smoker. But you reek of cigarettes. You’ve always had weak lungs, so smoking only hurts you.”
“What are you trying to say?”
“I don’t know. Honestly, I’m not sure. I’m just saying that you’re not acting like you.”
He’s pretty sharp.
Seeing him put all those pieces together, I’m impressed.
But he’s wrong.
If anything, I’m paying more attention to everything he’s saying. I’m going to carve every single word of his into my heart.
That’s just the kind of girl Erica is.
“You’re the one who made me like this, Evan. Don’t pretend you don’t know that.”
“When did I ever—! You never listen to anything I say!”
Why don’t you insult my family like last time?
Shout at me, push me, tell me I’m pathetic and unworthy of being your friend.
Do it so we can end this. So we can cut all these uncomfortable ties between us.
“It’s the opposite.”
“The opposite? What does that even mean?”
“I mean it literally. If you curse at me, it’ll hurt. If you tell me never to slap Vivian again, I’ll make a scene, scream at you for daring to say that to me—but I’ll listen to you. You know that, don’t you?”
“…Is that true?”
I nodded.
“Yeah, so I said it already. I’m the one who’s twisted. This mess happened because of me. There’s no deeper meaning. It’s just because I was sad, angry, frustrated, annoyed, upset… something like that.”
“Erica, do you think this is all some misunderstanding?”
“I’m too tired to think about that anymore. Just… it’s just how it is.”
Chapter 29
Chapter 29
At the very least, I didn’t want to say this to you.
I didn’t want to ask for help.
I just wanted to joke around, to chat and laugh with you.
I didn’t want our relationship to turn into one where we’re constantly looking up or down at each other.
Once people start exchanging favors, their relationship tilts. Debt accumulates, and things shift.
So I kept putting it off. Delaying it. That’s just who I am. I’ve always been like that, so I really didn’t want to say this.
“Well, forget all that. I’ve got something to tell you.”
“What do you want to say now…?”
“It’s not a confession or anything, so relax.
You’re here to scold me because the girl you like got slapped, right? I wouldn’t confess at a time like this.”
“Then what is it?”
Honestly, I’m not even sure what I’m about to say.
The words just come out, raw and unfiltered, straight from the heart.
“Save me.”
Every time I’ve died, even if I’ve chosen that path myself, it’s always felt like someone else killed me.
The first time, I let go of a dim ray of hope and died in a stupid way, trying to escape the endless suffering and bleak future.
The second time, I relied on the hand of a young boy to send my head flying through the sky. It was my choice, but still…
Both times, it hurt so badly I wanted to scream.
“Huh…?”
“Save me, Evan. I’m just… I’m so tired.”
I laugh, then cry, then laugh again. It’s a mess.
My face is smiling. My breathing is steady. But my tear ducts have gone haywire.
Even if I wipe them away, they just keep flowing, like a faucet stuck on full blast. It’s so much that I’m starting to wonder if I’ll end up dehydrated.
My throat doesn’t tighten. My nose doesn’t run. It’s just tears, pouring down my face as I try to speak.
“No, forget it. Pretend you didn’t hear that. Just go.”
At my words, Evan says something unexpected.
“Is this something I can help with?”
Help? Help with what?
He’s never cared before. He’s never needed to.
“I don’t know.”
Even if his family’s house shakes a bit, it’s not going to collapse like mine. He’ll be fine. His estate’s taxes alone could keep them afloat.
I just want someone to listen to me. To hold me. To console me.
Anyone will do. Vivian, Evan, whoever.
I’m so desperate for warmth. I can’t do this alone anymore.
“I’ve got a question. Can I ask?”
Evan’s face stiffens slightly, but he nods.
Of course, with a girl acting this crazy—suddenly pleading for her life, crying and laughing like a maniac—he’s bound to be on edge.
“If you had to live the same day over and over again, and it was so unbearable that you couldn’t stand it, what would you do?”
“I’d die,” he says immediately.
Even in response to my nonsense question, he answers seriously.
“What if you died, but it didn’t end? What would you do then?”
His face hardens even more.
“I’d probably despair… and then… I’d just go with the flow.”
That’s exactly what I’m doing now.
That’s why I’m terrified of dying.
I’ve already experienced it twice, and it’s horrible.
“Right? Relax, it’s… never mind.
I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m sorry. Forget it.”
“Are we… not friends anymore?” he asks.
“No. Not anymore.
You like Vivian, and I… Well, I’m just in the way. I’m the obstacle. I’m the burden who’s always dragging others down.”
“You asked me to save you, didn’t you?”
“Did I?”
Evan starts drawing symbols in the air. He’s casting a spell.
He pulls out a gemstone, murmuring an incantation, and the glowing rune embeds itself into the gem.
It’s beautiful.
“Give me your finger. Any finger.”
I raise my index finger, pointing at him like I’m scolding him.
Evan wraps a small thread of magic around it, twisting it into a ring. He presses the gemstone onto it, and it sticks.
“It’s not much, but if you press down on the stone, it’ll break, and I’ll know.”
“I can only call you once, then?”
“I’ll make you a new one every time you call.”
“You did something like this for me before too, huh?”
“Yeah.”
“Thanks. It’s the first gift I’ve gotten since I came to this academy.”
I smile at him. A real smile this time.
Not the hollow grin I’d been wearing before.
Evan’s eyes narrow as he gazes at me.
He looks worried.
“Alright, I’m done now. Get out.”
“After all that, you’re just gonna kick me out?”
“If it were you, would you leave?”
“Probably not… I’d stay.”
“That’s right. We’re childhood friends, after all.”
“So, when are you going to leave?”
“When you fall asleep.”
“Let me say this again. At this hour, a boy and a girl of our age being in the same room isn’t exactly a good look.”
“I don’t care.”
“If I don’t sleep, then you’ll have to stay here all night.”
“That’s a bit much. I’ll just put you to sleep, then.”
If everything repeated itself exactly the same, word for word, I’d probably lose my mind.
So, maybe adding a bit of change to it isn’t so bad.
I’ve never really been one to give up… Well, that’s a lie.
There have been times when my will sank to the floor, and I’d just let go of everything. But sometimes, people just want to live.
And that’s how I felt now.
I wanted, as much as possible, to avoid the misfortunes that awaited me.
Because I didn’t want to experience pain anymore.
But no matter how much I think about it, there’s not a single thing I can do on my own.
All I can do is breathe air and consume food at a reasonable rate—nothing else.
No remarkable talent for magic, no sharp intellect, not even a healthy body.
That’s why I’m asking for help.
Because if things go on like this, I’ll die again like the last two times.
Maybe I’ll even end up taking my own life.
So I’m pleading—begging—for someone to save me.
And I’m not sure if it’s acknowledgment or pity, but Evan gave me this ring.
I’m not sure if it’s something that can really save me, but he’s given me a way to call for him in case of trouble.
If he doesn’t come, I’ll die.
Even if he does come, I might already be dead by then.
But knowing that I have something—anything—to rely on gave me a faint sense of relief.
“Put me to sleep, you say?”
“Just lie down and try to sleep.”
If I didn’t get into bed and fall asleep, it seemed like he really wouldn’t leave.
So I downed the rest of the coffee I’d left on the table and lay down on the bed.
Come to think of it, Evan could use sleep magic if he wanted to.
Before I knew it, my eyelids grew heavy, and I drifted off into sleep.
It felt a bit hazy, but strangely refreshing.
“Feels like my head’s going to explode. Maybe I should smoke some opium.”
Back in the day, when sailors ate lime and “friends of the whip” sold opium to the descendants of port laborers, there was a story one of them told me.
He’d described the “dens of happiness” as places where you could buy oblivion. 
The dens of fear—the opium dens—would replace the memories of past sins with the frenzy of new sins.
That man’s view on drugs was clearly negative, but I think a little differently.
If you’re going to smoke it once, sure, you’ll get addicted. But you’ll also feel happiness and, more importantly, forget.
Then, when all your money’s gone, you can just…
“Rubbish.”
These days, I’ve been having thoughts like this a lot.
The worse my body feels, the more these ridiculous ideas pop into my head.
Even if I died, I’d probably end up chasing it again.
If I’m going to smoke something, I’d rather it be cannabis.
They say it’s much easier to quit than cigarettes, after all.
Not that I’ve ever quit either of them, back when I had a different body.
Then again, maybe I couldn’t smoke in this body anyway.
This girl’s lungs are just as weak as the rest of her frail body.
Speaking of which, I felt something foreign on my index finger, so I took a look.
It was a ring with a red gemstone embedded in it.
“What was I even thinking yesterday…”
I must’ve been so exhausted that I wasn’t thinking straight.
I’d cried so much, my mental strength was completely drained. I didn’t even have the energy to organize my thoughts.
But it’s already done. No point dwelling on it.
Anyway, today’s going to be a mess of rumors, I’m sure.
Rumors about my family’s downfall will spread like wildfire.
People will start talking about how my family’s falling apart, how no one’s left to handle the chaos in the mines or pacify the revolting farmers.
From what the prince said yesterday, I’m half sure—no, I’m fully sure—that the Emperor’s behind it.
Even my brother, who I’d never even seen after coming to this world, probably died because of the Emperor.
But thoughts are thoughts, and that’s where they should stay.
Just like how I pushed aside my thoughts about opium earlier, I’ll shove this aside too.
Even if my hunch is right, there’s nothing I can do about it.
What’s the point of knowing the truth if it’s useless?
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I clutched my head, which felt like it was about to shatter, and tried to spit out a curse — only to despair once more when I realized that no words would come out.
Still, after brewing a cup of coffee and nibbling on a few pieces of chocolate, the pain subsided a little.
At this point, isn’t coffee practically a cure-all?
Come to think of it, I was supposed to attend class today.
And then, Lydia would start harassing me.
Ugh.
I don’t want to go.
Then again, if I don’t want to go, I just won’t go.
I could just waste time for a while, and if it looks like I’m on the brink of expulsion, I’ll start showing up then.
With that thought in mind, I threw myself onto the bed.
The ceiling came into view.
It was a familiar sight, one that evoked a mild sense of disgust every time I looked at it.
I reached a hand toward the ceiling, but of course, it didn’t show the sky, and the white ceiling remained unchanged.
This room is as stifling as ever.
Knock, knock.
There was a light knock, followed by someone entering the room without waiting for a reply.
The person saw me reaching up toward the ceiling, paused for a moment, then quietly tried to slip out the door.
I spoke first.
“Hey, you’re here to clean, right?”
“Oh, yes! I didn’t think anyone would be here! I’m sorry!”
“Don’t worry about it. Come in.”
I said that while still lying on the bed, only turning my head slightly to glance at her.
Well, considering I clung to Evan yesterday and made that slightly embarrassing request, I guess I could understand why I felt so drained.
Still, a visitor.
Is she really a visitor, though?
She’s a servant who comes to clean my room.
I suppose she counts. After all, she comes into my room and even chats with me sometimes.
Let’s treat her as a guest.
Since she’s a commoner, even someone as powerless as me should be able to at least keep her quiet.
……
With such thoughts in mind, I started to welcome the little maid who had been visiting my room for the past few days. After a few conversations, though, I found myself in a bit of a bind.
It felt like I’d accidentally made a friend. But on second thought, calling her a friend seemed off. It felt more like I’d gained a new source of annoyance.
“Miss, no matter how clean I make your room, if you keep messing it up like this, it’s too much for me to handle. It drains my mana, you know…”
The maid, whose name I didn’t know, had the misfortune of being assigned to clean what was surely the dirtiest student room in the dormitory. 
Despite her grumbling, she diligently scrubbed the floor, changed the bed linens, and brought in fresh blankets.
As a bonus, she also cleaned up the shards of glass scattered all over the floor and placed a new cup in the holder.
“That’s your job, isn’t it?”
With no one to meet and nowhere I particularly wanted to go, I sat in a chair and watched as the dust swirled through the air in my messy room.
“Dust must generate naturally. Other people go outside and leave all their dust out there, but I stay here alone, letting all the dust pile up around me.”
“If you’re going to spout nonsense like that, why don’t you go do it in a friend’s room instead?”
“If I had a friend, I wouldn’t be sitting here wallowing in misery while you clean.”
“Ah, my apologies. True, if you’re here this much, you probably don’t have a single friend to talk to.”
“Don’t test my patience, alright?”
“Does it really matter? I’m probably the only one who actually has a normal conversation with you, Miss.”
“Not true. If I beg, I might get at least two people to talk to me.”
Evan and Vivian.
And… the crown prince, whom I was told to visit.
Come to think of it, that makes three.
But since I’m not planning to go crawling to the crown prince and pleading for my life, I should probably exclude him.
After all, the one who stands to gain the most from the collapse of my family is the man sitting at the top of the empire.
So, I have every reason to stay as far away as possible from the one who’s supposed to succeed him.
“…Is that so.”
“Don’t look at me like that. You know it, too.
The reason I have no one around me, and the reason I don’t leave this room, is because my family has fallen so far that it’s not just broken — it’s buried deep underground.”
“Even so, do all noble ladies make friends like that?”
I was about to reply, Of course, but then Vivian’s face suddenly flashed through my mind, so I stopped.
Around the time the maid finished changing the sheets, I handed her a freshly brewed cup of coffee as thanks for cleaning so diligently.
She glanced at me with a puzzled look.
“Drink it. It’s my way of offering hospitality to someone who’s entered my room.”
“Receiving a drink from a noble lady… That’s a new experience.”
“Well, I’m only half a noble lady these days.”
“Still, once you graduate from here, you’ll live a life of luxury. At least, by my standards.”
If she hadn’t added by my standards to the end of that statement, I might’ve been a little offended.
“…Sure, I suppose I will — if I graduate.”
This conversation was starting to feel uncomfortable.
“Are you done cleaning?”
“No, I just need to clean under the bed. Hm, there’s something sticky and smelly stuck under here…”
It was probably the blood I spilled when I cut my arm and passed out.
But I casually brushed it off.
“Must’ve spilled some coffee down there.”
“…I guess so.”
If I say it’s coffee, then it’s coffee.
Even if she is a maid working at the academy, she’s still practically my peer — a commoner.
It seems she’s gotten used to my shameless excuses since she didn’t dig any deeper this time.
I might have nothing left to my name, but I still carry the weight of my family’s once-great authority.
Even if it’s nothing more than a joke now.
At the very least, I’m not a joke to this maid.
She muttered an incantation, and the sound of something like an electric shaver echoed through the room as she summoned a gust of wind. 
It swept under the bed, pulling out every sticky, clumped mess and sending it all swirling into the trash bag.
These days, they don’t even check for stains on the sheets anymore — they just fold them up and take them away. It’s honestly pretty convenient.
“All done! Today, everything’s nice and clean again!”
“By the way, Miss, aren’t you even a little curious about my name? It’s already the fourth day we’ve been face-to-face, talking like this.”
“What would I do with your name?
If you’re hoping I’ll take you back to my estate and hire you, you should give up on that idea.”
The girl’s face fell into a gloomy expression.
“Since the estate is probably gone by now, anyway.”
“…Ah.”
“Well then, be on your way.”
“…Um, Miss.”
The maid hesitated, her face darkening a little.
Last time, the person who came looked about two years older than this girl.
That one was exhausting.
She must have already been in service to some other noble, as she only cleaned my room haphazardly, as if she didn’t care, before disappearing somewhere soon after.
“What’s the matter?”
“It’s nothing! Nothing at all!”
Nothing at all, huh.
She’s probably worried about how I’ll react if she asks her question.
If she knocks next time, I simply won’t open the door.
Sure, she might have a master key, but if I wedge a chair under the doorknob, it’s not going to open unless someone breaks it down.
“Where did I put that knife…?”
Lying on the fresh sheets, I reached for the small dagger I once used to stab my wrist. I was craving just a little thrill.
At least, unlike pulling the trigger of a gun against my head, this method came with a guarantee that I wouldn’t die. That made it a far healthier option.
I didn’t care if the dirty blade gave me an infection or not.
“If I get a high fever and start dying, then Evan — that oh-so-great Evan, who hasn’t come to see me for three whole days — yeah, he’ll come running to use that fancy healing magic of his.
All I’d have to do is break this ring.
But… It was a gift. The first gift I ever got.
I don’t want to break it.
I also don’t want to be in pain.
Just a little sting is enough.”
Lately, I’ve been mumbling to myself more often.
“Hm. Hm. Hm.”
I hummed a little tune, trying to liven up the mood.
It was a melody I used to hear all the time. Who was it again? Eddie… something. Higgins, right. Yeah, I liked him a lot. No way I’d forget.
“Anyway, now that I think about it, if I just break it, I’d get to see him again and maybe even get a new ring. So not breaking it is probably a loss in the end.
But do I even like him?
Come to think of it, sometimes I act all clingy, but then I do a lot of things that don’t help me at all.”
It felt like I was talking to someone, but I was really just mumbling to myself.
I suppose I do it unconsciously.
Surely, I’m not doing this in front of other people, right?
***
“That impulsiveness of yours — it’s all your fault, you know.
At the very least, I didn’t choose something flashy like that. I opted for the kind of death where you slowly fade away in a room after taking some medicine.”
Not that I “chose” it, though. It’s more like I was too stupid to pick the right kind of poison, so I didn’t die properly the first time.
“Oh, you mean like how you didn’t know which poison to take, so you just swallowed a bunch of random stuff and then died all alone in a quiet, lonely death because nobody came to find you?”
I sneered at myself.
I chuckled awkwardly, answering myself.
“Well, when you put it that way, I’ve got nothing to say.”
Of course I don’t.
“But, you know…
Why do you keep coming back?”
That’s something neither of us knows.
“If you’re asking me, you’re the one who should know, aren’t you?”
“Beats me. Maybe it’s some kind of ancient bloodline curse, or maybe some unknown great sorcerer put a spell on me. But does it really matter?”
“A curse, huh. Ugh, that’s terrible.”
I lightly dragged the blade along my wrist.
A shallow cut, vertical, just enough to irritate the skin. Hardly any blood came out.
I suppose I’ve been through too many intense experiences lately. Maybe I needed a fresh kind of stimulus.
At the very least, when the blade brushed against my skin, giving me that faint, stinging sensation, my mind momentarily dulled, and my body felt oddly warm.
What was it called again?
Ah, right. Bloodletting.
I wonder if they still do that around here.
Like I care.
They say self-harm that isn’t explicitly suicidal can eventually lead to suicide, so if you see someone doing it, you’re supposed to stop them.
But I’ve already died once and come back, so it’s fine, isn’t it?
In fact, I’m just trying new things all the time because I don’t want to die.
I’m chasing that thrill — that freshness.
Humans have always been like that.
“Life feels so fake sometimes.
That’s why I carve these marks here.
Whether it’s Erica or whoever,
Just so someone knows — I was here.”
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There is only one truly serious philosophical problem.
That is suicide.
Deciding whether life is worth living or not is the fundamental question that philosophy must answer.
“Stop it. That lanky Frenchman wouldn’t even know our language.”
I’m just recalling something from a book I read.
The phrase I came across was quite striking, so it stuck with me.
“Then why don’t you mention this part too?”
Even though it started with a passage about suicide, it ultimately claimed that suicide was a form of surrender to absurdity, whereas life was a resistance against it. Therefore, it argued that life must be lived — that life is worth living.
The idea that even a dreadful, repetitive, or painful life must paradoxically be lived.
“But isn’t the first shocking sentence, not the hopeful part later, what really defines the whole book?”
Sometimes, my mind drifts like this.
When what I want and what this girl wants get slightly misaligned.
In other words, when we both want the same result but differ in how to get there, it happens often.
It’s not like we’re completely separate entities, so it quiets down eventually.
Just sometimes.
When I’m feeling unstable, this is how it goes.
If there were a psychiatric hospital around here, I’d probably be chugging down whatever pills they prescribed — antidepressants, mood stabilizers, tranquilizers, or anything else they’d offer.
Bipolar disorder, schizophrenia (which, I know, is the same thing), autism spectrum disorder, major depressive disorder, dissociative disorder, neurosis — it wouldn’t matter which label they gave me.
This girl is just grumbling.
She claims she doesn’t want to put blades to her skin anymore.
But the feeling of rebellion, of freedom, of truly feeling alive — that’s what it means to live, to feel as much of life as possible.
Therefore, to live, I feel my freedom, and to live as freely as I can, I’m doing what best proves I exist in this world.
So, quit grumbling like a spoiled brat.
I’m just saving myself, that’s all.
At this moment, I’m probably my own greatest doctor.
I step into the bathtub, letting warm water fill it while I shower.
This isn’t another one of those stupid attempts where I fill the tub to drown myself.
I’m just showering, that’s all.
If I rinse it off with water while I shower, cleanup is much easier.
Neat, tidy, and without any ugly mess.
Arms with fresh blood trickling down them are grotesque, but once the water rinses it away, only the scars remain. That’s at least a little more tolerable.
With that thought in mind, I lightly scratch the spot I’d already scratched earlier.
At first, only a small trickle of blood seeped out.
After a brief sting, it stopped, and the spot was clean.
A thin line of crimson drops slowly welled up, beads forming before they trailed down.
I watched it for a while before letting the warm water wash it away.
Once my arms were clean, I wiped down my body and put on my clothes.
“Yeah, this much is fine. It’s not like I’m seriously hurt or anything.”
There was still the faint metallic smell of blood lingering in the bathroom.
Well, since the warm water spread it through the air, the entire bathroom smelled like blood now.
Whatever. If I leave the window open, it’ll fade.
Talking to myself like this — maybe it’s a way of keeping myself company.
Back when my father was still alive, he’d often talk to himself while watching the news or reading a book.
When I asked him why, he said, “I used to have people to talk to about this kind of stuff, but as I got older, I realized I was the only one left watching and reading it.”
So, he made himself his own conversation partner.
What an odd thing to say.
I still remember that.
Why did that thought suddenly come to me?
Anyway, as long as I stay in my room, I’m safe like this.
There’s nothing to bother me here.
I don’t have to accidentally run into Vivian and awkwardly pretend I didn’t see her.
I don’t have to meet Evan’s eyes and force an awkward smile before we both act like strangers.
I don’t have to endure Lydia’s bullying.
I don’t have to worry about bumping into that detestable crown prince on the street.
When life feels so unbearably boring that I feel like I’m going to lose it…
When the pain from the first and second deaths was so unbearable that I feel like I need to feel some pain now to make up for it…
I can just walk into the bathroom, mumble like a lunatic, run a blade over my skin just once, and everything will end.
It doesn’t even hurt that much.
And just like now, my thoughts become so much clearer.
It’s like a rebellion against the absurdity of life, a mark of my determination to keep living.
I suppose it’s a bit pretentious to dress up self-harm like that, but honestly, isn’t it always a matter of how you frame it?
If I jumped off this building right now and died, it would be a “tragic catastrophe” if framed properly.
But if someone with power decided not to frame it nicely, it’d just be dismissed as some “idiot who gave up on life trying to fly.”
“Ahaha.”
It wasn’t even that funny, but I started laughing anyway.
Since I’m in a good mood now, I think I’ll have candy instead of chocolate.
I took out a hardened lump of sugar — not mixed with any flavor or ingredient, just pure, compressed sugar — and popped it in my mouth.
Then I drank a cup of coffee that had gone cold while I was showering.
The sweetness that coated my mouth blended with the aroma of coffee.
I’d run out of chocolate long ago.
Just as I was savoring the sweetness, I heard a knock at the door.
Knock, knock.
It wasn’t that obnoxious knock the young maid used, where she’d pound with the side of her fist, making an irritatingly loud sound.
This was a light knock, like she was worried the person inside might find it too loud.
When I opened the door, I saw her.
Vivian, holding a bag filled with cookies.
Now?
Ah, right.
Yeah.
Or maybe not.
“Uh… Erica. It’s been a while.”
“There’s no need to call me ‘young lady’ anymore.
Come in. I can’t just leave you standing at the door.”
“Ah… ah! Yes!”
Vivian looked surprised, as if she hadn’t expected me to say that.
Of course, she probably thought she’d be kicked out.
Or maybe she assumed I’d just leave her standing outside without even opening the door.
Come to think of it, I didn’t even think to check who it was through the peephole.
Well, it doesn’t matter.
It’s not like I’ve got a loaded gun sitting on top of the shelf like last time.
Not this time.
The knife I’d been using earlier for my “little game” had already been cleaned thoroughly and neatly placed back on the shelf as decoration.
Who’d ever think something that fancy-looking could be used to hurt someone?
“Would you prefer coffee? Or I could brew you some tea.”
I couldn’t offer her any chocolate.
I’d already eaten it all as a substitute for three meals a day.
Thanks to that, I was feeling a little hungry, but maybe this works out.
At least, unlike before, I’d been eating more sparingly lately, so I still had a lot of food left.
The coffee? Well, thirty more cups and it’ll all be gone.
But the tea? I had mountains of it.
“Tea! I’ll have tea, please!”
“Go ahead and take a seat.”
Vivian walked in and sat down, but she wrinkled her nose as if something about the room was bothering her.
“Is something wrong?”
I brewed a simple cup of herbal tea and placed it in front of her as I asked.
“Uh, well, I’m not sure how to say this… and I know it’s rude to bring it up after just walking in, but…”
“You’ve already been rude enough, so just say it.”
“Well, it smells… like blood.”
I’d thought the smell had completely dissipated.
Maybe I’d just gotten used to it after being in this space for so long.
But I had a good excuse ready, so it didn’t really matter.
“Ah, it’s just… you know, one of those days.
Do I really have to spell it out?”
Of course, the smell wasn’t just faint. It was probably strong enough to be noticeable.
But if I insisted otherwise, that’d be the end of it.
I mean, who’s going to argue with me?
“It’s not a big deal, is it? So, what brings you here?”
“I, um… I heard you haven’t been attending classes for a while, so I got… w-worried and came to check on you.”
Her voice trailed off, especially on the part about being “worried,” as if she knew I wouldn’t like hearing it.
She was right.
I hate it when people pity me or worry about me.
And yet, for some reason, I still want people to care about me.
What a contradictory mess.
“Right. You said you were worried, so it’s not like I can just kick you out.
Ah, and about slapping you last time — I’m sorry about that.”
Vivian’s eyes widened in shock.
No, it was more than that.
She looked so startled that she completely failed to keep her expression in check.
“Why? Did you think I wasn’t the type to apologize?”
“…Yes. I mean, no, I… well, yes…”
“Anyway, I’m doing just fine. I’ll be sure to enjoy the cookies you brought.
So now, please leave, Vivian. We’re not the kind of friends who sit around sharing life’s worries and easing each other’s minds, are we?”
“…Erica, weren’t we friends?”
“No, we weren’t. And we won’t be from now on either.
So, hurry up and leave.”
And just like that, the number of people I could talk to went from two to one.
Having fewer connections means less loneliness, but at the same time, it also means less emotional effort to maintain them.
Vivian looked hurt, like she was about to cry, but then she made a face — a determined one.
It wasn’t anger. It was more like she’d come to a decision.
“I’ll leave for now, but I’ll be back.”
“I’d prefer it if you didn’t.
Now get out, Vivian.”
Surprisingly, she left quietly.
But she’s a stubborn one. She’ll keep coming back.
Maybe I should just escape to the classroom instead.
Most of the food I have left is running out, and the cookies Vivian brought will only last about two days.
But Lydia…
Should I just ask Evan for help?
It’s a tempting thought, but at the same time, it feels like my heart is screaming in protest, telling me it’s a terrible idea.
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In the end, even the cookies I had left were all gone.
How did I endure all that time before?
Ah, right. I was barely holding on, slowly withering away because even eating was too much of a struggle.
Back then, I wasn’t filled with positivity and hope like I am now!
Anyway, even for someone as optimistic as I am about the future, the thought of having to leave for the classroom crept up on me, and I couldn’t help but feel a bit burdened.
Well, it’s because Lydia will be waiting for me.
Thinking up all sorts of creative, cruel ideas to torment me.
I need a way out.
Something to break free from this situation.
Or maybe… maybe letting myself break wouldn’t be so bad either.
Reeds, after all, have no backbone. When the wind blows, they simply bend, over and over again, avoiding the force of the wind.
If I stay cooped up in this cage-like room forever, I’ll forget how to fly. I’ll end up as nothing more than a flapping pet bird that knows nothing but how to thrash around.
Or maybe, even if I still remember how to fly, someone will come and pluck out all my feathers.
But here I am, abandoned in this wide world, unable to bow even if I want to.
What am I supposed to do?
Back when I only thought about dying, my mind was so at ease. I’d think about nothing else, only that one goal, and everything I did was for that.
But now, when I try to think about doing something for myself, it suddenly feels like I can’t breathe.
“When you were begging to be saved, you were so desperate.”
This useless stubbornness, this pride, clings to me like a second skin.
Polite speech, an inability to curse, and an almost obsessive need to act like I’m fine even when I’m in pain — they all cling to me unnervingly.
Maybe bringing a blade to my skin and lightly scratching it isn’t just a way to turn the uncertainty of my existence into something real.
Maybe it’s also a way of shedding these pointless habits that cling to this girl.
But then again, this girl and I… are we really separate?
Is there even a point to making that distinction?
Here I am, sitting here pretending I’m getting myself ready, but really, I’m just hiding in this place because I’m afraid of that classroom where Lydia is waiting.
So, I opened the door and stepped out.
It wasn’t morning, so I didn’t see any kids heading to class, but walking through this hallway after so long gave me a strangely fresh feeling.
When I took a breath of fresh air, I finally understood why Vivian and that audacious little maid had made those faces when they entered my room.
Breathing in clean air after being in a place filled with the faint scent of blood, the sticky, dried stench of old blood, and the strangely blended scent of chocolate is enough to make anyone feel queasy.
“Refreshing.”
To others, I probably looked the same as always, but I took lighter, easier steps toward the classroom.
By the time I got there, class was already over. The teacher was still at their desk, just sitting there to fill the spot. Some students were studying, while others were chatting or playing in groups.
The moment I entered, all eyes turned to me.
But I didn’t care. I just walked to an empty seat and sat down.
The teacher glanced at my face, checked attendance, and then left the classroom.
Teachers weren’t allowed to finish class until they used magic to check the students’ attendance.
Apparently, it was because, back in the day, kids like me — the kind from prominent families before they fell from grace — would threaten the teacher to mark them as present without actually attending.
So, they made a spell to prevent that.
After all, it would be a problem if a student’s attendance was marked, but the student wasn’t even in the city.
I suppose my absence must have been quite the hassle for them lately.
And, of course, as soon as I walked in, Lydia approached me, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
It seemed she had already finished chatting with her friends because she stood squarely in my path, making sure I had no chance to escape.
“Erica, it’s been a while.”
“…Yeah, it has.”
“Looks like you’ve had a pretty rough time, huh?
I mean, the Duke of Mecklenburg — pfft — nobody would believe it, but an accidental death, huh? And your brother ended up like that too.”
At this point, it’s just tiresome.
When a tragic, miserable event happens once, it leaves a deep impact.
When it happens a second time, you start thinking, Is this just my fate?
But by the third time, it all just becomes boring.
Even if I want to say I’m tired of living, I can’t. Not when I can’t even die properly.
Honestly, these kinds of thoughts sometimes pop into my head.
Every time I die, time rolls back just a little. Sometimes 30 minutes, sometimes an hour.
If that’s the case, wouldn’t I be able to change everything if I just kept dying?
But if I get to that point, I’ll have crossed the line into complete madness, with no chance of recovery.
When someone becomes numb to pain, when their senses and emotions fade and vanish completely, can you even call that a human anymore?
“Yeah, sure.”
That’s why I try to hold onto my sadness.
Even though I’d gone through this experience countless times, I still forced myself to pull at the edges of sadness buried deep inside. I coaxed it out, dragging it to the surface, letting it soak my mood in melancholy.
I felt a slight heat behind my eyes, like they were reddening. But I didn’t let it show.
In the past, my face might have crumbled.
But now, I just let it pass with indifference.
“Looks like you’re pretty heartbroken.”
“Hmm, not the reaction I was expecting, though.”
Lydia watched me with a cold, expressionless face that could have belonged to a robot. Her gaze was detached, like she was examining a product on display.
Propping her chin on her fingers, she let out a soft “Hmmm,” like she was pondering something.
“Well, I guess it doesn’t matter.”
Then she smiled again — that bright smile of hers.
But it wasn’t a smile, was it?
Maybe it was supposed to look like one. It could have been joy, for all I knew.
“Since you seem so down, how about we play a fun game together?
The best way to shake off sadness is with a little fun, after all!”
She glanced around.
The students who were actually studying had their books open, pretending to focus while sneaking glances at us.
The kids encircling me, making sure I couldn’t escape, were whispering to each other and snickering.
As for Lydia, I had no idea what she was thinking, but she was clearly having fun.
When I nodded, she beamed as if genuinely pleased.
Her face was bright, but not her eyes.
“Good choice! I like obedient little puppies who listen to what I say.
And since the roles have flipped a bit, it looks like it’s your turn to be the cute little puppy, Miss Erica.”
Lydia stepped away and returned to her seat. She rummaged through her bag with exaggerated movements, sticking her tongue out and making a “Hmm, where is it?” face.
Was it all just a show to scare me?
Or maybe it was just her way of taunting me.
Fortunately, it wasn’t a dog leash she pulled out.
It was a headband with animal ears on it.
“Want to try it on?”
Lydia didn’t force it onto me. She just held it out, offering it to me.
She wanted me to take it and put it on myself.
I took the headband and, instead of properly putting it on, I just perched it loosely on top of my head.
“Miss Erica, it’s a gift, you know.
Shouldn’t you be saying thank you with a big smile on your face?”
“…Thanks.”
“I’ll let the smile slide this time!
I’ve never seen you smile before, so who’s to say you’re not smiling right now?
Telling a girl who doesn’t even know how to smile to show one…
That’s a bit cruel, don’t you think?
I’m sorry if I was being too harsh!”
What nonsense is she spouting now?
Just as I was wondering what her end goal was, she fired the next shot.
“Then again, who’d ever like a dull girl who doesn’t even know how to smile?”
She drove that comment right into my heart.
It wasn’t sharp or loud.
It was quiet but sure.
“Maybe high-ranking nobles really are built differently.
It’s my first time bullying someone who used to be higher than me, so I’m still figuring it out.”
With those words, Lydia raised her hand.
“When I bully the indecisive types, they’re always like, ‘How dare you?!’ or ‘You can’t do this!’
But not you. You know your place, and you follow along so well. Heh.”
I braced myself, thinking she was going to slap me.
But instead, she reached for my head like she was going to pat it.
Without even thinking, I slapped her hand away.
Her expression instantly hardened, her eyes narrowing as she stared at me with icy contempt.
Her gaze wasn’t one that saw me as a person.
It was the kind of look you’d give to something you were about to “deal with.”
Yeah.
It was just like the way that old man on the execution platform had looked at the boy standing next to me.
Now that I think about it, maybe Lydia’s ancestors were executioners who lopped off people’s heads for a living.
Lydia slowly touched her face, as if checking if her expression was still intact.
Then, she smiled again.
This time, it was that same, easy smile she’d use when talking with close friends.
“Well, maybe it’s not such a big deal.
Whatever. I think I’ll leave it at this for today! See you tomorrow, Miss Erica. Hehe.”
With that, Lydia led her group of followers out of the classroom.
As soon as they left, I muttered under my breath.
“Not looking forward to that.”
I pulled the headband off my head and tossed it aside.
The kids who’d been sneaking glances at me flinched like startled cats.
I didn’t feel like staying in the classroom, so I got up and left.
On my way back to my room, people who knew my face glanced at me.
Their eyes lingered for a second, but they quickly turned away.
There was no point talking to me anymore. I wasn’t worth it.
People like Evan, who used to constantly jab at me with words, comparing me to Vivian and pointing out that I had nothing on her.
That.
And Lydia’s constant bullying.
Those are the only things I’ve yet to grow used to.
If I keep bowing my head like this, maybe it’ll all end one day.
It was humiliating, sure.
But at least, unlike last time, they didn’t lock me inside a locker.
So maybe this wasn’t so bad.
I looked at myself in the mirror.
Can’t smile, huh?
That’s not true.
I tried smiling.
But my lips only twitched and barely lifted, making it look more like a grimace.
I remembered a scene from a movie about a madman.
The main character had pulled his lips up with his fingers to make himself smile.
So, I put my fingers in my mouth and pulled my lips into a smile.
My facial muscles were stiff, and it hurt.
Yeah.
That’s why I cried.
Because it hurts.
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It had already been a week since I started attending class again after spending so much time curled up in my room.
Surprisingly, Lydia’s bullying hadn’t been as bad as I’d expected.
Was it because I wasn’t resisting?
Or had she somehow become a better person?
The ridiculous thought of “Lydia becoming a better person” crossed my mind, and I almost laughed.
The concept of “kindness” is incredibly subjective, but by my standards, no matter which way you looked at it, she was nothing but a despicable villain.
So, the possibility of her becoming “kind” was out of the question.
The only way Lydia could ever be considered “kind” would be if someone put a bullet through her skull.
No, it was probably because I’d been playing along just well enough.
Lydia wasn’t the type to find joy in simple harassment.
She got off on trampling my pride — taking pleasure in seeing me degrade myself.
And since my self-esteem had crumbled to the point of being nothing but wet sand washed away by waves, it was a playground for her.
Thanks to that, life has become dull.
I had long since spent all the money I had on coffee and chocolate.
Now, I got my meals at the free cafeteria for students.
As for Evan and Vivian, I only exchanged brief greetings when we crossed paths. It had been a while since we’d had a real conversation.
Vivian visited me every day, and Evan tried to chat whenever we met, but I always pushed them away.
After all, I’d become more disheveled, more pathetic.
I’d already thrown my pride away, crawling around like a mutt — no, more like an insect.
Can something like me still be considered a human being with free will?
Sometimes I’d wonder if I could still hold my head high in front of Evan and Vivian like I used to.
It sounds pitiful and stupid, I know, but I tell myself I’m living a somewhat “healthy” life.
Not exactly “fine,” but not completely broken either.
My self-esteem took a hit when I started hurting myself.
But thanks to that, no matter what humiliation I faced, it didn’t weigh on me as much as it used to.
I didn’t even feel like dying anymore.
And if that feeling ever crept up on me, I’d just make a small cut on my body to chase it away.
It’s like I’m rejecting the life I’d lived up to now, and training myself to fit into this new life.
Whenever my stubborn pride tried to resurface, I’d punish it.
Living with a “clear mind” — no, I’m saying it wrong.
Living with a “somewhat clear mind” requires sacrifices.
Most people who grow up pampered in greenhouses or live life with unearned arrogance never listen to words alone.
So, I made a choice.
I chose to “shed” this girl bit by bit.
I couldn’t erase her completely, but I could tell I’d made progress.
If the line between “her” and “me” is meaningless, then I just have to cut away the problem parts.
That’s why I’m punishing her a little harder today.
It sounds haughty to call it “punishment,” but for this girl, there’s no other method that works.
I pressed a small blade, not on my wrist, but on my forearm.
If I ended up nicking an artery in my wrist, I’d be stuck waiting for that little maid to find me, unable to do anything about it.
“Ugh… grk…”
I pressed too hard.
A bit of flesh peeled away.
There were no bandages, so I’d have to rinse a white cloth in clean water, disinfect it with a heating spell, and wrap it around my arm.
When I looked in the mirror, the girl staring back at me was completely different from the one I used to know.
Sunken eyes, dark circles, bruises, and scars covering my pale forearms like stains on paper.
What started as simple parallel lines on my arm had become crisscrossing patterns so dark they looked cursed.
Honestly, I’m kind of grateful I can’t use healing magic.
At least the marks stayed.
If I grabbed my arm firmly and released it, it would bruise.
If I bumped into anything, the area would swell up red, or worse, turn into a blood bruise.
Normally, when people press blades to their skin, it barely breaks the surface.
But for me, it cuts too easily.
I’m just… frail.
Back when I dressed in my school uniform and wore fancy accessories, no one could tell.
But now, all worn down, I probably look like a walking corpse.
Honestly, before I even have the chance to end it myself, maybe I’m fated to waste away and die naturally.
But no.
I’m thinking clearly, moving properly, and speaking logically.
I guess it’s not quite that bad.
Anyway, this “shedding” process I go through every day is far too effective for its own good.
Thanks to it, I don’t think about dying as much.
Instead, I’ve started to believe that I’m better suited to living in this trash heap of a life.
Knock. Knock.
Vivian came today, too.
When she said she’d be back, I didn’t think she meant every single day, but here she is.
She never gets tired of it.
But since she always brings cookies, I do open the door for her.
Before opening it, I rinsed away the bloody water stains in the bathroom with warm water.
Then, I wrapped my arm with a clean, hot cloth and pulled down my sleeve.
When I opened the door, I saw Vivian standing there, her face looking slightly tense.
“Here you are again.”
“Yep! I brought cookies again today!”
A bittersweet comfort amid the misery.
“Well, I’m out of coffee. What should we do?”
“Ah, it’s okay! I figured that might be the case, so I brought some tea leaves too. We can have it together!”
As she walked into the room, I caught a brief glimpse of her face scrunching up.
Yeah, the smell of blood isn’t exactly pleasant.
Still, it stings a little when people react like that.
Even so, Vivian did her best to maintain a cheerful atmosphere.
And I didn’t bother ruining it either.
I mean, I act submissive in front of Lydia, so why would I act all tough in front of Vivian?
But honestly, I didn’t even feel like coming up with excuses anymore.
I’d just brush it off like I always did.
If she asked, I’d just make something up.
Since Vivian brought the tea leaves, she was the one to prepare the tea.
She moved naturally around the room, as if she’d done it many times before.
She brewed the tea and handed a cup to me.
But just as I was about to take it, I dropped it.
Whether it was because Vivian didn’t hand it over properly or I failed to grab it right, I don’t know.
Clatter!
The cup hit the ground.
“Why… all of a sudden…” Vivian’s voice trembled slightly.
Vivian didn’t say anything. Her pupils had widened, and I followed her gaze to see what she was staring at.
That’s when I realized why I’d dropped the teacup.
The blood.
It was slowly seeping from the torn flesh from earlier, dripping steadily onto the floor.
Come to think of it, I had felt a faint warmth just now.
“T-This… This is just an injury, right…?”
The forced cheerfulness she’d been trying so hard to maintain disappeared in an instant.
Laughter and bright red blood were never a good match.
“Yeah, it’s just a small injury. It’s nothing, so don’t worry about it.”
“Nothing?! The blood is dripping down like that, and you call it ‘just an injury’?!
If you just asked Evan, he could use a healing spell…”
“Vivian. I said it’s nothing.”
I got up from my seat and walked into the bathroom.
I rolled up my sleeve, pulled off the blood-soaked cloth wrapped around my arm, and tossed it into the bathtub.
Then I grabbed a fresh towel, wrapped it tightly around the wound, and pulled my sleeve back down.
When I stepped out of the bathroom, Vivian was still sitting there, her face a mix of shock and unease.
“Is there a problem?
If there’s a bit of a smell, I’ll just wash it away.
And I always make sure the wounds are clean so they don’t get infected.”
“That’s… That’s not what I’m talking about, and you know it.”
Ah, there’s a faint red stain on my sleeve, huh?
Well, that little maid will clean it up when she does the laundry, so it’s not a big deal.
“Listen, Vivian. No matter how serious something is, you just call it a small matter.
Even if I lopped off my own head or someone else did it for me, you call it ‘nothing important.’
If you keep saying it’s no big deal, one day, you’ll start to believe it.
That’s the power of belief! Haha.”
“…Is that something you should be laughing about…?”
“Huh, am I laughing right now?”
I glanced at the mirror.
Ah, I really was.
Lydia was a liar after all.
“Anyway, if you don’t convince yourself it’s nothing, it really, really hurts.
It doesn’t just hurt a little — it hurts a lot.
So please, stop making a fuss and just sit down. It’s nothing.
Sorry if it made you uncomfortable.
I should have been more careful to hide it from you.”
Vivian still didn’t look convinced. Her mouth hung slightly open, and she stared at me with eyes full of pity.
She didn’t say it, but it was written all over her face.
How kind.
She’s probably the only person left who still sees me as something more than a worn-out puppet.
But she doesn’t know.
She wouldn’t have heard the rumors.
She’s just a commoner, after all.
And most of the people around her are men, so she probably gets called nasty names like whore behind her back.
It’s honestly a relief she hasn’t been dragged through worse gossip.
She probably doesn’t even have any of those typical loose-lipped “chatterboxes” hanging around her to spread the latest school rumors.
But friends?
Friends don’t matter.
In a romance novel, the protagonist doesn’t need friends.
The only thing that matters is the love story between the main character and the male lead.
Not that I know who that’s supposed to be in her story.
Vivian’s hands were trembling a little as she sat back down. Her fingers twitched before she let them fall limply onto her lap.
“And besides, why would I ask someone like Evan to use healing magic on me?
I’m in no position to be asking for help from someone like him.”
My pride, self-esteem, social status, dignity — all of it had been stripped away.
What was left of me was no better than a corpse.
I’d lost the driving force that kept me going, but I was still walking, like a zombie desperately clinging to life.
“Thanks for the cookies. Oh, and for the tea too. It was a little hot, though.”
I glanced at Vivian, making it clear that it was time for her to leave.
“…I’ll come back tomorrow.”
“Haha, you really don’t have to.”
“I’ll still come back.”
“…Do whatever you want.”
Yeah, do whatever you want.
You always do anyway.
It’s not like I could ever stop you.
How could I possibly stop you?
Dare I even try?
Chapter 34
Chapter 34: Left Behind
As usual, Lydia perched the headband on my head and let loose her usual torrent of words designed to chip away at me.
I let most of it pass through one ear and out the other, as always.
But then, she said something I couldn’t just let slide.
“Miss Erica, isn’t it getting a bit boring just wearing that headband all the time?”
To be honest, it wasn’t that I “couldn’t ignore” her words.
It’s just that the thing she was holding in her hand forced me to pay attention.
“I’m not bored at all.
Every time I wear it, it feels fresh.
A whole new experience in humiliation.”
So, please, put down whatever it is you’re holding.
It would be a great help.
“Well, if that’s how you feel, I suppose I have nothing to say.
But I’m getting a little tired of watching you sit there, trembling like a leaf every time you put it on.
That’s why I’ve prepared something new — something I’m sure you’ll hate even more.”
She pulled it out.
A dog collar.
Not just any dog collar.
It was the type with thick, sharp metal spikes all around it. The kind you’d expect to see on a vicious bulldog.
Anyone would recognize it as a dog collar at first glance.
“I’m going to have lunch now. While I’m gone, wear this and wait for me like a good dog.”
“…This?”
“Why are you looking up at me with those eyes?
No one takes their dog on a walk without a leash.
Honestly, I’m already being generous by letting you wear clothes at all.”
Lydia leaned forward and fastened the collar around my neck.
Her fingers moved carefully but deliberately.
It wasn’t just a dog collar.
There was a little bell attached to it.
It jingled with every slight movement I made.
She stared at me for a while, watching as I sat there, body trembling.
Her eyes narrowed, and I had a fleeting thought.
She’s going to hit me.
No… she wouldn’t.
But then again, “wouldn’t” has always been a foolish assumption.
“Collars and leashes… Hmm, it’s not as satisfying as I thought.”
She raised her head and looked around the room.
“Hey, you there. Lend me your gloves for a bit. Our dear Miss Erica’s hands seem to be cold.”
She approached a nameless student, plucked the gloves from their hands, and shoved them onto mine.
They were mittens.
Mittens, of all things.
“Well, of course. Dogs shouldn’t have fingers, right?
It might be uncomfortable, but just bear with it for a while, okay?
Once I’m back, I’ll reward you with a nice treat.”
With that, she took the leash attached to my collar, threaded it through the lock hole of a locker, and tied it off.
If I untied it, she’d definitely hit me.
She’d hit me so hard, I’d see stars.
But knowing that doesn’t change anything.
I don’t have the will to untie it anyway.
A friend like Lydia is nothing special.
But a person like me is even less than that.
Realizing that fact made the familiar feeling of self-loathing creep back in.
I swallowed it down and closed my eyes.
“…A treat?”
“Yup, a treat.
They say the people in the slums eat garbage for meals, but since you’re my pet, I’ll feed you something so delicious you’ll feel like you’re living the high life!”
Lydia grinned as she squeezed my arm, her fingers digging in just enough to open up the barely closed wounds.
It stung.
I kept my face blank.
To an outsider, I must have looked like a silly kid in a costume — dog ears on my head, a spiked collar, mittens, and a jingle bell on my neck.
Just sitting there with a dazed expression.
When your mind gets tired, things don’t go blurry like people think.
Instead, everything becomes sharper, clearer.
Your focus loosens bit by bit, like a camera lens slowly going out of alignment.
My eyes lost their focus, and I just stared ahead.
All the blurry figures around me became silhouettes that seemed to laugh at me.
Some kids passing by the classroom laughed outright.
Others glanced at me with pity.
The pity was worse.
The laughter? I could handle that.
But those gazes filled with sympathy were unbearable.
It felt like they were saying, “Look at you. How pathetic you’ve become.”
At least there weren’t too many people like Lydia who actively wanted to torment me.
From a bystander’s perspective, I’d been a “good girl” all my life.
I’d treated people with respect, regardless of status.
I always spoke politely, never once straying from the etiquette drilled into me.
I was, in every sense, a walking, talking manual of proper conduct.
In a world where status ruled everything, that kind of behavior was supposed to mean something.
But none of that mattered.
Not in a world that seemed to revolve around Vivian.
Everything I’d built crumbled.
My family, my relatives, my beloved, my servants, my wealth, my power, my status — all of it gone in an instant.
All I had left was a hollow shell.
A girl who desperately clung to the broken fragments of her “self.”
Even if it meant she’d eventually collapse from the weight of it.
Even if, in the end, she chose to throw her life away.
People often say, “If it gets too hard, you can just end it all.”
That’s something even a girl my age could understand.
She could end it.
She could.
If she could just find the right excuse or a way to justify it.
For me, who had always run away and hidden, it would be easy to support her in that choice.
But here we are.
She died.
Twice.
Both times, the pain was unbearable.
And yet, there was no reward.
No rest.
No peace.
How is that fair?
This girl had lived her life believing that effort brought rewards.
Do something right, and someone will praise you.
Do something ordinary, and even the servants look at you with awe.
Everyone loved and respected her.
Even if she knew deep down it was just the power of her family’s name, she still accepted it.
Because the feeling of being loved was real.
But it was that kind of thinking that led to this.
Here she is now, wearing a dog collar, dog ears, and mittens, tethered to a locker.
No one looks up to her.
No one fears her.
No one loves her.
And the saddest part?
This is when Evan showed up.
“Erica… what the hell are you doing?”
“Look and see for yourself.
I’m being bullied.”
Her voice was flat.
No trace of emotion.
But somehow, those four words sounded more powerful than a scream.
“Who did this?”
“Why? You gonna stop it or something?”
“Yeah.”
“Why you? We’re nothing to each other.
Don’t go starting something and making it worse for both of us.
This is already pretty gentlemanly treatment, you know.”
It’s true.
This is better than being stuffed into a locker for hours, unable to move.
“Don’t untie it. She’ll go on a rampage when she gets back.”
“So what? What can the daughter of a measly count do about it?!”
I’m worse than that daughter of a count.
Vivian never has to deal with this.
No one touches her.
Even if they wanted to, they’d fail.
She always has people by her side — the crown prince, you, and even some northern duke whose name I don’t know.
If his name were Yi Seong-gye, that’d be hilarious.
But no, she’s got all these distinguished people constantly fawning over her without a moment’s rest.
But me?
There’s you, Vivian, and sometimes the little maid who comes to clean. That’s it.
No one else.
I can’t stand Vivian, but she’s the only one who brings me decent food and, in her own way, still worries about me.
You? You’re just halfway with everything.
You feel sorry for me but are too wrapped up in Vivian to do anything.
You stick close to her, under the excuse of magic lessons or whatever, always trying to stay by her side.
But Vivian’s already said it herself.
She’s not interested in love.
If anyone does make her care, it’ll probably be the protagonist of this story.
But right now, nobody’s been chosen yet.
Everyone else, including me, is just a side character.
I thought about that as I spoke in a low, dry voice — the kind of voice that’s flat but still carries hints of resentment and desperation.
But my stupid vocal cords trembled, betraying me.
“I’m… I’m worse than that daughter of a count.”
The words spilled out unevenly, my voice cracking partway through.
If the mood weren’t so heavy, I might’ve laughed at how pitiful it sounded.
Evan’s face was frozen, his body slightly trembling like mine.
He didn’t know what to say.
I don’t think I look like him anymore.
Just something unfamiliar.
“Look at me.
Look at me and tell me who in their right mind would think I’m the same person as before.
Tell me.
Who?
Who else is left but you and Vivian?
No one else comes looking for me but you two.”
“So you’re just gonna keep wearing that ridiculous dog collar?”
“Yeah.
If it were you, maybe you’d choose to die instead.
But I’m too attached to living.”
Though, if I’m being honest… it’s not that I don’t want to die.
It’s just that I’m terrified of that pain.
I’ve already gone through it twice.
Twice.
That unbearable agony that doesn’t even come with the reward of death.
I don’t know anymore.
I don’t know what I want to do, what I want to eat, or what I truly desire.
All that stuff you’d expect from a girl going through puberty.
Oh, wait. I am a girl going through puberty.
No one was here to point that out this time.
“Hey, Evan. Do you like me?”
His expression grew awkward.
His lips pressed together, and he bit down on them slightly.
“…Yeah. We’re childhood friends, aren’t we?”
Right.
Sure.
I’m not even human to you anymore, am I?
“You like me, huh?
Well, affection and love aren’t the same.
Just like liking someone and loving them aren’t the same either.
They sound similar, but they’re completely different things.”
Because of that difference, you can dodge questions like this.
But I wasn’t in the mood to let him dodge this one.
Maybe it’s just because I’m bitter.
I leaned on the only thing left — our old bond.
And like someone picking at a scab, I decided to poke at him.
“Then will you marry me?”
Haha. As if.
Evan bit down harder on his lip, but he wasn’t that troubled.
He didn’t even draw blood.
Whenever I bit my lip like that, it bled right away.
My lips were probably just weak, too.
Evan stayed quiet.
He didn’t answer.
He didn’t even try to.
“…….”
He just stood there, looking like he might cry at any moment.
“See? That’s why I’m telling you — there’s no other way.
If someone else steals Vivian away, maybe something will change.
But right now, I’m worth less than a commoner.”
If I’d been born a commoner from the start, maybe I’d fit in with them.
But when someone who was once on top falls to the bottom, they don’t get welcomed by the crowd below.
There’s no admiration.
There’s only scorn.
The scorn of people who sneer at you for not even being able to hold your position.
“Like the kind of useless heroine you’d read about in some cheap novel sold in the streets.
The kind that can only become a noble by marrying a dashing nobleman.”
So, I stretched my hands forward and shoved Evan in the chest.
He didn’t fall, of course.
I couldn’t push him over even if I tried.
“Don’t bother.
Don’t go doing something stupid just because you’re feeling brave.
This is fine.
It’s already fine.
It’s not like I’m dying or anything”.
Chapter 35
Chapter 35: Can’t Take It Anymore
“Is this enough for you?”
“Yeah, this is enough.”
When I answered like it was no big deal, Evan stared at me like I was someone completely different.
His face twisted in confusion, like he couldn’t understand what had happened to me.
“You… You’re not like this.”
Of course, he’d say that.
After peeling away, shedding parts of myself, and finally being discarded, of course, I don’t look like that girl anymore.
But change wasn’t a choice I could avoid.
No one can stay the same after they’ve been forced to sever their own head.
You could take anyone, teach them a little technique, fill them with anger, and they’d be able to chop off another person’s head like it was nothing.
But to do that to yourself?
That’s not something a sane person could do.
So, tell me, Evan.
What do you think of me now?
What kind of person am I to you?
Tell me.
“Then, what kind of person am I supposed to be?”
I got no answer.
So, I pressed him harder.
“Tell me. What kind of person did you think I was?”
Evan’s hands began to tremble.
“Was I just some pitiful little puppy squirming beneath that count’s daughter without you to save me?”
“You think I’m here because I want to be?! You think I don’t know what people have been saying about you lately?! You think I came all this way for no reason?!”
He shouted with his face flushed red, his voice echoing down the hallway.
There weren’t many people around, but still, raising your voice in a place like this is bound to draw attention.
He strode toward the locker and grabbed the leash tied to it, yanking it hard.
When it didn’t come free, he lit a small flame at the tip of his finger and set the rope on fire.
The problem was, the flame followed the rope straight up to my collar.
“Ow. Evan, that hurts.”
As soon as I spoke, Evan quickly cast a healing spell on me.
He didn’t focus the magic on a single spot.
Instead, he spread it across my entire body.
I could feel the sting of the wounds on my arms fading, but they didn’t fully close.
Spreading magic like that doesn’t heal anything completely. It just numbs it a little.
“…If you’d just told me, I would’ve buried that girl for you.
Even if it took some time, I would’ve done it.
So why didn’t you say anything?
What was the point of begging me to save you back then?
Isn’t this what you wanted?”
No.
It wasn’t.
It wasn’t even me who said that.
I only said, “Save me.”
That was all.
But the girl who said those words…
She’s already gone.
Piece by piece, she’s falling away.
She’s probably dissolved into the bloodstains that flowed down the drain, washed away into the sewer far from here.
I always make sure to wash it clean after all.
“Evan, that stuff doesn’t matter.
If you know me well enough to say I’m not this kind of person, then shouldn’t you already know who I am?”
“Yeah, I do know.
You’re the one who always said it.
That people should live by common sense, etiquette, and principles of dignity.
You said if someone can’t even do that much, they don’t deserve to be called human.”
He stopped himself.
He didn’t have the courage to finish the sentence.
He was supposed to say, “So does that mean you’re not human anymore?”
But he didn’t.
Don’t worry, Evan. I already know the answer.
No one would look at me now and call me “human.”
Not when I’ve thrown away my free will, abandoned my pride, and chosen to live in submission to avoid pain.
A person like that isn’t human.
But to me, living like this is the only thing that counts as “living.”
“Common sense? What common sense?
Not dying even when I should is already outside the bounds of common sense.
So, what do you even want from me?
Not that you’d understand.
After all, everything just resets for you.”
Ah, I said something he wouldn’t get, didn’t I?
Well, it doesn’t matter.
Evan clearly has no intention of leaving me alone.
If he’d just give up and walk away, I’d be relieved.
But of course, he asks,
“What are you even talking about?”
“It’s just nonsense.
Empty words that’ll disappear one day, like feathers blown away by the wind.
Meaningless, powerless nonsense that anyone could silence.”
He doesn’t understand, but that’s fine.
He never could.
I tugged at the dog-ear headband on my head, pulled it off, and tossed it aside.
The sensation of feeling something was unbearable.
Because if I felt something too strongly, I’d start thinking about it.
If I started thinking, I’d start searching for my “true self.”
And that only ever leads to pain.
So I ripped off the mittens too, tossing them away like the headband.
“You know what hurts more than Lydia burning my lips with a match?
More than being forced to eat trash?
More than being shoved into a pitch-black locker for hours?
It’s you looking at me with those pitiful eyes.”
Evan flinched.
“Then why?
Why did you give me that ring?
That day, when I came looking for you, I was angry.
But you were the one who looked more miserable than me.
Why was that?”
Right.
That day, I slapped Vivian.
I came back earlier than usual that day.
But my head hadn’t been cut cleanly, so I had to face the pain of a second swing.
Do you know what that feels like, Evan?
No, you don’t.
Even those cursed executioners could do a cleaner job than that.
Father always said chopping wood and picking fruit didn’t require two hands.
You could do it with one if you had skill.
The ring?
Oh, I stopped wearing that a long time ago.
I remember being moved when you gave it to me.
“A ring just for me,” I’d thought.
“Did I look miserable to you?
Pitiful, even?
Did I seem so pathetic that you felt the need to worry about me?
Is that why you almost brought up my family just now but held back?
How chivalrous of you.”
Evan’s whole body trembled with anger, like he was going to snap.
He grabbed his glasses, took a deep breath, and calmed himself before speaking.
“Why is it that you can’t get angry at the people who hurt you, but you’re always ready to lash out at the ones trying to help?”
“Who said I can’t get angry at them?
I get angry all the time.”
“Then why don’t you do something about it?!”
“Because, Evan…”
I raised my head slowly and looked him in the eyes.
“Compared to you…
Lydia is far easier to deal with.”
Can’t Do This Anymore
“Is this enough for you?”
“Yeah, this is enough.”
When I said it like it was nothing, Evan looked at me as if I were a complete stranger.
He looked confused, like he didn’t understand what had happened to me.
“You… You’re not like this.”
Of course, he’d say that.
After shedding parts of myself, discarding them piece by piece, of course, I wouldn’t look like that girl anymore.
But it’s not like I had a choice.
Nobody stays the same after they’ve had to behead themselves.
Anyone could be taught to swing a blade at another person if you gave them a bit of technique and a reason for anger.
But to do it to yourself?
That’s not something a sane person can do.
So, tell me, Evan.
What do you think of me now?
What kind of person am I to you?
Tell me.
“You’re not normal anymore. No matter how I look at it, you’re not.”
I cut him off before he could finish.
“Of course I’m not.
But, you know, isn’t that a little convenient for you?”
“…What do you mean by that?”
“Come on, you’re supposed to end up with Vivian, right?
If I, the annoying obstacle, self-destruct all on my own, that just makes everything easier for you, doesn’t it?”
I said it in a mocking, theatrical voice, like a jester putting on a show for a crowd.
I clapped my hands together, laughing with exaggerated glee.
It felt oddly natural.
I didn’t know I could make an expression like that so easily.
“Out of the goodness of your heart, you’ll help me for the sake of our old friendship, right?
But if I had even a scrap of decency, I’d never dare approach you again, would I?
Because I was always the one preaching about manners, etiquette, dignity, and principles, wasn’t I?
Haha! What a joke!”
“That’s not what I’m saying, and you know it—”
Evan tried to stay calm, his tone rational and composed.
So, I ripped into him.
“Then what is it, huh?!
You want to feel good about yourself, so you can pat yourself on the back for being the ‘nice guy’?
What’s wrong, Evan? Feeling insecure now that you’re not the only one chasing after Vivian?
Poor little you, watching your self-esteem crumble. Look at you now, wagging your little tail like a whipped dog.”
But he didn’t argue back this time.
He didn’t shout at me like he had before.
He just… glanced at me with an exhausted look.
His red, slightly swollen eyes gazed at the ceiling for a moment before his big hand ran down his face.
“…Yeah.”
He looked back at me with tired, defeated eyes.
“Don’t look at me like that.”
“If it hurts to be looked at like this, Erica, then maybe you should think about why it hurts.
When a guard looks at you on the street, you don’t feel anything.
But if you’ve committed a crime and you feel his gaze, suddenly you shrink away without even realizing it.”
“I’m not guilty of anything.
The world around me is what’s broken, not me.
At first, I thought I was the problem.
But it’s not. It’s everything else around me that’s wrong.”
“Is it really?
Not even a single thing about you is wrong?
You push away anyone who tries to help.
You reject anyone who comes near you.
And you think you’re perfectly fine?”
“Then tell me.
What do you want me to do, huh?
You think I haven’t tried?!
Who came looking for me when I needed it?
It wasn’t you, Evan. It was Vivian.
She’s the only one who ever came for me.
So don’t you dare stand there and act like you understand me.”
I hadn’t planned on crying.
But for some reason, tears started to well up.
Lately, it felt like I was crying a lot more than usual.
And that’s funny, right?
I threw away my pride, gave up on my dignity, and abandoned everything that made me me.
I crawled on the ground like a dog, all so I could live.
But now, you’re telling me I’m not even Erica anymore.
If I’m not Erica, then what am I supposed to be?
What else is left?
So, what do you want me to do, Evan?
Just die?
That’s what it sounds like.
You’re saying, “If you’re not Erica anymore, then just die.”
I bit my lip so hard I tasted blood.
I clenched my fists to stop my hands from shaking.
“Erica? Evan?”
A familiar voice called our names.
Vivian.
Her head peeked into the classroom, her wide, curious eyes peering at us.
And just like that — snap.
I heard it.
A single, taut thread in my mind snapped.
I rubbed my temples.
“Aah… I can’t do this anymore.”
Chapter 36
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“Vivian, why did you bother coming to the classroom when we already saw each other yesterday evening?”
“I haven’t seen you at the dining street lately, so I thought I’d invite you to have a meal together.
But seeing you and Evan here, wearing matching necklaces, I can’t help but wonder—what exactly were you two doing?”
Does Vivian think Evan put the necklace on me?
Her slightly furrowed brow as she speaks is quite striking.
How can someone make such an expression and still be so beautiful?
Setting her face aside, her entire aura, her physique, her abilities—nothing about me is better than Vivian.
“Well, I don’t know either. Evan showed up out of nowhere.”
Feigning nonchalance, I asked with a blank expression, “Evan, why did you come here again?”
At my indifferent tone, Evan’s face hardened as he answered Vivian instead.
“Because you’re being bullied, and I came to help.”
Vivian, standing beside me, repeated, “Bullied?” in disbelief. But I ignored her and continued my conversation with Evan.
“Why now?”
“I was waiting for you to ask for help. Or at least tell Vivian about it.
Because if I stepped in first, you’d let your pride get in the way and end up like this.”
“True. That’s how I’ve been.”
So Evan had been trying to consider my feelings, in his own way.
But standing here with Vivian, his tone was much more gentlemanly than usual.
Lydia probably wouldn’t care.
She might enjoy tormenting me in secret, but she wouldn’t dare do it openly in front of Vivian and Evan.
That girl’s just a cowardly lowlife missing a few screws.
So I had decided to endure it somehow, despite how hard it was.
“By the way, Vivian, did you know this?
Evan and I once had an engagement arranged. We almost got married.
Our parents met, and fortunately for Evan, it only progressed to verbal discussions.”
Even when I recognized the consideration behind his actions, I no longer had the capacity to reciprocate.
Back when Evan came to me and stabbed me with his words, it had left scars. But now, the thought of not hearing such cruel remarks brought me a strange sense of calm.
Did Vivian catch on to what I was trying to say?
Her face darkened slightly, and her expression grew weary.
“But then, my family collapsed, and Evan decided he preferred you over me.
And I became someone with nothing—no assets, no abilities. Haha.
Let’s leave it at that.”
Anyway, could Evan still be called my ex-fiancé? Hmm. He wouldn’t think so.
It was just a promise made offhandedly by our families when we were five years old.
We spent so much time together, seeing each other so often, that until I came to the academy, I honestly thought there was no one else for me but Evan.
If only my family had stayed intact, Evan wouldn’t have been able to brush off that childhood promise so lightly, even if he liked Vivian.
But what benefit could anyone gain by marrying someone like me?
That’s why “what ifs” are just that—hypotheticals.
No matter how much I imagine different scenarios, my current situation won’t change.
Whenever I try to do something, it feels like everything conspires to deny me.
I thought I’d just live humiliated and subservient under Lydia, graduate, and then hide away somewhere quiet where no one could find me.
I guess it was all just a foolish dream.
Still, my belief in living with determination and hope hasn’t entirely disappeared.
“Why don’t we just say we were playing at being a passionate couple with these necklaces?”
“Erica, are you really trying to brush this off so casually?”
“Yes, I’m tired. Vivian, could you take Evan and go grab something to eat?”
“You don’t even realize how you look right now, do you?”
“And how do I look?”
I couldn’t even be bothered to use polite speech anymore.
It didn’t feel uncomfortable using informal speech—it felt more fitting, like I was some spoiled, ill-mannered villainess.
Instead of releasing my pent-up frustrations, it felt as though they had dropped into the depths of my heart, taking my strength with them.
“How do I look right now? Like an idiot? Is that what you see?”
Despite my sharp tone, Vivian met my gaze without flinching and answered confidently.
Her composure, even in moments like this, only made the jealousy simmering inside me rise even higher.
“You look exhausted, with hollow eyes. Your once vibrant white hair now looks brittle.
Your already pale skin has turned so ashen it could belong to a corpse.
And your eyes… it’s like they’ve lost all focus and are staring into the void.”
“Yeah, I look like a mess. Sorry. Compared to you, I’m a disaster.”
“That’s not what I meant!”
“Then what did you mean?”
“Erica, you need to rest—whether it’s your mind or your body. You need peace.”
“If I could do that, do you think I’d be like this right now?!”
I slammed the desk with all my strength.
I thought the healing magic Evan had used earlier had completely healed the wounds on my arm, but it seemed they had only closed on the surface. The impact caused them to reopen, and blood began to flow.
After I shouted, Vivian closed her mouth, her words left unsaid.
I stared at her for a long time, noticing how she seemed to see someone else in me.
Perhaps she was comparing me to her father.
The difference was that her father had ascended to the heavens, while I could not.
Evan, standing beside her, clenched his fist tightly, his hand trembling as he tried to suppress his emotions.
I closed my eyes for a moment, then opened them again.
“Evan, what do you think about stepping back into the past for a brighter future?”
“Stop saying weird things.
Why are you acting like this all of a sudden?”
The charred necklace around my neck irritated me.
I tried to tear it off but ended up choking myself. After struggling for a moment, I managed to find the clasp and unfasten it.
“Don’t they have novels about things like this in the marketplace?
You know, waking up after dying, finding yourself young again, or restarting your life?”
At the mention of death, Evan flinched and spoke quickly.
“That’s ridiculous…”
“Exactly. It’s ridiculous.
Completely absurd.”
After all, the idea of dying and not dying at the same time doesn’t make sense.
Maybe this is all just a dream.
And perhaps I’ve been trapped in this same thought cycle, over and over again.
“But even if I went back to the past, there wouldn’t be an answer for me.”
“I think I’m someone deliberately created to die.”
Before Lydia fastened a dog collar around my neck, I had spent a long time thinking.
Not about why these things were happening to me—self-pity is exhausting—but rather about how my family had collapsed.
Looking back, it became clear: the Mecklenburg family was nothing short of a purely evil house. A den of villains, through and through.
If anyone at the academy asked what evil deeds I had committed, I could only answer that I once slapped Vivian.
I hadn’t personally participated in or defended my family’s dealings, but I had enjoyed a life of wealth and comfort while the family thrived.
My brother, who was branded a traitor and executed, had been exceptionally talented.
In a rather cruel way, too.
It was my brother who suggested to my father that if the slaves in the orchards or cotton fields failed to meet their quotas, it would be better to cut off their hands or feet rather than kill them outright.
I had pushed those unpleasant memories deep into the recesses of my mind.
Now that I recall them, they feel distant, almost surreal.
Maybe my brother will come back someday as a zombie-like creature to wreak havoc. There had always been hints of such a possibility, as if it were foreshadowed in a novel.
But it never actually happened.
Perhaps the writer had forgotten that storyline. Or maybe it was meant for the climax, where he’d return, cause chaos, and then be dealt with.
“My brother—the brilliant, handsome, dignified brother—why did he have to die?
I think I understand now.
He was too talented. Even the ruthless Emperor must have found him too cruel.
He probably found my brother uncomfortable to keep alive, so he fabricated some charges and, as you said, Evan, took his head without even giving him time to plead his case or say goodbye to his family.
And just like that, the future of our family disappeared in an instant.”
I murmured to myself.
And there was no one who could take his place.
Me? Ha, not a chance.
Unless I killed every last one of those half-wits and the family elders…
“Why did Father die, I wonder?
Perhaps because news of Mother’s scandalous affairs spread like wildfire, and he realized there was no way to save the family.
And if he didn’t end his own life, the Emperor would have twisted the narrative into a disgraceful death and handled it himself.
Yes, it wasn’t an accident. He must have jumped off a cliff somewhere. Or hung himself.”
Evan frowned deeply, his voice carrying a low growl as he spoke.
“Erica, stop it. That’s enough.”
But his words weren’t particularly impactful.
When I die, time moves forward a little.
Just a little.
Only a tiny bit.
But it feels like it could repeat infinitely.
And honestly, death feels like a relief.
At the end of suffering comes rest.
I could think of it as following Father.
Being killed by someone else, though—that’s terrifying. Painful, too.
It might just be my imagination, but I feel like I’ll encounter that inept executioner again.
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In the world I came from, where conventional morality governed people’s views, my brother and father were the kind of men who deserved to die.
At least, that’s how it seemed.
Here, though, they weren’t so irredeemable.
Slaves weren’t considered people, and rough treatment of livestock might have been seen as a minor fault but not something worth dying over.
I had thought the same way, too.
“Erica, stop right there,” Evan interrupted.
“What do you mean, ‘right there’?”
“It’s not right to speak of the dead like that, no matter what they’ve done…”
But that no longer mattered to me.
The things I used to care about had all been thrown into the gutter.
Most people put themselves first.
I was doing the same, abandoning everything for my own sake—so why was Evan pushing his standards on me?
“…It doesn’t matter. Just listen. This is all karma.
It all started to unravel in my generation.”
If I hadn’t ended up in this young lady’s body and sifted through her memories, I might never have realized it.
“The coffee we drink after meals, the sugar in the cookies, the cotton that makes our warm blankets—
Where do you think it all comes from, Vivian? Where do you think the sugar in your beloved confections and the tea leaves you steep come from?”
I pointed at Vivian, throwing the question at her. She hesitated before answering.
“…I assume they come from farmers.”
“Ha, that’s a funny joke. …Well, farmers, I suppose?
But they’re nothing like the farmers who own their land and plow their fields here in the empire.”
“They didn’t come from the Schwerin family, who claim they only fight those who bear arms, riding their noble steeds and wielding their shiny swords.
Have you ever heard of farmers growing sugar or tea there?”
Vivian shook her head.
When I brought up Evan’s family, he spoke up, sounding exasperated, maybe even on the verge of telling me to stop.
“Why do you keep bringing up my family?”
I thought about his question for a while before the answer became clear in my mind.
“Why? Because I envy you. Mecklenburg had no such thing as honor.
We sent expendable soldiers to fight, turning those dark-skinned savages who wielded little more than stones into slaves, enriching the empire in the process.
While you played at noble knighthood, we amassed wealth through every filthy deed you could imagine.”
Our family grew to rival the other great houses in size, but we were seen as barbarians while they were esteemed as virtuous.
Father might have had his own insecurities about that.
Despite his obsession with elegance, etiquette, and propriety, he never spoke of honor.
Maybe that’s how someone like Erica Mecklenburg came to be—twisted and broken.
“You all, with your vast lands and steady income, could sustain an entire order of knights on just your taxes.
But not us. That’s why we went to sea!”
Though the family had already fallen apart, I—or this young lady—spoke with pride and exhilaration.
“We ventured out to the sea and turned useless lands, fit only for habitation, into something more valuable than anything else.
We brought back countless slaves, put them to work on plantations without paying a single coin, whipped them, and if they disobeyed, we’d cut off their hands.
Only one hand, of course—cutting off both would render them useless. They’d work until they died, though.”
Vivian’s expression looked almost dazed, as if her mind had snapped a little from hearing me speak.
It’s no wonder—she likely imagined sugar and nutmeg being cultivated like wheat and barley, not this grim reality.
“That’s how our family became great.”
There’s probably a former runaway slave among Vivian’s acquaintances.
And she likely believes, as a matter of course, that slaves are people too.
No one would have explained to a sheltered lady like her the horrors of the place that person had escaped from.
“Yet despite our success, it all fell apart in an instant.
Like someone crushing an ant scurrying about.”
Perhaps the Emperor despised seeing a lowly family amassing such vast wealth.
“Up to this point, you might think it’s all just bad luck.
A streak of misfortune, divine retribution for the wicked Mecklenburgs. You could think that.”
“…Erica, no matter what, it’s still your family.
It’s your roots. Talking about them as if they’re worthless—”
“Why not? One day they were overrun by fanatics, dragons, and rebels—pfft.
Evan, if your precious knights couldn’t fend off a rebellion led by crippled men who couldn’t even use their dominant hand,
then yeah, it’s a useless, pathetic family.”
It wasn’t some natural downfall—it was just a contrived collapse for the sake of some morality tale.
“Ridiculous things kept piling up.
But what’s the point of holding on to my roots? It doesn’t matter. All I want is to find some way to be happy.
But this cursed family name keeps dragging me down.”
“Still, you shouldn’t talk like that.
Especially since you were the type to impose your standards on others.”
No matter how much I say, the result will stay the same.
I never imposed anything. I just wanted people to act according to principles and common sense.
All I did was make subtle suggestions, never forcing anyone.
“I never forced anyone!!”
I shouted, emotions boiling over, and all eyes in the room turned to me.
Most of those gazes held pity, worry, or even contempt, as if looking at something beneath them.
But Vivian’s shock was the most striking.
Her normally bright, determined eyes glistened with unshed tears as she looked at me, as though she might cry at any moment.
She flailed her hands helplessly in the air, trying and failing to find the words to say.
And even that sight filled me with loathing.
“You can so easily dismiss me, but I can’t even open my mouth without being told I shouldn’t speak! Isn’t that what you’re saying?”
“When did I ever say that?”
Ah, perhaps not after my head flew off in the marketplace.
“Right, when did I say that?”
At my words, Evan looked at me with a baffled expression, as if he was staring at someone completely unhinged.
“Why don’t you use that brilliant magic of yours to chop off my head and play around with my brain? Then you’d know exactly what happened.”
Tracing my forehead with a finger, I smiled—a smile that might have seemed cheerful, even playful.
“Why don’t you give it a try? Crack open my skull and check the contents. Then you can see for yourself whether I’m lying or not.”
I grabbed a handful of my hair and tugged.
There was a faint snapping sound as strands came loose, weak and lifeless.
It wasn’t that the hair had been pulled out by the roots; it simply broke off easily and fell into my hand.
I looked at Evan and spoke softly, in a voice so low that it might have been mistaken for muttering to myself.
“Evan, I hate you.
You’re so ambiguous in everything you do, wrapped up in that pathetic excuse for pride. And the things you’ve said to me… I can’t forget them. That’s why I hate you even more.”
Next, I turned to Vivian. My voice was slightly louder this time.
“Vivian, I hate you.
You knew I liked Evan. You knew that’s why I didn’t like you. And yet you kept coming closer.
You’re so infuriating because you’re not malicious about it.
Every time I envy you, every time I feel jealous of you, I want to die.
And yet, I envy how you care so little about love or affection from others.”
I wasn’t sure if I truly hated them, but I said it all anyway. It didn’t matter now; this was the end.
From a distance, Lydia appeared, finishing her lunch and walking back to the classroom with her usual entourage.
That pathetic girl glanced at Evan and seemed to sense the tension in the air. Deciding to avoid the scene, she started to move away.
When Evan stepped toward Lydia, possibly to say something, I reached into my bag and pulled out the object hidden inside.
As they exchanged words, their voices grew louder. Lydia seemed agitated now, and the focus shifted entirely to their argument.
I stood up and casually walked toward them.
Then, without hesitation, I fired a single shot at Lydia.
A red blotch spread over her stomach, as if a drop of crimson paint had splattered and expanded.
She clutched her abdomen, slid down the wall, and collapsed onto the floor.
I brought the barrel to her forehead and pulled the trigger again.
It exploded.
Evan and Vivian stared at me, their faces frozen in shock and horror.
Next, I turned the gun on Vivian.
Evan began chanting a spell, unable to attack me but covering Vivian with a defensive barrier.
Our eyes met—first mine with Evan’s, then with Vivian’s.
I smiled, a little too brightly, perhaps even frivolously.
After all, I’d never blown my head off in one go before, so who knows if it would hurt or not?
Oh, but shooting yourself in the head really does leave a mess.
I hate that.
But I hate this situation even more.
Unable to pull the trigger, I shifted the gun’s aim.
The cold barrel pressed against my temple.
If dying could turn back time, if it could free me from this wretched fate,
then it would be worth doing.
Even if I had to repeat it over and over.
This isn’t running away from death.
I’ve already realized there’s no escaping it.
For others, it’s just the result. For me, it’s the blurry, uncertain process of achieving some vague goal.
“Let’s meet again.”
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“Let’s meet again.”
Erica’s voice, subdued and vastly different from the intense tone of moments ago, was immediately followed by the unmistakable explosion of gunpowder.
The bullet from the small firearm shot through Erica’s head with precision.
A moment ago, she was breathing, speaking, and alive. Now, her body collapsed, eyes rolling back, entirely lifeless.
Blood gushed from her ears, nose, and mouth, staining her pale face so heavily that it was impossible to discern its original color.
“What… What is this? What’s… oh…”
A headshot left no chance for survival.
Even if the bullet were removed, even if her destroyed brain were somehow pieced back together and healed with magic, it wouldn’t bring back the Erica they knew.
Erica was dead.
For certain.
A gaping hole large enough to fit a finger marred her right temple, leaving no doubt.
When a bullet creates such a wound, it doesn’t just bleed; it sprays like a fountain, shooting upwards into the air.
The first person to get hit by that grisly fountain of blood and brain matter was Vivian.
“Evaaaan!! Evan!! Heal her! Heal her now!!”
The floor was already slick with blood.
Most of it wasn’t Erica’s, but rather Lydia’s, whose lifeless body lay sprawled nearby. 
Yet no one, save for those who had basked in her trivial authority moments earlier, paid her any attention.
Vivian, desperate, removed her own top to try and stem the flow of brain matter and blood spilling from Erica’s head.
She knew it was futile, that nothing could stop what was already pouring out. But she did it anyway.
Vivian’s once-pristine face twisted in anguish, stained red as her trembling hands struggled to contain the wound.
Evan, stunned by the surreal scene, finally shook himself free from the stupor. He knelt down, muttering healing spells over and over.
But no amount of magic could undo the destruction caused by a hunk of metal that had torn through Erica’s brain. If a wound like that could be mended, no one in the world would die of injuries.
The repeated gunfire had drawn a crowd of onlookers.
Children who shunned public executions as barbaric and only knew combat through the elegant sparring described in books were left horrified by the gruesome scene before them.
A head with a hole gushing pinkish-gray matter, streaked with blood—this was raw violence, far removed from their sanitized world.
And amidst the chaos, a beautiful girl wept and wailed as she tried, hopelessly, to save her fallen friend.
Technically, Erica wasn’t entirely dead—yet.
Though the mind might be gone, her body still clung to the faintest spark of life.
When someone is shot in the head, instant death is possible, but more often, there’s a brief period of involuntary twitching and spasms before the body finally succumbs.
Erica’s right hand still gripped the pistol tightly as her left hand and legs trembled, her body convulsing on the blood-soaked ground.
The surrounding crowd gasped in horror, unsure whether to interpret her movements as a sign of life or death.
From the back of the crowd, the Crown Prince stepped forward, making his way to Evan.
He tapped Evan lightly on the shoulder. The tear-streaked young man looked up, his face a mixture of despair and determination, as he continued casting healing spells.
Without hesitation, the Prince spoke softly but firmly.
“Stop trying to save her. Look, the wound is already closing slightly.
I didn’t realize you were such a skilled mage, Evan.”
“…What?”
The Prince casually brushed Evan’s hands aside, cutting off the healing magic that had been sealing Erica’s wounds and returning her brain to its original state.
The glow of the spell faded, leaving the bloodied scene in stark reality.
Vivian, who had been kneeling beside Erica, stood abruptly.
What she did next shocked everyone present—she grabbed the Crown Prince by his collar.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?!”
Had it been anyone else, that hand would have been severed instantly. But the Prince didn’t react with anger.
Instead, he spoke with the same detached composure.
“Vivian, death is a mercy for her.
What you’re trying to save is no longer Erica Mecklenburg.
It’s just a lump of meat that looks like her—a breathing, twitching corpse in her shape.”
Evan found himself nodding, almost involuntarily.
After all, a lump of metal had scrambled Erica’s brain beyond repair. Healing the flesh couldn’t restore what was lost.
Even so, he approached Erica again, staring at the pistol clenched tightly in her hand.
“Why… Why did you do this?”
He began casting another healing spell but faltered, his arms trembling until they finally fell to his sides.
Erica’s body twitched one last time, then went limp.
Yet, even in death, her hand refused to release the gun.
As Evan and Vivian stared, they were both struck by the finality of it.
Erica was truly dead.
“I even begged her to just quietly lock herself away and die peacefully,” the Prince muttered, his voice tinged with irritation.
“She wouldn’t listen, of course. Move the students away and clean up the bodies.”
At his command, shadowy figures emerged from the background. One began removing what remained of Erica and Lydia, while the other knelt and placed a hand on the ground, erasing all traces of blood in an instant.
Evan, still kneeling, wiped his tear-streaked face with his sleeve. When he looked up again, his expression mirrored Erica’s usual blank demeanor.
“Vivian, I think I’ve figured something out.”
“…What is it?”
“I don’t think Erica’s truly dead.
She’ll come back, as if nothing happened.”
Vivian’s eyes widened briefly, then she let out a long, weary sigh.
She crouched beside him, muttering under her breath.
“You’re insane, too.”
Denying reality and refusing to accept it was something Vivian had once done often.
Anyone would, after all, if they came home to find the father they loved and admired more than anyone else hanging lifelessly in their own house, long before adolescence had even touched their lives.
“Why not? Escaping into delusions seems better than obsessively trying to revive a corpse.”
It wasn’t Evan who answered but the Crown Prince.
He retrieved a pipe from his pocket, placing it between his lips, and ignited the tip with a small flame at his fingertip.
The acrid scent of tobacco mixed with the faint sweetness of cannabis began to mingle with the stench of blood in the air.
Vivian bit her lip, seething at the Crown Prince’s complete lack of courtesy or empathy.
“If you ever feel like you’re losing your mind, I hope you’ll at least handle it quietly in your room instead of causing a scene like this friend of yours.”
As the children who had gathered began to disperse, the Crown Prince prepared to leave, making a casual comment over his shoulder.
But Evan called out to him.
“Your Highness, may I… open her head?”
It was obvious whose head he meant.
Clinging to a thread of hope—or perhaps indulging a twisted desire—Evan’s trembling voice asked whether it might be possible to retrieve some fragment of what remained inside Erica’s shattered skull.
Vivian, standing nearby, broke down into wailing, screaming, and bursts of fury, attempting to interject herself into their conversation.
But a woman’s outrage is useful only in times of peace or when the situation is within the bounds of reason.
The Crown Prince smirked, pretending to ponder Evan’s question, before finally speaking.
“Desecrating a body is generally considered an insult to the deceased.”
“Erica is alive,” Evan insisted.
“Is that so?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll send someone later to summon you.”
Hearing this, Vivian, still covered in Erica’s blood, hurled curses and words of royal defiance at the Crown Prince. She even attempted to lunge at him.
But the shadows moved, restraining her with an unyielding grip. They didn’t let go, no matter how much she struggled.
In the end, she collapsed to the ground, utterly powerless.
“You’re all mad,” she spat.
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Perhaps I had unknowingly grown accustomed to death.
After all, the only real encounter I’d had with it was seeing my father’s body hanging lifelessly when I was young, after he gave up on the world. And yet, just that one memory seemed to linger far longer than it should have.
Vivian, on the other hand, was only just now realizing how excruciating it could be to witness someone die—especially by their own hand. 
She could never fully understand the perspective of the one pulling the trigger, but watching it happen was torturous enough on its own.
Compared to swords or spears, which require human strength to swing, thrust, and cut, firearms—simple machines capable of dealing death at the press of a trigger—felt impersonal and merciless. They ignored even the smallest shred of human empathy.
Even a pistol, small and lacking in power, was more than capable of ending a life. 
The metallic click of the trigger and the sudden explosion of the gunshot were immediately followed by a spray of crimson against the wall—a visceral reminder of its finality.
Vivian replayed the scene in her mind: the moment Erica raised the pistol, aiming it at herself after hesitating to pull the trigger on Vivian. 
She remembered how Erica had stared at her for what felt like an eternity, struggling to decide whether to pull the trigger.
Perhaps Erica hated Vivian, but not enough to kill her.
When she shot Lydia, there had been no hesitation. But faced with Vivian, Erica faltered. And when the hesitation grew unbearable, she turned the gun on herself instead.
If only Erica had aimed at Vivian instead. At least then Evan’s defensive magic might have stopped the bullet. 
Erica might have been subdued—harshly, yes—but only Lydia would have ended up dead.
Now, Vivian clung to Erica’s body. Realizing that Erica was still barely alive, she had called upon the most skilled mages she knew to try to heal her.
But could Erica truly survive such a wound?
Even Vivian, who had brushed off most subjects outside magic and swordsmanship, knew well enough that damage to the brain couldn’t be undone—not by priests, not by grand magicians.
Still, she couldn’t bring herself to let Erica go. As she watched the faint signs of life slowly flicker in Erica’s body, the Crown Prince intervened, ordering the healing to stop.
That was when Vivian made an unthinkable decision. She grabbed the Crown Prince by the collar.
Had anyone else done this—Evan, for instance—their wrist would have been severed before they even got close, and they’d be dragged away to rot in a dungeon.
“What the hell are you doing?!”
“Vivian, it would be better for her to die.”
The Crown Prince’s words hit her like a hammer. Tears welled up in her eyes, even before he finished his sentence—because she already knew what was coming next.
“She’s just a lump of meat now.
A lump of meat that happens to resemble Erica Mecklenburg.”
The Crown Prince hadn’t needed to step in or say any of this.
Cold and unfeeling, he was known for his ruthlessness, and Vivian knew that somewhere in his heart, he held a strange fondness for her. 
Yet this wasn’t about earning her favor; it was about sparing her from the agony of clinging to false hope.
Vivian couldn’t abandon Erica’s body—not because she was sentimental about life in general, but because, for some inexplicable reason, Erica was special to her.
The Crown Prince didn’t fully understand Vivian’s feelings, but he knew they would only lead her into deeper misery if unchecked. 
That was why he stepped in—to show her there was no saving Erica, to force the decision she couldn’t make herself.
Evan, too, had already accepted that Erica was gone. The only thing left was her ruined body, which needed to be buried in a coffin or cremated and stored in an urn.
And then it happened.
The healing magic stopped. The blood that had been gushing out of Erica’s head slowed, then ceased entirely. Her faint breaths faltered, and her twitching limbs stilled. Erica was dead.
Completely, utterly dead.
But Vivian couldn’t find a way to express the storm of emotions swirling inside her.
She had grown up rejecting the violent games nobles played with each other—rejecting the so-called “careful considerations” of the aristocracy. She loathed how nobles could justify anything, from retrieving runaway slaves to murdering a commoner who dared fall in love with a noble daughter, or even arranging “accidents” in duels that conveniently eliminated rivals.
Vivian had always despised these things, which had left her father sick at heart.
Evan, meanwhile, seemed like he had completely lost his mind.
The Crown Prince, who had long since learned to discard human life without hesitation, seemed almost alien in his indifference. Power had stripped away his humanity, leaving him incapable of ruling with compassion.
It was like when a cat brings home a dead mouse as a gift for its owner—no matter how earnest the gesture, the recipient cannot help but recoil.
What was worse, Evan seemed to be taking Erica’s final words—about turning back time after death—seriously. He mumbled to himself as if trying to brainwash himself into believing it.
The Crown Prince watched him with an amused expression, almost entertained by Evan’s unraveling mind.
Then he made an offer, his voice calm yet laced with eerie implications.
Specifically, he offered access to Erica’s remains—particularly her head, now reduced to ruin by the bullet.
Vivian, shaking her head, could only mutter bitterly:
“You’re all lunatics.”
“Vivian, go to your room and rest for a while,” the Crown Prince replied.
“I value you because of that principled, stubborn part of you. Don’t lose it.”
Had Erica not blown her head off in front of Evan, he might have spoken up to brush aside the Crown Prince’s words, dismissing them as unnecessary flattery.
But now, Evan merely blinked, seemingly uninterested, and bowed slightly before leaving the scene.
His thoughts shifted from magic to Erica, then to her shattered head.
***
The next day, a note slipped under the door to Evan’s room.
He picked it up, read it, and headed out.
Of course, there were no classes that day—how could there be, after what had happened?
Evan walked for a long time, leaving the academy and heading toward the cemetery.
As he reached the gate and raised a hand to hail a carriage, he saw Vivian waiting nearby, dressed in black.
“…You’re going to see Erica, aren’t you?”
Vivian couldn’t bring herself to ask if he was planning to tamper with Erica’s brain, though the thought weighed heavily on her mind. 
Even after witnessing death, she was far too composed and dignified to voice such a question.
“Yes.”
“Can’t you just leave her alone?
Hasn’t it been awful enough already…”
“If Erica is truly dead—
If this is all just the delusions of a madman—
Fine. But let’s entertain the possibility for now.”
Evan spoke quickly, as if he might stop breathing if he paused.
The way he spoke, it was clear he genuinely believed Erica was still alive.
“If that’s true, then I killed Erica.
The day you told me she slapped you—that same day, Erica’s family fell apart completely.
The heir to the family, her brother, was already dead, and while they called it an accident, her father passed away too. You know what that means.
That day, I went to see Erica. Not for her sake, but to win your favor and comfort you.
I wanted to yell at her, but when I started talking to her, she didn’t show any sign of pain. Not one.
There was a huge shard of glass stuck in her foot, causing a massive wound, and blood was pooling at her feet.
But she just laughed, like it was nothing.”
“I don’t even remember what I said—I was so flustered.
As we kept talking, Erica asked me to save her.
I didn’t understand what she meant back then. I thought she just wanted help if things got too tough, so I gave her a cheap ring with a communication spell embedded in it.”
Calling the ring “cheap” seemed unfair—it was the sort of jewel most would call extravagant. But to Evan, it was nothing, just one of hundreds he could acquire with his wealth.
“And yet, I never went to her. Not once.
Today was the first time I went to see her. And what happened?
She blew her own head off.
That makes it my fault.
If I can’t find proof that Erica is still alive, then I killed her.”
Evan gripped Vivian’s shoulders with wild, desperate eyes, his words tumbling out in a frenzy.
To an ordinary person, his intensity would have been terrifying, enough to make them cower. But Vivian merely sighed and replied calmly.
“Evan, you’re insane. Completely mad.”
“Maybe so.”
“Take me with you.”
“Why?”
“Because I can’t leave a madman alone with a corpse.”
“Suit yourself.”
“Thanks.”
Vivian wasn’t surprised by how much Evan’s demeanor toward her had changed.
After her father’s death, even the stern knights who had once terrified her tried to comfort her, awkwardly attempting to appear softer and more approachable.
Perhaps death was the ultimate force for change in people.
As the carriage swayed and rattled along the road, Vivian’s thoughts wandered.
Only after Erica’s death had Evan shifted his gaze away from her and toward Erica.
But in Vivian’s mind, it didn’t feel like a death worth much at all.
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The horses pulling the carriage snorted loudly, steam rising from their nostrils as if they were venting their frustration. They had been worked hard, and their agitation showed.
The carriage arrived not at a cemetery or a crypt, but at a small building adjacent to a clinic rumored to be run by the son of the Emperor’s personal physician.
This was a place not for peaceful repose, but for those who had died gruesome deaths during treatment.
The Crown Prince sat on a shadow-formed chair near the entrance, legs crossed, idly smoking from his pipe as he waited for Evan and Vivian.
When the two approached, bowing to greet him, the Crown Prince waved them off dismissively.
“Just through that door, you’ll find your friend—beautifully prepared. I entrusted her to the finest mortician in the Empire, someone who ensures everything is handled impeccably.”
“Then we can go in now?” Evan asked, his voice flat and determined.
“Not so fast,” the Crown Prince replied. “Explain what you intend to do first. If your plan is to resurrect the dead or create some new lifeform from her body like a necromancer, I’ll have you lying beside her in no time.”
“I just want to examine her head,” Evan said bluntly.
“You mean her memories?”
Evan nodded.
Vivian had suspected this might be Evan’s goal, but hearing it aloud filled her with a mix of sadness and anger.
Digging through the memories of the dead was no different from grave robbing—it was desecration. But looking at Evan, she knew there was no stopping him, and protesting felt futile.
“Even reading the memories of the living is difficult. Do you really think you can retrieve memories from a dead person?” the Crown Prince asked, his voice laced with sarcasm.
As he spoke, the acrid smoke from his pipe caught in his throat, and he coughed harshly before spitting onto the ground and clearing his throat.
“If it’s impossible, I’ll stop,” Evan replied. “But if there’s even a chance, I have to try.”
The Crown Prince chuckled, a cruel grin spreading across his face.
“Fair enough. But don’t worry—if you get any bright ideas about turning her into a familiar, the friend who made this chair for me will make quick work of your head. You won’t be tempted for long!”
He laughed as though this was all some grand joke, like he had seen countless fools try and fail to raise the dead.
Turning to Vivian, the Crown Prince asked, “And you? Why are you here?”
“I’m going in with Evan.”
“You know, it’ll be disgusting. The smell alone will be unbearable, not to mention watching someone poke around in that pink mush.”
“I don’t care.”
“Suit yourself. Just don’t let this turn into some spectacle of disrespect for the dead.”
It was a contradiction. The Crown Prince had orchestrated this meeting, allowing them to manipulate the dead, yet spoke as if concerned about maintaining respect.
What did he consider disrespectful, then? Vivian wondered, but she said nothing.
The answer was obvious—if she objected, he would simply tell her to leave.
The Crown Prince exhaled another puff of smoke, his thoughts momentarily drifting to his own sister, who had once moved as if alive but reeked of decay.
He remembered the moment he had burned her, unsure whether she was living or dead. That memory left a sour taste in his mouth, one that the harsh, unrefined smoke failed to mask.
Erica lay on a cold metal table, dressed in a white gown. The blood-soaked school uniform she had worn was gone.
The hole in her temple, large enough to fit a finger, had been plugged with something soft and covered with gauze.
Evan stepped forward, peeling back the gauze. With a steady hand, he removed the plug without hesitation, exposing the wound.
The metallic tang of blood filled the air as something viscous oozed out.
“Ugh…!” Vivian gagged, covering her mouth.
“If it’s too much, you can leave,” Evan said flatly.
“Evan, do you really think this is the right thing to do?”
“No.”
Before Vivian could say more, Evan pressed his fingers into Erica’s brain and released a small current of magic.
Among the many peculiarities of magicians, there had once been a dark mage obsessed with the brain. 
He had studied which parts held memories, controlled thought, and enabled imagination.
Though that mage had been burned alive, his knowledge had been preserved—it was deemed too valuable to destroy, despite its sinister origins.
Using this knowledge, Evan searched through the sea of information within Erica’s brain, like a fisherman seeking a hippocampus amidst the tide.
He found the area responsible for memory, pressed his fingers against it, and began chanting.
From an outside perspective, it looked like a ritual—a black magic sacrifice, complete with a desecrated corpse.
Vivian watched in growing horror and confusion, recalling the Crown Prince’s words about beheading Evan if he behaved like a necromancer.
If this was considered “normal” to them, what on earth did they consider “abnormal”?
For someone like Vivian, who had spent her life trying to find beauty and positivity in the world, this was an act beyond comprehension.
When Evan finished his incantation, Erica’s body convulsed violently, and an image appeared above her.
[Hah… I hate this.]
The image showed Erica fully clothed, sitting in a steaming bathtub.
She held a blade in her hand, pressing it to her wrist without hesitation.
The clear water in the tub turned crimson in seconds, the blood spreading like ink in water.
[Ugh… shit…]
With trembling hands, Erica tried to slash her wrist again but ultimately flung the blade aside. Instead, she reached for the pistol—the same one she had used to kill Lydia and later turned on herself.
Pulling the trigger, she expected her head to explode like before. But this time, the bullet merely grazed her throat, leaving a bloody streak on the wall.
And so, Erica began to die.
Not quickly, but slowly. Painfully. Alone.
Crying, she struggled to lift herself out of the bathtub, but her strength gave out. Her hand fumbled around the floor, searching for the pistol that had fallen to her left. Seeing it just out of reach, despair overcame her.
The process of one person’s slow, lonely death unfolded in the air like a grim, silent film. It showed her gasping, attempting to speak but failing, her lips moving soundlessly as the screen darkened and the recording ended.
The footage was short, but its emotional impact was immense, far outweighing its length.
For Erica, whose life had been full of harrowing experiences, her first death was undoubtedly the most vivid memory.
Vivian wept.
She couldn’t say anything—her emotions were too complex, too overwhelming, climbing her spine like icy tendrils. Words felt useless in the face of what she had just witnessed.
So she cried.
Loudly, messily, her sobs echoing through the cold room filled with lifeless bodies, as though she could awaken them with the sheer force of her grief.
Evan, watching the projection, felt his knees give way.
The notion he had clung to—the faint hope that Erica might somehow still be alive, that her earlier words might have meant something—had been proven true.
And yet, it was far too late.
He didn’t know whether to blame himself or to believe this was all some inexplicable, otherworldly phenomenon. All he knew was that he had to do something, anything, to make it right.
But Evan wasn’t a genius magician, capable of turning back time or sending messages to his past self. He was just a man who had failed, again and again.
Resolving himself, he conjured water in the air, washing his hands clean of Erica’s blood and the fragments of her brain.
He then carefully sealed the hole in her head before turning to Vivian, still overcome with grief.
Helping her to her feet, he guided her outside.
There was no use for Erica’s brain anymore.
What remained were fragmented shards of memories, containing nothing but pain and suffering.
The Crown Prince was still seated on his shadowy throne, puffing away at his pipe as they emerged.
“Judging by your faces, something happened in there. Not that I’m particularly interested,” he said, his voice casual.
Evan, however, couldn’t let it go. The Crown Prince was not one to concern himself with such “trivialities.”
To most, the deaths of two noblewomen within the academy walls would be a scandal, but to the Crown Prince, they were nothing—just two powerless figures bearing empty titles.
And yet, here he was, involved.
“Why are you so concerned about Erica?” Evan asked, unable to hide his curiosity.
“Call it… mourning, if you will,” the Crown Prince replied. “You understand, don’t you?”
“…Yes.”
At that moment, Evan understood why the Crown Prince had invested any effort into Erica.
Though it had happened far faster and with more finality than expected, the Royal Family had been the ones to obliterate Erica’s already-crumbling house.
Perhaps, deep down, even the Crown Prince felt a faint twinge of guilt for his role in her ruin.
Vivian, meanwhile, was lost.
She didn’t understand the cryptic exchange between the two men. Their words were vague, cloaked in layers of context she wasn’t privy to.
The nobles always spoke this way—leaving those outside their circles in the dark.
It was one of the reasons Vivian disliked aristocrats.
But Erica had been different.
That thought made Vivian’s heart sink further.
Her tears began anew.
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The group, leaving the Crown Prince behind, climbed back into the carriage.
Inside the rattling carriage, Evan, his eyes slightly unhinged, looked at Vivian as if making a vow to himself and spoke.
“Help me. Even if I don’t understand the theory, you’re better at reciting spells and controlling power than I am, Vivian.”
Vivian neither nodded nor replied.
Having just witnessed such a scene with her own eyes, she couldn’t fathom what this man, acting as if nothing had happened, was about to request.
After all, Evan was the kind of fool who locked the stable door only after the horse had bolted.
“What are you planning now…?”
“I don’t know. But I’ll find a way to create even a tiny interference with the past.”
“And how do you plan to do that?”
“If I pour my entire life into it, I have to hope for something to come out of it.”
“Why… Why is everything changing so suddenly? Evan, I’m struggling. Can’t we talk about this later?
Right before my eyes, someone I thought was my friend—well, maybe I was the only one who thought so—shot themselves in the head and ended their life… ugh…!”
Was it from nausea or the jostling carriage?
Vivian pressed her hand to her mouth, suppressing the rising urge to vomit.
Though it nearly spilled out, she quickly conjured fire to burn away the offensive smell, leaving nothing visible behind, a small comfort in an otherwise dreadful situation.
“Why? Why is it always stories like this with you?
Can’t you let me collect myself, even for a moment, to grieve?
We need time to wish for peace, to mourn.
Show some respect for the dead!!”
Vivian’s emotions boiled over, and she forgot her usual formal tone, speaking in a harsh, informal manner without realizing it.
In her eyes, Evan appeared alien, irrational—a madman with not even a shred of respect for the deceased.
Evan’s view of Vivian wasn’t far off either.
“What respect? Erica isn’t dead.
You saw it too. She’s just… shifted to somewhere different from us.”
“But will we ever see her again… here?”
“……”
Evan couldn’t answer with confidence.
He was still piecing things together in his mind.
“Evan, then that means Erica is dead.
At least here, she’s dead! How can you say she’s alive?
By that logic, my father, who passed away long ago, must also be living well in heaven—or hell, for all I know!”
To Vivian, whether Erica had traveled back in time, died and reincarnated with memories intact, or something else entirely, the outcome was the same: she was dead.
At least, as far as this world was concerned, they’d never meet again.
The difference between Evan and Vivian was that Evan was willing to delve into forbidden magic—though he detested necromancy—to reverse time and send a message to Erica or even go back himself.
Vivian, on the other hand, believed Erica was gone, destined to return to dust. She chose to bury the memory of the dead in her heart and move forward.
No matter how dear the deceased was, digging into the past like Evan intended was nothing short of disrespectful to the dead. She thought it was natural to accept the inevitability of death, cherish the memories, and live on.
When the dead occasionally came to mind, she would feel sorrow. But she believed that enduring that sadness and reminiscing about the happy days spent together was the proper way to grieve.
“But, but you saw it too, didn’t you, Vivian?
Erica is alive. Carrying the memory of shooting herself in the head.
She’s living with that awful memory she once whispered to me—those unbearable, traumatic experiences etched into her brain.
She’s alive, but with memories of dying horrifically and slowly, suffering miserably.
In truth, we might have gone through the same thing as Erica countless times already. That’s how it is! You saw it too!”
The difference between the two was that Vivian had already moved on after losing someone dear to her, burying them in her heart.
Evan, however, had spent over ten years with Erica, someone who felt like family, to the point where he had taken her for granted and pushed her away. Now, his mind was twisted with guilt and regret, making it impossible for him to think like Vivian.
“So, what makes that different from being in heaven looking down on us…”
Vivian wanted to ask what difference it made whether Erica was in heaven or hell, or stuck in a timeline reliving her horrific experiences.
But before she could, Evan, as if caught in a fit of mania, began ranting like a convert renouncing his faith, waving his index finger erratically and cutting her off mid-thought.
“There’s no such thing as heaven. It’s unclear whether God even exists.
Oh, maybe there’s something transcendent.
But whether it has free will is another question.
If Erica rewound time, then something extraordinary might exist. But this world is all about human will.
An all-powerful deity doesn’t exist.
If such a deity did exist, how would I, someone who says these things, be able to use healing magic? How would necromancers, black mages, and heretics exist?”
To Vivian, Evan was completely deranged.
Denying God? Then what were divine healers and the radiant light of holy knights supposed to be?
Even human will, she believed, was the creation of God, and thus God’s will.
Did that mean human will was God’s will?
Vivian momentarily fell into confusion.
She had never considered such heretical thoughts in her life and had always taken the existence of God as a given.
“Th-that’s…”
If it had been anyone else, someone who wasn’t a mage,
Vivian would have pointed her finger at Evan and screamed that he was a liar and a dark mage.
But as a mage, who explored and replicated the tangible realities of the world, she hesitated.
“See? Even you can’t answer with certainty like I can.
Certainty doesn’t exist in this world.”
To Evan, Vivian seemed insane.
She spoke of Erica as a friend but had already dismissed her as dead and abandoned her, even though Erica might be trapped somewhere in time.
The two couldn’t understand each other.
Had it been a story of romance, they might have adjusted their differences, communicated, and reconciled.
But death was too overwhelming, too intense.
Especially when both had seen a friend, someone dear to them, collapse under the weight of suffering and take their own life before their very eyes.
And intense, shocking events—be it death, words, or actions—often bred extremities.
“If God was so omnipotent, he wouldn’t have left Erica like that.
He wouldn’t have left a fool like me by her side.
He wouldn’t allow anyone to suffer in agony but would instead let them live happy lives.
People used to think heads were only there to help you speak and look forward until a dark mage revealed the brain’s structure. That turned out to be true.
So this must be true as well.”
Evan uttered a paradox that, if said before paladins, would have them drawing their swords on him in an instant.
“Is God willing to prevent evil but not able? Then He is not omnipotent.
Is he able but not willing? Then he is malevolent.
Is he both able and willing? Then whence cometh evil?
Is He neither able nor willing? Then why call Him God?”
“Evan, you…”
“I know. If I went out and said this in public, I’d be stoned to death.
Or they’d label me a necromancer, a black mage, or a demon. Whatever nonsense they could think of before trying to kill me.”
Evan’s expression hardened as he spoke.
“Is there any way for us to see Erica again? Unless it’s through resurrection, it’s impossible!”
The moment those words left his mouth, Vivian had already fallen for Evan’s argument without even realizing it.
The paladins of the Church were taught from a young age to never respond when engaging with heretics or non-believers.
Engaging in dialogue with them, they believed, would plant seeds of evil within the heart—what they called the “dark thought”—that would inevitably lead to corruption.
From the perspective of a devout believer, Erica’s death had sown the seed of corruption in Evan’s heart, and now that seed had spread to Vivian.
“There’s a way. So promise you’ll help me later.”
Caught up in the moment, Vivian nodded almost unconsciously.
After returning to the academy, Evan attended Erica’s funeral with Vivian once before retreating to his room, only making appearances in class.
His room was packed with so many books that there was barely any room to step.
Time marched on.
A year, two years, four years, eight years…
Evan continued his relentless research, neither inheriting a suitable position within his family nor challenging for the role of family head. He simply remained at the academy, consumed by his studies.
To facilitate his research, he became a professor, gaining access to even more books.
News of the woman he once loved—Vivian—marrying a lowly man with the blood of a slave reached him, but he paid it no mind.
By then, love, duty, even his feelings for Erica, had all been reduced to faint traces. He moved like a machine, fueled by the vivid memory of staring into the abyss of death.
Turning back time, or sending a message to the past, was far more difficult than conventional magic—far harder than even the magic used to destroy an entire city by moving stars.
After all, it went against the laws of the world.
And those most adept at defying such laws were the corrupted mages known as necromancers.
Realizing there was no answer through conventional means, Evan abandoned his professorial title and withdrew to the mountains.
With his exceptional magic, he built the cabin Erica had once mentioned wanting to live in, one she had seen in a book.
Like many necromancers before him, Evan began experimenting on the locals—slaves, peasants, and even minor nobles.
Finally, though he couldn’t send his entire mind or memories back, he discovered a method to send even the faintest thought to the past.
He gathered the necessary materials and prepared the spell.
And then, he encountered familiar faces: Vivian and knights with faces he recognized.
Beside Vivian stood her husband, a former slave wielding an aura-infused sword.
“Vivian, it’s been a while.”
“It has, Evan.”
“I’ve figured it out. A way to send even the smallest thing to the past.”
Evan spoke with jubilant excitement, but Vivian’s face was contorted with disgust.
“So, for that, you sacrificed everyone around you as offerings?
Even your family sent people to deal with the disgrace you’ve brought upon them.”
“For that? Ah, I see.” Evan’s eyes darkened. “I suppose your indulgence with that black-skinned bastard next to you has fried even your pleasure centers.
Well, it makes sense. When you’re obsessed with carnal desires, there’s no coming back. Black men might not have much else, but they’re well-endowed, aren’t they?
So, how’s that festering waste you’ve been fermenting for ten months coming along?”
Vivian, enraged, hurled a spell at him to silence him.
Evan casually dispelled it, glaring at her with a venomous gaze.
“You promised to help!
But you… you just went off and found your ordinary happiness.
Not that I tried to stop you.”
With that, he softened his expression into a smile—one of a man truly unhinged.
“Love makes for a great escape, doesn’t it?”
The knights raised their swords and advanced toward Evan.
But he neither attacked nor fled from them.
Thunk.
The sound of steel piercing flesh echoed through the air.
“E-Evan…?”
Vivian and the knights froze, staring at Evan in shock.
Even as blood dripped from his mouth, he smiled brightly.
“My worthless emotions, my body, my escape… that’s all there is.”
He collapsed to his knees.
Everyone stared at him, their faces frozen in disbelief.
“Ah, Erica. I’m sorry. Heh.”
Once again, Evan ran away.
This time, into death.
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“Where did I put the money?”
Last time, I opened my eyes while drinking tea.
This time, I opened my eyes while pouring hot water over tea leaves.
Of course, I scalded my thigh again with the boiling water, but it wasn’t a problem that couldn’t be solved quickly.
As I sifted through my memories, I recalled placing a few gold coins in a drawer. When I opened it, I found seven gold coins inside.
I slipped the coins into my front pocket, straightened my clothes, put on my shoes, and stepped out of the room.
“Ah.”
Something irritated my eye, making it itch like crazy.
Tears streamed down my face, and my nose tingled. It wasn’t much, but the sudden sensation left me feeling oddly emotional.
“I want some oolong tea.
And coffee would be even better alongside it.”
In an impulsive moment, I did something reckless.
I could blame the situation for driving me mad, but still, shooting my head off in front of someone wasn’t exactly the right thing to do.
So what if I’d seen it countless times before?
When you’re someone like me, death just becomes part of the routine, doesn’t it?
Or does it?
A sharp pang shot through my head, so I stood up and started walking.
I thought I’d shed the etiquette ingrained in my body, but with my physique intact, I still moved with an unshakable poise.
Maybe, during the days when I’d been so weak I couldn’t even walk properly, I’d tricked myself into thinking I’d discarded all that.
“Cheap iced tea, novels perfect for wasting time, games, movies, and cigarettes I can’t even smoke.”
I walked to the convenience store where I’d previously bought cigarettes. I searched for the most expensive tea leaves and deliberated between two options: one was fresh and light, while the other had a heavier body but a delicate fragrance.
In the past, I would have just grabbed both, but now I only had enough money for one.
“What are you looking at so intently?”
“I’m trying to choose tea leaves, but I can’t decide.”
The Crown Prince had approached me.
It seemed he’d taken an unusual interest in me recently.
I could guess why, but if that was the case, wouldn’t it be safer to keep my distance to avoid assassination…
Ah, the Shadows. Assassination wouldn’t be a concern.
Those people—who could detach and reattach limbs through some kind of magic—were his subordinates, after all.
“These two are fine, but this one has a lovely fragrance. I recommend it.”
The Crown Prince grabbed three tins of tea leaves, paid for them, and handed them to me.
As I stared at him with a puzzled expression, he smiled faintly and casually remarked as though it were no big deal.
“I owe your family a small debt.
Take them. If you ask, I’ll buy you more next time. Consider it a generous gesture from the Crown Prince himself.”
If grudges were a form of debt, then I supposed it counted.
To me, he was just a loathsome human being, but what could I do?
Just as I’d worn a dog collar and acted like a fool before Lydia, I’d have to bare my belly and swear allegiance to His Highness, the Crown Prince.
Even if it meant saying, “Stab this belly anytime, I won’t complain.”
Of course, I didn’t say any of that aloud. Instead, I kept it simple.
“…Thank you.”
At least I didn’t have to utter any grandiose words of gratitude. That was one thing I appreciated about him.
He wasn’t overly authoritarian in personality.
With the tea leaves in hand, I moved to leave the store.
But a black hand suspended in midair grabbed my shoulder, stopping me.
In a low voice, one that wouldn’t carry to anyone else, the Crown Prince asked:
“Are you planning to die? Judging by your face, it seems you already know everything that’s happened.”
“I’m not sure. Maybe I’ll die when I’m an old woman. Who knows?”
“Well, that’s fine by me.
But if you are going to die, at least make it as quiet as possible, inside your room…”
“What you mean is, ‘Go hang yourself quietly and die where no one can hear,’ right?”
At my blunt remark, the Crown Prince made a slightly awkward face and replied.
“…Yeah.”
“I’ll do that this time.”
The phrase “this time” seemed to catch him off guard. His face darkened slightly, but he nodded.
I walked into the dormitory under the watchful eyes of the surrounding children.
Unlike last time, Evan should’ve been wandering around here, but I didn’t see him.
Not that I cared.
After climbing the stairs for what felt like forever, I entered my room and pulled out a teacup.
I placed the tea leaves inside and poured hot water over them.
They were the tea leaves the Crown Prince had recommended.
The resulting brew seemed to be somewhere between green tea and black tea, with a faint yellowish tint.
As soon as the water hit the leaves, the characteristic scent of green tea wafted up, accompanied by the unique smell of lightly roasted and fermented leaves.
Taking a sip, I noticed there was no bitterness at all.
“Such refined taste.”
My whole body relaxed.
Evan would come by soon, and I’d end up cooped up in my room again.
Maybe I should stock up on food this time. Something delicious.
And then, I’d keep turning back time little by little.
Every time I felt drained or overwhelmed, I’d put the barrel to my temple and let the bullet swirl through my brain.
Shooting myself in the temple was, at least, the least painful.
And my head remained relatively intact.
The ones I’d seen before, who shot themselves with rifles, had their entire upper skulls blown off.
But with a pistol, it seemed to resolve things more elegantly.
“I don’t want to die, but I have to die to avoid dying.”
Would slapping Vivian fix anything?
Maybe the collapse had already begun before I slapped her.
In novels, they never explained in detail why families fell apart.
It was probably just a hastily thrown-in plot device that mirrored reality, manifesting as imperial will or some such nonsense.
“I wish my father hadn’t died.”
Holding the teacup filled with the tea the Crown Prince had recommended, I hurled it at the picture of my family.
Crash!
Finally, a dramatic sound.
When glass shatters, it’s not the cracking but the bursting sound that’s the most satisfying.
When glass shatters weakly, it leaves a bad feeling, doesn’t it?
“Why don’t you want to bring your brother back to life too?”
The voice of my heart crawled out of my mouth in response.
“I do want to save him.”
I grabbed a tin of cheap black tea from where I stored the tea leaves and placed some in a fresh teacup.
Pouring hot water over it, a dark, bitter brew steeped.
“What should I do? How long had the water cooled before steeping the tea? Maybe about five minutes?
Then, to go back to the moment before that young lady’s brother died, how many days should I rewind to avoid being labeled a traitor?
In the end, how many times must I die to turn back time enough to partially salvage the family?”
Not knowing how to make ice, I cooled some lukewarm water by swirling it in the air with wind magic and poured it over the strong black tea.
It didn’t have the nuanced feel of oolong tea, but it gave off a distinct cheapness that oddly appealed to me.
I liked it enough to toss the newly purchased tea leaves onto my bed and continue steeping and drinking the black tea.
Maybe this obsession with tea would turn my brain into one of those tea-loving caricatures from the Rhyme-nom world. Still, it seemed like the best way to hold onto my thoughts.
No matter how much I turned back time, there was no way to keep the family intact.
The downfall was inevitable. Aside from securing enough wealth to feed myself and the servants at the estate, there was nothing to be done.
The world desired it, the emperor desired it, the gods desired it, and humanity desired it. How could I defy all that?
“We’ve gotten used to it, haven’t we?”
“I don’t know. Have you gotten used to it?”
“If the family were intact, I wouldn’t have to live this miserably. It’s just a matter of finding a business that fits our resources, isn’t it?”
“But it means dying hundreds, thousands of times… That’s the problem. You hurt just as much as I do.”
“True. Let’s take a break then! Once we’re exhausted from resting, let’s run away to something even harder.
And this time, let’s drive nails deep into everyone’s hearts and take everything from them.
Just as His Highness Johannes suggested—quietly, solemnly, and alone in your room.”
Driving nails into hearts.
Admittedly, that was a bit much.
For someone like me, to cause discomfort to Vivian, the protagonist, and Evan, whether a supporting or main character, was presumptuous.
Perhaps I deserved punishment for it.
“Sure.”
I carried on an internal dialogue with myself for a long time.
Talking to my reflection in the mirror with a smile—what a strange image for a young woman.
It’s a relief that I lived alone.
If I had shared my space with someone, it would’ve been unbearable for them.
To live with a woman who excelled at nothing, had a vile personality, and seemed—or perhaps truly was—insane?
The thought alone made me nauseous.
“Let’s stop while drinking tea.”
I wasn’t stabbing you with a knife or blowing your head off with a gun.
At most, I was just sitting here drinking tea.
I’m tired.
Endlessly, I brewed tea, drank it, put the cup down, and steeped a new pot.
It was like I’d finally found something I could do well by myself for the first time.
Sure, I’d learned how, but when would I have ever had the chance to drink tea or coffee alone like this?
If possible, I’d always preferred buying it instead.
There were still far too many things I couldn’t give up on, despite stripping them away, putting them aside, and leaving them behind.
Tap. Tap. Tap.
The knocking at the door interrupted my spiraling thoughts.
Though it was a little late, it was probably Evan.
No, almost certainly Evan.
“I’m tired of looking each other in the face, getting angry, and exchanging barbs.”
After glancing in the mirror to ensure nothing was amiss with my appearance, I walked to the door and opened it.
“Well, if it gets too hard, I can just run away a little faster next time.”
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When I opened the front door, Evan was standing there, motionless.
Oddly, he didn’t carry the same presence as before. Instead, he radiated an air that reminded me of… how should I put it?
The closest comparison would be the old executioner I’d seen once—a man who’d undoubtedly cut down more lives than anyone else.
“Ah, long time no see, Evan. Come in. I was just having tea.”
Surprisingly, he didn’t throw a childish tantrum about only being here for tea. He simply nodded and stepped inside.
There was something unsettling about him. Was this the feeling a country mutt gets when facing a dog butcher?
“Take a seat over there. What kind of tea would you like?”
He grimaced slightly before answering, though I wasn’t sure what part of my question he found offensive.
“Whatever you recommend.”
I poured the tea leaves the Crown Prince had suggested into a cup and added hot water.
The room’s aroma began to shift again.
Evan stared at the steam rising from his teacup for a long time before turning his gaze to me.
His eyes trembled slightly, and a tear slipped from his right eye. He wiped it away with his sleeve and returned to his expressionless state, as if nothing had happened.
“Usually, you’d be tailing Vivian or studying magic. I’m honored you’ve spared me some of your precious time.”
I threw in a sarcastic remark, intentionally trying to provoke him.
“So, why are you here?”
Evan took a sip of tea, raised an eyebrow slightly, and answered in a sly tone.
“To drink the tea you made, of course.”
“Don’t lie. You know what happened between Vivian and me today. You must have heard.”
At that, his twitching eyebrow stopped, and his face returned to that strange, stiff neutrality.
It was unnerving, like watching a robot with frozen facial muscles.
“I heard.”
“Then, if you had to pick one reason for coming…”
Before I could finish, Evan interrupted.
“To yell at you.”
“And now?”
“Not at all. I don’t feel any strong emotions—anger, frustration, nothing—toward you.”
His detached tone suggested he no longer intended to act on his earlier anger.
Something had changed. This wasn’t how Evan typically behaved.
“You came here intending to be angry.
To put that pathetic, powerless noble who dared to mess with your precious Vivian in their place.
Maybe even earn some points with her, right?”
I mocked him, mimicking his tone at the end for added effect.
But Evan didn’t react. It was as if his ability to feel emotion had been replaced with something mechanical.
“At first, that’s what I thought I’d do.”
“Really? Then what’s stopping you? Yell at me, get angry.
Tear me down and praise Vivian. Even if she doesn’t like it, at least she’d see you as an ally, wouldn’t she?”
I kept goading him, trying to recreate the scene I knew from the future.
For some reason, it felt like I had to do this.
“That’s what I thought when I came here.
But then, when I saw your face, all those thoughts disappeared.
Instead, I felt this overwhelming sense of longing and… sadness. I don’t know how to explain it.”
Evan looked at me, but it felt like he was staring at someone—or something—else.
Who could he be seeing in me?
To him, I was just a sheltered flower in a greenhouse, steeped in privilege, someone who made tea from the wreckage of others’ misfortune.
“Maybe you finally realized Vivian deserved what she got.”
“I don’t know. Just moments ago, I was pacing outside, furious.
But suddenly, I felt so sorry, so sad. It’s not normal.”
“No, you’re not normal.”
“Then what changed? Why do I feel so different now?”
Evan suddenly gripped my shoulders tightly, so much so that I could hear my bones creaking. The pain was excruciating.
“…Let go, Evan. You’re hurting me.”
What on earth had he experienced to make him act like this?
His eyes were red, and though I asked him to let go, he just shook his head, gripping me even harder.
“I said, let go!”
In the short time since I last reset, nothing I could think of should have changed him like this.
Was there someone else turning back time?
But even if that were true, it didn’t explain why Evan’s emotions had become so erratic.
“I said it hurts!”
I yelled, and finally, Evan seemed to come to his senses, loosening his grip.
“Ah… I’m sorry.”
“So, why are you acting like this all of a sudden, Evan?
You’re supposed to hate me, despise me, find me annoying. That’s who you are.”
“I don’t know.”
“When we’re upset, we’re supposed to hurl insults, tear each other down, and trash each other’s families without hesitation.
So why aren’t you staying the person I hate?”
“Just moments ago, I was angry while standing in front of this door.
Then, out of nowhere, I was filled with sadness.
It’s like I’ve caught some kind of mental illness. But now, seeing you, I feel strangely at peace, as if I’ve made the right decision.”
“And what kind of nonsense is that supposed to be!?”
I lost my temper and hurled the teacup at him.
It didn’t shatter; it merely spilled tea all over Evan.
He didn’t dodge, didn’t yell.
This wasn’t Evan.
The Evan I knew would have screamed at me, shoved me, maybe even stormed out.
He was indecisive to the point of cruelty, selfish and small-minded, only growing colder once he became “someone else’s.”
“Why now? Why are you changing now of all times?
Why are you caring about me now? What’s different?
Nothing! Nothing at all! The family’s ruined, and my personality’s twisted beyond repair!”
I kept shouting until my head felt light, like all the blood had drained from it.
My vision blurred, and dizziness set in.
Evan, the infuriating bastard, approached me, as if to console me with a pat on the back.
His touch wasn’t entirely unwelcome.
But the overwhelming sense of wrongness made me slap his hand away.
“I have nothing to say except that I don’t know what to say.”
“Really? That’s impressive.
Some of us live in constant misery and curses because nothing ever changes or gets better, while others like you can have their entire mindset and way of life flipped with just the right trigger, even when time resets itself.
How enviable. I wish I could be like that.”
“Do you, really? It’s strange—I feel like my mind’s broken.
Every time I close my eyes, I see myself killing ordinary villagers. I see an older version of me, beard thick, murmuring your name while offering sacrifices.
I don’t even seem that old in those visions.”
“Evan, how about leaving for today?”
“If that’s what you want.”
“Then please go. It’s exhausting.”
No matter how much I struggle, I can’t change my fate or the future I’m doomed to face.
But he… no matter how many times the same events repeat in the same timeline, he can transform completely, with a new perspective and a new way of living.
Is that what makes him a protagonist?
It’s hard to decide whether that’s ridiculous or enviable.
Maybe he really is the male lead.
If not, where else would he use that brilliant mind of his?
He glanced around my room and then cast a spell.
Suddenly, necromancers emerged from the deep corners of the floor, reaching for Evan with their hands.
It was a terrifying sight, but… what had just happened?
“Take the broken glass and water bottle on the floor and throw them out or clean them up outside.”
“If the glass shards are too much trouble, I’ll take care of it later.”
A single bullet to the head could offer quick freedom, bypassing labor and anything else.
They say there’s no paradise to escape to, but even a sliver of respite is something.
“No, Erica. I’m sorry for visiting you today.
I’ll be dropping by more often from now on, though…”
The words “more often” made my mind go blank for a moment.
Was he declaring his intent to come here and torment me more?
Of course, he’d insist he didn’t mean it that way, and based on his demeanor, it really seemed like he wouldn’t do that. But I couldn’t shake my unease.
I was the type of person who felt perpetually anxious, always ready to run at a moment’s notice.
Because it’s scary.
I still remember the wretchedness of dying slowly the first time, foolishly trying to end my life in a bathtub.
The second time, I believed that my inability to die was suicide itself, so I walked to the gallows, hoping to be killed. 
I endured the mob’s horrifying violence to reach the hangman’s noose, only to feel abandoned even in death—it felt like my fault.
The third time, I found myself among a group of madmen, endlessly making poor and twisted decisions. It all culminated in the worst ending possible—a prophetic disaster.
It wasn’t as though Lydia’s bullying had driven me to that point.
I had promised myself to endure no matter what.
But as people say, the person who goes into the bathroom isn’t the same as the one who comes out.
As disgusting as that analogy is, all I wanted to say was that humans are just part of nature.
“In any case, don’t come by too often.
I’m… afraid of you.”
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For a brief moment, something shifted in me. I lost my composure and unleashed every conceivable word, real or imagined, onto Evan.
I spoke as if I were someone who had traveled back in time, as if I already knew what would happen and how he would react.
It wasn’t untrue, but it wasn’t something I should have said aloud.
“Ugh. I asked him to clean up the glass, but he didn’t do it before he left. Oh, wait—I think I kicked him out.”
Muttering to myself, I grabbed the cup I had thrown at Evan earlier and cleaned up the glass shards scattered around the room after I smashed it against the wall.
I was just exhausted.
Could Evan also be experiencing time loops?
It didn’t seem that way.
If he had seen me die, I doubt he’d be able to hold a calm conversation with me like this.
“I don’t know what’s what anymore.”
Humming to myself, I rummaged through the drawer and retrieved a pistol.
These days, I couldn’t seem to shake the melancholy unless I had it close to me, nestled in my hands like an extension of my body.
Feeling a bit bored, I pulled out nine bullets, loaded a single round into the empty chamber, and spun the cylinder.
Just like before, I cocked the hammer. I didn’t particularly want to die today, so I aimed the gun at my hand instead and pulled the trigger.
Of course, it didn’t fire.
After checking the chamber, I realized the bullet would’ve gone through my hand if I’d pulled the trigger two more times.
“Ah. I don’t want to die, but I hate the pain. I’m so miserable, so sad.
And angry—angry at why I even have to live like this.
It must be punishment, being locked in this room reading novels.
For committing that heinous act and then completely forgetting about it.
No, I never really forgot. Every time I closed my eyes, those memories would resurface, as vivid and grotesque as ever. How could I forget?
Though… after I shared some moments with that young lady—let’s keep it vague—I guess the memories didn’t haunt me as much.
Maybe it’s because I’ve buried the memories so deeply in my mind out of sheer exhaustion.”
For some reason, I felt like I could smoke right now, no matter how much it hurt my chest.
“Haha, ha…”
I let out a laugh, trying to smile. But my expression quickly fell flat again.
To tell a story like this while smiling, you need at least one of the three: cigarettes, alcohol, or drugs.
Anyway, if Evan wasn’t looping, what was with that sudden change in behavior?
It was as if he had glimpsed fragments of the future and come back—a half-measure of sorts.
“You’ve always been halfway there. So was I.
Looking back, you were no different.
Later, you didn’t just stop at being halfway—you ended up as a miserable wreck without even limbs to crawl on.”
Even without resetting time, Evan could change himself completely. Why couldn’t I?
I’ve repeated this timeline countless times, yet the only thing I manage to do is grab a gun and shoot bullets into the foreheads of people weaker than me.
“Yeah, I crawled and scraped through rock bottom and somehow kept living.”
Clamping a piece of cloth between my teeth, I held a pistol in my remaining hand and fired aimlessly. Anything that moved became my target.
“It didn’t matter whether I had limbs or not.
Like that time I shot the child holding their mother’s hand…”
These days, I haven’t even punished myself properly.
I grabbed a decorative dagger lying nearby, tossing the sheath carelessly onto the bed.
The blade gleamed in the sunlight as I pressed it to my skin, cutting a long, straight line down my arm.
The sharp edge slid in smoothly, leaving a clean incision that looked as if it had been drawn with a ruler.
“Shut up, you worthless parasite. That damned commie brat was holding a bomb, so of course, it wasn’t a problem. If I hadn’t shot—oh, too deep.”
Foam bubbled up from the wound, hissing as blood sprayed everywhere, painting my face and soaking my uniform red.
“How am I supposed to clean this up?”
I’d acted rashly, and the long-forgotten sensation of holding a blade had led me to overdo it.
On the bright side, it at least silenced the voice of that annoying girl.
“It’s fine. Who told you to be like this?
Don’t worry! Just like those poor black farmhands who aren’t treated as human, those ‘reds’ you talk about must fall into the same category.
I completely understand. Haha. How could beasts dare to speak like humans?”
I glanced at myself in the mirror for the first time in ages.
Blood was pouring from my arm like a fountain, but I could only laugh at the absurdity of it all.
Yeah, laugh.
If I don’t laugh in this tragic world, who will?
Were those voices hallucinations, or were they words slipping out of my own mouth?
The inability to tell left me in despair.
I’d thought—even as a weak, aimless, and useless person—that I could improve, that I could change something, that someday, I could escape this miserable life no matter how many painful deaths it took.
But what is this?
I can’t even control my own emotions. I’m swept away by every feeling.
Maybe my mind is starting to break in strange ways.
Let’s think positively.
The fact that I’m so overwhelmed with emotions that I can’t control myself means I’m still mentally intact, right?
Healthy? Who knows.
Maybe “still here” is a better way to put it.
I’ll probably stay like this forever.
I’ll keep telling myself “someday,” but nothing will ever change. I’ll keep doing foolish things, like slashing my arm just now.
But Evan… Evan somehow managed to change.
What a remarkable person he is.
Why is it that, living through the same time, in the same circumstances, he alone has changed?
How is that possible?
Maybe my struggles are being watched by some incomprehensible force urging me to give up.
Look at him: no loops, no repetitions, yet he changes instantly. And you, despite dying over and over, despite getting countless chances, cling to your pathetic pride, stubbornness, and arrogance, dragging out your worthless life.
At least, that’s what it seems to say.
I headed to the bathroom, took a hot shower, and pressed a towel against my wound to stem the bleeding before wrapping it tightly with a white cloth.
The bandage soon turned red, but since I’d be wearing my uniform over it, it didn’t matter.
I dressed neatly, put on my shoes, and walked outside.
My conversation with Evan hadn’t taken that long, so it was still early evening. People were out and about on the streets.
I returned to the shop I’d visited earlier and bought a tin of cannabis leaves and a box of premium cigars.
The box claimed to hold twelve cigars. That should be enough to smoke to my heart’s content before I die.
Or maybe I’ll smoke too much and die that way instead.
No, let’s stop with the death talk—it’s too morbid.
I threw the seven gold coins I had at the shopkeeper, refusing any change, and left.
I walked to a garden with a pond full of carp, intending to engage in the mindless act of watching the fish while poisoning my lungs.
Sitting down and crossing my legs, I opened the cigar box, picked one out, and clamped it between my teeth.
As I reached for a lighter, a voice called out to me.
“Ah, Lady Erica…?”
“Vivian? You weren’t here earlier, so what’s the matter?”
“Oh, no. I just remembered what happened earlier, so I thought I’d stop by.”
“I see.”
The air between us was awkward, to say the least.
To me, what happened felt like it was a month ago. But for Vivian, she had just been slapped by me not too long ago.
The dissonance in our timelines sent a shiver down my spine, but I ignored it and lit the end of my cigar.
I didn’t bother leaving. If Vivian was uncomfortable, she could walk away on her own.
I didn’t mind her presence—it didn’t make much of a difference to me.
I took a drag from the cigar, and, just like the last time, an overwhelming cough wracked my chest, accompanied by sharp, searing pain.
So, I just cried while I smoked.
It hurt in a way that felt oddly similar to the pain of carving my arm with a blade earlier.
And then I remembered that Vivian was standing right in front of me. Hastily, I wiped my face with my sleeve.
At times like this, I was grateful that my face was naturally presentable without makeup.
If I’d been one of those students who caked on layers of foundation and blush, my tear-streaked face would’ve looked like a ghost or a panda by now.
“Vivian, I’m sorry for slapping you earlier.
Could you leave? I’d like to be alone.”
As soon as I became aware of her gaze, I felt the need to say something.
It was as if her mere presence made me feel exposed, vulnerable.
“Oh, uh? What? Uh, okay.”
Vivian looked taken aback, like she hadn’t expected an apology from me.
But I wasn’t the poised, noble young lady she used to know anymore.
Now, I was just a cowardly, pathetic mess who feared pain.
“Vivian, does my apology bother you?”
Slap!
The sound wasn’t from me hitting Vivian’s cheek—it was my own.
Before I could let more words spill out, before I started spewing self-deprecating nonsense, I instinctively slapped myself.
“I’m sorry. It’s all my fault, after all.
To slap someone just because they held my hand… what kind of vile person does that?”
Vivian’s eyes widened in shock as she stared at me.
I wanted to tell her not to look at me like that. I wanted to yell it at her.
But instead, I clamped my mouth shut, biting down on the cigar still in my lips as smoke lazily curled upward.
Cough!
“Ah, maybe my hands weren’t cough cough clean enough to hold yours after all.”
“No, I’m the one who acted rashly by grabbing your hand. I’m sorry!”
“Haha, sure, cough cough. Don’t worry about it.”
My chest felt like it was burning, but that didn’t stop me from drawing the smoke in deeper.
If my lungs were already metaphorically on fire, why not set them ablaze for real?
Ah, the pain was bitter, like a slow, smoldering ache deep within me.
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“So, if you’re sorry, please leave, Vivian.
I don’t know if we ever felt close before, but that’s certainly not the case now, is it?”
Vivian bit her lip slightly, staring at me without a word.
To me, it didn’t seem like she intended to leave anytime soon.
I stood up, intending to retreat to my room, but as I passed by, Vivian grabbed my right sleeve.
Was this because of earlier—when she grabbed my bare hand and I slapped her? To her, that had just happened, after all.
Her grip pressed my sleeve against the wound underneath, reopening it, and I felt blood slowly seeping through.
It began dripping from the tips of my fingers, landing audibly on the ground.
“Vivian. Are you out of your mind? Let go…”
“What’s this?”
Vivian’s grip on my sleeve tightened.
The more she pulled, the more the makeshift white bandage covering the wound unraveled, leaving the injury exposed and mangled again.
I had thought the bleeding had nearly stopped, but clearly, I’d been mistaken.
At this point, the blood was visibly soaking through my clothes, forming dark, damp spots.
Let’s blame Vivian for this. It was because she wouldn’t let go of my arm.
“Vivian, it hurts. Could you please let go?”
“Erica, your arm is bleeding! What… No, you need to get this treated immediately!”
Vivian, panicking, tried to either roll up my sleeve or strip off my shirt to inspect the wound.
Knowing she was about to touch me, I shoved her arm away with all the strength I could muster.
But was she letting me do this intentionally?
Or had she not expected me to actually strike her, and so she hadn’t prepared herself?
Probably the former.
Because she grabbed my arm again, this time lifting it forcefully.
As she did, the wound reopened, and fresh blood flowed down my arm.
The pristine white of my uniform turned a deep, ominous red along the path of the dripping blood.
“You don’t need to concern yourself with this.
It hurts, so just let go. If I wrap it in a bandage back in my room, it’ll heal quickly.”
I tried again to brush her off, but Vivian held on stubbornly.
It was a terrible feeling—realizing that I was too weak to free myself from someone my own age.
“This? This is supposed to heal quickly?!”
“You haven’t seen it before, have you?
Vivian, you’re the type who can’t understand anything unless you see it with your own eyes.
You always push closer to people who don’t want you near, which only fuels their feelings of inferiority…”
I tried to calm her down, to reason with her, but she wouldn’t listen.
Like a puppeteer manipulating a frail marionette, Vivian pulled at my sleeve, fully exposing my arm.
“This… this is…”
“It hurts. Let me go.”
Vivian’s grip on my wrist was so tight it felt like my bones might snap.
But she didn’t seem to care. Her eyes were fixed on my arm, now freely bleeding after the cloth bandage had fallen away.
The blood welled up in beads, like blooming flowers pushing through my skin. There was something strangely mesmerizing about it.
“You… did this to yourself, didn’t you?”
When Vivian said that, my carefully composed facade shattered instantly.
I had been holding up a mask, trying to maintain a semblance of normalcy.
“Ah.”
Why did she have to say it aloud?
Of course people would assume I was some lunatic who cut her own arm.
But hearing it stated outright made me feel dizzy and desperate to silence her.
If I said something like, I was punishing another part of myself, she’d think I was not only self-harming but also delusional enough to believe I had another person inside me.
Which, I suppose, would make me exactly what she already thought—a lunatic.
It made sense for her to react like this.
For Vivian, this had all happened just moments ago.
But for me?
I had lived through countless days, stretching into weeks, months, maybe even years of agony.
There were also fleeting moments of happiness—like enjoying chocolate with coffee.
It had been such a long time.
And yet, I felt a surge of resentment.
Nobody understood how hard it had been for me, how much I had suffered.
Not that I wanted to cry for pity or beg people to understand.
Sure, the idea of them uncovering the truth and feeling shocked, remorseful for their cruelty, was tempting. But it was also childish.
Because once people tasted drama, they’d only crave more.
What meaning would it have for me, someone for whom time seemed infinite?
Better for me to die pitifully, leaving behind a corpse people would spit on.
Let them despise me—a jealous, inept, and powerless creature.
So I spoke with as much disdain as I could muster.
“Let go.”
“How could I let go?!”
“Of course, I could let go. I have nothing left to hold on to.
Maybe you can’t let go because you have so much more than I do.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but you need treatment right now!
Go see a doctor, even if they’re just a psychiatrist, for God’s sake!”
I heard her words layered with an echoing hallucination.
The overlap made me nauseous.
“Ugh, urgh…”
Thankfully, I hadn’t eaten anything, so all that came out was bitter stomach acid.
It felt like my throat was burning as it rose.
Standing there, I said nothing. I couldn’t.
The pain in my arm throbbed incessantly, almost numbing.
In the end, I chose to run away again.
Not physically, but emotionally—once again kneeling before someone I envied and feared.
“Please… please, let go. I can’t do this anymore.”
All I could do was cry.
I wanted to escape, even though I hadn’t seen how pathetic I must have looked.
Finally, Vivian’s grip loosened.
Looking at my wrist, it was clear I’d be carrying a deep bruise for several days.
I stared at my tingling arm for a while, then pulled my sleeve back down over the wound to cover it. Standing up, I acted as if nothing had happened.
Yes, nothing happened.
I hadn’t knelt before Vivian, begging her to let me go.
I wouldn’t do something like that. Ha, ha.
I picked up the cigar I’d dropped earlier, brushing it off with my hand before clamping it back between my lips.
It had been on the ground for only three seconds, and since I wasn’t eating it, it should be fine.
I inhaled deeply, letting the smoke fill my lungs. My head spun, and I felt as if my lungs were rotting from the inside out.
Ah, right. Cigars aren’t meant to be inhaled fully like this.
Vivian stood there, still in shock, saying nothing.
“Next time, I’ll stay with Erica, you know.
Sorry for shattering the illusion.”
Yes, next time.
“What on earth are you talking about…?”
Her mouth gaped open as she stared at me in disbelief, but I merely brushed past her, lightly pushing her aside, and walked away.
Blood dripped steadily from my arm, the result of her earlier grip tearing the wound further.
If I went back to my room and shot myself in the head, time would rewind again.
How many times would I need to do it?
I just needed to return to the moment before I slapped Vivian.
Then, I’d try to live until old age somehow.
I’d hide in my dorm at the academy, avoiding Lydia and steering clear of places Vivian or Evan frequented.
If I ran into them, I’d tell them to leave me alone and escape as quickly as possible.
“Yes, that’s it.”
But as I considered retreating quietly to my room to end it all, that choice was abruptly taken away.
With the cigar still in my mouth, I coughed violently from the smoke burning my chest.
Vivian, having snapped out of her daze, stepped in front of me, blocking my path.
“Could you move, please?”
“No. I’m calling Evan. Wait in your room until he comes.”
With that, she snatched the cigar from my hand and tossed it away before lifting me up entirely.
Yes, she actually picked me up, taking care not to touch the wounded part of my arm.
I didn’t know if she’d strengthened herself with magic, but the experience of being lifted by someone my age without being able to resist was thoroughly humiliating.
The absurdity of the situation overwhelmed me, and I started laughing.
Not a pleasant laugh, but the unhinged kind—like someone who had lost their mind or couldn’t suppress their amusement at the sheer ridiculousness of it all.
“Ha, haha. Ha. Hi, hik…”
Then, suddenly, I felt sad, and I cried.
Fortunately, the sound of my sobs was muffled by my laughter, making it seem like I was just gasping for breath between fits of giggles.
I’d already knelt and begged with clasped hands; what difference did crying make?
But rational thought had no place in such a moment.
Especially not for someone like me—a fool who let emotions guide every decision.
Ah, I felt so powerless.
The world was detestable.
I wanted to burn it all down.
Not that I ever could.
It was just the fleeting thought of an inept, helpless person, one I quickly shoved to the back of my mind.
Besides, Vivian had slung me over her shoulder, and my diaphragm was pressed against her, making it hard to breathe.
Maybe it was the blood loss, or maybe it was just exhaustion.
Either way, I closed my eyes and let my body go limp.
Vivian carried me somewhere, her steps steady as she bore my weight without a word.
Chapter 46
 
“Ugh, my head hurts.”
When I opened my eyes, I found myself in a room I remembered visiting before.
Vivian’s room looked exactly as I remembered—or rather, just as it had the last time I’d been here.
“Erica, have you calmed down a little?”
Seeing that I was awake, Vivian approached me, looking me over as if to make sure I was truly okay.
Her gaze felt unpleasant, like worms crawling all over my skin.
“Calmed down? After being dragged here by force, you have the nerve to talk about calming down?”
I was lying on a bed.
When I tried to sit up, bracing myself with my arms, I realized my wrists—slashed in a straight line as if cut by a knife—were bound with ropes to the headboard of the bed.
The bindings were so tight that even when I moved my arms around, the headboard rattled, yet the ropes stayed firmly in place, digging into my skin.
“Ah, damn it.”
Vivian flinched when she heard my muttered curse.
Oh, is this her first time hearing me swear?
“…”
“I’m sorry for tying you up, but your injuries are severe. I called Evan, so he’ll take care of it.”
“Stop joking around. Untie me right now.”
I scowled and snapped at her, and perhaps she thought she could subdue me by force if necessary. To my surprise, Vivian quietly undid the ropes.
After that, while she was seated again, sipping her tea, I reached for the gun I usually carried at my waist to aim it at my head.
But my hand grasped at the empty air.
It was gone.
“Looking for this, perhaps?”
My gun, its bullets removed, was standing upright next to a plate filled with baked treats Vivian had placed on the table.
The room’s lighting glinted annoyingly off the ivory grip and gold detailing of the weapon.
“You kidnapped me, tied me up, and now you’ve rummaged through my things to take something precious from me.”
“A moment ago, you were speaking perfectly fine, even angry. Someone who seemed so proud and confident just a minute ago… If that same person were now twisted into something pathetic before your eyes, what would you think?”
Vivian spoke while handing me a lukewarm cup of tea and a cookie filled with chocolate chips.
I took them and, feeling no particular urge to eat, set them carelessly on the bed.
“What would I think? I’d just assume you’re having a hard time and leave it at that. Is that so difficult?”
“It is difficult. The lectures ended long ago, so no one would be around to bother you, and yet your arms have deep, straight knife wounds. Doesn’t that raise questions?”
“I could have accidentally cut myself while breaking a teacup.”
I couldn’t help but laugh hollowly at my own absurd excuse.
Still, I kept spinning nonsensical excuses, hoping to leave this room somehow.
It didn’t seem like Vivian intended to let me go.
“Do you really think that’s a reasonable excuse!?”
Vivian’s voice rose, her eyes widening with anger.
The memory of being pinned down, unable to move, flashed through my mind, and I reflexively shrank back.
“If it’s so precious to you, why not just keep it as a decoration? The gun was fully loaded—with six bullets, ready to fire as soon as the hammer was pulled back and the trigger squeezed!”
Vivian slammed her hand lightly on the table as she spoke.
Her words pierced through me, no matter how hard I tried to let them wash over me.
“…Can’t you just leave me alone?”
Evan, you, Lydia—all of you, I wish you would just leave me alone.
“Can you give me back my gun?”
Vivian pushed my gun aside, shaking her head as if to say no.
I noticed then that the bullets had long since been scattered across the floor.
She looked at me, her face a mixture of concern and confusion.
In truth, all of this would resolve itself if you’d just stop paying attention to me.
If Lydia ignored me, lived quietly in the academy without causing trouble, there’d be no need for any of this.
Evan’s indifference after our fight was refreshing, though he hadn’t always been so detached. Vivian, this unremarkable girl who hovered in-between, would make my life so much easier if she left me alone.
I don’t want to feel jealous standing next to you. I don’t want to feel like a wretched creature compared to you.
I don’t want to see my own shortcomings.
And yet, when you show me kindness—offering me cookies and tea despite my rejection—I can’t help but feel like a miserable insect.
The crown prince is the best, isn’t he?
Even though he’s pushed me into this pit, as long as he doesn’t go insane and kill a student outright in the academy, he doesn’t care at all.
Ha, words I can’t even say out loud.
Or maybe after a few more deaths, I could say them.
When I first woke up in this body, I never dreamed of things like this—cursing, raging, killing, losing control.
Back then, the compulsion to maintain this girl’s dignity was stronger than any fleeting joy I might have felt in regaining my limbs.
“Vivian, for me, that’s all there is now. I have nothing left. So, will you return it to me?”
I spoke with a faint smile.
“…Miss, I’ve lived with someone who wore that same expression.”
Vivian’s face darkened as she began recounting her own story.
But I didn’t need to hear it. I already knew it.
Even after your father’s death, you still had people to take care of you, didn’t you?
You were never completely alone. Even if you faced hardships, you always found a way to overcome them.
Look at you now—your extraordinary magic, your beauty, your optimism, so dazzling it’s almost shameful to envy.
Shaking off my spiraling thoughts, I asked her again.
“What’s so strange about my expression, Vivian?”
Vivian, ever so kind, began to explain.
“It’s the face of someone who’s given up on everything—even the last thing the gods left for them.”
When she mentioned “the last thing the gods gave you,” tears welled up in my eyes.
Smiling while crying—it must have been a bizarre sight.
I, the lady… no, I, am I the lady? No, it feels like it’s me. Or maybe the distinction doesn’t matter. I’ve gone over this countless times, yet in the end, I am simply crying, sobbing uncontrollably.
I didn’t make any wailing sounds, but my breath hitched, and it became harder to suppress the sounds of my sharp inhalations and exhalations.
Tears slid down my cheeks, pooling at my chin before forming small droplets that fell as they could no longer bear the weight of the ones still falling from above.
“I gave up a long time ago. But someone… someone refuses to let me give up.”
For a moment, my vision blurred.
Maybe it was because of the tears filling my eyes, or perhaps the surge of emotions had made my head spin.
There’s so much I don’t know.
I don’t know who has made me suffer like this. I don’t know what it is that Vivian, who claims to believe in a god, expects from me.
All I can do is resent and curse. But I can’t even voice it properly; all I can do is plead with someone much stronger than me to return what’s mine. That seems to be the limit of what I can do.
I stood up, taking the tea and cookies Vivian had handed me moments ago, and placed them back on the table in front of her. Then, I sat across from her.
To soothe my parched throat, I drank the tea and ate the cookies in large bites.
Well, not exactly like a glutton, but close.
After a while, having eaten enough cookies and drunk enough tea to fill my stomach, I spoke to Vivian in an absentminded tone, as if I were merely venting.
“Just leave me alone. Anyone, I don’t care who.
Don’t talk to me. Don’t worry about me.
Don’t look at me with pity. Don’t show me kindness.
Don’t look at my past with sorrow. Don’t think about my family.
Just shove me into some corner, and once in a while, think, ‘Ah, there was someone like that,’ then forget about me and stop caring.”
With that, I flung the white cloth covering my right arm aside and clawed at the partially healed wound with my bare hand.
The twisted flesh split open grotesquely, and blood began to pour out in streams.
“No matter what I do—whether I starve to death in the streets or kill someone—just don’t care. Leave me alone.
Don’t pity me. Don’t worry about me.”
I grabbed the teacup with the hand I’d used to tear at my wound and slammed it against the table.
There wasn’t any dramatic sound like a shattering crash, but the glass broke neatly in half.
Vivian, her face tight with anguish as if she might cry, grabbed my arm to stop me.
Her grip was so strong that I heard a faint cracking sound from my right hand, while my left twisted painfully, sending signals of impending uselessness to my brain.
“If you ever think of me, just spit on my grave! That’s all I ask!”
Vivian’s face was flushed, her expression filled with anger and sadness. She held me tightly, then tossed me onto the bed.
Using her strength, she overpowered me and began tying me to the headboard again—this time, binding both arms.
“Please, just… hic.”
A hiccup broke through my sobbing—or was it laughter?
“Leave me alone…”
The room spun.
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After pouring out the words that had been locked inside me for so long, I felt utterly drained. Perhaps it was the blood loss, or maybe just exhaustion—my head felt hazy and light.
Vivian brought another white cloth and tightly wrapped it around the wound I had clawed open.
What could she be thinking right now?
I shouldn’t occupy such an important place in Vivian’s life.
She must think I’m a nuisance.
I thrashed around again, trying to free myself from the bed.
No matter how much I struggled to escape and end this life, there was no way out.
Biting my tongue wouldn’t kill me; it’s practically impossible.
Even if I severed something, Vivian would rush over, press another cloth against the wound, and keep me alive until Evan arrived to patch me up.
There was no way out.
Yes, no way.
I couldn’t escape.
My body remained physically present, but my mind was deteriorating, rotting away.
Yes, that’s it.
I am a diseased person.
I am a petty, wretched person.
I am someone who fails to win others’ affection.
Didn’t someone say that humans are born good, but corrupted by their environment?
What an infuriating statement.
Such moralistic propaganda, disguised as storytelling, deserves to be burned to ashes.
At least there’s none of that nonsense here—thank goodness.
Humans aren’t rational beings.
If I were rational, I wouldn’t have humiliated myself in front of Vivian.
I would’ve hidden my unstable mental state and dealt with it alone in this room, solving it by myself somehow.
If I were rational, I wouldn’t have provoked Lydia and slapped her, knowing full well it would only intensify her bullying.
I was in so much pain. At first, it was the agony of losing love that drove me to recklessly swallow any poison I could find in an attempt to die.
To deny that, I’d have to assume I wasn’t human.
Then again, maybe I’m not. Without even the basic freedom to die, I’m no better than livestock.
A strange version of myself has taken root in my head.
One who knows everything—about me, about this world, about the people around me.
I cried first at the realization that I was a person without any value. My heart ached at Evan’s indifference toward me. And when I realized the world wanted to bury me, I gave up everything and shut myself away.
Occasionally, when I tried to deny my own existence, that version of me would resist, rearing its head.
I didn’t like it, so I’d slash my arms, curse myself, and scrape away at my skin and flesh, trying to carve out that version of myself.
In this novel, I’m supposedly the villain.
All I did was manage objects and accumulate wealth, yet I’m called evil by people imposing the morality of another world onto me.
If, during an era when humans ate other humans, I argued that cannibalism was wrong, I’d be the abnormal one there.
Here, in a world where people of darker skin aren’t considered human, I am deemed normal for treating them as such.
But to the one looking down from above—the single god Vivian believes in—I must undoubtedly be evil.
Then again, Vivian associates with someone shocking—a half-blood, if you can believe it. A member of the knights, no less. Surely, by their standards, I must be the villain.
I lived in fear of dying, clinging to life. I feared losing love, so I chose death to escape it.
Now, all of us are like debris, drifting aimlessly, having lost what we wanted most right before our eyes.
Drifting through this prison of time.
In novels I’ve read, being trapped in time is treated as an opportunity—a chance to train and grow stronger.
Why can’t I do that?
Simple. My body is too frail and sickly to withstand any training.
The only weapon I have is a gun, and even that’s useless against those who wield magic or melee weapons.
The only people I can kill are the likes of Lydia—those bound by blood, schemes, baseness, and ambition.
But even killing them would be meaningless.
Just as my own existence is.
So why not let me die?
Why does this keep happening to me?
Some brilliant mage, damn them, probably placed a so-called “blessing” on me.
“Erica, Erica.”
Someone called my name.
Shaking my body to wake me—it makes me nauseous.
“Come on, pull yourself together.”
“…Evan?”
When I opened my eyes, Evan was standing in front of me.
Behind him, Vivian was watching with a worried expression, glancing at me nervously.
“Why are you here?”
“Vivian called me.”
“Of course she did.”
“I won’t ask why you’re like this.”
“Why not?”
“This morning, I heard bits and pieces of what happened.”
“…”
If you already know, there’s no need to talk about it.
Don’t try to console me.
Don’t pretend to understand.
“So, what? Did you think everything would end if you just died?”
Evan sounded angry as he questioned me, his expression furrowed and resembling Vivian’s tearful one from earlier.
There was a time when I did think that—when I believed everything would end with my death. My delayed response must have given it away.
“…No.”
My lips barely moved, trembling slightly as though I might speak, but I ultimately closed my mouth.
How could I explain that I didn’t cut my arms to die? That I only did it because I hated the way that girl—this lady—mocked me, and I wanted to punish her a little?
If he asked about the gun, what could I even say?
No matter how you look at it, I’d only come across as someone trying to kill herself.
“You know, we’ve grown a little distant lately, but aren’t we friends?
You said you didn’t like me, and yet… maybe I had a bad feeling back then—like I knew this might happen.”
If you think of me as a friend…
“Then why didn’t you just leave me alone?
Why didn’t you let me be, instead of pushing me away and… shoving me aside?”
I bowed my head and whispered in a voice so small it could barely be heard.
“No… it’s nothing.”
Loving everyone, especially expressing love to someone you’re romantically interested in, is an easy thing to do.
But offering even a sip of water to something familiar, decaying from thirst by your side—or helping it come to terms with giving up—now that is difficult.
It’s familiar, so you think it’s okay to behave this way.
“Evan, what do you mean by a feeling?”
“When I came looking for you yesterday, I didn’t know… It was overwhelming, and I felt a little confused.
For some reason, I even felt sad. But after a night’s sleep, it’s all sorted out.”
“…I see.”
Maybe Evan’s feelings, that brief experience of sadness, were carried over from a time when I had already died.
It sounds absurd, but then again, every time I die, I come back, rewinding through time.
“Well, let’s continue this conversation over some tea. Now that Erica’s up.”
“Alright.”
Vivian interjected, shifting the mood.
I nodded, and Evan gave his response.
Vivian dragged a table to the foot of the bed where I was sitting and placed a large bowl in the center, dumping what looked like freshly baked cookies into it.
Ah, so that explains the smell of baked goods wafting through the room earlier. Rather than using a separate oven or hearth, Vivian had baked the cookies with magic.
“We’ve got coffee, too.”
“Pour two cups, Vivian,” Evan said.
Vivian poured two cups of coffee into mugs, and Evan conjured ice into the third mug with a faint cracking sound. He handed me the iced coffee.
“You like it cold, don’t you?”
“Did I? Yeah, I did.”
I took the cup and sipped coffee for the first time in ages.
Both Evan and Vivian seemed cautious, as if unsure what to say to me.
The only sounds in the room were the faint clinking of cups and the crunch of cookies.
Evan sat, lost in thought, sipping his coffee. Vivian, after staring at him for a long while, interlocked her fingers, then started picking at her cuticle absentmindedly.
She pulled too hard, peeling the skin near her nail, and a sliver of blood appeared.
Vivian wiped the blood away carelessly and blew lightly on her finger, acting as if nothing had happened.
Then she casually threw out a question to me.
“Hey, Erica, wouldn’t it be better for you to stay in my room for a while?”
“Why do you think that?”
“I can’t leave you alone. It makes me uneasy.”
“Well, Vivian, you know I don’t like you very much. And I have no intention of staying with you…”
“If you won’t stay with Vivian, then I’ll drag you to my room.”
Evan cut in as I was trying to decline.
“Are you serious?”
“Why not? Is it so reasonable that your entire family fell apart overnight?”
“Why bring up my family?”
“Just look at yourself, Erica. Just look.”
At his words, I turned to the mirror.
I looked fine.
There wasn’t anything visibly wrong.
I looked a little pale and had some bloodstains on my uniform, but that was all.
“I can’t leave you alone. So that’s that.
I’m not asking for your permission—I’m deciding. You’re either staying in my room all day or sticking to Vivian like glue.”
“Well, both sound awful.”
Hearing Evan’s ultimatum, I thought of nothing but escaping.
As always, I didn’t think about the consequences. I gave myself over to emotion and started something doomed to fail.
I got up, feeling a bit dizzy, and flipped the table over. Then, like a startled cat, I dashed for the front door.
Of course, the door was locked.
Despair filled me as I felt their hands grab me.
Chapter 48
 
No matter how much I twisted the doorknob, the door wouldn’t open.
They say mages use personalized spells to lock and unlock doors, creating their own keys.
Maybe Vivian did the same. Or perhaps she had simply locked it with an ordinary key.
“Oh, um, were you seriously trying to escape by just running out of here?”
Evan sounded like he couldn’t decide whether to laugh or be exasperated.
I suppose I’d be angry too if someone flipped a table in front of me. But if that someone was too incompetent to even open a locked door and escape, it’d also be pretty funny.
Running for the door and flipping a table wouldn’t exactly guarantee my escape.
Trying to turn a locked doorknob only to find it won’t budge is just basic logic, but I’d forgotten about it since I hadn’t locked a door in ages.
“Oh, um… what should I even say?”
Both Evan and Vivian stared at me, their gazes boring into me.
It was suffocating.
“…Yeah.”
I replied softly, barely audible.
What could I do when momentary emotions always overrode rational thoughts in my head?
It felt instinctual—like a reflex I couldn’t control.
I glanced back to see Vivian quietly setting the overturned table upright, using a spell to clean up the mess.
“This isn’t even your room; it’s someone else’s.
I didn’t think you’d ever do something like this,” Evan said, scratching his chin.
“I wouldn’t have before. But what’s the point?
The foundation that used to shape my behavior has completely crumbled; there’s nothing left.”
“When people mess up, usually they apologize rather than act out like this. Especially Vivian.”
Hearing this, Vivian panicked, trying to stop Evan, as if convinced I would never apologize in the first place.
But hadn’t I already apologized once? Well, no… Maybe I’d just begged to be let go back then.
Either way, my pride was long shattered into unrecognizable fragments. There was no point in explaining that now.
“Evan, it’s fine! Really—”
Vivian tried to interject, but I cut her off, seizing the moment to speak.
“Really? You’re the ones who dragged me here by force, tied me up, and refused to let me go. Who’s in the wrong here? This is abduction and confinement.”
Vivian averted her gaze, avoiding my eyes as she shifted uncomfortably.
I plopped down on the cold marble floor near the entrance, where shoes were neatly placed.
The chill seeped into me.
“Well, it’s not unreasonable for attitudes to change overnight like this.
I’m fine now, so just leave me alone.”
“That’s the kind of thing people say when they’re sent to a mental institution, right before they’re left alone forever,” Evan quipped.
A mental institution—a glorified prison that may or may not bother to feed its inhabitants. Just a place that locks people away if someone pays enough.
“What, are you planning to lock me up too?”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Then let me go.
This place is suffocating. See? I’m fine now.
I’m not hurt, not sad. So just let me out.”
My gun was still in Vivian’s possession, but ending my life wasn’t my only option. I didn’t need a gun to…
“No. Sharing a room with a guy is inappropriate, so stay with Vivian.”
Evan spoke firmly, lifting me with telekinesis and depositing me back onto the bed.
The experience of floating helplessly in midair, flailing my arms and legs, was both unpleasant and novel.
“Vivian, you can fit another bed in here, right?”
“Uh, yes! But I don’t have any money. Could you lend me some?”
Why were they deciding all of this without me?
“I’ll buy one for you, so don’t worry about that.
Take care of Erica. I know it’ll be tiring for you, but she’s having a hard time too.
Oh, and if anything happens, call me.”
With that, Evan began chanting a spell. The gemstone embedded in a ring he once gave me glowed, and he conjured two identical crystals, hovering in midair.
He handed one to Vivian and the other to me.
“Just break it, and I’ll come immediately.”
Evan left the room after saying those words.
I glanced at Vivian. Her face was flushed, as if she were a little smitten.
“Great. Just great.”
“…Erica.”
“What? You seem pretty pleased about picking up a pet, don’t you? Feed it, keep it locked up, treat it kindly, and watch it wag its tail for you.”
“You can say whatever you like, but you’ll be staying here.
At least there are no blades or fully loaded guns in this room.”
Hearing her words, I pulled my legs up onto the bed, hugged my knees, and buried my face in them.
Instead of looking ahead, I stared at the dark space below me.
“This is disgusting.”
“…”
They didn’t care at all before. They just let me wither away, drying out like a plant with no water.
Now that they see me dying right in front of them, they decide to act?
Then again, how could anyone know when a person’s soul was dying?
But still, they could have shown a little concern before.
If they had, maybe my mind wouldn’t have tangled itself up with this pathetic version of me.
Now, what’s the point of saying anything?
It’s meaningless—just a cycle of repeating the same things over and over again.
“Vivian, what about classes? How are you going to manage those?”
“I’ll escort you to the classroom myself. Or Evan will. Either way, you’ll be taken there.”
“When class ends…”
“We’ll come get you, just like before.
And maybe if we wander around the school together like we used to, things will start to feel a little better.”
“For me? Or for… us?”
“Both.”
“I don’t know.”
“Anyway, just rest for today.
A few days of staying in won’t cause any major problems for you.”
“And you?”
“Evan helped me out.”
“I see…”
I almost said I was jealous.
“…It’s nothing.”
Living with Vivian began in the strangest way.
To be honest, I felt like a pet being raised by someone.
After being confined here, I mostly sat on the bed, staring blankly and doing nothing.
Occasionally, when Vivian brought tea and cookies, I ate them because they were delicious. But that was it.
I felt less like a person and more like a mindless doll, my daily routine consisting of nothing but sitting in a daze.
While my eyes wandered to the view outside the window, my thoughts drifted elsewhere.
Noticing this, Vivian asked me a question.
“Erica, what are you thinking about?”
“Just… old memories.”
I recalled how, even when I was in my early teens, my mother always walked me to school.
The route was safe, and I used to walk alongside other children, but my mother insisted on staying close. 
I remember complaining in a sulky tone, asking why she kept coming along when I was old enough to walk on my own.
She’d said that she liked being with me. It wasn’t far enough to warrant taking the car, and there were always so many people walking around that she just wanted to stroll beside me.
I nodded then and replied, “I see.”
By middle school, she started driving me instead. But for some reason, I remember those earlier walks together more vividly.
They remain good memories.
After all, they were with someone I liked—a family member I cared about.
Sometimes, I miss them.
Why did that memory come to mind? Probably because this situation feels so similar, yet completely different.
“Shall we go?”
But now, it’s terrible.
She’s not family. We’re not close. I’ve tried pushing her away, but instead, she drags me to class and escorts me back, as if it’s perfectly normal.
“So, you’re taking me again?”
Vivian nodded, looking a little guilty.
Even if I wanted to ask someone for help, there was no one.
Evan must have already silenced the teachers, and the higher-ranking people who might help wouldn’t bother coming here. They’d be holed up in their labs, experimenting all day.
And so, here I was, sitting in class, enduring ridicule.
“Lady Erica, was that vulgar, promiscuous woman too lowly for you to acknowledge as your mother?
Did you replace her with a common-born mage instead?
Well, I suppose if the rumors are true, she’s far more competent. Clever choice, I must say!”
“Indeed,” another chimed in.
“Honestly, isn’t it a bit shameful?
Your family’s downfall has you clinging to commoners like a parasite.
I could never imagine living like that.”
Lydia stared at me, pressing her gaze into me when I didn’t respond.
For nearly two minutes, she stood there, unrelenting.
Finally, as if bored, she smirked and slapped me across the face.
My head snapped to the side.
There was probably a handprint on my cheek now, though it only stung slightly, meaning it wouldn’t leave a lasting mark—just a faint redness.
“React, would you? It’s boring talking to myself.”
At that moment, I wanted nothing more than to pull out my gun and blow someone’s head off.
Whether it was mine or Lydia’s didn’t matter.
“How long will you keep this up?”
“At least as long as we’re both stuck at this academy.
You’re such fun to play with, after all.
Some of us have no ambition to learn or improve, but since we’re fortunate enough not to have anything hanging between our legs, we’re stuck here anyway—to find decent husbands, of course.”
Lydia paused to catch her breath, then grinned wickedly.
“Oh, but you’ve already been snatched up by that commoner, haven’t you? Poor thing.
Well, I’ve been careful not to hit you where it’ll leave a visible mark. Can’t risk any trouble.”
I glared at Lydia, imagining shooting her right then and there. She noticed and lightly patted my head, tauntingly.
“That’s enough for today!”
Lydia left the classroom, laughing as she led her group of sycophants away.
I waited a few minutes before leaving as well.
Vivian was waiting for me outside.
As if it were the most natural thing in the world.
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Vivian stood by the classroom door, glancing around nervously as if searching for someone.
“Were you waiting for me?”
She shook her head but then stepped closer, her eyes scanning my face. 
She lightly touched the cheek Lydia had slapped moments ago.
I hated being touched, but it seemed I’d stopped caring about such things.
“…Miss Erica, your cheek is a little red. What happened?”
“I must’ve pressed my face against the desk while napping.”
“Oh, that’s a relief.”
Was that a plausible excuse?
Well, considering all I did in Vivian’s room was read novels and occasionally doze off, it made sense.
At least Lydia and her group were holding back for now.
They probably assumed that if Evan heard about them bullying me, he’d step in and do something.
And they were right to think I wouldn’t go to him and admit I was being tormented.
Geniuses, a lot of them.
If I cut my arms a few more times or tore away more of my skin, maybe I’d swallow my pride and speak up.
But confined to a room, slowly decaying, I couldn’t even manage the humiliation of tattling.
“Evan found a great restaurant recently,” Vivian said.
“Why don’t the two of you go without me?
It’d be awkward if I tagged along.”
“Then what will you eat?”
“I don’t know, maybe grab lunch at one of those places that give out free meals?”
Vivian bit her lip slightly at my words, then grabbed my arm and started pulling me along.
“Let go of me! That hurts!”
“Oh, I’m sorry!”
She let go of my arm, only to grab my hand instead and continue pulling.
“Do you have to drag me there to feed me?”
“Yes. If you went somewhere like that, unsavory people might approach you.
There are many people out there who hate nobles simply for being nobles.
And if they can get away with bothering one, they certainly will.”
“…I suppose so.”
I wasn’t convinced, but I answered anyway. If I didn’t, Vivian wouldn’t let me go.
At this point, I felt more like a cherished doll than a person.
No matter where I went, she took me along, disregarding my requests to be left alone or even my outright curses. 
If I tried to escape, she’d bind me with spells. She shadowed me during the commute to and from class, stopped me from choosing my own meals, and confiscated my gun, my only weapon, refusing to return it.
She wouldn’t even let me return to my room.
What was the point of keeping me alive if they were going to trap me like this?
“Erica. Erica!”
“Huh? What?”
“We’re here!”
Inside the restaurant, Evan was already seated, waiting for us.
He gave me an awkward smile and said he’d already ordered our meals. Judging by the fact that there was enough food for three, it was probably Evan’s idea to bring me along.
The server brought drinks: a fruity beverage for Evan, tea for Vivian (its fragrance wafting across the room), and an iced coffee for me.
The meal itself was simple—mushrooms and meat mixed together—and it came with exotic stir-fried noodles.
“Vivian, could you get me some spices?” I asked.
Vivian nodded and brought a spice blend that looked like a mix of pepper and rosemary.
Taking the container, I sprinkled the spices onto my noodles.
And kept sprinkling.
By the time I was done, the bright red powder had nearly buried the noodles. Vivian and Evan frowned, their expressions twisted as the strong aroma filled the air.
I ignored them and took a bite. It was slightly spicy, which was just what I needed.
Maybe I couldn’t taste much without overloading my food like this.
The two of them exchanged awkward glances but didn’t say anything.
I knew they wouldn’t touch my portion, so they could just split the rest between themselves.
The meal ended in silence, and I found myself dragged along on their date.
Dessert at a café, a walk through the academy’s garden, even watching them exchange sly smiles and gentle touches—it all grated on me.
When I couldn’t take it anymore, I sat on a bench near a pond full of darting fish and muttered aloud:
“How long do I have to keep this up?”
I knew I was ruining the mood again. Maybe it was just my own insecurities talking, but still.
“No matter how much you smile, joke, or buy me things, I don’t enjoy any of it.
If anything, it’s painful. I hate seeing you two laugh in front of me. I hate the way you act like there’s some sort of pink-tinted atmosphere between you.
And I hate myself for even thinking this way.
I also hate being trapped in Vivian’s room, sitting on that bed all day, doing nothing.”
They both fell silent.
I get it. You don’t want me to die.
Then at least make my surroundings bearable.
What do you even want from me, locking me up like this?
“I’m miserable.”
I stood up and started walking toward my room—or at least tried to.
Of course, Vivian followed me.
“Erica, let’s go to my room.”
“No.”
“But—”
“But what? Just leave me alone, for God’s sake!
Whether I live or die, I’ll figure it out on my own! Why are you so obsessed with keeping me here?
What, are you afraid I’ll hang myself like your father did?”
Vivian’s pupils widened, her face a mix of shock and trembling rage.
“That man? That useless fool only got kicked out because all he could do was spout ‘righteous’ nonsense!
Even Evan’s ridiculous family of circus-riding lunatics manages to churn out people who actually do something! So why wouldn’t a damn commoner who picks up a sword and acts all high and mighty get thrown out too?!
What, do I remind you of him? That pathetic man dangling from a rope?!”
Vivian’s hands shook as tears welled up in her eyes. But this wasn’t the sobbing of grief—it was a strange mix of fury and confusion.
“Maybe I’m jealous. At least that idiot gets to escape to heaven when he dies.
But me? I’m the one trapped in this miserable place!”
With a guttural scream, I began pounding my fists against a nearby tree.
The bark scraped my skin away, blood streaming down my hands, but the tree barely swayed.
Even the tree seemed to mock my weakness. Enraged, I hit harder, the force making an unfamiliar bone in my hand jut out awkwardly.
The pain wasn’t sharp, just a persistent, stinging ache.
Yes, if I could just die, it would be over.
But no. I was trapped in this prison of time, unable to escape.
Hell. Hell. Hell.
“Erica, please stop—”
“Evan, do you think this is normal?
Or has your brain finally cracked like the rest of your cursed family?
What, you can’t stand not being able to cage me, so you pull this shit?! Why?! Tell me why!”
Evan’s jaw tightened as he stared at me, his teeth clenched in anger.
“It’s all pointless!
Absolutely meaningless!”
I threw my arms out dramatically, as if I were an actor on a stage, looking up at the moon with mock reverence.
“Why do we do any of this? Why do we know what’s wrong but can’t fix it?
It’s just wasting emotions, searching for useless notions of honor and roots.
Like your family! A troupe of circus clowns! Neigh, neigh!”
I mimicked a horse with my fingers and laughed, making galloping motions as if I were riding one.
“For the love of—”
I cut him off, mocking his words.
“What’s the point, right?
You already know what’s wrong.
The problem isn’t anything else—it’s me.
I’m the problem.
I’m done. There’s no feud left to fuel, no grand plans. It’s all over.
There’s nothing. Nothing left!”
My head throbbed violently, and in a fit of frustration, I slammed it against the tree like a woodpecker.
The pain brought a moment of clarity, even relief.
“There’s nothing left for me.
So why don’t you go hold hands with Vivian and enjoy your happy little lives together?
You still have so much, Evan.
So leave me alone, for God’s sake.”
“Erica—”
“Shut up!”
Evan’s sleep spell hit me before I could finish my outburst.
The heaviness in my eyes made it clear: he’d cast a sleep spell to shut me down.
As my body began to give out, Evan stepped closer and caught me.
His arms wrapped around me, and a wave of revulsion washed over me.
I despised him.
And yet, at the same time, I was crushed by the realization that I still felt something for him.
I still liked him.
It was unbearable.
I looked into their eyes—Vivian’s and Evan’s.
Their expressions were wrong. Not kind or warm, but pitying.
They looked at me like I was broken, something to be protected or fixed.
Even after I had deliberately hurled barbs to drive them away.
The hypocrisy of it all was disgusting.
Kindness that offered no real help was cruel.
Their well-meaning gestures only made my misery worse.
I could barely breathe.
I clutched at my throat, wishing I had a fork to stab it.
I needed something sharp.
Something to scrape away this girl’s skin, to carve out her pride and leave nothing but a shell.
Other people are hell.
That man—the one who said our fate is in our own hands—was wrong.
“Bullshit,” I muttered bitterly.
If that were true, then I must not be human.
Even the addicts rotting in asylums for the insane were better off than me.
At least they weren’t livestock.
But I was.
Trapped, unable to choose even the time of my death, clinging to a life I didn’t want.
If this isn’t what it means to be livestock, then what is?
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When I opened my eyes, the first thing I saw was Vivian seated in a chair, sipping tea and reading a book.
She glanced at me briefly before speaking in an indifferent tone.
“Nothing happened, right?”
“Yeah.”
I pulled my knees to my chest and buried my face in them as I replied.
“Nothing happened.”
Vivian closed her book, stood up, and brought me a cup of tea and some cookies.
I took them without complaint and ate quietly.
They tasted good.
And that made it worse.
Even if the food had been bland, even if it had been something as uninspiring as turnip bread, I would’ve preferred to eat it in freedom.
I wanted attention, but not the kind that came from a vertical relationship.
I had only ever wanted to be seen as an equal, as another person.
But to these people, I wasn’t a person.
To Evan, I was likely just a tool to maintain his relationship with Vivian. To Vivian, I might be something special, but I didn’t know what that “something” was.
Maybe first friendships are supposed to be extraordinary.
I thought about Evan, my first friend, and wondered if things would’ve been different if he weren’t the opposite gender.
“Shall we go if you’re done?” Vivian asked.
“…Yeah.”
We acted like nothing had happened the night before.
But even if we buried what happened under casual behavior, we couldn’t truly erase it.
My heart was already in shreds, and whatever small or deep wounds I had inflicted on Vivian and Evan, the scars would remain.
“You’re not going to let me leave, are you?”
As we walked down the hallway, I directed the question to Vivian.
She answered firmly, “No.”
After that, Vivian tried to lighten the mood with small talk, but I only nodded in response.
Tears occasionally welled up, but I quickly wiped them away with my sleeve before she could notice.
“Nothing happened, right?”
I asked again.
“Yes.”
Her answer was as cold as ever.
It felt like she was telling me not to even think about leaving, not to entertain the idea of living as a person.
Her words tore at the little hope I had left, leaving me feeling as though my soul was rotting.
Was it just my imagination? I didn’t know.
***
 
Two weeks passed.
During that time, I endured Lydia’s petty bullying—or what felt petty compared to the confinement and control Vivian and Evan imposed on me.
Two weeks of eating, walking, and existing alongside them without expressing any emotion.
I rarely spoke.
When tears threatened to spill, I let them fall and wiped them away before anyone could see.
I became a “good dog.”
I didn’t bark, bite, or cause trouble.
I ate whatever scraps they threw my way, held in my urges, and obeyed every command.
My master said nothing happened.
So nothing had happened.
***
 
Another month passed.
Lydia escalated her harassment. It wasn’t bullying anymore—it was torture.
She’d place layers of wet handkerchiefs over my face and pour water or tea over them from a teapot.
Using clumsy magic, she’d dry my soaked uniform and skin, leaving no evidence. It was cruel, cowardly, and effective.
I cried.
I cursed her.
But instead of hitting me, she continued her routine, pressing cloth onto my face and pouring water.
I stopped drinking tea. Just the smell of it made me nauseous after it repeatedly went up my nose.
One day, my two “masters” announced they were officially dating.
Evan awkwardly avoided my gaze while making the declaration, and Vivian couldn’t even meet my eyes.
How could a lowly dog like me object to my masters’ union?
I smiled brightly, as though their announcement filled me with genuine joy. I congratulated them warmly, pretending I’d long since overcome my pain.
They seemed relieved and worked harder to draw closer to me.
A well-behaved dog is welcomed anywhere, after all.
I was a cute dog—at least by my own admission.
Not as dazzling as Vivian, but far more beautiful than most.
Living as a dog was easier.
I wasn’t human. I’d deluded myself into thinking I was.
But someone who’s taken lives like I have could never be human.
I was a dog.
And I was cast into this hell to be punished, to live as one.
God must have decreed it.
One day, during another round of following my masters’ orders disguised as polite invitations, the Crown Prince sought me out.
He asked Evan if he could borrow me, as if I were a pet. He claimed we needed to discuss family matters.
Evan told the prince to return me after their conversation.
The prince laughed warmly and agreed, but his eyes were icy.
Maybe I was the only one who noticed.
Dogs are more sensitive to human moods than people are.
He led me to a bench by the pond where carp swam lazily, and I glanced at the nearby tree—the one where I had truly become a dog.
“Not going to kill yourself?”
That was the first thing he said, his voice harsh as he exhaled the thick smoke of a cigar.
“Give me one.”
“Of course. A royal favor from me to you.”
He handed me a cigar and lit it for me.
I took a drag, letting the smoke linger in my mouth before exhaling slowly.
The cigar’s smoke filled my lungs, and my head spun. My heart raced, and dizziness washed over me—likely because it had been so long since I’d smoked.
“Living as a dog seems worse than dying as a person,” I muttered.
“I’ve died as a person plenty of times already,” I replied, my voice flat.
The thought lingered—the hope that if I died outside the academy, perhaps this cycle would finally end. Or maybe if someone else killed me, this wretched loop would break.
It was the same naive hope I’d had before, back when I dreamed of a future where death might set me free.
“Hah, there are always people who value their lives above all else,” the Crown Prince remarked. “Still, I’ve been observing you recently. I’ve also looked into how you’ve lived since your family fell.”
“You’re the one who ruined it,” I said bluntly.
He looked genuinely surprised.
“You don’t have to worry. I don’t plan to blame you or cry for mercy,” I added. “So rest easy.”
“I can’t tell if you’re rational or just foolish.”
“It’s neither. It’s just meaningless.
What’s the point of walking up to a block of iron and yelling at it? Or hitting it with a wooden stick? Nothing changes.”
“Is there anything you want? I could grant one or two wishes.”
“Pity?”
“Sure.”
“One or two wishes granted directly by the Crown Prince—surprisingly generous, even for destroying a family.”
“Indeed. Usually, you get nothing—or worse, you lose more.”
“It’s impressive how you can say that so casually.”
“So, what do you want?”
“A pistol. Six bullets.”
“Hm, it’s a bit dangerous to give a gun to a lunatic. How about a rope instead?”
“I don’t like pain.”
“Jumping from a building, then?”
“I just said I don’t like pain.
And I don’t want to die in such an ugly way unless I absolutely have to.”
Truthfully, I hated the thought of falling to my death. The terror of plummeting, the chance of surviving in a crippled state—it all scared me.
That would be the worst fate of all, leaving me unable to die until old age took me.
The Crown Prince tapped his chin thoughtfully, puffing on his cigar before speaking again.
“Do you resent the two who keep you confined?”
“I don’t know. I don’t even resent Your Highness, despite you being the one who destroyed my family and killed my brother.”
At the mention of my brother, he fell silent.
The royal family had concocted a flimsy excuse, branding my brother a traitor before executing him.
Even if it hadn’t been the Crown Prince’s decision but rather the Emperor’s, the result was the same.
It was like a natural disaster—predictable only in hindsight. My father’s failure to placate the Emperor was the real sin.
“But I still want to escape,” I admitted.
The Crown Prince turned to one of his attendants and whispered something before tossing me a small vial of clear liquid.
I caught it, studying it curiously.
“You said you don’t like pain. Drink this, and you won’t feel much.”
I took another long drag from the cigar, watching the smoke curl in the air.
Was he giving me permission to die because I wanted it so badly, or because he pitied me? It didn’t matter.
“Do you have enough magic for a small flame, even if not for fire?”
I nodded.
“Then burn yourself.”
I imagined the flames consuming me. Nothing would remain—no face, no human features, only ashes. It didn’t seem like such a bad way to go.
“I’m quite greedy, you know. I’ve taken your family, but I think I’ll take the one standing beside you as well,” he said, a cruel smile forming on his lips.
“What could burning me alive possibly accomplish?”
The Crown Prince paused to think before responding.
“Not much, perhaps.
But for those who spout noble ideals, leaving them with the scandal of driving a girl they treated as family to burn herself alive—well, that’s a stain they’ll never erase.
For knights, even a small moral failing can be a serious blow.”
“Heh, I like that idea,” I replied with a bitter laugh.
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The crown prince handed me a jar of powder, which supposedly caught fire exceptionally well, and a potion that would prevent me from feeling pain. Then he sent me back to Evan.
When I looked up at the sky, the moon was breathtakingly beautiful.
Round, half-veiled by clouds yet still glowing—its radiance felt splendid.
Almost enviably so.
“So, um, what did His Highness want to talk to you about?”
“Just that the family has completely collapsed.
Now, who do you think will take it over?”
“Ah.”
“That’s all.”
I spoke as if it were nothing to worry about.
The two of them, seemingly accustomed to this sort of situation, nodded without showing any discomfort.
While I had been talking to the crown prince, Evan must have gone to fetch drinks because he handed me another iced coffee filled with ice cubes.
I smiled faintly as I accepted the coffee and began sipping it.
Soon, as Vivian and Evan became engrossed in their conversation, ignoring me, I let my forced smile drop.
The three of us sat on the same bench where I had just been sitting with the crown prince.
I asked the question that had been on my mind.
“So, how long are you planning to keep dragging me around like this?”
Evan looked flustered, as if my sudden defiance after so long had caught him off guard. He responded in a placating tone.
“Erica, you’ve been doing fine lately. Why all of a sudden…”
“I’m not your pet.
To nobles, commoners may seem like that, but at the very least, I’m a person.
How long do I have to keep pretending to be cheerful, smiling, and acting happy in front of you?”
No answer came.
The warm atmosphere from a moment ago began to drown beneath the moonlight.
I felt a pang of sadness knowing the only one truly listening to this conversation might as well be a carp in the pond.
“Just let me go already.
It hurts. Every time you two are happy in front of me.
You say we’re dating, but nothing has changed since we were friends.
Was that just a lie to torment me? Evan, answer me.”
“Erica, do you remember last time? When you yelled at Vivian here and at me, begging us to let you go?
If I hadn’t used healing magic on you then, your skull would’ve caved in, and you’d have died with blood pooling in your head.
You act this way even in front of others—how can I leave you alone?”
How unfortunate.
I could have died.
I suppose you saved me because it would be sad if your pet died.
“For the past month, I’ve been doing what you’ve asked, haven’t I?
Give me back my father’s keepsake. Let me go. I just don’t want to be with you anymore.
Vivian, you know I like Evan, yet you’re dating him. And Evan, you’re just utterly disgusting.
How can you not understand that this woman will keep liking you no matter how many times she dies?”
As I rambled on, Evan began fidgeting with his fingers.
I stared at his right hand and then pulled a half-burned cigar the crown prince had given me from my pocket and bit down on it.
Lighting it with some effort, I inhaled the smoke deeply and exhaled.
“What? Does hearing unpleasant things make you want to put me to sleep again?”
“That’s not it…”
“Vivian, could you please let me go now?
I’m not your cherished doll.
As I told you before, I can’t replace your late father either.”
Death is something that belongs solely to the individual—a personal possession to treasure and contemplate.
But to take even that away from someone is cruel beyond words.
If the gods claimed they took my death from me, I might weep at the absurdity of it.
But to deny me even the process of dying—there’s no evil worse than this.
“A month is a long enough time, isn’t it?”
No one answered my question.
They must have felt it too.
That I was nothing but a hindrance, useless and unwanted.
But Evan, once a childhood friend or possibly even someone I might have married, and Vivian, my first same-gender friend, couldn’t bring themselves to let go.
I’m not trying to call them evil.
They’re just too immature to know how to let go.
Your first love—it’s hard to part with it.
Unless there’s some glaring fault on one side.
Even after breaking up, it leaves a faint, lingering sadness.
Still, not many people lock up their ex and keep them like a pet.
There might be some, but most just bear the pain and move on with their lives.
My situation might be a little different, but it’s similar, isn’t it?
Keep me, let me die—it doesn’t matter, does it?
“This abnormality has to end sometime.
If not, be honest. Say you need a pet.
Admit you need an obedient dog to follow your orders.”
I spoke to Evan.
Then I turned to Vivian.
“Say you need a clean, pretty doll to cling to.
Say that wrapping it in the guise of friendship and sleeping with it every night makes you happy.”
“That’s not what I…”
“It’s not, but you’ve already crossed so many lines.
Every day, you’re killing me.
I’m withering away bit by bit.
When Lydia tries clumsily to hurt me, I don’t even mind it much.
But every time you two drag me around, laughing and showing me your happiness, pretending to care for me, it makes my heart ache unbearably.
And Vivian, seeing your serene face as you sleep—I feel like I’m losing my mind.”
So, this is where the conversation ends.
If you refuse, I’ll pick a suitable day and burn to death just like the crown prince suggested.
Maybe the lack of attention before was less torturous than this awkward care.
“Or should we just pretend none of this ever happened, Vivian?
I’ve already said it all, but maybe we can act as if nothing’s wrong?”
I approached Vivian and lightly touched her cheek as I spoke.
She flinched, trembling like a rabbit caught in a snare, and the sensation felt oddly new.
“Let’s go back.
Put the leash on me, feed me, and praise me when I behave.
After all, I’m your pet.”
Evan and Vivian had no intention of letting me go.
No intention of reaching any kind of compromise with me.
Because I was the abnormal one.
Because they didn’t know when I might just drop dead.
“I’ve lived and died countless times, but even this is a new experience. Painful, though.”
Grasping Vivian’s hand, I left Evan behind and headed toward the dormitory room.
I glanced back once.
Evan was holding his forehead, frowning deeply, clearly lost in thought.
Well, of course, he had plenty to think about.
If he let me go, I might just die on the spot.
But if he held onto me, I’d wither away, slowly wasting away into nothing.
Not that it was something I needed to care about.
He could live happily with Vivian, just like he was doing now.
Whenever I said things like this, a part of me retreated inward.
To a place where no sound could reach me, where no emotion could be felt—a deep, sunken void.
What could I expect from a foolish girl who couldn’t even manage to drink poison properly and ended up wasting away in misery?
All I could hope for was for her to improve little by little.
***
 
Another night passed, and as expected, Vivian started taking me to class again.
“Hey, Vivian. Are you really planning to drag me around like this for the rest of your life?”
Vivian didn’t answer.
Maybe she cried a little last night in bed—her eyes were slightly red.
“When you and Evan have kids one day, when you start your own family, are you still going to keep me around?
It’s unrealistic. Letting me go would solve everything.”
“I… I can’t… How could I…”
“Why not? You’re the protagonist of the world.
Everyone loves you. You’re incredibly talented, too.
But if I stick around, what else could I be but a blemish?
You insufferable little brat.”
As I spat those words, I pushed Vivian away and ran off in a random direction.
Vivian, unable to resist, fell backward helplessly but started following me as I fled.
Maybe she was too drained to even tell me to stop—her body moved, but her voice didn’t.
I suppose life with the three of us was as painful for her as it was for me.
While I suffered in my own way, Vivian must have endured a lot of my hysterics.
Her mind and body must have been worn out, nearing the point where she’d have no choice but to let me go.
Like a caretaker in a mental ward, dealing with lunatics who acted like toddlers in twenty-year-old bodies.
At least they were easier to handle.
If you made a loud enough noise, they’d wet themselves and crawl under the bed, trembling and covering their ears.
Watching their ridiculous antics and then glancing at Vivian chasing after me, I couldn’t help but laugh.
The sense of liberation was exquisite.
Yes, it has always been like this.
I pulled out the foul-smelling powder the crown prince had given me and scattered it all over myself.
From a distance, Evan appeared to be running toward us—had Vivian shattered the jewel he had given her?
Hah, it’s been a while since I ran. I could already feel myself getting out of breath.
Exhausted, I sprawled out in a plaza-like area in the middle of the academy, lying down flat.
People’s gazes began to focus on me.
What’s wrong with her? Has she finally gone mad? Or maybe they were wondering why I’d suddenly start putting on such a disgraceful display.
So I got up.
“Evan, looks like you ran pretty hard to get here.”
“Erica, can we just… talk?
I can’t give you everything you want, but there must be something we can work out.”
“When I tried to talk before, you and Vivian just brushed it off as a madwoman’s nonsense.
It’s fine. Even though we’ve ended up in this awful relationship, we can go back to how things were.
I don’t want to meet again, but let’s meet again.”
Time loops back.
I don’t want to feel pain. Will drinking this potion really make me immune to it?
Back when my arm burned, all I wanted was to die.
The taste is sweeter than I expected.
What should I do next?
I’ve tried being a pet. Maybe I should try being a villain.
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Everyone was staring at me.
I wanted to shout something dramatic, like, “Erica was here!” but I wasn’t cool or dignified enough for that. Instead, I was miserable, disheveled, and utterly worthless. I kept my mouth shut.
I felt exhausted.
I asked Evan the same question I had asked before.
“Evan, if you were trapped in an endless cycle of repeating the same agonizing time, what would you do?
There’s no way out. The world isn’t that kind.”
Back then, Evan had said he would choose to die.
But now, he couldn’t bring himself to answer the same way.
“Vivian, you must be tired.
Thank you for enduring my hysteria all this time.”
I continued speaking calmly, as if bidding them farewell.
Even though I would end up meeting and entangling with Evan and Vivian again, at least for them, this was goodbye.
They wouldn’t remember me burning to death.
The means for me to end my life had long been stripped away by Evan and Vivian.
If I went mad and smashed my head against the floor, they would just knock me unconscious and heal me.
“Erica, I don’t understand why you’re acting like this all of a sudden.”
Maybe that’s why they didn’t bother stopping me.
Instead, they might even be relieved to have another excuse to lock me up and keep me.
“If you don’t know, that’s good. It means you don’t understand how much I’m suffering.
You, with your numbness and inability to recognize love—you’re amazing in your own way.
Then again, how could someone who grew up watching their father hang from a rope ever develop normally?
Especially when the person raising you wasn’t a knight but a thick-headed, brainless soldier.”
Ah, maybe I went too far.
I smiled faintly and wrapped up the conversation.
“Let’s just pretend none of this happened! Forget what I just said. Haha!”
To me, Evan and Vivian were endlessly cruel villains. But objectively, they were good people.
And I was the villain. For reasons unknown, I was born as a villain and destined to remain one.
Since I was born this way, there was no one to hear my grievances.
The world sees me as someone evil because I can commit acts others deem vile without hesitation or remorse.
Perhaps if the mixed-blood knight close to Vivian appeared before this girl, she’d be utterly baffled.
How could a “blackie” be a knight?
At least she wouldn’t whip or collar them outright—small mercies, I suppose.
But that’s beside the point. This is how I was born.
“Erica, I don’t know what you’re trying to do, but let’s calm down and move somewhere else. How about an iced coffee? You like that, right?”
“I don’t ever want to drink that damn coffee with floating ice cubes again!”
I screamed at the top of my lungs.
Evan shut his mouth.
The children, who had been staring at me for some time, eventually mistook it for a lover’s quarrel. They chatted away as they walked into their classrooms, leaving me behind.
I was sick of coffee.
I wanted tea.
Green tea, black tea, fermented tea—I was tired of all of it.
I wanted cheap oolong tea that tasted bitter but refreshing, paired with a cheap cigarette, while sitting on a bench watching people pass by.
“I just want a 2,000-won cheap oolong tea, a cheap cigarette, and to sit on a bench watching people!”
“What the hell are you even talking about?!”
“Screw you. You’ll never understand.
None of you will ever understand where I’m trapped, how much pain I’m in, or how much I envy you.
Damn it, just being able to die is a blessing!”
Before I could summon fire to my fingertips, I bit down hard on my tongue.
I wasn’t sure if the potion actually worked, but I felt no pain.
I spat out the foreign object from my mouth, and the tongue I’d been speaking with landed on the floor with a dull thud.
“This crazy woman…”
Evan cursed under his breath as he picked up the severed piece of my tongue and ran toward me, ready to use healing magic.
He really shouldn’t.
I pulled out the half-burnt cigar, or what was left of it, and bit down on it.
With fire sparked from my fingertips, it caught instantly, and flames spread across my body, igniting the cigar.
I didn’t feel any pain, thanks to the potion. However, I couldn’t even smell the distinctive scent of the cigar, which left me slightly disoriented.
I looked at Evan.
He stared back at me, his face filled with horror.
I tried to smile, but the fire must have burned through the muscles in my face, leaving it frozen in place.
My arms and hands contorted into a shape resembling a rabbit raising its front paws.
It was fortunate I wasn’t writhing in agony on the ground—it would’ve been grotesque.
The smell and sight would’ve been unbearable.
Even after seeing it multiple times, you never get used to it.
“Eh…heh…eh…”
I tried to say something, but all that came out was a wheezing sound, like air escaping a deflated balloon. I gave up.
Evan shouted in despair as he poured water over me, but the flames only grew stronger.
Vivian screamed, frantically throwing dirt and water onto me, but to no avail.
The powder the crown prince had given me was as effective as the potion—it wouldn’t let the flames extinguish until I was completely reduced to ash.
As my body continued to burn, I felt myself shrink and wither away.
The horrific smell and the sensation of others vomiting around me, combined with the occasional splash of water, began to fade as I lost consciousness.
I was thirsty.
As thirsty as I was burning.
This is why I bit my tongue.
I once knew someone who had been engulfed in flames.
I couldn’t remember them clearly—or perhaps I didn’t want to—but I vaguely recalled their clothes and hair burning away, leaving behind a pitiful, naked body as they died in agony.
Their face had been twisted in torment, their tongue sticking out like a dog overturned with its paws curled inward.
That’s why I smiled.
Although white foam seemed to bubble up from within me, it didn’t hurt.
I wanted to stand up and savor the scent of the cigar, but that wasn’t allowed.
Instead, I collapsed to my knees.
Looking up at the sky, I felt as if I were cursing it.
I wondered if those who had been tied to stakes and burned at the pyre felt this way.
Staring at the heavens, choking on smoke, pleading with God.
Please save me, or perhaps, Please let me die.
And God must have refused them both.
Through blurred vision, I saw Evan kneeling before me, holding the piece of my tongue and still pouring water over me.
He was crying, clasping his hands together as if in prayer.
“‥‥‥‥‥‥‥!?”
He was saying something, but I couldn’t make out the words.
Still, he looked genuinely sorrowful.
For a moment, I thought about comforting him. The idea struck me to place a hand on his shoulder.
Then I remembered—my hand was on fire.
It didn’t even move properly, so when I tried to rest it on his shoulder, I accidentally brushed against his face as well.
It must have been unbearably hot and painful for Evan, yet he accepted my touch. Instead of pulling away, he let his shoulder begin to burn under my hand.
Maybe he was confident that his healing magic could undo the damage.
But what did it matter? The pain must have been immense.
Still, instead of crying out in pain, he simply kept apologizing.
Like a devout sinner confessing to a priest after mercilessly slaughtering someone, trembling from head to toe.
Burning to death is madness.
I still remember how excruciating it was when just one arm caught fire.
Yet, isn’t suffering intrinsic to life itself?
The agony of life is inevitable for those who possess profound understanding and great awareness.
Suffering is life. Without suffering, what else could bring meaning or satisfaction to existence?
That’s what someone I knew used to say. A man who always carried a book titled Notes from Underground and endlessly muttered those very words. He was the same man who had once burned alive.
In that sense, I was finally escaping the torment of this wretched existence, ending my life.
No amount of water or dirt, nor even gusts of wind scattering dust, could extinguish the flames.
I found great comfort in that unyielding fact.
In the distance, the crown prince stood, watching with a faintly conflicted expression.
So, he’s human after all.
The memory of our previous conversation floated into my mind.
After Lydia and her group had been taken down, there had been a brief pause. That’s when he had asked me to choose how I wanted to die.
At the time, I’d thought him insane.
But perhaps all he wanted was to share a few words with me before letting me go.
After all, he viewed the position of crown prince as nothing more than a job.
Vivian, emotionless, continued mechanically repeating her actions—pouring water and scattering dirt over me. Her face was frozen, as if she were projecting her own past onto me.
Evan had already realized it was useless but remained in front of me nonetheless.
Vivian, on the other hand, refused to give up, desperately trying to extinguish the flames.
I couldn’t feel much anymore. Either Vivian had stopped using her magic, or my body had entirely lost sensation.
My vision began to blur.
Perhaps my eyes had nearly burned away.
Dying slowly in front of others was certainly a novel experience.
Not one I would have willingly chosen, given how unpleasant it was. But seeing others watch me, experiencing my suffering and repulsion indirectly—that part wasn’t entirely bad.
My vision, which had been tinged red, finally turned dark.
I hoped my corpse wouldn’t be scrubbed away like a stain on the floor.
Let them remember my death as more than just the tragic end of a pet—let them recall it as the ridiculous death of a pathetic human being.
As always, at the very last moment, I found myself not wanting to die.
Light the way for me.
I don’t want to die in the dark.
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The girl.
Yes, the same girl who couldn’t even properly hold a sword when we first met. 
The one I once thought I might be engaged to before Vivian entered my life. 
The girl I’ve treated so cruelly in recent days.
That girl…
She’s burning.
Whoosh.
At the same time, memories began flooding my mind. They rose like tendrils of smoke, forcefully lodging themselves within my head.
Along with them came the realization—a painful truth—that Erica would die and reset time.
The question she asked me earlier, the one I couldn’t answer due to unease, wasn’t mere nonsense.
My thoughts spun.
These memories are emerging now… They could only mean one thing: Erica was about to die.
There was nothing I could do to save her.
Whether I tried or not, the outcome would be the same.
I remembered a different time—a more mature Vivian standing alongside knights, confronting me as the disgrace of the Strelitz family. Back then, I hadn’t simply taken up a sword to end my own life.
I had sacrificed countless others and even myself, all as offerings to achieve something greater.
Though I couldn’t turn back time, I had managed to send fragments of knowledge, dark magic, and my ultimate desires to my past self.
It had been a miracle.
A rational god would have rejected my offerings, punished me, or granted only minimal power.
But the gods who accept sacrifices are anything but rational.
They are curious beings, eager to return favors, and delight in the joy, sorrow, and anguish of the humans who worship them.
Evan—my former self—had studied ancient texts to understand this. And so, he offered sacrifices and made a deal with a god.
To turn back time and save a woman.
Yet, the true offering wasn’t simply the sacrifice of time—it was the agony of losing the woman he loved over and over again.
The dark god, intrigued by the proposal, eagerly accepted.
Suffering always makes for a compelling tale, after all.
And so, Evan became… not quite Evan. A distorted echo of himself was sent into the past.
That first day, sadness briefly overwhelmed him. Human emotions, as potent and volatile as they are, dissipated quickly. A day was all it took for that sorrow to fade.
But as the first day passed and he faced the same blunders of his past self, Evan—or what remained of him—fell into despair.
As always, he was foolish. A sheltered scholar who knew nothing beyond the words in his books.
Even seeing Erica, he could do nothing but feel the familiar pangs of grief, powerless to prevent her from dying.
And so, Erica continued to find new ways to end her life.
Each time, Evan was filled with despair and begged to be spared the sight. But the whisper of his own thoughts reminded him:
“Look ahead. You must pay the price.”
He accepted the guilt, the punishment he deserved for the cruelty of his former self.
And when he lifted his head, he saw her.
The girl, engulfed in flames, was smiling.
How could someone burn alive without screaming? How could she smile?
It was then Evan realized he was holding a piece of Erica’s tongue in his right hand.
It was him—he had driven her to this.
The flames only grew fiercer as he poured water and covered her with dirt.
He thought she had been getting better.
But no, she wasn’t.
She had been breaking. And it was his doing.
Years of suppressed emotions, buried during his time as a dark sorcerer, surged forth. 
He wept, struck by the contradiction of it all—what wasn’t his had somehow become his burden.
It was a cruel irony. The pain and misfortune he endured weren’t the kind ordinary people would ever face.
But he wasn’t destined to be ordinary.
His future self had decided it—if Erica were to die, he would endure a path of torment.
***
 
A shadowy figure, cloaked with a beard swaying beneath the hood, spoke softly.
“How many times will we watch her die like this?
We’re fools, powerless to properly turn back time.
Perhaps this is all meaningless.”
Erica’s arm twisted grotesquely as it burned. White foam bubbled from her mouth, but no screams escaped her lips.
The smell of burning flesh filled the air, sickening those nearby. The sound of retching echoed around them.
But Evan didn’t turn to look.
His focus remained on Erica, who was burning to death.
He wanted to block his nose, to escape the stench of human flesh burning—a smell so vile it was almost unbearable.
He wanted to cover his ears, to muffle the crackling of her skin and the hiss of her clothes as the fire consumed her. The sound whispered cruelly that the flames would never be extinguished.
He wanted to close his eyes, to turn away from the sight.
But he couldn’t.
Erica, kneeling calmly in the inferno as if nothing hurt, reached out as if to pat herself and tell herself not to cry. It was horrifying.
Evan dropped to his knees, sobbing, pleading desperately for it all to stop.
But the echo of his own thoughts wouldn’t allow it.
When he tried to turn his head, the shadowy figure grabbed his face and forced him to watch.
When he tried to close his eyes, the figure pried them open, ensuring he bore witness.
It was a curse etched into his soul.
“Look ahead. This is the price we agreed to.
As long as Erica’s time repeats, so will ours.
If she simply dies, all will be for nothing.”
Evan wanted to reject the reality before him.
But the scorching heat told him it was real.
And so, he groveled before the figment of his future self, a desperate, pathetic plea spilling from his lips.
He was caught in a storm of revulsion, scorn, and emotion too overwhelming to bear.
“I don’t want to see this anymore. Let me close my eyes.”
Evan sobbed, his voice trembling with desperation.
“I want to stop crying. I don’t want to see Erica smiling like that anymore.
I don’t want to feel this way. These aren’t even my emotions—these are feelings you’ve built up over years.
This wasn’t even my contract.”
“Don’t run away.
If we’re measuring worth, these feelings are dirt-cheap, despicable, and useless. Endure them.
You’ll fail again this time, and the next you will feel them just as deeply.”
Evan wanted to deny it, but he couldn’t.
How could he deny the truth of what he had caused? What else could his sobbing be, if not cheap, meaningless despair?
All he could do was collapse into despair and accept it.
“Don’t try to separate yourself from it. This is your future.
From now on, you will carry this moment in your mind, endlessly repeating it.
We must repeat this cycle endlessly until we finally return to the past, whole and unbroken.
You’re just starting a little sooner this time. Someday, you will become me.”
***
 
The girl burned to death.
Her body collapsed lifelessly to the ground, consumed entirely by the flames.
Lacking any sense of reality, Evan instinctively reached out to shake her shoulder, as if to wake her.
She crumbled instantly, her remains disintegrating into ash and sinking into the ground.
“Remember,” the echo of his future whispered, searing its words into Evan’s soul.
“Erica died with a hole in her head.
Before that, she bled out from her throat and arms.
There were others, but this time, she burned to death. Remember.
And pass these memories—and these feelings—to the next you.”
The remnants of his future self etched the command deeply into his soul.
At first, Evan had tried to deny Erica’s death, running from it and cursing the wasted time.
Now, the command pressed him to begin the journey to save her without delay.
“How long…?” Evan whispered.
“Until Erica is saved. Or until she dies for good.”
It was a cruel answer.
But it wasn’t as cruel as the man who had pushed a powerless girl to her death, treating her like a plaything for his whims.
Evan remained crouched before the ashes of Erica’s charred body, unmoving.
He thought of her laughing amidst the flames, the image burned into his mind.
When he turned around, he saw Vivian standing there.
Her face was blank, as if her mind had gone completely numb.
Her fingertips had turned a sickly blue, and crimson blood dripped steadily to the ground. She had clearly overused her magic well past her limits.
Anyone else would have collapsed by now, but Vivian stood rigidly, staring at the remains of what had once been Erica.
“Vivian, let’s go,” Evan said.
“Evan… Erica is dead,” she replied, her voice trembling.
To that, Evan answered, “She’s not dead.”
He didn’t add, because I’m going to bring her back.
With the crown prince nearby, it wasn’t worth saying aloud. If he overheard, he’d likely station guards to prevent him from carrying out his plans.
Vivian began to retch.
Thankfully, the overpowering smell of charred flesh masked the stench.
The scent of burning meat had already saturated the entire courtyard.
Evan turned and walked back toward their room.
This time, as he stepped inside, he didn’t let himself wallow in Erica’s death like before. 
He began doing what needed to be done, just as the echo of his future had in its own timeline.
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Evan no longer ventured out of his room except to attend enough classes to avoid being expelled from the academy. 
Afterward, he would retreat to his quarters to immerse himself in research, endlessly constructing hypotheses and conducting thought experiments.
He dedicated himself to testing how much magic he could extract in a given time, how to extract it as quickly as possible, and how to use it to kill effectively. 
The lack of test subjects posed an inconvenience, but he managed.
After Erica’s fiery death, letters began to arrive from his family, demanding explanations and lamenting their struggles. 
What on earth have you done? they asked. Evan didn’t bother responding. He tossed the letters into the fireplace without reading them.
It wasn’t important.
As long as he lived, the family wouldn’t collapse. He had seen it in a future timeline—right before his death, he had been visited by one of his family’s familiar hunters, sent to track him down.
Vivian, on the other hand, had completely unraveled.
The sound of her crying or her hoarse, cracked voice leaking from her room was constant. Evan didn’t check on her.
Vivian would overcome this in her own way.
For reasons Evan couldn’t fully recall, his future self had harbored resentment toward her. 
Thoughts like She needs to die or She’s useless floated through his mind. But for now, he chose to let her be.
Vivian’s exceptional aptitude for magic would be invaluable. Once she refined her knowledge and mastered more spells, she could potentially aid in resurrecting Erica.
When it came to magic, Vivian far surpassed Evan.
If Evan was a prodigy at swiftly learning what already existed, Vivian was a genius who created something from nothing.
Evan sent a note under Vivian’s door, asking her to visit him. He expected she’d come. 
 
Lately, she had begun speaking to others again, practicing small spells, and even exchanging polite greetings with the crown prince and other students.
If not today, then soon.
For now, something else demanded his attention.
Today, he had finally acquired a high-quality test subject after a long drought.
“Your name is Lydia, isn’t it?”
“Mmmph! Mm—mmph!”
Lydia thrashed among the unconscious bodies of her followers, a white cloth gag shoved into her mouth. She struggled to scream, but it was futile.
People tend to forget common sense when faced with desperation.
“It’s hard to find test subjects within the academy,” Evan remarked casually as he approached. “But you made it easy by lurking in creepy places to bully others, just like you did to Erica.”
He knelt, pulling the gag from her mouth.
“If you scream, I’ll turn you into dust.”
“I-I won’t scream, I promise.”
“Haha. It’s not about promises. If you scream, I’ll kill you.”
Clicking his tongue like a disapproving elder, Evan began channeling magic into his fingertips.
He unclenched his right hand, which had been balled into a fist.
Instantly, the magic radiated outward, and the slightly chubby girl who had been lying next to Lydia melted into a pulpy mass. A cloudy orb began forming above the mess.
“Hmm. The quality’s not great.”
Evan picked up the orb, evaluating it with practiced ease.
Then, the orb dissolved into his body.
“The emotions inside are all twisted and repugnant,” he muttered.
Lydia stared in horror, her bladder releasing involuntarily. The acrid smell of urine was masked by the nauseating stench wafting from the melted remains.
He had always been a dark sorcerer—cruel, unyielding, and willing to burn souls to ashes.
Lydia’s eyes rolled back, and she nearly fainted.
Just moments ago, she had been laughing with that same girl, bullying another student to strengthen their bond. Now, that friend had been reduced to something less than dog meat.
Though Lydia was the daughter of a knight, she had always been more skilled at manipulation than combat, making her reliant on such companions. Now, that reliance had led to her friend’s horrifying demise.
“P-please… spare me… just let me live,” she stammered.
Evan clicked his tongue again.
“Living will be worse for you. See that friend of yours?” he said, pointing to the writhing slime-like remains. “She’s still alive.”
Lydia hesitantly turned her gaze to the quivering mass. It was moving, alive in the most grotesque sense.
When she screamed, Evan chanted a spell, shoving a chunk of ice into her mouth to silence her. Then he approached the flesh pile.
Stomping on it, he crushed it underfoot, silencing the wriggling movements with a wet, squelching sound.
“Now,” he said, his tone mocking, “do you still want to live?”
Lydia couldn’t nod or shake her head. She was too overwhelmed by a growing sense of injustice.
Why was this happening to her? Why did she have to endure such torment?
She didn’t want to die, but if living meant becoming something like that…
Wasn’t this the same as choosing death?
Yet, she remembered her family’s influence—a knight’s lineage that could serve as leverage.
And so, trembling and desperate, she dared to make an offer to the dark sorcerer.
“Let me go unharmed, and I’ll give you everything—the family, money, even a marriage if you want! Afterward, you can divorce me and leave me behind, I don’t care, just please spare my life…”
Lydia’s desperate plea was cut short as Evan drove his foot into her solar plexus.
She gasped, her breath stolen, clutching at her chest as she choked and sputtered.
When her breathing steadied enough to speak again, Evan leaned over her and asked,
“How did you torment Erica?”
“E-Erica? Who’s that…?”
“The Duke of Mecklenburg’s daughter.”
“Oh, uh, that… happened years ago, I—blurgh!”
Evan grabbed a fistful of her hair and shoved her face into the mass of melted flesh beside her.
Even the mere thought of submerging one’s face in a pool of water left stagnant for a week was nauseating. 
But to shove her face into the remains of a melted human—it was a sensation Evan found himself curious about.
Lydia could only writhe and scream internally, her voice muffled by the disgusting flesh. 
To her, Erica had been nothing more than an unusual but entertaining target for bullying. 
After Erica’s death, she had merely increased the severity of her harassment toward other students.
Evan spoke, his voice laced with derision.
“Did I ever do something like this to you before?
Oh, wait, no. Back then, Erica killed you.
It’s funny, really. They’re my memories, but they’re not. I guess it’s all just… nothing.”
Lydia stared at him, paralyzed with fear. The gibbering lunacy of the man before her was enough to push her mind to the brink.
“That girl I just melted? She had a body built like a knight’s. Thought she’d have some potent energy inside her. Turned out to be trash.”
His tone shifted, as if he were a diner disappointed by a tasteless, overpriced meal.
“Maybe you’ll be better. After all, you’ve lived a life of luxury, eating well, enjoying comfort. Let’s give you a choice.”
“A… a choice? What choice?”
Instead of answering, Evan pulled a potion from his pocket, shaking it gently. Then he gestured toward the grotesque remains beside her.
Lydia’s trembling hand pointed to the potion.
Evan tossed it at her, the vial spinning through the air before landing in her lap.
“Drink it.”
“Wh-what happens if I drink it?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I want you to drink it.”
Lydia considered refusing but stopped herself when she caught Evan’s unblinking stare. 
His gaze treated her as nothing more than an inanimate object. 
Shaking, she uncorked the vial, sniffed it, and, finding no discernible odor, drank it all.
At first, nothing happened.
Then, a minute later, her body began to contort grotesquely.
Her joints cracked and twisted unnaturally, her limbs jerking as if pulled by invisible strings. 
Scales and fins sprouted from her arms, though her face remained disturbingly human.
“Ah, uh… wha… what… is this… happening…” Lydia gasped, her tongue flicking outward unnaturally, as if she were desperate to taste the air.
When her jaw reached its limit, Evan grabbed her mouth and tore it open further.
Despite his expectations, no dramatic transformation occurred.
Her tongue had merely split into two, each end now pointed like a serpent’s fang.
“Ugh, lame. Why didn’t it work?
Whatever. I’ll lock you up and study you later.”
Evan retrieved a black box, forcing the mutated Lydia and the mass of flesh into it. He closed the lid and murmured an incantation.
The box glowed faintly. When he opened it, a small crystal lay inside.
Inside the crystal, a tiny, distorted silhouette of Lydia beat against the walls as if begging to be released.
“I saved you, didn’t I? Stay quiet unless you want me to crush this thing right now.”
Evan infused a bit of magic into the crystal, compressing its interior slightly. The miniature Lydia toppled over, collapsing against the walls.
He slipped the crystal into his pocket and returned to his experiments.
Of the four he had captured, one had melted, another was now a soul trapped in the crystal, and the remaining two awaited fusion to extract their magic.
A knock at the door interrupted his work.
“Evan, it’s me. I read the note you left under my door.”
“It’s not locked. Just come in.”
The door creaked open, and Vivian stepped inside.
Her deadened eyes immediately widened at the sight of the mutilated bodies and grotesque experiments scattered throughout the room.
“Evan… what… What is all this? What are you doing?”
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“What are you doing?!”
Vivian’s voice cracked as she screamed, her hands trembling. She quickly gathered her magic and began chanting a spell.
Something about the bound girls and the overwhelming aura of malice radiating from Evan made her feel there was no other choice.
No need for conversation.
Dark sorcerers were meant to be burned alive—or hacked to pieces and fed to livestock.
That was the world’s common sense. Either eradicate them completely or leave no trace behind.
But what if the dark sorcerer was someone you knew?
What if he was your lover? The one who had shared your first kiss, someone you hadn’t officially broken up with yet?
Even if the whole world told you they were a monster, accepting it wouldn’t come easily.
Vivian was no exception.
“Evan, you know this is insane.
Do you think this… this madness will bring Erica back to life?”
Evan took a slow drag from a cigar—one that Erica had smoked before her death. 
He crossed his legs as he sat on a rounded chair, looking at Vivian with an air of mockery.
After savoring the smoke, he finally spoke.
“Vivian, Erica isn’t dead.”
“She is dead! I saw it with my own eyes. No matter how much water or dirt we used, the flames wouldn’t go out. She burned to death!”
“No. She’s alive. She was alive the day you slapped her.”
“What are you even saying? Are you claiming Erica died that day?
Erica’s death is on me! On you! She’s been dead for a long time!”
“Maybe so. But I’m telling you, she’s alive.”
“Get a grip, Evan.
We both saw her burn to death—saw her consumed by flames that wouldn’t go out no matter what we did.”
“I saw it too,” Evan said, leaning forward. “And that’s when I realized—Erica goes back in time whenever she dies.”
Hearing this, Vivian’s expression turned cold.
Up until now, she had been trying to console someone who had strayed down the wrong path, someone she could guide back to their senses.
But now, she looked at Evan as if he were a complete madman.
“Let the girls go,” she demanded.
“Vivian, if we burned Erica alive, then the responsibility for her mutilated tongue lies with these girls.”
“Evan…”
“You were the one who walked Erica to class and picked her up afterward.
Yet you didn’t notice she was being bullied?”
Vivian didn’t respond.
Evan knew she hadn’t noticed.
To Vivian, Erica had always seemed like a sickly chicken. 
Whether the chicken looked a little better or worse on any given day, it was still just a sickly chicken.
And if the chicken, locked in a coop, didn’t complain, how was its clueless owner supposed to know?
Vivian’s relentlessly optimistic worldview made it impossible for her to consider otherwise.
But Evan didn’t feel the need to rub that in her face. He continued calmly.
“On some days, her uniform hem was damp. On others, she’d come back from lunch with hollow eyes, despite seeming fine earlier that morning.
Sometimes, her mouth would be full of sores. I thought it was just stress from being around me—maybe she hated it. But no.
It was these ‘friends’ of hers. They were bullying her in a way careful enough to avoid my notice.”
The bound girls began squirming, muffled cries escaping through their gags as they struggled for freedom.
“Vivian,” Evan continued, “why didn’t you notice?”
Vivian’s trembling hands clenched into fists. Tears welled up in her eyes.
Looking back now, she could see the signs. Erica had been bullied.
But she had thought the only ones tormenting Erica were herself and Evan. 
Now, realizing she had failed to notice other perpetrators, she felt utterly paralyzed by guilt.
All she could do was cry.
“I’m not going to yell at you or get angry, Vivian,” Evan said, his tone almost gentle. “We’re not mentors and pupils, nor family.
We’re lovers—however shallow that title might be.”
“Mm-mphh! Mm—mmphhh!”
Evan took the burning cigar from his mouth, pressing it against the face of one of the bound girls to extinguish it.
The room filled with a faintly acrid smell, mingling with the odor of singed flesh.
Evan smirked as Vivian recoiled, grimacing in horror.
“Saving Erica is saving a person, Vivian.
It’s a noble thing, don’t you think? I called you here because I could use your help. I’m no good at casting complex spells…”
“Enough of your nonsense.”
Vivian’s face hardened as if she had reached a decision. She conjured a sharp icicle and flung it toward Evan’s hand.
The icicle struck his hand, embedding itself deeply. Blood dripped, but Evan remained unfazed.
He calmly removed the icicle from his palm and plunged it into the forehead of the student whose face had been burned.
The girl went limp, her body slumping forward.
Vivian couldn’t stop herself from crying.
If she had aimed the spell at Evan’s forehead instead of his hand, she could have ended this madness.
But she couldn’t do it.
Indecision plagued her, as it always had.
Her hesitation had killed Erica.
Now, she couldn’t even bring herself to kill Evan—a man who had become something else entirely.
Evan tilted his head, regarding her tear-streaked face with amusement.
“Oops, Vivian. Looks like I’ve killed another person.”
His voice was mocking as he grabbed another student by the hair, lifting them like a shield.
The terrified student flailed as Evan’s grip tightened.
“Why stop now? I’ve already killed two. One more won’t make a difference, right?”
Vivian’s spell dissipated midair. She couldn’t bring herself to attack.
Evan laughed darkly.
“You see, Vivian, Erica isn’t dead.”
“Do you really think doing this will bring Erica back?”
Vivian’s voice trembled, her expression a mixture of fury and despair.
“Why? How much pain do you think she was in? She burned without even screaming—she just smiled as she died.
Every time I close my eyes, every time I’m exhausted and my vision blurs, I see her.
And every time, all I can do is curl up, whisper I’m sorry, I’m sorry, over and over again.
But even so… I never thought about trying to resurrect her.”
Evan, unfazed, let out a mocking chuckle. “Quite the speech.”
“I’m not a lunatic like you, Evan. I respect the dead—I don’t mock them with attempts to bring them back.”
Evan took a drag from the cigar in his mouth, a sinister calmness settling over him.
“Vivian, this isn’t the first time we’ve killed Erica.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“It sounds insane, I know, but every time Erica dies, she goes back to the past.
Maybe the Duke of Mecklenburg sacrificed a hundred thousand slaves from his estate. Who knows?”
“So… you’re saying you have no intention of stopping this insanity?”
“None. In fact, I’d love your help.”
“Stop spouting nonsense.”
“Was this why?” Evan murmured to himself.
Without another word, he dissolved the girl he’d been holding into a puddle of flesh and bone.
Vivian stood frozen, staring at the horrific sight. Despite the horror, a part of her had expected this. She clenched her fists, drawing magic into her palms as she charged at him.
Combat between mages was rarely about complex spells. Large-scale incantations were reserved for wars or open battlefields. In a confined space, it always came down to close combat.
Vivian, with her innate talent for magic, could cast even the simplest spells almost instantaneously.
She hurled a ball of fire at Evan.
He raised the hair of the writhing flesh pile he’d just created to block the flames.
“Oh dear, that one was still alive,” Evan mocked. “Vivian, you’ve killed someone else now.”
“Shut up, you maniac!” she screamed.
Evan grabbed a glowing orb rising from the puddle of flesh and embedded it into his hand. 
 
The swirling mass of magic healed the wound on his palm almost instantly.
Vivian tore a chunk of the wall free with a spell, solidifying it into a blunt weapon. 
She swung it at Evan, smashing it into his head with the force of a sledgehammer.
She followed up with a gust-imbued punch to his jaw, sending him staggering. 
Without missing a beat, she leapt into the air and drove her heel into his face.
Evan crumpled to the ground.
He was no fighter. A man who spent his life with books and experiments, Evan lacked the physical resilience to endure an onslaught like this.
His retaliatory curses were little more than distractions—weak attempts to buy time.
And while he could dissolve bodies and manipulate magic, Vivian dodged with ease.
Deep down, Evan didn’t want to kill her.
Despite his resentment, the memories of his time with Erica and Vivian—those fleeting, joyful days—remained his most cherished.
Vivian pounded Evan’s face repeatedly, using her makeshift weapon until it was reduced to splinters. Blood sprayed, teeth shattered, and his nose broke multiple times.
When Evan was barely clinging to life, his face unrecognizable, he whispered through the blood pooling in his mouth.
“Kill me. Like you killed Erica.
If you can, burn me.”
Despite his crushed face, his voice came out clear and steady, as if nothing had happened to him.
Vivian froze, staring at him.
Tears spilled down her cheeks.
Her trembling hands released the remnants of her weapon as her breath came in ragged gasps.
Her mind screamed at her to finish it. To stop him before he could cause more harm.
But she couldn’t.
Her indecision paralyzed her, as it always had.
She cursed her weakness, her wretched inability to act.
And just like before, when she had killed Erica, she ran away.
Just like she always did.
Chapter 56
 
I made a grave mistake.
I burned a girl alive.
Not that I’m calling it a mistake—it wasn’t.
But the events that followed have made things quite troublesome for me.
Anyway, it was ultimately my actions that drove the girl into that situation.
Despite knowing what state she was in, what she was dealing with, how she was faring these days—I didn’t extend a single hand to help.
If someone asked me how I felt, how should I even answer?
The first time I did something similar, I was trembling uncontrollably, unable to eat for days. But now? Now, I just feel a bit melancholy, and that’s it.
I’ve grown used to it.
And that’s what I hate most about myself.
If I were to make excuses, I could say it was all for the job.
Even though the odds were one in a million, there was always the possibility that the noble houses rallying around House Mecklenburg could incite a rebellion and overturn the nation.
His Majesty wished for it, and I desired it as well.
But regardless of capability, I’m starting to think this job doesn’t suit me.
The middle-aged man who died in what’s widely known as an “accident” didn’t have any capacity to start a rebellion.
Sure, in some fit of madness, he might have rallied troops, but he would never have succeeded.
He managed his domain well enough, brought in some substantial income from the farms in his territories, but that was the extent of his abilities.
He had no ambition, nor the capability to fulfill any.
He was just an ordinary man who loved his children, especially his daughter.
But his eldest son? Now, he was dangerous.
A young man brimming with ambition, backed by the most impressive lineage outside of the Imperial family itself.
He was widely respected, and his skills—when compared to the Crown Prince’s—were by no means inferior.
Yes, he was too exceptional for the Imperial family to tolerate.
Fortunately, my father, a monarch infamous for his cunning in consolidating power, even if not for governing the state or dealing with foreign powers, was quick to assist when I brought up the need to handle this young and promising man.
When the time came to actually deal with him, I found myself hesitating.
It wasn’t a moral reluctance to eliminate such a person, but rather a sense of regret about wasting such remarkable human resources.
Just as the Mecklenburg Duke’s grandfather had invigorated the Empire by using his wealth to sail into the unknown and develop untamed lands, the Duke’s eldest son seemed like someone who could discover or create something new.
Such contributions would have been invaluable to an Empire that, weighed down by its own enormity, was slowly but surely decaying.
But he was too dangerous.
The only enemy of this colossal Empire is itself.
Thus, the most dangerous person to the Empire was the Duke of Mecklenburg’s eldest son.
Even if he was someone of immense potential, this wasn’t an era of chaos, nor a time when the power structure was stable enough to afford sparing anyone.
If a sharp stone protrudes and refuses to budge, then all you need to do is bring a hammer and smash it.
If one noble house could bring such vitality, I thought I could do the same.
Even if I lacked his talent, I had far greater resources and power at my disposal.
And if I failed, I could always point to a neighboring state and accuse them of heresy, burning them all in the process.
So, I got rid of him.
Along with some of his followers.
The excuse? Something no one would believe anyway. I claimed he had embezzled funds from the Imperial treasury to buy explosives and plot to assassinate the Emperor.
In reality, he had merely purchased explosives for use in mining operations.
Regardless, he’s been dead for a long time now.
After crippling House Mecklenburg by eliminating the eldest son, I instructed my subordinates to stir up chaos.
The results were absurd.
The Duchess, rather than grieving discreetly, became the talk of the town for her alleged affairs with six different men.
A dragon suddenly appeared out of nowhere and burned down House Mecklenburg’s ancestral home.
Fanatics occupied a mining town and declared their own nation.
What little remained fell into the hands of an incompetent illegitimate son.
All of this because I killed one man.
The Duke of Mecklenburg, consumed by despair, took his own life.
When I heard the news, I laughed in my room for a long time.
It felt like picking up a pretty rock on the street, only to discover it was a gemstone.
But then, consumed by self-loathing, I frowned, spat on the floor, and lit a cigar to soothe my burning insides.
I killed all the fanatics who had occupied the mining town, labeling every resident, merchant, and miner as heretics tainted by evil.
It was the only logical move since their assets and anger toward the Imperial family had become too conspicuous to ignore.
This Empire is overflowing with people. There was no shortage of replacements.
I let the dragon gorge itself on the Duke’s estate before sending knights to drive it off. A well-fed beast, after all, is less dangerous.
I left the half-wit illegitimate son alone.
He squandered the remaining fortune on frivolities, spent his days drunk, and tarnished the prestigious family name—exactly what I needed.
As for the Duchess, with no money and her husband dead, what could she do?
Despite her youthful appearance, she’d either end up in a brothel or follow the Duke’s path.
Then, I met the Duke’s daughter.
She was buying tea leaves in a shop when I saw her.
She must have once had a life where she could have anything she wanted.
Was it pity that stirred in me for a moment?
I bought the tea she was eyeing along with my own and casually spoke to her.
Not as Johannes, but as Crown Prince, the head of this grand warehouse of hostages.
I told her, “If you want to die, do it quietly in your room.”
And I assigned a shadow to watch over her.
From what I heard, she seemed to have gone mad.
Madness is unpredictable, dangerous. She should have been dealt with.
But perhaps it was a fleeting pity again.
I left her alone.
One day, I heard that Vivian had taken her in. Not only had she stopped the girl from committing suicide, but she also kept her close at all times.
Over time, the precious gem of House Mecklenburg withered—her spirit fading long before her body.
So, I killed her.
I gave her some drugs and a powder to ensure a dramatic death.
She set herself ablaze at the Academy.
Officially, it was said she was overcome with despair after her family’s collapse.
But I spread a different story—that the eldest son of House Strelitz had toyed with her and discarded her.
The results were explosive.
Even if he didn’t seem to care much himself.
It gave me leverage over House Strelitz, if not their throat, then at least their hands or feet.
And that was my mistake.
The man who had loved his family so dearly secluded himself in his room after Erica’s death, reading endlessly behind a veil of magical wards.
Eventually, he began conducting human experiments at the Academy, trying to bring Erica back.
He even tried to recruit Vivian, who rejected him and fought him off.
Apparently, she couldn’t bring herself to kill him and let him go.
Time passed.
Vivian accepted my offer, graduated from the Academy, and became a Royal Magician.
His Majesty, gripped by madness, was locked in a tower by me.
I became Emperor, providing him only with meals and women as needed.
And I forgot about the girl.
Thinking about her never brought pleasant memories anyway.
It was a colossal mistake.
Now that I reflect, it all started with killing that eldest son.
The population of Strelitz, once a target for annexation, was halved, and their famed knightly order sacrificed to demons.
A corrupt kingdom I intended to absorb later collapsed.
The region became a barren wasteland, devoid of life.
The mining towns, docks, and shipyards of Mecklenburg were burned to ashes.
Fanatics I thought eradicated reemerged, slaughtering people in neighboring lands.
And all of this—because one man sought to save one woman.
Being Emperor doesn’t suit me.
I want to quit right now.
Chapter 57
 
“Ah.”
I shot up from my seat.
Looking down at my body, I saw I wasn’t on fire.
And yet, the image of myself burning refused to fade, so I turned to the mirror.
A girl stared back at me—her face beautiful, yet hard in its expression.
“Damn pistol, this stupid pistol.”
I stole a body.
No, to be precise, I probably stole a corpse.
Maybe that’s why I’m being punished.
I’m stuck inside a body that was supposed to die in a few days.
Being alive is the problem.
Would everything be resolved if I just died?
I rummaged through the drawer anyway.
There it was: an ivory-gripped pistol adorned with ornate gold embellishments.
The barrel was absurdly short, but it was still a powerful weapon, capable of taking a life in an instant.
The black workers in the fields, always beaten and whipped, worked diligently, and this thing? It worked just as well.
Thinking about how many heads this gun has blown off, I guess it’s at least… no, maybe not double digits. Still, it shoots reliably.
Not that I’ve ever actually fired it myself, but anyway.
Every time I load a bullet, I hear that distinct metallic scrape.
Every time I spin the chamber, there’s that rattling sound.
When I pressed the muzzle to my forehead, all I felt was the soft give of skin.
With only five bullets loaded, my odds of dying are five out of six.
Far too low.
Should I put my finger on the trigger?
I trembled violently, my teeth aching as though from the chill.
“Phew… yeah. Damn it. This is it.”
The girl’s lips, always accustomed to speaking with refinement, seemed unaccustomed to even cursing properly.
I thought I’d emptied my emotions out.
But here it was again—that damned déjà vu.
If I pull the trigger just like this, it’ll end up like last time, with a hole in the back of my neck.
Maybe I’ll drown in my own blood, dying slowly, miserably, painfully.
Or, perhaps someone will save me and I won’t even get to die.
Has that ever happened before? I can’t remember.
I angled the barrel upward so it grazed the roof of my mouth, gripping the trigger with my left hand and loosely guessing the position of my head with my right.
Then, I closed my eyes.
I pulled the trigger.
Click.
“Ha!”
The gun didn’t fire.
When I checked, I found there were still five bullets in the chamber.
It was a sign. A sign that I should live.
A sign from me, to myself.
“This metallic taste is disgusting.”
The bitter taste of iron filled my mouth, and I spat the saliva onto the floor.
I tossed the pistol onto the desk and ran my hands over my face.
Every day was hell.
Especially when there was no opportunity for change.
But perhaps the truth was that I hadn’t sought out opportunities myself.
What had I achieved, aside from cursing my fate and wallowing in this room?
There is no God.
If there were, I wouldn’t be left like this.
Unless, of course, God intended to drag me to hell.
I’d heard plenty of times that humans, in their stupidity, weren’t even worthy of worshipping their own reason.
In situations like this, all you can rely on is yourself.
And moving forward? That requires faith in none other than yourself.
No one beside you will guarantee they’ll take the same steps you do.
“Where’s that cigar… ah.”
I remembered I needed to buy some.
I didn’t have a pipe for tobacco leaves, so I’d have to settle for expensive cigars.
No big deal—the taste and aroma were good enough.
Still, as I reached into my pocket, I found half a cigar, clearly put out hastily.
“Hold on.”
And just like that, the cigar crumbled in my hands, scattering to the air.
“Is this an illusion?”
Time felt slightly off, too.
Last time, I remember a table set with tea leaves, cups, and a teapot.
No, no problem at all.
The tea leaves, the cups, the teapot, even the cigars—they were all from Mecklenburg.
Everything from Mecklenburg, whether this girl or that cigar, was faulty.
“Enough with the gloomy face; let’s smile a little.”
At that, the girl in the mirror smiled brightly.
Maybe she had a rough idea of where her facial muscles were, having been burned once before.
After all, the memory of the places scorched stiff and unresponsive by fire lingered.
What a load of nonsense.
Her face, once rigid and unmoving, now beamed with a radiant smile.
It must be because she burned away her life—her pain, her boredom, her sadness.
Neither being shot, nor bleeding out, nor having her head blown off had achieved this.
Perhaps burning people at the stake during witch hunts had its merits after all.
Soon, Vivian would come by the room.
I didn’t want to see her face.
Didn’t want to smell her distinctive fragrance.
Didn’t want to witness her impressive spells.
I hated how she worried for me sincerely, yet failed to grasp the real issue.
No matter which path she chose, I couldn’t bear to see Vivian succeed.
Before I burned, I had been optimistic—believing I was happy and gradually improving.
And when I cried out, begging her to save me because staying by her side felt like it would kill me, she ignored me.
If that insufferable Crown Prince hadn’t handed me that potion and powder, telling me to burn to death, how would I have died?
I might have flung myself out a window during a lecture, aiming to land headfirst.
If I was lucky, I’d die instantly.
But I don’t resent her.
I simply dislike Vivian as a person.
Nothing more, nothing less.
Clinging to anger and sorrow over things I couldn’t even remember was exhausting.
I didn’t want to waste my emotions like that anymore.
I once thought the mind was infinite, but as time passed, I realized it was limited.
“Maybe I should step outside for some air.”
Evan would come soon.
Perhaps he’d show up changed again, like last time.
With that thought, I grabbed a few coins from the drawer and headed out.
***
 
“Erica, shall we head to class now?
Or perhaps you’d rather skip today’s lessons!”
Vivian appeared, hands behind her back, leaning forward slightly, her chest deliberately in view as she asked her question with a smile.
I had to escape.
If I didn’t, she’d cling to me for months, maybe until the day I died, just like last time.
Then again, was there even a need to run?
I reached into my coat, drew the pistol, and aimed straight at her before squeezing the trigger.
“Ack! I’m sorry! Whatever it is, I’m sorry!”
The scene blurred, and there she was—a bratty little maid on the floor, having wet herself.
“Ah, sorry. Got the wrong person.”
“I put the gun behind my back as I speak.”
The little maid, trembling violently, couldn’t even muster a reply, her fearful gaze fixed on me.
Last time, she just looked at me like a friend. But after something like this? Casual chatter like before would be impossible.
It was kind of fun back then, in a way.
Finally, I think I understand how those people locked up in asylums must feel.
No, I’m not so far gone that I’d crawl under the bed at the sound of clapping, but I just nearly killed someone.
For the flimsy excuse that she reminded me of Vivian.
I made my way to the tobacconist’s as if nothing had happened, casually browsing through the wares.
I picked up one of the tea leaves the Crown Prince had recommended last time, along with a cigar box.
Before heading to the counter to pay, someone lightly tapped my shoulder.
When I turned around, it was the Crown Prince.
I offered a perfunctory bow out of courtesy, then turned back toward the counter, trying to make a quick escape.
But when someone like him speaks, you can’t just walk away without replying.
“Those tea leaves,” he said, pointing at my selection. “Mix them with this other kind, and you’ll find it much more beneficial.”
“Ah, Your Highness, I’m short on funds.”
“Well, I can just pay for it.”
He took the cigar box and tea leaves I was holding, along with the tea he had just recommended, handed them to the shopkeeper, and paid for everything.
Then, as if it were a small favor in return, he asked me to spare him a moment.
As always in these endlessly repeating moments, he led me to the same bench by the pond, where carp swam in lazy circles.
I bit into a cigar and lit it, trying to stifle a cough.
It was my first time smoking, after all.
A few small coughs escaped, but I swallowed them back, as if determined not to give in to the harsh smoke.
The Crown Prince packed his pipe with tobacco and lit it, puffing away as he spoke.
“Today, I believe, marks the day your family has been completely and utterly destroyed.”
“Is that so.”
“And so, what I want to say is—”
I didn’t want to hear it.
I hated everything. Hated what I’d just done in my room. Hated pointing a gun at the little maid who had just cleaned my room.
But the world doesn’t stop just because I hate it.
If anything, it just stomps on me harder.
I stole a body.
This is the punishment.
Even if I wanted to return it, its owner wouldn’t take it back.
“Just shut up already.”
I cut him off.
His eyebrow twitched once, but he said nothing, continuing to smoke as if unbothered. After a moment, he opened his mouth again.
“Did you know? I thought it was just a decorative flower—”
“I’ve heard this nonsense from you so many times I’m sick of it, you insufferable bastard.”
“You have quite a foul mouth.”
He looked at me as if he already knew exactly what I was going to do. Calm, composed, utterly indifferent—like he was staring at something inanimate.
“Go ahead, take care of it.”
I pulled out the pistol, aimed it at him, and pulled the trigger without hesitation.
…
When I opened my eyes, I was back in my room.
Chapter 58
 
Neatly arranged teacups and a teapot.
I held a teacup filled with tea.
Why hadn’t I noticed this earlier?
My hand stung slightly—was it broken before?
Who knows? Maybe I threw it, and shards got stuck in my hand.
I’m not in my right mind.
Would Evan help me if I told him?
No, he wouldn’t. Neither would Vivian, nor my family.
I’m not the kind of person anyone would go out of their way to help.
I’d once entertained the idea of trying to use my charms on him, but I gave up quickly.
Not because of pride or because Evan was unappealing. It was because the opponent was Vivian.
There’s no way that could ever work.
If I hadn’t become this girl, would I still be smiling now?
Would I still be holed up in my room, reading whimsical stories as if playing with fancy dolls, giggling to myself? Showering when I felt itchy, slipping into my worn-out Crocs, and sitting in a modest park smoking cheap cigarettes while watching children run around?
That sounds… quite enjoyable.
The loneliness and boredom I’d feel back in my room could have been bearable.
Until that damned existence shoved me into this place, I’d thought I was unhappy.
But I wasn’t unhappy at all. On the contrary, I had a happy life.
Even if my body was a little inconvenient, it wasn’t people who tormented me, just memories.
The only thing pushing me toward death was cigarettes rotting my lungs—nothing else.
The problem with this world is people.
It’s not as though the world I used to live in was problem-free, but at least, damn it, even scum like me could cling to life and breathe.
I look in the mirror.
Outwardly, I’m nothing more than a girl.
A young, immature girl who’s bound to blossom into a beautiful flower.
A bit blunt in appearance, perhaps, and her speech a little stiff from formal education.
Still, she was a young, lovely girl.
So what was the problem?
Why did someone feel the need to shove me into this girl and make us both suffer?
Even if there was some fault, what crime could possibly justify this level of torment?
What reason could there be to trample on someone so thoroughly?
I want to sit here and breathe until I die.
I don’t want to do anything.
But if I just sit and wallow, I’ll never accomplish anything, will I?
Even if my legs are gone, I’ll crawl. Even if one arm is missing, I’ll drag myself forward.
Once it’s all over, I can collapse, waiting for death and passing the time in dull boredom.
“So what are you going to do? What are you even trying to finish?
Can you even escape this time loop?
I’m exhausted. I don’t want to do anything anymore.
I hate that I still feel lighthearted when I look at Evan. I hate that when the Crown Prince spouts his unbearable nonsense, all I can do is listen.
And I hate pain even more. What about you? Can you do anything?”
The girl asked.
Her voice had no rise or fall, no length or brevity—like a robot speaking.
“I can do it. Whatever it is. I can do it.
After all, we don’t die, even if we’re supposed to.”
At those words, the girl twisted her lips into a grotesque smile.
I was afraid. No, she was afraid of me.
We could feel each other’s emotions, each other’s thoughts.
“I’ll help you! But you need to start moving.”
“Ha, that’s not really my thing.”
“Usually, when someone has a voice in their head or splits into two personalities, one tries to eliminate the other.
But we’re just busy offering the body to each other.”
“Well, it’s better than constantly running at each other, hoping the other disappears.”
“Going forward, we probably won’t even have conversations like this.”
“Is that so.”
“You’ve realized it, haven’t you?
We met in a melted-down state.
We mixed together, blended perfectly.
Now that we’ve solidified, we’re one.
As you’ve thought to yourself, there’s no point in trying to separate us anymore.”
“Why am I suddenly having these thoughts?”
“Maybe you want to talk to yourself. Or maybe you want to reminisce about a time that was terrible but still a little better.”
“That’s not it.”
At that, the girl erased her grotesque smile and naturally sat in front of the mirror.
I crossed my legs, poured myself a cup of tea, and took a sip. 
She straightened her back and sat properly, staring into my eyes as she spoke.
It was her idea of helping.
Just organizing my thoughts and vaguely deciding what to do next.
It was enough that she did the thinking for me. I was grateful for that.
“Keep your back straight, and always walk with poise.
Even if your mind spits out all kinds of vile insults, and your thoughts are filled with crude language, always speak with decorum.
Even if you kill someone, even if filth splatters, even if you endure sadness and misery—always.”
I nodded.
I’d tried to get rid of this girl, cutting away flesh and causing chaos, but it was no use.
If swearing left me tongue-tied, it was better to just follow her advice.
“Well, for now, let’s try learning black magic!
There are plenty of dirty blacks and the mongrels mixed with them who infest this world. They’ll make perfect sacrifices!”
The girl hummed cheerfully as she spoke.
“I thought you said no swearing.”
“I said no swearing at people.”
Right, to this girl, black people weren’t people.
They were filthy, vile beasts pretending to be human and punished by the gods for their audacity.
Lately, her mindset seemed to be seeping into mine. The thought of that mixed-blood knight getting close to Vivian made me feel an irrational, violent rage.
“Since His Highness Johannes seems to wish for my death, Evan and… Vivian. Hmm.
Yes, let’s ask that great Vivian for help.
If I lower my head and beg, something might work out.
And if it doesn’t, I’ll just pull out a gun and try shooting again, like last time! Though it’ll probably fail again.”
The Crown Prince probably just wanted me to stay out of sight, to avoid causing any commotion in the Academy.
“And even if you dislike Evan, don’t let it turn into hatred.”
Maybe because of this girl’s influence, I didn’t truly hate him anymore.
He was an idiot who ignored me as I wasted away, only shedding tears when it was too late to save me.
A pathetic bookworm who was good at nothing but reading and studying theory.
“…Yeah.”
I hesitated for a long time, avoiding her gaze and refusing to answer. But in the end, our eyes met, and I gave her a response.
The moment I spoke, the girl in the mirror approached me, clasped my hands, and looked deeply into my eyes. Her voice was soft as she said,
“And, miss, stop committing suicide.”
Because it’s pointless.
Because it hurts. Is that why she was saying not to do it?
“…Then how would you have me die?” I asked. “Should I let Evan and Vivian catch me and live under their thumb? Or should I march to the gallows again and let my head float alone in the sky?”
Frustrated, I gulped down the freshly brewed tea. The scalding liquid burned my mouth, from the roof of it to my tongue.
“Well, if it’s possible,” she began, “but you know this as well as I do. We need to stop dying so much.
“If you grow numb to death, it becomes hard to remain yourself.
“And do we really have to die?”
She picked up an imaginary rifle, miming shooting someone, striking them with the butt of the gun, and repeatedly stabbing something immobile with a fixed bayonet.
“Killing someone else is one thing, but if you keep killing yourself over and over, you start seeing things, hearing things. Time loses meaning. You become stupid, filled only with hatred, stubbornness, arrogance, and boredom—until you’re not even human anymore.
“As my brother would say, you’d end up like a white-skinned black, or maybe a white mongrel.”
Ah, yes. A faint memory.
Racist, but there it was.
Not human… no, that wasn’t it.
Whenever common sense clashed in my mind, a sharp pain throbbed in my temples.
The girl stood up in the mirror.
I stayed seated, merely watching her.
When I glanced back into the mirror, nothing reflected.
“See? The fact that I can talk to you and that you can see me is proof that something’s wrong.”
“Let’s go back,” she said. “You said you could accomplish something, didn’t you? I’ll give you the body as a gift.”
Then she began walking deeper into the mirror.
“If it gets too hard, just load one bullet into the chamber and pull the trigger five times.”
So, she was telling me to die anyway.
The absurdity of her words sent me into fits of laughter.
It wasn’t funny at all, yet I laughed so hard I clutched my stomach.
When I looked at the mirror again, I saw myself laughing and crying at the same time.
Even so, the image of her walking away into the depths of the mirror remained.
I watched her back until it faded completely, then closed my eyes.
…
“Was it just a stupid dream?”
The side of my face was sore and red, as if it had been pressed against something hard.
The teacups and teapot lay broken and tossed aside, evidence that I’d thrown them away before collapsing face-down in sleep.
Now that I was awake, I returned to my routine. I opened the drawer, took out the gun and a few bullets, loaded the chamber, and tucked it into the back of my waistband, ready to draw at a moment’s notice.
Knock, knock, knock.
Someone was at the door.
But I didn’t want to answer.
I didn’t feel like facing anyone right now.
“Erica, it’s me.”
Evan’s voice.
The words of the girl from the dream came to mind, and I found myself walking to the door.
I opened it to see Evan, looking slightly altered, a bit haggard.
Chapter 59
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When I opened the door, Evan stood there with a face that looked ready to burst into tears.
I was taken aback.
I hadn’t done anything yet, but his expression toward me was different.
He looked at me with sadness, perhaps even conflicted affection, rather than anger.
Every time he did that, I couldn’t help but feel flustered and scared.
I had always assumed that the world would continue moving the same way, but when something changes, how could I not be startled?
The unfamiliar and the unsettling usually inspire disgust.
Humans, after all, prefer to reject and push away the unknown rather than try to understand it.
But Evan wasn’t someone I could hate.
Even if he had changed into something unfamiliar and strange, he was still Evan.
Maybe, like me, he was living a life that was suffocating in its pain.
Yes, Evan alone seemed to change.
As if he were the only special one in this endlessly repeating world where so many others moved in the same way.
“So, why now? We haven’t seen each other in ages. What brought you here?”
“Maybe we should talk inside?”
I considered his words and glanced back at my room.
It wasn’t messy, but it wasn’t in any condition to entertain a guest either.
“Wait just a moment. You dropped in unannounced; I can at least ask you to give me a second, can’t I?”
“…Alright.”
Inside, I rearranged the furniture, moving the table to the center and setting the chairs so we could face each other.
I added a few tea leaves to the teapot, poured hot water over them, and cleared the scattered papers from the desk.
Finally, I returned to the door and opened it.
“It’s ready. Come in.”
Evan stepped inside and looked around, his face filled with a mix of nostalgia and something else I couldn’t quite place.
His gaze lingered on a short decorative dagger for a long time.
“What’s wrong?”
“You know why I’m here, don’t you?”
“Let me guess. You heard about me slapping Vivian, spent a long time thinking it over, and then got so angry that you came here to confront me.”
“Well, I was furious until just a moment ago.
“But then… sadness, detached memories, and a sense of disappointment in Vivian started to surface.
“I thought, maybe, if I came to you, I could find an answer.”
I didn’t reply right away, opting instead to take a sip of tea.
Evan’s gaze had a certain weariness to it.
It reminded me of soldiers who’d lived too long in a hail of bullets, stealing too many lives, until their eyes grew hollow and dull, yet faintly aglow.
Had he just come back from killing someone?
It had only been a few hours since I slapped Vivian, and already he looked like this.
“Hey, Evan. Do you remember?
“Here, the two of us grabbing each other by the collar, cursing each other’s families, slapping, shoving, and throwing insults—words neither of us really wanted to say.”
Evan frowned slightly and fell silent.
It seemed like he could recall the scene, but not clearly enough to be certain.
“I… I…”
“You look parched. Have some tea first.”
I poured tea into his empty cup, then took out some chocolate from the drawer and placed it on a dish.
“Why are you the only one who’s special?
“Why, to me, are you the only one who’s special?”
“What are you talking about…?”
“Nothing. It’s just nonsense. Forget it.”
“Hey, Evan, why are you the only one who’s special?”
Evan looked at me, confused, his expression riddled with doubt.
I sighed and deflected the moment, pretending it was nothing.
“It’s nothing, really.”
Evan, hesitantly, reached out with a trembling hand as if to touch my cheek.
I slapped his hand away and shoved him back.
He looked at me with a bewildered expression, and I couldn’t help but laugh at how ridiculous he looked.
“Hey, Evan. How about we go on a date for old time’s sake?”
Evan didn’t respond.
Maybe, just maybe, he had some inkling of the future.
Or perhaps he was haunted by lingering emotions from seeing me dead.
If that were the case, then maybe that was good.
I had thought no one cherished me or considered me special, but if at least one person did, that was something.
But his eyes wavered.
It reminded me of how I once looked at Evan, thinking he wouldn’t have acted this way before, this isn’t like him.
“I’m kidding.”
I quickly dismissed my words, downing the rest of my tea before refilling the cup with freshly brewed hot water.
The heat scalded the roof of my mouth, leaving my skin raw and slightly mushy.
The faint sting returned as the sensation crept back into my nerves.
I covered my mouth abruptly.
The thought of Evan becoming like me, or following me, made nausea well up inside.
Was it the complicated emotions? Or was it the thought of someone who now cherished me, someone who thought of me as special, that felt so repulsive?
Perhaps it was this cruel world that seemed to hate me.
Or maybe it was Vivian—Vivian, who could take someone like Evan and toss him aside like he was worthless, who was the true object of my hatred.
Or maybe it was just the feelings of the girl whose body I now inhabited.
I didn’t know.
“Evan, I think you should leave my room now.
“I’m feeling a little down after fighting with Vivian today.”
“But…”
“Just go.”
Even as I dismissed him, Evan hesitated, looking startled but not leaving.
That’s when it hit me—nothing about this world has really changed.
Evan still didn’t truly see me.
Or maybe it wasn’t still; maybe it was not yet.
“Evan, I’m not someone you need to protect. I’m just an idiot who slapped Vivian and now wallows in self-pity.
“If you’re not going to stand up, point your finger at me, and tear me down for being pathetic, then just leave.”
Every time I died, Evan slowly began to change.
For reasons I couldn’t understand, he would look at me with tender eyes and weep when I died, lamenting his mistakes.
If he was going to grieve so much, why hadn’t he treated me better from the start?
If I meant that much to him, why had he treated me this way?
Why had he pushed me away when I tried to approach him?
I didn’t know.
Wouldn’t it be enough to leave a lasting impression?
Even if I die and time rewinds, I just need to carve something unforgettable into his mind.
Even that fool, who only understands words printed in books, should be able to remember it.
Death is simple, yet striking.
But this girl—the one inside me—asked for one thing: no more suicide.
“Evan, you should leave for today.
We’ll see each other plenty at the Academy, won’t we?”
I poured green tea into Evan’s empty cup.
The liquid reflected the light, shimmering with a soft green glow.
Even when the cup was full, I kept pouring.
Soon, the tea overflowed, spilling onto the table, dripping down onto the floor, and finally soaking Evan’s pants.
“Take a look at this cup,” I said.
Sometimes, if words don’t get through, actions will.
See? He’s focusing now, isn’t he? Just like that.
This is the point.
Even before the news of my family’s collapse spreads, this is how lightly I’m treated.
What will happen after my family is gone?
I’ll just be a powerless, voiceless thing. No matter how much I struggle, I’ll be easily subdued.
A pretty, delicate doll with nothing left but a faint trace of nobility.
“Overflowing like this…
When interest becomes too much, it’s suffocating. You just want to spit it all out.
It’s getting late. Go home, Evan.”
Finally, Evan stood, looking slightly dazed, and left the room.
I also rose from my seat and walked him out.
After watching him leave from the dormitory’s entrance, I closed my eyes briefly, then gathered some coins from my room and decided to take a walk.
By now, the chances of running into the Crown Prince were slim, so I figured I might as well stop by a shop to buy tea or tobacco.
But something felt off at my waist.
I went back to my desk, retrieved my gun, and loaded it with a practiced hand.
“Heh.”
At first, I couldn’t even load a bullet properly—I’d drop them constantly.
Now, I was so used to it that the ease of it made me laugh.
I left the hammer uncocked; I didn’t want to accidentally shoot myself in the thigh while walking. Tucking the gun into my waistband, I stepped outside.
The crisp, biting wind stung my cheeks as it swept past.
It was the kind of wind that could redden the tip of your nose.
I wished for snow to fall, to bury me in its embrace. But in this frozen time I was trapped in, no snow ever fell.
Occasionally, chunks of frozen ice might drop, but that was it.
Magic—it’s so inhuman, such a horrifying force that bends nature to its will.
The twilight had long fled, leaving only darkness.
I stepped into a shop, bought some tobacco leaves, a pipe, and plenty of food before heading back to my room.
How long has it been?
It was about the time I’d eaten through all my chocolate.
If some insignificant creature were to harm a brilliant magician, a girl beloved by the world…
No, I couldn’t harm her. If I even tried…
Wouldn’t that be quite the memorable act in itself?
Such thoughts crossed my mind.
How disgusting. Ha!
Chapter 60
 
“Disgusting.”
At least for now, this much, well…
It’s not like nothing’s been done to me.
Perhaps this is the trigger.
The reason I ended up in this world, no matter how forced it seems, is because of Vivian.
***
 
I decided to trace the timeline bit by bit.
Starting from the very beginning—the time I clumsily slit my wrists and pierced my throat, dying in a pitiful, sobbing mess.
I’d argued with Evan back then.
Today, too.
Though today, it wasn’t much of a fight.
It doesn’t matter.
It’s enough to just sulk and stay holed up in this room all day.
For two days, maybe three—until I’ve finished all the food and chocolate here and have no choice but to subsist on water.
I won’t go to school.
If I run into that damn Lydia’s face, I might just put a nice, breezy hole right in her forehead.
Wouldn’t that be doing her a favor? Giving her one or two more holes than the average person?
But, helping like that would only make things more complicated for me.
I got up, grabbed a cigar, and poured myself some tea, planning to stare out the window.
Leaning on the railing of the balcony, I first glanced down before fixing my gaze ahead.
After lighting the cigar for about three minutes, smoke started to billow up.
I gulped down the now-cold tea, inhaled a lungful of smoke, and—
“Cough! Ack! Eugh.”
Despite the wild coughing fit, I kept the cigar in my mouth, determined to keep puffing.
I’d get used to it eventually.
Give it an hour, or maybe just one or two cigars more.
Frustrated, I tossed the teacup I’d been holding over the railing.
There weren’t many people passing by below, anyway.
The sound of the wind breaking was followed by a loud crash as the cup hit the ground and shattered into pieces.
Some glanced in the direction of the noise but, seeing no one hurt, simply turned away and continued on their way.
This, too, annoyed me.
By now, Father must have died alone in his room, grieving.
I wondered how he died.
In the framed photo, I sat neatly with my hands clasped, while my brother grinned broadly, resting a hand on my shoulder.
Father, his face stern but with a faintly lifted corner of his mouth, held the hand of my careless, philandering mother with his left hand while his right hand rested on the back of my chair.
Six mistresses discovered at once. A bit much, wasn’t it?
Father had only two, maybe three at most.
I lit a flame on my fingertip and started to scorch the edge of the frame, dissatisfied with the sight.
The frame seemed treated with some special coating, refusing to catch fire.
It didn’t matter.
I had plenty of time.
If I waited until Vivian showed up, that would be enough.
Oddly, though the frame wouldn’t burn, the photo inside began to shrivel and discolor from the heat.
As the picture shrank and warped, crackling sounds emerged from the frame as flames finally began to creep up its edges.
Gripping the heated frame, I carried it to the balcony.
The wind fanned the flames, making them flare higher.
Though blisters formed on my hand from the heat, it was only a mild sting—not worth worrying about.
With a cigar in my mouth, I watched the portrait inside the frame burn, unable to suppress a smile.
How ridiculous it was—no different from my own state.
Once, I’d crumpled to the floor, trembling and wetting myself while watching someone burn alive.
Now, here I was, laughing quietly at the thought of setting myself on fire.
This is why being alone is easier.
When others are around, anxiety wells up. When no one’s watching, even the most deranged actions go unjudged.
Why not? Isn’t it enough to not see a child hurling a rock from his hands, trembling in fear as it rolls under a bench?
“What should I do when Vivian shows up, though?”
Should I start thinking of her as my enemy?
But that’s impossible.
The gap between us—her superiority over me—has already been etched into my mind and heart.
A sudden idea struck me.
I got up and walked to the door.
Pulling it inward, I confirmed it was made of wood.
Closing it again, I fetched a chair and hurled it at the door.
The spot it struck dented inward.
Wouldn’t shooting it make a hole?
If one shot wasn’t enough, multiple would do.
Rubbing the dent with my hand, I pulled out the pistol from my waistband, pressed the barrel to the door, and pulled the trigger.
Bang!
The gunshot was louder than I expected.
A sharp ringing filled my ears, and a sting shot up my right wrist.
I must be weaker than I thought, unable to handle the recoil properly.
The reason it hadn’t hurt before was probably because anger and adrenaline had drowned out the pain.
When someone’s enraged or agitated, a bullet grazing their head might go unnoticed.
I shouldn’t let my words get too violent.
Wait, they’re not words—they’re thoughts.
Does it matter?
No one would come running.
At most, someone might glance curiously toward my door.
When I’d blown out my own throat in the bathtub, not a single person had come looking for me.
Or had they? My memory blurred toward the end.
Anyway, the door now sported a small, round hole—just big enough for a pinky to fit through.
I grabbed a scrap of cloth to stuff the hole, moved a chair in front of the door, and sat down, legs crossed, smoking my cigar.
When I was hungry, I ate chocolate. When thirsty, I brewed tea.
If my skin itched, I showered.
When boredom became unbearable, I played a game with one bullet loaded in the chamber.
To keep my promise not to kill myself, I pointed the gun at my foot, not my temple.
The scene was laughable.
Half-wishing for death but lacking the courage to fully commit, I once pressed the muzzle to my temple, pulling the trigger with a shaky hand.
The gods of fortune must have been furious at my halfheartedness, for they granted me a small hole in my foot instead.
Though I didn’t scream, a low groan escaped as I dug out the bullet with my fingers and wrapped the wound in a white cloth.
It stung when I walked, but it was manageable.
Evan came by several times after that, but I sent him away each time.
The wound on my foot was easy to hide with a bandage and socks.
How many days have passed since then?
The cigar I had been smoking had long since burned out, so I stuffed my pipe with scraps of paper and sawdust, sprinkling a bit of tobacco on top to make it more tolerable.
Today, the once full jar of chocolates finally hit bottom.
If I didn’t head out to buy something soon, I’d have to starve.
But I didn’t want to go out.
“When will Vivian show up?”
I stood by the door, waiting for days on end.
Knock, knock.
The sound came after noon, just as I was feeling a little peckish and had popped five or six chocolates into my mouth. I’d been passing the time smoking again.
Having stayed up all night waiting, my head felt foggy.
My throat was parched to the point that it felt about to crack, and my voice refused to come out properly.
As I stepped forward, the wooden floor creaked beneath my feet.
When I didn’t answer, the knock came again, louder this time.
I grabbed the now-cold cup of green tea from the table and downed it in one bitter gulp before pulling out the pistol from my waistband.
“Miss, I was worried about you. Could you open the door, please?”
Worried, were they?
They should worry about themselves first.
The voice was feminine, so it wasn’t Evan, at least.
Though, even if it were, it wouldn’t matter. A bullet wouldn’t be much of a problem—he could probably heal himself.
Was this how Vivian had come to me the first time?
I couldn’t quite remember.
Oh, who cares?
I pressed the barrel against the door, steadying my shaking right hand by gripping it tightly with my left.
Then, I pulled the trigger.
Bang!
“Eh?”
When I opened the door, it wasn’t Vivian or Evan.
Instead, Lydia stood before me, clutching her stomach, staggering, flanked by two other girls whose names I didn’t know.
Their faces were etched with shock.
“Ah. My mistake.”
I took the cigar from my mouth and held it in my left hand, the acrid smoke curling into the air.
“Lydia, it’s been a while.”
I glanced at her stomach. The wound didn’t look too severe.
The blood wasn’t spreading like paint on a blank canvas.
Had the bullet merely grazed her?
It must have lost power passing through the door.
“Step aside, please.”
I pointed the gun at the two girls standing next to Lydia. They bolted without hesitation.
“L-Lady…?”
Lydia stared at me, her expression frozen in confusion and panic.
I had no patience for this.
I struck her upper lip with the gun’s handle.
“So, Lydia, why have you come looking for me?”
I aimed the barrel at her as I spoke, but she only trembled, unable to answer.
It was utterly ridiculous.
She was ridiculous.
And so was I.
It was all just ridiculous.
That’s all there was to it.
Chapter 61
 
Just like that. So simple.
It used to be terrifying. Even crossing the predetermined line just slightly was such a simple solution.
I didn’t even need to kill her.
I used to think people were smart, but in the face of a life-threatening situation, humans freeze up. A little threat was all it took to resolve things.
When I brought the still-hot muzzle of the gun, which had just fired a bullet, to Lydia’s cheek, she reacted just like I did when I was locked in a locker and screamed in terror in the darkness. Lydia began wetting herself.
Disgusting. No, extremely disgusting. Feeling revolted, I kicked away a trash bag on the floor, distancing myself from Lydia, who had collapsed onto her knees. Then, I kicked her in the solar plexus.
Though she coughed and writhed in pain, she was breathing fine, which only reminded me again of how fragile this body is.
“Haah, the cigarette tasted so good just a moment ago.
But because of you, I had to throw it away. What should I do about that?”
“P-please spare me!”
“Ah, I’m not going to kill you. But you’re not in a position to ask me for anything, are you?
Even though your family, the so-called great Mecklenburgs, has already crumbled, and you’re just the worthless offspring of some lowly earl. 
Who knows? Maybe the seed didn’t even come from the earl but some handsome gigolo instead. After all, you don’t resemble your father, do you?”
At my words mocking her lineage, Lydia flared up for a moment as if to retort but then lowered her gaze when she saw the gun in my hand.
Violence—wasn’t it the ultimate solution for everything?
There was a time I used to just sit quietly, hoping my situation would resolve itself with words or passive actions.
But no one ever listened to me. They were too busy ignoring me. And this insignificant creature before me was always busy tormenting me.
Overwhelmed with anger, I kicked Lydia in the face as she sat there. Her head hit the wall with a crack, a faint sound of bone fracturing, and blood started streaming from her nose.
Clutching her nose, she began sobbing softly, her shoulders trembling.
“That sniffling noise is giving me a headache, Lydia. What do you think will happen if I accidentally pull the trigger?”
Lydia immediately stopped her sniffling, clamping her mouth shut as she looked at me with terrified eyes, trembling all over.
“Don’t shake. Don’t shake. I’m not scary.
This guy is the scary one.”
Every time the muzzle grazed her face, Lydia flinched and trembled uncontrollably.
To ease the tension and make things more interesting, I decided to share a little story of mine.
After all, even teachers sometimes tell fun stories to lighten the mood during lessons.
As someone teaching Lydia a lesson in manners and propriety, I should ease the tension too, right?
“So, while being stuck in that room all day, I did some thinking.
And I realized something! Ah, if complicated communication doesn’t work, I can always resort to the most primitive form of communication.”
With that, I cocked the hammer of the gun.
The sound was enough to make Lydia tremble even more. She couldn’t stop shaking, couldn’t react properly, couldn’t even listen to me properly. How boring.
“Don’t make a sound.”
I pressed the still-burning cigarette in my left hand against the spot on Lydia’s skin where the gun had touched.
The familiar smell of burning flesh and blood filled the air.
The girl in front of me, her body wracked with silent sobs, tried so hard to hold back her cries. I found it admirable, in a way.
If life was this precious to her, it would have been nice if she had realized the value of others’ lives as well.
“Lydia, don’t come looking for me again.
Bringing people to try and harm me might not be a bad idea, but at the very least, I’ll make sure to blow your head off before I go.”
“I… I under—stand…”
Understand? What nonsense.
Smack.
The grip of the gun met the bridge of her nose again.
“Don’t answer. I don’t particularly want to hear your voice.”
She didn’t answer.
How rude.
Isn’t it basic courtesy to answer politely when someone above you speaks?
A person who lacks etiquette, decorum, common sense, and principles is no better than an animal.
And animals only respond to being beaten.
So, with my already frail body, I dedicated myself to educating and disciplining Lydia.
Just a little punishment—a very light correction.
Civilizing those who wear the shape of humans but lack proper faith, understanding, or the ability to follow common sense and reason!
“I’m so tired. You’re always standing in my way and interfering with me.”
Kicking Lydia repeatedly for a while, she finally grabbed my leg with trembling hands, begging me to stop. So, I struck her face with the gun grip once more.
Blood splattered everywhere, staining my clothes a little, but I considered it a small sacrifice for Lydia’s sake.
When thinking about the valuable lesson and the manners she’d learn, this was a cheap price to pay.
I must be truly merciful.
Even when others beg for the torment to stop, I’ve realized that it doesn’t end. That realization came to me after dying twice.
Yes, it was a lesson learned by sacrificing my life. Sharing that wisdom with her made me quite the true teacher, didn’t it?
“Gu… gimme…”
Lydia, her face now unrecognizable, mangled and reshaped into a grotesque new form, grabbed onto my leg again.
But I didn’t allow her to touch me.
“Lydia, I’m very busy and have little time to spare for you.
Do you think I wouldn’t know why you came to see me? Or why you brought people along?”
So much to do.
I need to sit and space out, lean on the balcony railing to watch people passing by, smoke cigars, and sometimes play games like poking holes in my foot. So much to do.
“I… I was wrong!”
Lydia hurriedly said, her mouth full of blood, some of which splattered onto my face.
Disgusting.
When I moved to stomp on her again, I suddenly felt the presence of people gathering around.
Looking around, I saw a few kids whispering as they watched me.
Just as I was grinding my foot against Lydia’s head, someone with a sense of justice spoke up.
“I don’t know exactly what’s going on, but wouldn’t it be better to stop here for everyone’s sake?”
I didn’t bother turning toward the voice.
There was no value in speaking face-to-face.
“I wouldn’t know.”
“Then I’ll have to use force to stop you.”
The sound of a sword being drawn from a scabbard accompanied the man approaching me.
In the end, it’s always about power.
If you have power, you can do anything.
Dealing with the consequences afterward is another matter.
I mean, it’s not like I killed Lydia. I just got into a little scuffle and hit her a few times. Who would say anything about that?
The kids living in the Emperor’s fenced-off garden are so full of youthful vigor that they’re always fighting and bickering.
Because of that, the punishments are usually mild—cleaning somewhere or staying confined to a room for a few days.
It’s a world strangely lenient toward violence.
After all, in a place where even if a limb is severed, it can be roughly reattached, doused with some disinfectant, and healed with a spell, there’s no need to be strict about violence.
Caught up in these idle thoughts, I wondered if I might get stabbed in the back. I turned around and realized it wasn’t a person standing there.
“Wow, even livestock are dressing up and pretending to be knights these days.”
At those words, the figure holding a drawn sword frowned deeply.
I hadn’t meant to say it aloud—it just slipped out.
Me? No, not me. Erica? No, it’s still me in the end.
Yeah, I simply saw what was in front of me and blurted out my thoughts.
Looking at his face, with features surprisingly well-formed compared to his skin tone, I thought of that guy.
The half-blood knight who appeared to be close to Vivian.
“It’s just two foolish girls squabbling. Do you really need to draw your sword to intervene so violently?”
“But this isn’t a fight—it’s one-sided violence. Such unnecessary harassment of a defenseless person is cowardly.”
The man replied in a sharp tone, sounding utterly incredulous.
Why is he pretending to be human and showing emotions?
How absurd.
The being standing before me felt like one of those.
A sort of Minotaur, perhaps…
Maybe some crazy man had the idea of breeding with a cow and carried it out, or maybe some insane cow attacked a woman, resulting in this.
Each step this alien presence took toward me filled my mind with confusion.
But I didn’t show it.
“So, where’s your master?”
“What are you talking about, master?”
“The person who ordered you to do this.”
At my words, the man widened his eyes slightly as if offended, then raised his sword.
“Take your foot off her. Now.”
“Instead of delivering such a message, why don’t you bring your master here to—ugh.”
Before I could finish, he approached me and lightly pushed me aside, lifting Lydia to help her up.
He seemed slightly surprised that I fell backward and landed on my backside.
After a brief hesitation, he tried to help me up with unnecessarily refined manners.
I didn’t want him touching me, so I used the blood-soaked floor of the hallway, drenched with Lydia’s blood, to push myself up instead.
“Letting a blackie wield a sword and roam buildings instead of being on a cotton field?
Your master must be out of their mind. Let me know anytime you want to return to your rightful place.
I’ll send you back to the farm immediately.
How could someone include such filth as a male lead?
The author must be insane…”
I rushed into my room, retreating as if fleeing.
My thoughts, which had been spinning wildly, returned to their usual calm, orderly flow.
Chapter 62
 
Just…
Everyone must be laughing at me.
“Look at that pathetic girl. She couldn’t even say a word back to that bug-like blackie and just ran away!”
No, wait—was it running away? It was, wasn’t it?
I don’t know anymore.
Confusion swirled in my head, and at the same time, my face flushed with shame.
I shouldn’t feel embarrassed. Yet, this feeling… maybe it’s sadness.
When I was being bullied, humiliated, and shamed, no one ever spared me a glance or cared about me. 
But the moment I taught that worthless woman her place, everyone condemned me. Even a filthy beast had the nerve to speak to me and shove me away.
That filthy hand dared—dared—to push me.
And I said nothing.
Because I couldn’t stand the way people looked at me. Because I was afraid of a mere slave holding a sword.
Well, it’s the same as always, isn’t it?
When I was locked in a locker, unable to stretch my legs, curled up in the dark, begging to be let out, some people laughed at me. They sneered and giggled, while Lydia added fuel to the fire.
This time, perhaps she changed her approach to bullying me. She used her own body to shame me.
She must have known that bastard would come my way.
Nothing’s really changed.
If my job had been a prostitute, I’d probably just laugh it off.
After all, they are laborers who sell laughter, bodies, and most importantly, their minds.
But I’m not a prostitute. So instead, I rage, struggle, and thrash to escape this situation.
If I hadn’t had that gun—if I hadn’t at least fired it into the door—Lydia would have humiliated me again, ripping my self-esteem to shreds.
“No one came to my aid, but the moment I try to do something, everyone stops me.”
The muscles in my face, which had been calm and expressionless until just now, suddenly twisted and trembled as if out of control, or perhaps due to my emotions.
I ran my palm down my face and began to take deep breaths.
On the table in the middle of the room sat a cup, and I poured warm water into it to calm myself.
Steam wafted upward.
I sprinkled finely ground tea leaves over the water, and once the color steeped properly, I drank it in one go.
Then, with a strange sense of familiarity, I threw the cup.
The sound of glass splitting in two echoed weakly.
Picking up one of the broken shards, I stared at my arm for a long time before shaking my head.
I tossed the shard far away.
Stepping out onto the balcony, I heard a faint shattering sound moments later.
A short scream followed—perhaps someone was passing below.
I laughed weakly, amused by the absurdity.
Then, I just collapsed into a heap.
As I clumsily placed my hand on the spot where the glass had shattered earlier, I accidentally scraped myself.
The shard was large enough that it didn’t pierce my skin but merely grazed it.
I picked up the remaining shards and threw them off the balcony as well.
This time, instead of flying far away, the glass broke against the balcony’s edge with a sharp clang.
“Nothing works.”
With trembling hands, I lit the cigarette I had earlier pressed against Lydia’s skin and took a deep drag.
The problem is me.
The problem is that I’m still alive.
That I’m breathing, living day by day, displeases the heavens above.
It’s not like I did anything to deserve such hatred.
A bitter taste rose in my mouth.
I craved something sweet.
***
 
Checking the clock, I realized half an hour had passed.
I grabbed one of the two remaining gold coins in my drawer and left my room.
Opening the door, which still had two bullet holes in it, I was greeted by the sight of Lydia’s blood and filth, still uncleared from the floor.
Wrinkling my nose at the unpleasant smell and disgusting sight, I silently cursed the lazy maids and clicked my tongue.
To my right, a group of people whispered and glanced at me as I emerged.
They must be onlookers who heard about the commotion earlier and came to gawk.
Some faces were even familiar.
I didn’t need to hear what they were saying to guess—it wasn’t anything good, judging by the sneering looks they gave me.
These people who once couldn’t even meet my gaze now pointed and mocked me openly. I couldn’t even argue back.
I thought I’d grown used to it, but every time, it felt new.
So many ridiculous people:
The arms dealer’s son, who sells shovels, scythes, and enchanted swords under the guise of “peace,” yet sharpens his blades for war.
The noblewoman, whose family drags eastern women to brothels and men to fields for hard labor, yet thinks herself superior.
The noble student, who loudly condemns magic while boasting that her family’s power comes from sorcery.
The hypocrite who claims to believe in the equality of all, while exploiting the workers in her own lands like dogs.
All of them were barbarians compared to the Mecklenburg family—uncivilized and ignorant.
The Emperor should’ve cut down all the nobles and governed the lands directly instead of forcing all his children into this academy.
I hated this feudal-centralized hybrid system.
Stupid nobles dared to talk to me as if we were equals.
Not that my opinions mattered anymore. My foundation crumbled long ago.
They laugh at my downfall, mock me, and praise their own morality.
Those worms, ignorant of their own wretchedness, point fingers at me.
My hands started trembling again.
But no—I didn’t pull out my gun and start shooting wildly. That’s what weak-willed fools who’ve lost their minds in trenches do.
“Just until Vivian gets here. Just until Vivian gets here.”
I muttered to myself as I glared at them for a long moment before turning away.
Even from a distance, I could still hear their laughter.
Should I assume I’ve gone mad, flee the academy, and run away to the capital?
The gates to the north, south, east, and west are all guarded by soldiers. There’s no way I could escape.
If I begged some underworld thug in the back alleys, offering what little money I had, they’d probably pocket the coin, drag me back, and throw me into a brothel.
They’d cut my Achilles tendons to make sure I couldn’t escape.
A prostitute doesn’t need legs to walk, after all.
And with this face? Finding a normal job anywhere would be impossible.
My face is only slightly overshadowed by Vivian’s brilliance, but it’s still beautiful, elegant, and well-bred—clearly a face that belongs to someone who’s lived well.
I thought I’d discarded all these thoughts long ago, but I guess not.
Well, to survive, what wouldn’t I do?
My thoughts are just trapped in this narrow range.
I keep coming back to the same things. I keep buying the same things from the same shop.
And when I encounter the Crown Prince near the shop again, I realize how narrow my world truly is.
As usual, the Crown Prince speaks to me.
“You caused quite the uproar earlier.”
He stood at the counter and casually tossed money to the clerk.
Then, he picked up a box of cigarettes from the back of the store and handed it to me.
Knowing full well he wouldn’t take no for an answer, I silently accepted the box he handed over and turned to leave.
That’s when something grabbed my shoulder.
When I turned around, it wasn’t the Crown Prince—it was the shadow that followed him, holding me in place.
“Let’s move somewhere else.”
He spoke in a tone that left no room for refusal and led me away without waiting for a response.
Well, “led” isn’t quite right.
It’s more accurate to say he kidnapped me to the pond where the koi fish were kept.
I had tried to resist, refusing to take even a single step, but the shadow dragged me along as if it was nothing. So, yes—kidnapped seems like the right word.
“Aren’t you going to smoke?”
He gestured at the cigarette in my hand as he asked.
I frowned slightly, opened the box, and placed a cigarette between my lips.
After lighting it, I inhaled deeply, letting the smoke fill my lungs.
“At your age, acting so recklessly—you never know when your life might be cut short. Why don’t you show a little restraint?”
“Who knows? It feels like my life’s been cut short several times already. Seems like I’ve got a lot of strings to spare.”
He chuckled, seemingly dismissing my words as nonsense.
“Well, in any case, you seem to have grown up quite foolishly. But remember this:
In this thriving Imperial City, there are far too many who’ve met tragic ends at the hands of sinister groups in the back alleys.”
Hearing his drivel, I instinctively reached for my gun.
“Better watch your hands too.”
And just like last time, my hand fell away.
It wasn’t severed or anything. It just… fell, landing on the ground with a dull thud.
What should I call it?
It was…
Powerless.
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“Why are you still alive, anyway?”
That was the first thing the Crown Prince said as he grabbed my right hand, still clutching the pistol.
He fiddled with my stiff, unmoving fingers, forcing each one open until he tried to take the gun. But as soon as my index finger straightened, the gun slipped and fell to the floor.
He bent down to pick it up but seemed to lose interest halfway through, letting out a sigh. Then he dropped my right hand onto the ground as if it were useless.
The grip of the pistol was stained with dried blood, the once-vivid red now turned a dull brown.
“When a noble family falls, the greater the family, the harder it is for them to cope. Most can’t accept the gap between their former glory and their new reality, so they choose death. Be it murder or suicide, it makes no difference.”
Yes, whether by murder or suicide, I’ve died many times.
But it’s not something that can be resolved so easily, is it?
When time repeats endlessly, and I watch people behaving the same way, repeating their actions again and again, even I start to feel stupid.
They act like nothing happened, as if they’ve forgotten everything they ever did to me.
And the despair of realizing that nothing has truly changed—that there’s no justice for what was done—is something no one could understand.
Maybe Evan would.
If he’s trapped in the same endless cycle as I am.
Like those stupid koi fish in that small pond, endlessly swimming in circles, staring at the same things over and over again.
“At least I won’t die.
Even if I die, I won’t stay dead. Is there anything more divine than immortality bestowed by the gods?”
“Or have you lost your mind and joined some cult?”
The Crown Prince didn’t like that answer.
He picked up the gun from the floor, checked the magazine to see if it was loaded, then pointed it at me, cocking the hammer.
“Are you truly immortal?
Would you survive even being shot?
Are you, like the omnipotent gods themselves, invincible?”
“I wouldn’t know about omnipotence,” I replied.
At that, he let out a hollow laugh.
He stared at me for a long moment, then struck my philtrum with the gun handle, just as I had done to Lydia earlier.
Blood filled my mouth, the sharp tang of iron mingling with the metallic taste of humiliation.
Feeling disgusted, I spat the blood at his face.
The crimson spit dripped down his cheek in sticky trails.
He raised an eyebrow slightly, then caught a handkerchief and a wet cloth that seemed to appear from nowhere, using them to wipe his face clean.
“I don’t care if you’ve given up, but if you’re going to die, do it quietly in your room. Die in such a way that no one will remember you.”
I finally understood why I kept dying.
And I understood why no one ever helped me when I was in trouble, yet they rushed to save others.
I understood why I couldn’t survive or make a life for myself in this place.
Aside from Evan and Vivian, no one liked me. No one treated me kindly.
You’d think at least one person would, wouldn’t you?
“This isn’t a suggestion. It’s an order.
It’s better than being branded as the crazy Mecklenburg girl who tried to kill the Crown Prince and getting your head chopped off, isn’t it?”
The man before me, lacking the dignity of a ruler yet radiating an oppressive presence, wanted me dead.
A lonely, miserable, pathetic death.
“Being dragged to the execution grounds isn’t something I’d recommend.
I’d assign a novice executioner to you—one who’d take multiple tries to sever your neck properly. You’d end up as a toy for some clumsy butcher. Would that be alright?”
It had been agonizing.
If I survived just two swings, I suppose I’d be lucky.
“This empire is a place where everything happens as I wish.
And now, I’m commanding you under the guise of a request. You should answer.”
The Empire was, quite literally, the Emperor’s land.
And soon, the young man before me would become Emperor, given that the current one was old and nearing the end of his reign.
Thus, the Empire itself wished for my death.
The Crown Prince stepped closer, brushing the muzzle of the gun against my cheek several times.
He grabbed my chin with his left hand, tilting my head this way and that, scrutinizing my face.
Then, he smiled.
“Alternatively, though it’s not ideal, your looks are decent. I could give you the chance to do what any woman can do.
I’ve always enjoyed confining learned, ambitious women in gilded cages and watching them wither away.
What do you say? You might not find happiness, but you’d live like a well-fed pig.”
Every breath he took, every puff of smoke he exhaled, every mocking word he uttered, every sneer, every brush of his hand against my cheek—each one felt like another string snapping in my mind.
If only my hands were free, I’d strangle him right now.
If only I had the gun, I wouldn’t aim for his head or chest—I’d start with his limbs, turning them into Swiss cheese, then hack them apart with a shovel.
When I glared at him with murderous intent, he smirked and struck my face repeatedly with the gun handle.
Bound by the shadow, I couldn’t even fall backward. I just stood there, taking the blows to my face.
The burst blood vessels in my right eye turned my vision red, and my head spun.
My face felt wet—probably from the blood streaming from my nose.
All I could do was resist in the one way left to me.
I bit down on my tongue and spat blood at Johannes—the wretched man’s face.
This time, something blocked it before it could reach his face.
“You look at me as if I’m your mortal enemy.
Oh? Did you find out that I killed your family’s eldest son like a dog?
That poor man, begging for mercy, only for me to force him into submission and take his head.
Look at my right eye, shedding red tears of grief. Can’t you see how sorrowful I am?”
He wiped the blood from his face and pressed his finger against my throat.
If he pressed any harder, I thought, he might snap my neck.
“Choose.
Return to your room and blow your brains out, or become a flower in the Imperial Garden—a rare bloom that I occasionally visit and pluck.”
When I get angry, my vision blurs, and my breathing quickens.
But this wasn’t anger. It wasn’t rage.
It was something far deeper and darker.
I wanted to kill this man before me.
I would sell my soul to a demon if that’s what it took.
I’d sacrifice myself again and again if it meant I could destroy him.
And with so many sacrifices to offer here… why not?
Lost in those thoughts, I took the pistol he handed me.
I sat on the bench, contemplating whether I could turn the gun on him.
As if reading my thoughts, he spoke, throwing out a chilling comment.
“If you aim that gun at me, I’ll turn you into a plaything for my teenage cousins, who are just entering their most lustful years.”
Speaking of sacrifices… How does one make an offering?
Who knows? I’ll have to look into it next time.
This isn’t suicide, my dear.
It’s just murder, forced upon you by others.
It’s alright. I haven’t given up.
I lightly brushed my finger along the trigger, as if I might pull it any second. Before pressing down, I looked at Johannes and spoke softly, clearly enunciating each word.
“Johannes. Your glorious, radiant empire will meet its end with you.
Everyone will remember it—how a great empire was dragged into the abyss and destroyed by its most infamous and incompetent ruler.
Because you were so afraid of the capable, you made feeble excuses to slaughter them ruthlessly.
You crushed the cries of the weak begging for mercy under the pretense of noblesse oblige.
And what can someone like you—a man who can’t even bring himself to kill one insignificant girl standing right before him—possibly accomplish?”
He listened silently, as if he thought I was reciting my final words.
When I stopped speaking, he gave a sigh, sounding annoyed, and asked,
“Quite the sharp tongue. So, are you done talking now?”
I ignored his question. Placing the muzzle of the gun into my mouth, I looked straight ahead—and saw someone.
“If so, then pull that trigger already.”
Evan stood there, his face stiff, tears streaming down his cheeks. But he made no move to stop me, as if frozen in place, held there by some invisible force.
His lips moved.
Reading his lips, I saw that he was repeating the same words: don’t do it.
If you want to stop me that badly, why don’t you run over here and save me? Why are you just standing there, doing nothing…
Maybe something’s stopping him.
Not that it matters to me.
I shoved the muzzle further into my mouth and tried to remember how I had pulled the trigger the first time.
Then, I tilted the gun slightly downward and squeezed the trigger.
Bang!
With the gunshot, I collapsed onto the floor, my mouth filling with blood from the recoil.
But I didn’t let go of the gun.
Ignoring the overwhelming reflexes screaming at me to stop the bleeding, I retrieved the blood-soaked gun from my mouth.
For once, Johannes looked startled.
Trembling, I aimed the gun at that pathetic excuse for a man and pulled the trigger.
Mocking him with every ounce of scorn I could muster.
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The sharp recoil jolted through my arm as if something had exploded in the air, the shards of metal slicing forward.
This could only mean one thing.
The bullet had been fired.
That shadow—was it truly human, or was it some flawless machine?
I think it’s the former.
If it were some conditional magic or a spell, there’s no way Johannes would have been hit by the bullet I fired.
But he was.
I was sure of it.
The faint scream that followed after the bullet was released confirmed it.
If not… I might feel despair.
If I’d gone through all the effort of tearing a hole in my own throat, dragging myself up, and turning the gun on him, only to have it fail, it would mean there was no way left in this world to deal with Johannes.
So rather than just hoping I hit him, I would believe it with certainty.
“Grgh…”
I hadn’t even confirmed the truth yet, but just imagining it made a wave of emotion surge up within me.
A slight sense of triumph welled up, and I tried to speak, but the only sound I could produce was the wet gurgle of blood.
My throat must have been gushing blood like a fountain.
Every slight movement of my body came with a squelch, and my clothes felt heavier and wetter.
Of course, when I looked down, dizziness and fatigue swept over me. My vision was filled with the countless trails of blood that had spilled.
The white clothes I wore were now so thoroughly dyed red that calling them white would be a cruel joke.
I must have hit something vital.
My vision blurred.
Still, I desperately wanted to confirm Johannes’ condition.
Even while my body poured blood, I forced every ounce of strength I had left to lift myself off the ground.
If you ask whether it hurts… It hurts terribly.
But I needed someone to curse.
Someone to pour all my hatred, resentment, and anger into—even at the cost of my life.
I could never bring myself to feel that way toward Evan.
Whether it was something etched into my blood or the time we’d spent together as Erica, I couldn’t muster hatred strong enough to want to kill him.
All I could feel was resentment: Why did you abandon me? Why didn’t you care about me?
…As for Vivian, I didn’t even dare to look up at her.
If Johannes ever tried to harm Vivian, a meteor might crash down on his head, killing him in the most absurd way imaginable.
That’s the kind of world this is.
Even if the Empire is mighty, if it ever tried to kill Vivian as it’s trying to kill me now, she’d either destroy it herself or watch it collapse.
In the end, it all comes back to Johannes.
If only he didn’t exist, I might be able to survive and even escape far away from Vivian’s reach.
People need a goal—a reason to drive them forward.
Even negative emotions, as unpleasant as they are, can serve that purpose.
Clearing my spinning thoughts, I forced my body to rise.
Reaching out with one arm to steady myself, I faltered as my strength gave out momentarily, but I pressed on, finding my footing.
When I finally stood upright, the sight before me was… glorious.
Johannes was clutching his right eye, blood streaming from it.
A magnificent scene, truly.
“Argh… ugh… damn it. How long has it been since I’ve felt pain like this?”
As I staggered closer, Johannes gripped his eye and clutched the floor, trembling.
“If you’re so worried about your head… I can put a bullet in it for you right now.”
I wanted to say it, but the bubbling sound of blood rising in my throat drowned my voice. I shook my head to regain focus and continued toward him.
When I was close enough, I raised the gun with my trembling left hand, aiming at the Crown Prince, who was still gripping his eye and stumbling.
Unconsciously, a smile crept onto my lips.
Like a worm wriggling away, he clutched his eye with one hand and crawled backward, trying to escape from me.
But even with his pitiful attempts to flee, I was too weak to catch up. It felt like a chase between fools.
With a sigh, I aimed as best I could and pulled the trigger.
“Argh!”
The sharp explosion of the gun echoed again, and the bullet hit him.
I could tell because his body writhed violently.
My vision blurred even more.
Shapes and figures became indistinct—just faint outlines.
I could feel myself nearing collapse, and I fired every remaining bullet in the gun.
The magazine was empty.
I needed to reload, but I hadn’t brought more bullets.
Sinking to the ground, I cursed my useless body, writhing as I tried to get up again.
Of course, I couldn’t.
For what felt like an eternity, Johannes and I both lay there, unmoving, struggling to do anything.
When time had passed—how much, I couldn’t say—I felt myself fading. I had lost so much blood that I began to drift into a fog of unconsciousness, the thought of death growing ever closer.
That’s when I heard his voice.
“…Tch. Leaving a dangerous individual like this while focusing on healing myself first… If that bullet had hit my head, what then? What were these fools thinking, making decisions on their own?”
Johannes muttered in frustration as he started prodding the floor.
Suddenly, the ground was soaked with something black, spreading ominously.
I didn’t care to know what it was. It disgusted me.
“Haha… hah… hah…”
I watched Johannes moving and talking, alive and whole, and wanted to scream. But my drained body couldn’t muster the strength.
“Thank goodness for the soundproofing spell.
Even my older sister couldn’t touch my head last time, yet here we are—a near-successful assassination. Isn’t that something to lament?”
More than lamenting, I felt overwhelmed with awe at the fact that I had managed to hit him at all.
I’d thought he’d be untouchable.
The far-off figure of Evan came into view, clear and vivid, even as Johannes blurred before me.
Evan was clutching his hands tightly, so tightly that blood dripped from them. 
His wrists bore dark marks, almost like tattoos—perhaps from something binding him.
Blood trickled down his lips, which he had bitten in frustration, and tears of blood from his eyes mixed with the red streaks on his face.
He seemed to mouth the words, over and over: I’ll save you. I’ll save you.
If he was so pained and angry, why didn’t he just come save me now?
But what could he possibly do?
If he did save me, he’d be a prince on a white horse, wouldn’t he?
If you save me, I can’t promise a princess’s kiss, but a lady’s gratitude should suffice.
Please… save me.
I looked at Evan, ignoring the faint warmth of affection that welled up inside me. 
Meanwhile, Johannes let out a sinister chuckle, grabbed my chin, and turned my face this way and that as if inspecting me.
I could feel the hole in my neck slowly closing.
“Throwing you to my lustful cousin would be such a waste.”
My blurred vision gradually began to clear.
The dull ache in my body and the pounding in my head also started to fade.
And just as my mind began to clear, it spun wildly again.
Johannes, his face twisted with rage, clenched his fist and started beating me furiously.
Blow after blow landed on me, leaving only pain behind, but my body kept healing itself.
The agony of that relentless cycle made me feel like I was losing my mind.
He kept hitting me for a long time, then paused, rolled his wrist, and gathered all his strength for one final punch to my face.
I collapsed onto the floor, tears streaming down my cheeks as I thought, When will this end? When will I finally die?
“Indeed, they say the mad are cured with beatings.
It’s good to see you crying—it means you’re still human.
If I ever lose the throne, perhaps I’ll make a decent physician managing lunatics in the countryside.”
I wanted nothing more than to stop hearing his nonsense.
“…Hah, I suppose I’ll let you live for now.
Let’s say you went mad after your family’s collapse, wandered off outside the academy, and simply disappeared.”
With those words, he ground his teeth audibly, seething.
All this fuss over being shot a couple of times.
As he spoke, the shadow at his feet, soaked in black water, grabbed hold of me and began dragging me toward where Johannes stood.
Resistance was futile.
I couldn’t run, couldn’t fight back. I was dragged helplessly into some unknown space beneath the Crown Prince’s domain.
The air reeked of blood and the metallic tang of rusted iron.
The room was filled with unnamed tools, bottles of potions, and rows of beds.
Among them, one stood out: a bed stained with dark red and black blood, looking grotesque and foreboding.
Floating clouds of black mist carried me to that ominous bed and laid me down.
That was the last thing I remembered before I was taken to the Imperial Palace.
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When I opened my eyes, I was still in the blood-reeking space.
My body had already healed completely—I could move, breathe, and live without any issues.
I got up from the bed and wandered around. What greeted me were dried bloodstains, shriveled fingers scattered on the ground, and something that once might have been human, now rotting and emanating a putrid stench.
I wasn’t sure if this place was meant to frighten me or if it was just a space he used regularly. If it was the former, I’d give him credit—it was certainly effective.
“Alright, enough. Get out of my private quarters now.”
At his words, the space around me began to ripple wildly before spitting me out.
Unlike being dragged in, the sensation was more like being flung out.
It felt as though I had been swallowed by a whale and then vomited back out.
Johannes stood before me, no longer wearing his usual pristine academy uniform but rather plain brown casual clothes.
It was almost casual enough to be sleepwear. Rolling up his sleeves, he made an exaggeratedly comical bow, mimicking the manner of a lowly noble greeting a high-ranking one.
“Welcome to my private quarters.
You know, being in the public eye all the time can be so suffocating.”
“…This place…”
“Haha. Can’t you tell? It’s my bedroom. Though I suppose it’s a bit spacious because I use it for multiple purposes.”
I glanced around and saw a single bed in the far right corner.
The room was so massive that it was hard to decide whether to call it a bedroom or an auditorium.
The bed, at least, seemed solely for sleeping.
It was strange that there were several beds crammed together in another section of the room, but I didn’t bother asking. I doubted he’d give a meaningful answer.
The ceiling had hooks, perhaps for hanging things, and the floor was littered with tools that appeared sadistic in nature. On some of the furniture were objects—or what might have once been people.
My gaze landed on one such “object” as Johannes looked at me expectantly.
“What is… that?”
I asked, trembling as I pointed at a wooden slab with a naked woman strapped to it.
And she wasn’t the only one. There were several like her.
“What else? It’s a one-of-a-kind, priceless desk. I use it quite often, you know.”
“You’re insane.
You’ll ruin this country if you ever become Emperor. I wasn’t wrong when I cursed you—you’re a madman. How could you… how could you treat people like this—”
“Why, doesn’t your family do far worse in their sugar plantations, banana farms, or cotton fields?
Though I suppose the landlords now report to the Imperial family instead of you.”
“What happens to those filthy black creatures doesn’t concern humanity! You lunatic!”
“Ah, here’s a fun fact.
Just like we have brains in our heads, those ‘creatures’ you speak of also have human brains.”
I knew that. But I couldn’t accept it.
In my mind, they remained nothing more than filthy, vulgar livestock.
Johannes gave me a wide grin and walked toward me at a deliberate, stomping pace. Then, without warning, he raised his hand.
I flinched, squeezing my eyes shut, expecting a slap across the face…
Thud!
But it wasn’t my cheek that he struck.
As soon as I closed my eyes, his left fist slammed into my solar plexus.
The air was knocked out of me, and I doubled over, retching stomach acid.
“Even the desk was rebellious at first, just like you.”
As I collapsed, clutching my chest, he began kicking me mercilessly.
My body, my legs, my arms, and even my head—like a soccer ball.
I began to wonder if a misplaced blow would kill me. But I quickly realized that would’ve been wishful thinking.
Every time I reached the brink of unconsciousness, every time I felt I was about to die, the black smoke enveloped me, healing me perfectly.
That damned smoke was probably why Johannes survived despite being riddled with bullets earlier.
“Hah… hah… I’m getting tired.
I really should’ve built up my stamina, but I’ve always been too lazy.”
He paused to catch his breath before speaking again.
“So, do you feel like choosing your words more carefully now?”
“Your Highness… is insane—”
Blood trickled from my mouth, the sharp pain in my chest intensifying with every breath. 
It felt as if my ribs had been broken, puncturing a lung.
The pain was excruciating but somewhat familiar by now. Not that it made it any more bearable.
“…Honestly, whatever I say… nothing will change, will it?”
“You’re more insane than me, it seems.
You’ve been beaten like that, yet you still speak your mind. You even went so far as to put a hole in your own throat to try and kill me.
Usually, people become extremely conservative when it comes to matters involving their own lives.”
Johannes walked to where a chair sat and settled into it.
From there, he watched me, beaten and bloody, as if I were some spectacle. Then he casually pulled out a cigarette and lit it.
The peculiar smell of soap mingled with the smoke, and his slouched posture, devoid of any tension, made it clear—he was smoking a mixture of tobacco and opium.
He grinned widely, watching my battered body struggle to even stay upright.
After inhaling deeply from his cigarette, he seemed to be hit by the drug’s effects. Swaying unsteadily, he staggered toward the bed and collapsed onto it.
Staring at the wall, he began speaking in a lazy, muttering tone.
“You’ve been expelled, by the way. For inflicting irreparable harm on Lydia, that stupid Earl’s daughter.”
Then, curling into a ball on the bed, he burst into a fit of laughter.
“To grind someone’s face down like that—what a cruel woman you are!”
Drifting in and out of a drugged haze, Johannes eventually got up and, without a word, began stomping on me again.
My body screamed in pain, my joints begging for mercy, yet there wasn’t a single visible injury on me. The paradox of pain without harm was maddening.
“You don’t even scream—it’s no fun like this. So boring.
Beg for your life. Most people start listening once they’ve been beaten like this.”
Instead of replying, I spat at him.
Even that small act took all the strength I had left, and the spit didn’t even reach his face. It merely dirtied his shoe, leaving a faint red stain.
He raised his foot and wiped his now-dirtied shoe on my hair.
The humiliation was unbearable.
“Even with that glare, I won’t die.
I’ve buried so many already—siblings and rivals alike. They all looked at me with those same eyes.
The only ones left now are the family members who obediently follow my word.”
He laughed as he spoke, then suddenly stiffened. Without warning, he stomped his foot down on my right eye.
Pain exploded in my skull.
“Aaargh!!!”
The pain was so overwhelming that I pressed my face against the ground, rubbing it furiously, as if that could make it stop.
But the agony wouldn’t fade.
“…Don’t look at me like that.”
No matter how much I writhed or hurled curses, it was all meaningless.
Evan’s face floated to the surface of my mind—the way he had just stood there, watching as I was dragged off.
You said you’d save me. Then save me. Right now.
I’m in agony.
It hurts, it’s sad, it’s infuriating, it’s unbearable. If not now, when?
Blood—or maybe tears—streamed down my face.
I never expected anything from Vivian. She’d forget me in an instant.
Why wouldn’t she? There were plenty of people more competent, more dazzling than me.
Johannes muttered something toward the shifting shadow, and it approached me, lifting me and dragging me away.
“Rest up a bit. We’ll meet again when you’re in better shape.”
Sitting back on the bed, he waved at me with a cheery smile.
Endless corridors stretched before me as the shadow carried me deeper into the Imperial Palace.
As I was dragged along, I met the eyes of several women in white dresses.
Their gazes were hollow, devoid of any trace of hope. They looked at me as if I were a fish at the market, thrown onto the floor, reeking of death.
Even as they followed my movement with their eyes, they sipped tea nonchalantly, as if they were used to scenes like this. Perhaps they, too, had been abducted like I was.
A faint waltz began to play, coming from somewhere distant.
Its melancholic tones mocked and ridiculed me, but I didn’t even have the strength to lift a hand to block my ears.
Even the seemingly endless hallway had an end.
As walls came into view, the shadow carried me to a door at the very end, opened it, and threw me inside.
Then it shoved something the size of a baseball into my mouth before leaving and locking the door behind it.
Breathing through my mouth was impossible, so I resorted to breathing through my nose as I looked around.
The room was padded, the walls and floor soft.
Pressing down on the surface, I realized that even though I had been thrown in roughly, the impact hadn’t hurt.
Water dripped from the ceiling in small droplets, but instead of pooling, it flowed away into some unseen drain.
There was no bathroom, no toilet, no food—nothing.
Just a padded, sealed space from which there was no escape.
Realizing there was nothing I could do, I began to cry.
Perhaps it wasn’t just tears but blood as well.
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I didn’t know how many days had passed.
There was no day or night in this place.
The only thing that existed here was a girl.
There was no such thing as death here.
Even as I writhed in hunger, thinking it might be better to die, I tried to let myself wither away. 
But when the treacherous mercy falling from the sky came down, I cursed it, stuck out my tongue, and caught the water.
There was almost nothing unpleasant about this place.
If I had to choose the most unpleasant thing, it would be the fact that the girl named Erica wasn’t a cruel person, not even close. 
She wasn’t someone harboring resentment against the world, nor was she anything like the pitiful Lydia, a bug who self-gratified by crushing the heads of worthless creatures like herself.
The Erica I had imagined—cruel, cold, and capable of blowing someone’s head off with a bullet at any moment—was nothing like this. 
She wasn’t even remotely extraordinary. She was awkward, insect-like, and no different from Lydia—a wretched, incomplete creature.
She wasn’t even vile enough to be a villain, nor ruthless enough to be an assassin, and certainly not virtuous or good-hearted. It felt apt to call her a useless insect-like being, an unfinished fetus at best.
In this small room, I turned back the clock, wallowing in my futile sense of superiority. 
I told myself that being different from others was enough, that wise and clever people achieve nothing, and that only the foolish, those blessed by the divine, could accomplish anything. It was ridiculous, pointless thinking.
Looking back, I couldn’t even call myself a bug.
At least bugs could eat whenever they wanted, spread filth, and cling to others as they pleased. 
But I couldn’t even do that. I was nothing but a starving creature trapped in a corner.
Even as water trickled into my nose, unable to speak because my mouth was sealed, I couldn’t stop the grotesque joy that filled me.
It felt like three weeks had passed.
Or maybe three days.
It could have been a month.
Or perhaps just one day.
The ambiguity of not knowing the time, combined with hunger, exhaustion, and the pain of broken bones, was enough to render my mind confused and vulnerable.
In those moments, I imagined tearing the Crown Prince apart, cursed Evan for not saving me, burned Vivian in my mind, and dismembered Lydia over and over.
The more I imagined it, the more the anguish in my body transformed into a sweet, self-inflicted torment laced with shame.
And so, this white, fluffy place that offered just enough moisture to sustain me brought me an unbearable kind of pleasure.
Some might argue that I was nothing more than a degenerate lunatic, grinning foolishly as I let my imagination run wild. But I would argue otherwise: this was pure joy.
There was no one here to disagree with me, so I could only conclude that I was right.
Of course, I knew better than anyone that this was absurd nonsense. 
But in this space, I was the only one who could make decisions and accept them.
It was just me. Only me. Only me.
Damn it, I was alone.
If I said something, it became law. If I accepted something, it became universally accepted.
Since I was effectively the entirety of this space, my sense of self-importance might as well have pierced the heavens.
Like a disabled person missing all their limbs or a war-traumatized patient trembling at the sound of a loud noise… They had nothing, but they clung to their experiences with pride, as though they were fools filled with self-importance.
Let me out.
I said, let me out.
I’m suffering.
Anyone. Please, just get me out of here.
I crawled across the floor on my belly, dragging myself toward where the door used to open, banging my head against it over and over.
The door wouldn’t open.
Knocking was supposed to be a signal for opening a door.
Perhaps another day had passed.
The room was filthy.
No, I wasn’t filthy, so the things that came from my body couldn’t be filthy.
So, the room wasn’t filthy.
But why did I want to escape so badly?
Humans are mortal creatures.
Maybe that’s why.
Even if it meant annihilation, I wanted to resist until the end.
Even if what awaited us was emptiness, it didn’t mean everything would return to its rightful place.
Rebellion was life’s true movement; to live without giving up was to affirm the necessity of rebellion. Did I have to accept even that?
Even in this wretched state, writhing and catching water with my nose as it dripped from above, coughing but unable to due to my sealed mouth, I had to accept it and rebel endlessly.
Damn romanticists who gorge on snails could talk prettily all they wanted.
At least they hadn’t been trapped in a room, unsure how much time had passed, surviving days by gulping down water through their nose.
Thinking that, I laughed at how pathetic they seemed.
But the thing stuck in my mouth—whether a ball or something else—made it hard even to smile.
I slammed my head against the floor repeatedly.
It was so soft that all I felt was a cozy sensation.
Even though I had done this many times before, I was disappointed and despairing all over again.
I twisted my body.
Having been beaten so thoroughly, there wasn’t a single part of me that wasn’t in pain. I couldn’t move properly.
I tried screaming.
My mouth was blocked.
Even though my mouth was open, my jaw lacked strength. My tongue, pressed down, couldn’t move, leaving me utterly helpless.
The sheer torment of being confined this way was something I had never imagined.
At this point, I almost wished for the terror of explosions around me, buried in craters, trembling in fear of death.
Still, I began to recall Evan’s tearful expression as he muttered that he would save me. The chaos in my mind cleared a little.
I felt miserable all over again, realizing Evan was my only thread of hope.
It would have been better if I could just die.
But the Crown Prince would never allow that.
Should I have shot myself instead of him back then?
But even after going through this, if the same situation arose again, I would undoubtedly make the same choice.
I wasn’t someone who acted on reason or logic. I was a pathetic human who moved based on emotions in the moment.
This was just bad luck.
Terribly bad luck.
What had I done wrong? What sins had I committed to deserve this?
And then, the door opened.
And the Crown Prince, whom I had resented so much, suddenly seemed like a savior.
It felt so cruel that I wept.
All the experience of suffering through death and enduring painful lives was utterly trampled on with a simple act of confinement and the provision of water.
My will was nothing—so trivial and meaningless.
“At last, it seems some of the venom that used to shine in your eyes has faded. That’s a relief.
Even when you glare, the way your pupils dull with fear that the door might close again—seeing that is always such a delight.”
Saying so, he started toward me but stopped short, pinching his nose and grimacing at the stench emanating from the room.
“Wash her first. Then bring her to that room.”
At his words, a beautiful woman with lifeless eyes standing behind the Crown Prince nodded and approached me.
She lifted my filthy body as if it were nothing, cradling me like a child, and began to carry me somewhere.
Since arriving in this place, I had been dragged around by others as if my will didn’t matter at all—whether it was Vivian, Evan, the Crown Prince, Lydia, or even strangers.
As if I couldn’t do anything on my own.
The woman glanced around cautiously, then spoke to me in a hushed voice.
Perhaps she was ensuring that the Crown Prince wouldn’t hear us from this distance.
“I don’t know if you’ll become a flower like me or a piece of furniture like the last child who came here, but you’ve found yourself in a truly miserable life.”
My throat was parched, so I couldn’t respond.
I was simply overwhelmed by the sensation of leaving the room, the endless corridor that stretched out before me, and the warmth of the person carrying me.
She gently placed me into a bathtub and began washing me with warm water.
Even though the stench of all kinds of filth must have risen with the steam, she didn’t show any sign of disgust. With delicate, practiced movements, she carefully cleansed my body.
The hardened, rotting blood that reeked with a unique stench, the smell of filth, my parched and shriveled lips, and my matted, dirty hair—
The merciful water washed it all away.
“Child, what’s your name?”
“…Eri…ca.”
Even after drinking water, I hadn’t eaten anything, so my words came out slurred.
“What a lovely name.”
Though the meaning of my name had long been erased.
“Erica. Erica.”
She murmured my name for a long time as she washed me. Then she fetched a towel and dried me off.
Next, she moved me to a dressing area and brought out several plain outfits for me to choose from.
She told me to pick one to wear.
The dressing area had several large full-length mirrors.
When I looked at myself, I saw that where my right eye had been, only something rotting remained. My body was so emaciated that my ribs and pelvis were entirely exposed.
I didn’t even have the strength to dress myself.
So, I ended up wearing a plain white outfit and sitting back down on the floor.
Ugly.
There was nothing beautiful about me.
The bones of my face were gaunt and exposed.
Still, I wondered if smiling might make me look a little prettier, a little less hideous. So I tried smiling.
I was still ugly.
So, I turned my head away.
Chapter 67
 
The woman helped me up from where I sat slumped in front of the mirror and dressed me in the plain white clothes she had been holding.
Then she carried me on her back and started walking toward the room the Crown Prince had mentioned.
“…Can’t I… not go?”
“No, you can’t. For us, thinking or making judgments isn’t necessary. When His Highness speaks, we must bow our heads and obey everything he says. That’s what we were born to do.”
Even as she said this, the woman’s face betrayed no belief in her own words.
While the rest of her expression seemed calm, the corners of her eyes were twisted in a bizarrely pained manner.
Carrying me on her back, she walked for a while before stopping in front of a door and whispering softly.
“Still, child, don’t let yourself break. I’ve already been broken. The people who might have saved me have all gone to heaven or hell. So, if even one person still cares for you, don’t let yourself break, for their sake. His Highness is an unusual man. He always seeks consent before acting. Though I can’t say what he might do if he’s in a bad mood.”
Her final words, muttered under her breath as though speaking to herself, were chilling.
She opened the door and entered.
The room was simple except for two large bookshelves, three drawers, a bed, and several rings hanging from the ceiling.
Well, without all the misfortune surrounding me, I would have been just another ordinary noblewoman, so there’s little meaning in pointing out exceptions.
The Crown Prince leaned against the wall in a school uniform, smoking a cigarette.
“Tionem, lay her on the bed and return to the garden.”
The woman nodded silently, placed me on the bed, and left the room.
“You must be a little hungry, considering you haven’t eaten anything for days.”
I didn’t respond.
The Crown Prince didn’t seem to expect an answer anyway, as he grabbed a hose hanging from the ceiling and walked toward me.
What he did next was pure madness.
As though he thought I was some damned goose for making foie gras, he shoved the hose down my throat and began pumping an unknown substance into my stomach.
“This feed is so nutritious that your emaciated body will return to normal in just four days. Be grateful as you eat.”
The volume was so overwhelming that I wondered if my stomach might burst.
A sharp pain started in my stomach, as though it really had ruptured.
The Crown Prince gave me no time to rest. He yanked out the hose and then forced water into me.
It was unbearable.
“This always feels like a hassle, no matter how many times I do it. Tomorrow, I’ll find someone else to handle this.”
“Urgh!”
“Disgusting.”
Having taken in nothing but cold water and strange feed after days of starvation, my stomach reacted violently. I started vomiting blood.
Even though my body was so broken, it healed almost instantly. It was maddening.
Though there was no escape, I desperately wanted to get out of this place. I tried to get up and run to the door I had just come through.
The Crown Prince grabbed me by the hair and slammed me to the floor.
As I lay there, twitching my fingers, he tied me up with a rope.
Like a piece of meat hung in a butcher’s shop, he bound me with my limbs drawn together and suspended me from the ceiling, my head facing downward.
If I leaned forward, the collar around my neck choked me; if I let my weight fall backward, my arms felt like they were being torn off.
“Who was it again? Evan. Yes, Evan of the Strelitz family. I don’t know how he hid his strength, but after you disappeared, he’s been running around like a dog, desperately searching for you.”
As he spoke, the Crown Prince drew a pistol from his waistband.
The golden decorations on its ivory grip gleamed—it was the gun my father had given me.
Seeing the weapon I had considered my soul’s companion in the hands of the person I despised most made a flame flicker in my mind.
I tried to lunge at him, but reality hit me: I was hanging from the ceiling like livestock, awaiting my fate.
“In the academy, just a student—a mere student—killed four teachers and twenty-nine students, offering them as sacrifices. Over two hundred were injured. Just a mere student.”
Bang!
A bullet burrowed into my thigh.
The pain made me want to vomit again, but the Crown Prince came over and shoved a large ball into my mouth—similar to the one used when I was locked in the white room.
I didn’t know what kind of enchantments were inscribed on it, but it shrank to fit my mouth as it went in.
“If I had locked you in the room of contemplation with minimal food for half a year, things would have gone much more smoothly…”
Suddenly, his hands began trembling violently.
“Why the hell did something like this have to happen while I was still here?!”
With a scream, he started shooting wildly at me.
Five more holes appeared in my side.
“He said if I handed you over, he would stop hiding and feeding sacrifices here and there.”
Hearing this, I instinctively tried to smirk and mock the Crown Prince, but blood gushed from my mouth, silencing me with choking sounds.
Come to think of it, the gag in my mouth would have prevented me from speaking anyway.
“Fine. I’ll hand you over. He never said you had to be intact.”
When his gun clicked empty, he threw it at my head and gestured wildly at a shadow, ordering it to heal me.
Immediately, the bullets embedded in my body were ejected, and the wounds began to close.
“They said I’d go down in history as the worst tyrant. That the empire would collapse under my reign. Damn it, I haven’t even inherited the throne yet, and it’s already on the brink of ruin!”
He approached and removed the ball from my mouth, intending to throw it away in disgust. I bit his finger.
My strength was gone, so I barely tore at his skin, nowhere near enough to sever it.
Instead, he shoved his bitten finger deeper into my mouth, making me gag.
“Hah… I need to calm down. Calm down.”
He stared at me for a long time before turning and leaving the room.
At least this pain, however excruciating, was better than being locked in that soft, suffocating room. There, I was half out of my mind.
***
 
“Not like this! Noooo!”
Perhaps because I’d eaten yesterday, my voice rang out loud and clear in a scream.
The Crown Prince had said he’d send people to feed me starting the next day, but instead of people, Johannes sent some black-skinned men.
Men who were missing their right arms, only able to use their left.
They weren’t good for anything.
Within a month, they wouldn’t even be able to maintain proper productivity, so killing them as an example would be the most fitting choice.
Yet those wretches looked at my disheveled and pathetic state with pity in their eyes.
“Don’t look at me like that, you filthy animals. Before I cut off the last arm you’ve got left.”
The black-skinned men frowned deeply at my words and began muttering among themselves in their own language, mentioning something about Mecklenburg.
They untied me from where I hung from the ceiling and released the ropes binding my hands and feet. My legs trembling, I ran toward the door, but, of course, it wouldn’t open.
It didn’t seem like they planned to stop me.
After all, there was no way for me to escape this room.
I was nothing more than a toy for those lesser beings.
They laughed and snickered as they spoke to one another, amused by how pathetic I looked.
“Come here, Mecklenburg.”
“Don’t you dare use human words, you black-skinned bastards. Squeal like pigs or cows, you vile creatures.”
“She doesn’t understand us.”
With that, the two began exchanging strange cries between themselves before one of them grabbed me.
I resisted and struggled, but one of them struck me across the face with his blunt, stump-like arm. 
The other made a noise of protest, as if to say the blow was too harsh, but when the first muttered something about Mecklenburg, he reluctantly nodded and kicked me.
As I lay sprawled on the ground, they sighed and picked up the hose hanging from the ceiling. 
Without hesitation, they forced my mouth open and began shoving food down my throat.
“The woman who used to look at us like livestock is now living worse than cattle.”
“Shut up. Once I get out of here, I’ll chop you all into pieces and feed you to pigs.
 As for Johannes, that lunatic, I’ll burn him alive and throw him to the dogs.”
They laughed at me, mocking me as completely insane, and then left the room.
Soon after, the woman with the lifeless eyes came to find me. She moved me to the bathroom, bathed me, and then locked me back in the room.
This pattern repeated endlessly.
Morning, noon, and night, the black-skinned men would beat me, feed me, and sometimes torment or mock me.
They joked that in their tribe, a chest like mine would get me mistaken for a man, or some nonsense like that. Damn bastards.
If Evan would just come here and rescue me, I’d pull out all their teeth, fill them with the feed they’ve been shoving down my throat, and kill them slowly.
But when will he come?
The Crown Prince hasn’t visited this place in a long time.
The woman said nothing to me, but when she tried to ask the men something, one of them pointed to his crotch as if mocking her.
I punched him in his groin with my fist.
Of course, they beat me up badly after that.
It’s getting harder to endure.
Three months have passed.
Evan, save me.
Chapter 68
 
Three months later, the Crown Prince visited the room.
No—this wasn’t the Crown Prince.
His face was noticeably haggard, his skin darkened, and deep shadows under his eyes ran down to the tip of his nose, making him look like a sick man.
He wasn’t wearing the Crown Prince’s robes with red patterns but rather the Emperor’s robes adorned with gold.
He looked at me, feigning composure.
“It’s been a while.”
“Yes, it has.”
After exchanging greetings, he approached and sat on the bed next to me, crossing his legs.
“Why are you still sane?
I thought your pupils would be blank, drooling uncontrollably. Did those black bastards fail to do their job properly?”
As he spoke, the Emperor started poking my stomach—specifically, the area where my womb was—with his fingers.
“Should I have made sure you were impregnated with some black bastard’s spawn? If I had unleashed them without restraint, they’d have gone at you relentlessly. Idiots as they are, at least those males have impressively large reproductive organs, like beasts.”
“Did you think that would make any difference? No matter what those filthy beasts did to me, I wouldn’t care. What could such wretched creatures possibly do to me? I wouldn’t yield, and I wouldn’t care. It wouldn’t matter. It doesn’t matter at all.”
I tried to push the Emperor away as he continued to poke my stomach, but he didn’t seem to hear me.
He gazed at me, lost in thought, as though seeing someone else overlaid on my image.
I said I wouldn’t break, but the truth was, I was reaching my limit.
Clinging to the baseless hope that Evan would come to save me, imagining a future that had yet to materialize—it was its own form of torture.
Being beaten until my bones broke, having my teeth ripped out by the filthy hands of the black-skinned men, and still being trapped here—it was unbearable.
If I were pregnant with some beast’s child, I might have ripped it out of myself.
I knew that with enough force, even my own hands could pierce my skin and pull something out. I had learned that lesson while enduring endless beatings.
Yes, I was hit so much that parts of my flesh caved in. Once, an organ protruded through the gap.
One of those black bastards, who seemed to hate me with a passion, ate it right in front of me.
He ate me.
He chewed my flesh and bit into my organs.
The more I screamed in pain, the more they laughed, enjoying themselves as they poured filth over me.
I gritted my teeth until my jaw nearly shattered, tears streaming down my face as I struggled to endure.
In this room, unlike the soft one, even smashing my head against the wall didn’t accomplish anything—I healed instantly.
If I tried hanging myself from one of the ceiling’s hooks, those bastards would come and toss me to the floor before I could die.
It takes at least six minutes to die from hanging, after all.
Still, the fact that the Crown Prince—no, the Emperor—had come to see me made me wonder: was Evan searching for me?
Maybe he wasn’t like Vivian, maybe he hadn’t abandoned me. Maybe he was truly doing something to save me, genuinely caring about me.
It was hard to believe.
Thinking back on Evan’s actions and behavior toward me thus far, it felt almost impossible to trust.
But there was nothing else for me to cling to.
If it was just a madwoman’s delusion, that would be pitifully unfortunate. But it wasn’t. 
It couldn’t be.
Otherwise, what would all the time I spent holding onto my sanity amount to?
It would all have been meaningless—a pointless struggle.
“Anyway, I’m delighted that the time has finally come to put you to use. I was seriously considering handing you over to that damned dark sorcerer, but on second thought, why not use you as bait to kill him instead? That dark sorcerer might even get aroused and come running at the sight of a broken doll like you without a right eye. Though I find one-eyed people repulsive.”
As he muttered, he seemed unaware that I could hear him, his face slightly dazed.
“Half the people of Strelitz… all those generations dead—just because of this useless girl.”
“Whatever they want, I’ll give it to them! It’s all mine anyway; the Empire belongs to me. Someday, I can just gather my strength and kill them. But first, I need to teach them a lesson about what happens when they covet what’s mine. She’s pretty, but I don’t care if she becomes a doll—I won’t be using her anyway.”
This time, instead of shoving a gag into my mouth, he stuffed a piece of white cloth into it. Then he produced a menacing axe and something burning in mid-air.
He laid me on the bed and brought the blade down.
As I writhed in pain, teetering on the edge of unconsciousness, he paused and remarked, “Ah, people often die from pain, don’t they?”
He poured a vial of liquid into my nostrils and removed the cloth from my mouth.
I spat instinctively, but he dodged it with practiced ease.
Was he just too accustomed to this?
“You’re insane.
I told you before, the Empire will meet its end because of you.
I’ll make sure of it. You’ll go down in history as a damned tyrant.
You pathetic fool, too cowardly to even kill a single woman—”
He ripped out my tongue and cauterized the wound with fire.
Then, as if to erase my final defiance, he gouged out my left eye, leaving me completely blind.
“Ah, I thought taking the helm would make a difference, but perhaps ruling isn’t my calling. The one thing I was good at—breaking things—turned out to be my own Empire.”
I could no longer feel my limbs moving. It was likely due to the potion.
When I noticed that I couldn’t sense my arms or legs, it became clear: they had been severed, cauterized, and then healed with magic.
A doll, he said.
Once knocked over, it wouldn’t even be able to stand back up.
A legless, armless doll at that.
How could someone who couldn’t even string together proper sentences become Emperor? Ha!
Rather than scream in despair, I decided to laugh.
If I took this situation seriously, I might truly lose my mind.
“I hope that dark sorcerer sees this and comes running. But will they even recognize you like this? Take her to that damned heretic immediately. If they can’t catch him, so be it. This is nothing more than a taunting gift.”
Someone took me, much like a bag being handed over.
Unlike the Emperor, who had grabbed me by the hair, this person carried me more politely.
I was transported like cargo, thrown into a compartment that smelled of manure and dust. 
Despite the journey, they continued to shove slop into my mouth on the Emperor’s orders.
I didn’t cry.
I’m a humorous, cheerful person, after all.
I didn’t cry.
Crying would only remind me of my reality, making it all the more painful.
I didn’t cry.
Even if I wanted to bite my tongue and die, I had no tongue left.
Even if I wanted to smash my head against a wall, I’d be restrained too tightly to move.
I couldn’t cry.
At some point, the ability to cry seemed to have left me entirely.
Eventually, I was brought to a place reeking of blood and decaying corpses.
A man with a loud, obnoxious voice tied me to a pole and raised me up.
At least they dressed me. If I had been naked, it would’ve been unbearably cold.
“You damned heretic! Cursed dark sorcerer! The Emperor has granted you the woman you so desired! Tailored precisely to your vile and heretical tastes!”
Suddenly, an explosion rang out.
The person holding the pole I was tied to must have died, as I began falling to the ground.
The next sounds were screams, shrieks, and wails.
Words of pleading, terror, and despair followed.
I heard countless people clashing—shouts of combat mixed with the stench of blood.
Minutes, hours, or perhaps a day passed.
I was hungry. My body reeked of pus from my wounds.
I tried crawling, but I couldn’t see where to go, so I simply lay there, waiting to wither away.
Amidst the fading sounds of battle, footsteps approached me.
The voice was different, but I recognized it instantly.
“Erica.”
The man brought his forehead to mine.
Tears began falling onto my face.
“I know things will reset if you die. I’ll come find you next time.”
I couldn’t respond.
I had no tongue.
Nor could I cry.
Perhaps my tears had already dried up.
“This won’t happen again. You won’t go through this again. I’ll protect you.”
As those words ended, I heard the sound of another explosion.
Suddenly, I was pouring tea into a teacup.
Tears streamed down my face.
I wept uncontrollably.
But no sound escaped my lips.
The merciless mirror reflected a blank-faced girl with nothing but tears flowing from her eyes.
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Chapter 69
 
The girl I had just tried to save—Erica—was destroyed by my own hands, leaving no trace behind.
Because Erica must not be remembered that way.
The dark sorcerer reflected on the girl he had lightly embraced just moments before.
She had been so light, her lack of arms and legs making her feel even lighter than a wooden doll.
Where her somber eyes once held emotions, only dried remnants of something resembling eyes remained.
The hands that had sometimes pointed at me, brewed delicious tea, and even poured me a cup, were gone.
Her slender arms, which had once seemed barely capable of lifting even a small object, had been obliterated and burned, leaving no trace behind.
The feet that had occasionally peeked out from her shoes were no longer there.
Her thighs, once thin yet still rounded enough to define her as a young woman when dressed, had vanished.
The clothes she wore were mere rags, layer upon layer of tattered fabric.
From where her eyes had been, dried streaks of brownish-red blood ran down her face—tears of blood, perhaps.
So, was this the girl I had sworn to save? The very one I had declared to the world I would protect?
If I let this corpse linger in its broken state, wouldn’t it amount to nothing more than self-satisfaction on my part? Shouldn’t I return her to the past, to where she belonged?
Using her body as a sacrifice to the dark gods wasn’t an option.
For the dark sorcerer, who had spent countless lifetimes curled in hiding from the scorn and threats of the world, only to repeatedly return to save Erica, she was a sacred being.
And then, he remembered: if he succeeded in destroying the Empire this time, he might be able to return to that timeline with her.
His thoughts moved quickly.
There was no point in burdening Erica with further suffering.
Evan had made a promise to Erica: “I will save you. I will protect you.”
Upon hearing those words, Erica’s expression had hardly changed—or so an observer might say. 
But the corners of her lips had twitched ever so slightly before falling again, as if she had tried to smile.
It had seemed like she wanted to cry, but whether because her eyes were gone or because her tears had dried up, she couldn’t.
The Crown Prince—no, the Emperor—had forced a gun into her hands, made her shoot herself, and then dragged her away after she was shot.
All I could do was watch.
For the price of a few million lives offered as sacrifices, I was told this was as far as it would go.
In return for watching Erica be lost before my eyes, I would be allowed to go back to the past.
“Isn’t it better than remembering her after her death?” the mocking voice of the dark gods taunted me.
As I tried to rush forward, my body was held firmly in place. 
My arms, bruised from the restraints, failed to cast a spell. 
I couldn’t even close my eyes as I was forced to watch Erica being dragged away, clutching at dirt and leaving trails of red blood behind her.
I had expected this outcome when I saw her being taken.
I wanted to storm the Imperial Palace immediately, but I convinced myself that ensuring her safe rescue was more important than a futile attempt.
Was that just a delusion of mine?
I pushed aside the creeping negative thoughts.
It was enough to have witnessed her dying, slowly withering, and enduring a fate worse than death.
This wasn’t unfamiliar.
Familiar, yes—but no amount of familiarity could dull the pain in my heart.
Destroying a nation as large as this Empire should be enough to break the constraints.
Armed with old memories, honed skills, and long-buried emotions, the sorcerer resolved to meet Erica again—not as a broken mess of feelings but as someone who could smile and say, “I’m living for you.”
***
 
The sorcerer blew the head off the man holding the pole Erica was tied to and used a gust of wind to soften her fall.
This must have been a trap, meant to lure him with the girl.
But traps were meaningless. Since the day Erica was taken, everything he had done had been on his own.
A battle that would normally have taken half a day stretched beyond a full day this time.
Though their forces were large, the soldiers’ crude spears and firearms only served as nourishment for the sorcerer.
They never learned.
As always, the dark sorcerer emerged victorious.
Once the pawns were cleared, decapitating the general ended it all.
The living were scarce, and even intact corpses were rare.
Wading through puddles of blood, the sorcerer approached the girl he had sought to save—though she was already beyond repair.
He called her name.
Lifting her fragile form, he pressed his forehead to hers and whispered:
“I know that if you die, I’ll go back. Next time, I’ll find you. This won’t happen again. I’ll protect you.”
And then, he ended her life.
He left no trace of her body behind.
There had never been a girl named Erica left in such a wretched state.
Clutching at the rags that remained, he muttered softly:
“Even if I have to burn the whole world as an offering…”
The dark sorcerer set off in search of new sacrifices, heading toward the Imperial capital.
***
 
Years later, the legendary dark sorcerer who had scorched the continent and become synonymous with calamity met his end.
Vivian, the mage, severed his limbs, and a knight blessed by a traitorous cleric pierced his heart. Even in death, the sorcerer laughed, mocking them.
“It’s finally time to reap the fruits of my labor,” he muttered, speaking words no one could understand.
A trembling hand spilled hot tea onto a leg.
It’s fine. The leg was still intact, and the pain was real.
Stimuli were important—the only things that affirmed one’s existence. Whether it was joy or pain didn’t matter.
“Evan… Evan saved me.”
She had doubted it, scolded herself for believing Evan would care enough to save her. But he had.
“How… how did he do it?”
No matter how many times she repeated time, she always stood still, but Evan seemed to draw closer, little by little.
“Haha… I don’t know. I don’t understand.”
She had spent so much time imprisoned in the palace that she craved a cigarette. 
But Johannes, that madman, would surely be roaming the halls, so she decided to wait.
For now, she would sip the fragrant tea and wait for Evan.
After all, he had told her to wait.
Chapter 70
 
Calmly sipping tea for a while, I suddenly thought of my gun. I walked over to the drawer, retrieved the pistol, and a handful of bullets.
“When it was in his hands, I hated it so much.”
One by one, I loaded the bullets into the empty magazine.
As always, I tucked the gun discreetly into my waistband, ensuring it was out of sight.
Knock, knock.
Leaving the remaining bullets standing upright on the table, I stared blankly around the room until someone knocked at the door.
Since there was only one person who could possibly visit, I quickly ran to the door and opened it.
The sensation of opening a door with my own hands for the first time in ages—it felt oddly moving.
Even when my limbs were intact, I hadn’t been free to move. I had always been restrained, unable to reach the door. And the one time I managed to approach a door that opened, it had been deliberately left ajar—only for me to step out and be confronted by guards who blocked my way, leaving me in despair.
Not exactly a pleasant memory.
But now, I am free. And it would be rude to stay gloomy in front of the person who had come to rescue me.
Yes, it would be rude. He had come looking for me.
When I opened the door, I froze for a moment.
It wasn’t because of any negative emotion.
It was simply because Evan was standing right there.
While I had been locked away, I had convinced myself it was wishful thinking to believe Evan would save me—a self-inflicted torment.
But here he was. The Evan who had pulled me out of that hell, standing before me.
The same Evan who had promised I wouldn’t suffer again, that I wouldn’t face anything terrible again, that he would protect me.
Come to think of it, if I’d been in my right mind when I first heard him say such things, I might’ve been embarrassed. I wonder if my face turned red back then.
At the time, my eyes had been gouged out, so I couldn’t even recall what expression Evan wore as he spoke those words to me.
Ahaha. I never realized how much I’d missed being able to see properly.
“Hello.”
I raised the corners of my lips in a small smile, greeting him with a slightly warm feeling in my chest.
When I greeted him, he returned the greeting with a faint smile. His tone was much calmer than the Evan I remembered.
“Yes. Hello.”
After exchanging light pleasantries without any dramatic displays of emotion, I invited Evan inside.
“How about coming in and having some tea?”
Evan nodded in response rather than speaking.
The sorrowful, rage-filled voice I remembered from before was gone, replaced by a calm demeanor as he quietly took a seat.
I went to the shelf where I kept tea and other items like coffee and chocolate. 
Once the tea was brewed, I turned to bring it to him, only to notice Evan inspecting the bullets I’d left on the table.
“What’s with the bullets?” he asked.
“There’s someone I want to shoot.”
At my response, a heavy silence fell.
I approached, placing the tea in front of him and setting some chocolate on the table. 
Evan, now looking slightly uncomfortable, asked hesitantly:
“It’s not me… or yourself, is it?”
“Thankfully, no.”
I took a sip of the tea.
The aroma of the tea mingled with the bittersweet taste of the chocolate. It was the first time in ages I’d eaten something resembling proper food. As I savored it, I noticed Evan tilting his head slightly, as though puzzled.
“Is something bothering you?”
“It’s just… this isn’t what I expected.”
Though I understood what he meant, I feigned ignorance and asked, “What do you mean?”
After hesitating a moment, Evan began speaking.
His voice was soft, comforting—completely unlike the sharp tone he’d used when promising to save me.
“I was expecting a dramatic reunion. You, bursting into tears as soon as you saw me, throwing yourself into my arms and crying. And I’d comfort you, holding you and patting your back.”
“Well… that does sound nice.”
“Right?”
“But let’s save the dramatic reunion for later. For now, let’s enjoy the tea and chocolate.
 I’ve been waiting to share this. It’s been nearly six months since I’ve had real food—this is a moment to celebrate.”
“Ah…”
Evan seemed momentarily speechless, as though the thought hadn’t occurred to him.
“Right. That makes sense.”
We sat in silence, sipping tea and eating chocolate. There was a faint sense of awkwardness, but it wasn’t uncomfortable.
“You seem surprisingly composed after everything you’ve been through,” he commented.
“Well, I have to be. This is all I have left— A bit of dignity, a bit of common sense, and a handful of bullets. And a stubbornness that makes me difficult to deal with, even when being dragged around.”
Evan frowned slightly but quickly smoothed his expression.
I silently savored the sweetness of the chocolate, letting it melt in my mouth. 
Its taste was enough to momentarily erase the memory of having a hose shoved down my throat.
After about ten minutes, Evan set down his tea and spoke softly.
“Erica, can I give you a hug?”
Without answering, I stood and opened my arms.
Evan stepped forward and embraced me tightly.
The feeling wasn’t unpleasant, but as he softly murmured apologies in my ear, a subtle sadness crept into me.
“It’s okay,” I said. “If you hadn’t come to save me, I would’ve been lost—completely broken, just another puppet in that palace.”
Evan continued apologizing, his voice trembling slightly.
“You don’t need to apologize. Until now, no one ever cared about me. But now, I have someone.”
There were no sobs or tears of joy—both of us had grown too parched for such displays.
Still, I felt a single tear trail down my cheek. I brushed it against his shoulder before stepping back.
As he lowered me back to the ground, I wobbled slightly and collapsed onto the bed.
“Heh, just a joke,” I said, chuckling lightly.
Evan pouted slightly, his expression softening.
For the first time in a long while, I felt like I could breathe.
The man who had once dismissed me and torn me apart with his words had come back, changed, and saved me.
“Evan,” I said, staring at the ceiling. “Promise me something.”
“Sure.”
“Don’t leave me alone again.”
Evan flinched slightly but then gave a warm smile.
“For how long?”
“Until I die.”
He chuckled at my morbid humor.
“After all I’ve done to chase you across lifetimes, that’s the least I can do.”
“Touching.”
For a moment, I knelt before him and kissed the back of his hand—a gesture of gratitude and reverence.
The warmth of another human touch after so long felt more moving than any piece of chocolate.
Strangely enough, it even made me smile.
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After finishing the kiss on the back of his hand, I looked into his eyes. It was more embarrassing than I thought.
At times like this, I felt fortunate that I didn’t show much expression.
It meant I could hide how flustered I truly felt.
“By the way, Evan, shall we go for a walk?
Since my body’s fine and I can see clearly, let’s wander around a bit.”
Evan nodded.
Had he lived in an environment where speaking wasn’t necessary?
I, on the other hand, used to mutter endlessly to myself as if I feared I might forget how to form words.
What kind of environment makes speaking unnecessary?
Maybe it’s one where you receive so many cutting words from others that you no longer feel the need to speak at all.
Even when he saved me, he had killed so many of those people who surrounded me to rescue me.
I opened the door and left the dormitory.
As I walked, I became lost in thought.
It’s not that I think killing is inherently wrong.
If necessary, if it has to be done, then killing is the right choice—at least for that individual.
But right now, is there truly a need to go so far as to kill someone?
Take Vivian, for example. Judging by the magic she uses, even if a thousand people like me gathered, she could wipe us all out with a flick of her finger. 
Yet she refrains from doing so, likely out of some form of morality—or the certainty that someone capable of defeating her might appear.
Now, I just want to live peacefully in one place, without being bound to anyone or having to run away.
“Let’s go to the bench by the pond.”
I walked to the bench and sat down.
Evan naturally sat right next to me, glancing around to ensure there were no threats. He looked like a deserter still haunted by the feeling of being pursued.
The stupid-looking carp that had been aimlessly circling the pond earlier was now resting against the wall, as if it had stopped moving altogether.
It almost seemed like it was digging into the bottom of the pond, trying to escape somewhere.
“Evan, could you take that carp out and throw it into a nearby river?”
“Why the carp all of a sudden?”
“Just because.”
Evan encapsulated the carp in a bubble of water and lifted it into the air, carrying it somewhere.
I hadn’t expected him to actually do it.
Even though the carp looked stupid, it probably knew it had been swimming in circles all day long.
That’s why I asked Evan to let it go.
“Evan, what are you planning to do from now on?”
Evan didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he started pacing around the bench, murmuring incantations.
A semi-transparent barrier formed around us, which soon turned completely invisible.
“The Crown Prince… I’ll have to deal with him somehow.
I can’t kill him right now, though.
Even now, that man is probably plotting how to kill you.”
“……”
It was hard to respond to that.
But still, how could someone talk about dealing with the Crown Prince so casually?
I, no matter what I tried, never managed to accomplish anything.
Even when I fired countless shots, the Crown Prince didn’t die.
“Evan, um… This might be a bit awkward to ask, but do you objectively think you’re strong?”
At that, Evan shook his head.
Yet, as he shook his head, I caught a fleeting, chilling smile on his face.
“At least for now, I’m not strong.
Give me a month—or even just a week—and I think I could be on par with Vivian.”
“But Vivian’s a genius.”
“How old do you think I am?
Erica, it’s been three years since I brought you back here when you were practically a corpse.
And before that, during the times you died, three years was nothing…”
He suddenly stopped talking.
“I had no choice but to master magic. And that required time.”
Could Evan be older than I thought?
If I were to add up all the years he’d lived, he might even qualify as a grandfather.
Come to think of it, his every move seemed imbued with a certain weight of experience.
When I die, the worlds I’ve lived in become part of the past. But for those who remain, it’s different.
Even so, there’s no need to overthink it.
It’s not like either of us spent our time meaningfully growing as individuals.
Neither Evan nor I.
Still, I decided to make a lighthearted joke to ease the mood.
“So, should I start calling you ‘sir’ now?”
Evan frowned at that.
“Not like that.”
“Well, whatever you think, all I want is a cozy room, a cup of tea, some occasional delicious pastries, and a cigarette every now and then. That’s enough for me.”
At my words, Evan looked slightly flustered.
It was only natural.
After going through such experiences, most people would be consumed by hatred, resentment, or some other negative emotion.
It’s true I’m filled with rage, but more than that, I’m afraid.
Afraid of failing again. Afraid of enduring the same horrors and not surviving this time.
Especially when it comes to Evan.
What Evan is suggesting would mean making Vivian our enemy.
Vivian would never tolerate immorality.
A heroine beloved by the world would never accept people like me and Evan.
“Don’t you feel angry when you think of the Emperor—or rather, the Crown Prince?
Or when you think of foolish me or that vile Lydia?”
When I said that, Evan looked at me with an expression somewhere between disappointment and anger.
“Of course I’m angry. Why wouldn’t I be furious?
Those bastards who treated me like livestock, that damn Johannes who locked me up and trampled on my limbs, my eyes, my dignity, and Lydia, who tormented me the moment our family collapsed.
I hate them all. I hate them with every fiber of my being. But…”
He paused to take a breath.
What he was saying was practically a confession.
And to Evan, who had saved me, it must have been even harder to say.
“I’m scared. Terrified.
If I resist, who knows what kind of terrible things they’ll do to me.
And they might do the same to you.
What if, when I come back, you’re no longer here, caring for me like you are now, and all that’s left is a version of you tearing me apart with words?
That thought drives me insane.
Honestly, I’ve been holding on to my sanity as best I can.
Sometimes I lose it, but that’s just because it’s been too much.”
Saying this sober is a bit tough.
I wish I could exhale these words through a puff of cigarette smoke or let them spill out with the warmth of alcohol coursing through me.
Saying it sober only makes me realize how fragile and useless I really am.
I want to maintain a bloated sense of self-worth, but it’s hard.
“I’m cowardly, selfish, and scared. I can’t make a choice.
Right now… this is happiness to me.
I’m alive. I’m not in pain.
And there’s someone who cares about me.
That’s why I’m scared.
I’m terrified that all of this could disappear in an instant.”
At those words, Evan smirked and flicked my forehead with his finger.
I couldn’t help but feel a little sulky. After all, I’d been honest about my feelings, but what I got in return felt like mockery.
Not that I was in a position to complain.
Evan scattered the water in the pond with a wave of his hand, then began to shine light on it.
Soon, a screen began to rise above the rippling water.
“If you can’t make a decision, I’ll help you.
All you have to do is speak, Erica. Whatever you want, whatever you say, I’ll make it all come true.
I told you, didn’t I? I’ll protect you. There’s no need to be afraid of anything.”
The screen displayed people writhing in pain as they died.
Soldiers clutching their spears trembled, their bodies contorting before they shriveled up like skeletons.
Then, they disintegrated into dust. Thousands of them, it seemed.
Next, the Crown Prince appeared on the screen, hanging from a pole, slowly burning to death.
It was a sight that had never occurred in this world, but it was undeniably satisfying to watch.
“Are you still afraid of Johannes? That useless coward who knows nothing but how to hide behind others?”
I nodded.
Of course, I was afraid. After all, I had suffered through such things.
“Vivian is strong, sure. But we’ll manage somehow.
We’ve fought countless times before. Again and again, yes, over and over.
And I always win in the end. Because I’m the one who survives!”
The screen that had shown the humans shriveling up and dying dissipated, and Evan stood up, positioning himself in front of me.
He looked into my eyes and smiled reassuringly.
“There’s nothing to worry about.
No reason to be afraid.
Erica, you just need to speak.
Even if your soul is mingled with something else, I won’t question it.
In the end, the essence of who you are remains intact.
If anything, you should be thankful for the mixing. Without it, you’d have crumbled completely.”
He leaned closer, pressing his forehead against mine, just like he had when he brought me back here.
Thanks to the soundproofing spell he’d cast earlier, no one but me could hear him now as he whispered softly in my ear.
How had he noticed that my soul was mixed with something else?
Perhaps it didn’t matter. If anyone wanted to remove it, they should have done so before I was dragged to the square and beheaded.
“Don’t hesitate.
If you want to kill the Crown Prince, hang him on a pole and burn him alive.
If you hate them, press the muzzle of a gun to their foreheads and pull the trigger without a second thought.”
They say that once you become a dark mage, you start offering sacrifices to evil gods and engage in all sorts of conversations with them.
It sounded like something a demon would say to seduce someone.
The kind of whisper promising, ‘Sell your soul, and I’ll grant you whatever you desire.’
I imagined Johannes groveling at my feet, trembling in fear, begging for his life with clasped hands.
I pictured myself tormenting those who had treated me cruelly, making them suffer.
I envisioned carrying Vivian around like a lifeless doll.
Before I knew it, the corners of my mouth had lifted into a smile that wouldn’t come down.
I wasn’t sure if it was joy, excitement, or fear, but my breathing quickened slightly.
My breaths became shallow, and eventually, my once expressionless face formed a blissful smile.
Evan, noticing my expression, spoke.
“I’ll be right behind you.”
Our smiles were both twisted.
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Would this be called a secret rendezvous with Evan at night?
I asked him a question:
“Will this horrifying cycle—dying and then coming back—ever come to an end?”
He answered as if it were the most obvious thing in the world:
“It’ll all end without any issues if you simply live to old age and die naturally.”
He said that when he asked the evil god, it turned out that a nameless deity, fond of amusement, had taken me and fused me with something else.
When I asked why I had to endure such a fate, the answer was that I just happened to catch their attention at the time.
At first, I felt wronged. I was frustrated, thinking about how I’d agonized so seriously over why I had to endure all this. Realizing it was all meaningless left me feeling hollow.
But then again, had there ever been meaning?
I had spent my life clinging desperately to a thread, letting it slip when things became too hard, and repeating the same routine endlessly.
No matter how much I struggled, I always ended up in the same place. Everyone hated me, sought to kill me. But in the end, I had gained one person who walked with me through the flow of time and tried to save me. That alone seemed enough.
After finishing our conversation, we pressed our faces together—not to share a kiss, but to lightly touch each other’s foreheads with our lips.
It wasn’t romantic. It was just an attempt to escape the heavy conversation we’d just had.
It’s not that I lost my sense of identity or confidence in myself.
From the moment I opened my eyes as this young woman, I had already become Erica Mecklenburg.
At first—before my first death—I denied it.
But long ago, I realized there was no point in drawing distinctions between my past and present self. I even stopped the bizarre habit of having one-sided conversations with myself.
When I asked if accepting magic power after offering sacrifices would make me someone other than myself, I answered no.
That’s just how it was.
So then, was the version of me who stayed locked in my room reading Vivian’s love stories the “sacrifice”?
It felt slightly different, but I simply accepted it.
After all, I wasn’t a mage.
When everything is over, I’ve been told we should follow through on the joke I once made about getting married.
Apparently, the ring will be made from jewels in the Imperial Palace.
About a week passed after our conversation at the pond.
If you asked whether anything had changed at the academy, the answer would be no—aside from a significant number of male students disappearing after visiting the bars in the back alleys, and a few students never returning after going to the restroom.
Oh, right, that’s made the atmosphere a little tense.
Everyone was gossiping about it when I strolled through the campus shops or walked around the streets.
As for me, I stayed holed up in my room and skipped classes as usual.
When the Crown Prince wasn’t around, I visited the shop selling personal goods, stocked up on cigarettes, and chain-smoked them.
“It’s about time for her to show up.”
Now that I think about it, I learned a valuable lesson last time.
When I beat Lydia senseless in the hallway while screaming at the top of my lungs, quite a few people came to check on the commotion.
Reflecting on that, I asked Evan to get me some sleeping powder.
Now, if Lydia came by, I’d scatter the powder in the air, hold my breath, and wait for her to collapse. Once she was unconscious, I’d drag her into my room.
Thanks to the spell Evan had cast, no sound could escape the room, even though I could still hear noises from outside.
Once I got bored of toying with her, I’d hand her over to Evan and tell him to use her as a sacrifice.
Knock, knock.
“Miss, I was worried about you, so I came to check in. Could you open the door?”
And, just as I’d expected, Lydia showed up at my door with two nameless female students while I was on my sixth cigarette.
She said she was worried about me. What else was I supposed to do?
I opened the door and immediately threw the powder into the air.
All three of them fell asleep in an instant, collapsing to the floor.
Since it’d be troublesome if someone saw me dragging unconscious students, I quickly pulled Lydia and the two others into my room.
This frail body of mine could barely manage to move these limp girls.
“These two—I don’t even know their names. Should I just get rid of them?”
I dragged the nameless girls to the bathtub and stomped on them repeatedly until their necks bent at impossible angles.
It seemed like an appropriate response for vagrants who had collapsed outside someone’s door without permission.
It took a while since I wasn’t very strong.
“Phew, that was tiring.”
I’d ask Evan to clean up later.
I approached Lydia, who was sleeping peacefully, tied her hands with rope, and picked up a pistol.
I had plenty of time. This wasn’t about revenge. I just wanted to get rid of this insignificant girl who’d tormented me for so long.
I lit another cigarette, letting its acrid smoke fill the silence.
Eventually, Lydia stirred.
She struggled to sit up, her bound hands making it difficult.
“Lydia, did you sleep well?”
“M-Miss…? What is this all of a sudden—”
Bang.
I shot her in the thigh.
Lydia screamed and rolled on the floor in pain.
“Kyahhh! Aaargh!!”
I got up and kicked her as she writhed.
When she tried to stand and run, she fell backward onto the floor.
“Lydia, if you don’t stop making noise, I’ll blow your head off right now.”
When she didn’t answer, I pressed the muzzle of the gun to her forehead and asked again.
“Do you understand?”
She bit her lip, desperately trying to suppress her screams, and nodded.
But how dare she just nod? When asked a question, shouldn’t she answer directly?
“Lydia, when someone asks you a question, you answer. Got it?”
I struck her head with the pistol grip, and only then did she respond.
“Yes, yes!”
Blood spurted from her thigh, pooling on the floor.
The smell was revolting.
It brought back memories of when I was trapped in that room, beaten so badly that all I could smell was blood.
At least this time, it wasn’t my blood.
“Don’t make a sound. The moment you do, I’ll pull the trigger.”
I mercifully cauterized her wound with my cigarette.
It’s funny. They had done the same to me after severing my limbs.
If I had survived even after losing my limbs, then this counted as treatment, right?
Lydia whimpered and cried, but it didn’t bother me much.
She had always been this easy to break. Why had I been so afraid of her?
Such a weak girl.
How had she been able to torment me so thoroughly?
How pathetic.
Why had she gone out of her way to torment me in the first place?
She burned the inside of my mouth, locked me in cramped spaces, subjected me to water torture, and inflicted all kinds of degrading acts upon me.
Quite creative, really.
Now, as a sort of final act, it was time to untangle the twisted knot between us and resolve any misunderstandings.
Resolving misunderstandings is simple.
You just eliminate the source of the misunderstanding.
The easiest way to untie a knotted string is to cut it with a blade. But I had evolved past that—I had a more precious weapon in my hand than a mere cold blade.
“Lydia, you must have something you want to beg me for.”
“I-I’m sorry, I’m sorry! Miss, I must’ve lost my mind for a moment!”
Lydia, bowing so low that she might as well lick the floor, began groveling pitifully.
Her sobbing irritated me, so I pressed her head harder into the ground with my foot.
Strangely enough, that seemed to quiet her down.
When trying to get answers through violence, it’s not about asking questions alongside the violence. No, the key is to beat someone so thoroughly that they beg to tell you what you want to hear.
I hadn’t even asked why she tormented me, yet she was already scrambling to justify herself.
“Alright. So, what exactly did you do wrong?”
“…I-I brought the others and tried to… hurt you…”
Her words faltered.
Well, of course they did—I’d hit her.
How dare she talk about hitting someone else?
Quaking in fear over a single bullet while having the audacity to threaten someone else.
“Not that. Give me three more things you’ve done wrong.”
Lydia’s mind began spinning.
But there was no way she could figure it out—not yet, at least.
After all, the things I was referring to hadn’t even happened yet.
Realizing she had nothing else to confess, Lydia simply repeated her apologies, trembling in terror.
I didn’t feel particularly good about it.
It wasn’t satisfying.
Sure, cleaning up trash off the side of the road might give someone a slight sense of accomplishment, but not many people would find it exhilarating.
Lydia wasn’t worth pouring old, festering emotions or sticky hatred onto.
She was just a pathetic little human being.
“Lydia, get up and walk to the bathroom.”
At my command, Lydia’s expression turned to one of faint despair as she limped her way toward the bathroom.
I aimed for the back of her head and pulled the trigger, the bullet carving a hole straight through her skull.
The cocky little girl collapsed lifelessly to the floor.
The smell of a corpse is unavoidable, but the blood would drain down the pipes, so it wasn’t an issue.
Once Evan took care of her body, a few rinses of hot water would wash away the smell entirely.
I was thankful for the gun.
It meant I didn’t have to dirty anything else just to deal with a cockroach.
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Someone knocked on the door again.
It was probably Evan.
He had cast some nameless spell that would alert him if anyone other than me entered the room or cast their own magic.
Dragging my feet, I opened the door with a slightly weary gait.
“Looks like three people came in, but they’re not in sight.”
“I put them in the bathtub. I was about to call you because of the smell, but you came at the perfect time.”
“You make me sound like a carrion crow when you put it like that.”
“Anyway, while you’re here, want to try this?”
I took out a newly purchased cigarette with a slightly bitter taste and handed it to Evan.
Though he looked a bit disgusted—claiming cigarettes smelled awful—it was the same thought I’d had before I started smoking, so I encouraged him to give it a try.
After all, if a cigarette did give us cancer here, we could just open up our chest, cut out the lung, and heal it with magic. It would hurt, but it’s something you just have to endure.
Evan took the cigarette I handed him and inhaled the smoke, a surprised look flashing across his face.
Of course—this one was infused with the scent of chocolate.
“How’d you make this?”
“I put chocolate at the bottom and let the smoke absorb the flavor while it burned.”
“It would’ve been great if you’d handed me something like this the first time.”
“Unfortunately, I didn’t have the luxury to think of such things back then.”
I pulled a small box from my pocket, took out another cigarette, lit it, and placed it between my lips.
Evan walked into the bathroom, and though he claimed to see something blue, it looked black to me—whatever it was that began to swirl around him. The bodies started to disintegrate.
It reminded me of an old movie where a so-called adventurer disguised as a grave robber watched ants devour a person in seconds, leaving only scraps of remains.
“What happens to it all after it’s broken down like that?”
I didn’t even call it a corpse anymore, nor did I name it.
After all, I couldn’t refer to that finely ground powder as the name of what used to be a person.
Even if I did remember the name—like Lydia’s cursed name—I wouldn’t want to say it aloud.
“It gets sent to the stomach of something like the demons the church likes to talk about.
Unlike your noble gods, these creatures always give something back when I offer them something. It’s a nice exchange.”
The gods worshipped in the Empire seemed so inherently good that they forced their followers to embody goodness—even at their own expense.
Particularly those who were giving.
“Right. If you give something, you should get something in return.”
But as with most proverbs, these comforting and meaningful phrases tended to favor the strong.
The gods may have made all people equal under their creation, but they always seemed to bless certain individuals a little more equally than others.
I had tried to erase this inferiority complex, but if effort alone could solve all the problems in the world, even something as grand as world peace would have been accomplished long ago.
Now, I just accepted the sticky, suffocating feelings that made me feel like a base creature while simultaneously reminding me I was alive.
Lydia and the two nameless girls had vanished from this world, leaving behind nothing but a faint trace of blood in the air.
Even that would disappear after a brief airing out and the aroma of tea rising later. That was the extent of their existence.
As I thought about that, I inhaled deeply.
The acrid smoke pressed into my lungs, jolting my mind awake.
Just as I began to feel a slight dizziness, the long cigarette burned to its end, turning to ash and warming my lips.
Too lazy to brush it away, I simply exhaled softly, and the ash scattered.
“So, Evan, what are you planning to do next?”
“That’s a vague question to ask all of a sudden.”
Evan stretched out his words as if prompting me to explain, his expression curious.
“I just… I don’t want anyone to mess with me.
Now that Lydia’s gone, someone else will probably attach themselves to me and start tormenting me again.
I’m an easy target, and there are people who want me dead.
I’d be fine with just that—staying in my room, smoking until my lungs rot, and dying that way.”
“Well, if you think staying in your room will stop people from dragging you out, that hope seems a bit too optimistic.”
He added that it was the same for him.
After all, while I wasn’t a major player, the big names always seemed interested in me.
Not when I was wasting away in my room, though. At those times, they wouldn’t even glance in my direction.
But the moment I tried to do something, the moment I pushed forward against adversity like a protagonist in some heroic tale, they wouldn’t just trip me—they’d cut off my legs entirely.
Rather than explain all that in detail, I glanced out the window and let out a response as meaningless as a monk muttering, “The mountains are mountains, and the rivers are rivers.”
“Dream big.”
To anyone overhearing, it might have sounded like I was someone filled with hope and positivity.
“Dreams, huh? I can make them come true for you.”
Every time Evan said things like that, I got the same feeling—a strange, prickling sensation on my arms, as if someone had rubbed an overinflated balloon against them.
“Living a simple life without worries won’t be easy.
Even for a farmer in the countryside, that’s not an easy life.”
He ended his sentence by mentioning that very few people live without hardship or danger. Then, he finished wiping away every trace of the bathroom’s former contents. Physically speaking.
“Why?”
“Because the Emperor—or rather, the Crown Prince—said you’re just someone who needs to be cleaned up.
He laughed while recounting the things he’d done to you, chatting merrily. So, I let him enjoy the Empire’s most heartfelt fireworks display firsthand.”
Killing someone and then chatting this casually about it—it would feel strange to any normal person.
Even if spoken calmly, harming another isn’t something you should talk about so lightly.
But when it comes down to my survival, someone else’s life becomes irrelevant.
I had already decided long ago that, to save myself, I’d treat those who didn’t help me like flies.
Take Lydia, for example. I didn’t kill her to inflict suffering or exact revenge. I killed her as lightly as one might swat a mosquito that had bitten them.
“So, Erica, you want a life where no one bothers you, right?”
I nodded.
Evan frowned slightly and began counting on his fingers, as if calculating something.
After a few additions and multiplications, he raised one finger and spoke.
“You—or, well, you alone—and about a million ordinary, neither good nor evil people living their lives.
Which one do you think is more important?”
Without hesitation, I answered.
If I were the type to hesitate, I would’ve fled from Evan long ago.
The Evan before me wasn’t the book-loving, magic-adoring, dreamy boy who once loved Vivian.
This Evan was a mad killer, a cursed dark mage.
“Of course, it’s me.”
At my response, Evan shrugged his shoulders as if he had expected it, looking at me with the gaze of someone recognizing a kindred spirit.
But I ignored that look, deliberately suppressing the faint sense of guilt—or the pitiful, hypocritical conscience—that lingered in my heart, reminding me that I hadn’t dirtied my own hands directly.
“Well, I’m not suggesting we go out and cause chaos right now.
If we did, His Majesty, sitting so high and mighty atop his throne, would find it unpleasant and have my head hung on a pole.”
“I don’t quite understand what you’re saying.”
At that, Evan started walking around the room, swinging his legs as if he felt like a teacher lecturing a student.
After a moment, with a slightly smug expression, he spoke to me.
“I’m not proposing marriage or anything, but let’s leave and find a decent place to live when the time is right.
We can’t stay cooped up in this cramped space forever.
Besides, having the cleanup area and the sleeping area in the same space is unsettling.
For now, I’m handling everything well, so there’s no risk. But if I mess up, the spirits might crawl out and try to kill you.”
I understood all too well what he meant by when the time is right, so I didn’t argue. Instead, I offered him a faint smile and nodded.
If they hadn’t hated me so much, I wouldn’t have hated them either.
But conversations were meaningless now.
I lit another cigarette and placed it between my lips.
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In the Empire, cigarettes and cigars were pure, untainted by the chemical additives one might find elsewhere. 
They were made simply by drying leaves and rolling them—a dream for any environmentalist. 
Smoking here meant savoring the plant itself, with no harmful industrial chemicals, but the scent was overpowering.
Even if you slathered on chocolate or fruit flavors, the harsh smoke refused to dissipate.
The Emperor, as well as the lords who trembled while carrying out his commands, were all hopeless romantics and fervent environmentalists, devoted to their love for nature. 
They cherished these lovely tobacco leaves far more than the insignificant subjects who dared to harm the environment.
In a way, even though my family had fallen, and my house was in ruins, perhaps the only happiness I had left was the fact that I could still puff away on a cigarette, pretending to be a noble.
“Erica, this room is filling up with smoke. How about opening a window for some fresh air?”
“What’s the big deal? Want to try one? This time, I infused it with the scent of the tea you brought me.”
With a flick of Evan’s fingers, the air in the room began to circulate instantly.
He gathered the smoke into one spot, opened the balcony door, and tossed it all outside as if it were something toxic.
Well, I suppose it was harmful. But then again, wouldn’t healing magic take care of that?
If lung cancer were to develop, you could just cut out the affected part and regrow it with magic.
The same went for any other nameless organ that might’ve been torn out.
“I only tried it because you like it, but I don’t like it that much.”
“Is that so?”
Feeling slightly embarrassed, I retracted the hand offering him a cigarette and scratched the back of my head.
Not that it made the embarrassment go away.
“How many days has it been since we came back?”
“I think it’s been about two weeks. Why?”
Evan busied himself cleaning up the mess I had made in the room. He even used some laundry-like spell to wash the bloodstains from the towels in midair.
“It’s about time for Vivian to come looking for me. At least, that’s how it went the first time.”
I grabbed my slightly stinging wrist.
I had nothing better to do, so I had been picking at my wrist with my nails.
It wasn’t just boredom—it was also the natural duty of a Mecklenburg lady to punish despicable people.
“That time, after the family had completely fallen, after Father and my brother had both died, I thought about dying too. Then Vivian showed up and comforted me.”
“Comforted you?”
“Providing a dying person with a drink and some cookies must’ve been satisfying for her.”
“But would Vivian really think that way about you…”
Evan trailed off.
In hindsight, it was clear that Vivian never wanted me to die.
Yes, she didn’t want me to die.
She put happiness aside, and even the mental drive to sustain life or a sense of pride—all that was secondary. As long as the body remained alive, she didn’t seem to care.
Maybe if she had seen my father hanging in front of her, tongue protruding, she would’ve thought survival was the first priority too.
But then, my father’s mind had already died before he committed the act, hadn’t it? He was a fool who hadn’t learned anything from what had happened.
“She would, I suppose. If you died, Vivian would be incredibly sad.”
“Yes, she’s the type who would be heartbroken if I died. But unlike you, she wouldn’t resort to the insane lengths you went to just to keep a dead person alive.”
At that, Evan laughed and walked toward me.
“So, do you hate her for that?”
“No, I love it to the point of madness.”
When I first bled to death, the second time when my neck was severed and I swam through the blue ocean called the sky, the third time when a bullet churned through my brain, and even when I was turned from Lady Erica Mecklenburg to Mecklenburg-style barbecue.
Even when I was captured by the Crown Prince and subjected to unspeakable horrors and abuse at the hands of his men.
“I love it to death. I’m madly satisfied with being alive, breathing in this moment.
Sometimes, I wonder if I’m really alive, and I feel the urge to confirm that red blood still courses through my veins. But even then, I’m happy—so much so that it’s unbearable.”
The problem, however, is that others likely feel the same way.
They’re probably just as overjoyed to be alive as I am.
While I consider these countless lives insignificant, to them, their lives are the only ones they have.
It’s not important.
Not at all.
Is it?
“I wonder if Vivian feels this kind of euphoria about being alive every day.”
Evan didn’t respond.
These days, my emotions often surged uncontrollably, leading to moments like this where my words spilled out impulsively.
When that happened, Evan would clasp his hands together like a bishop gazing reverently at his goddess, observing me as I reveled in my own life. It seemed to bring him a quiet satisfaction.
Whether it was love, camaraderie, or mere altruism, no one could tell.
Only Evan knew.
“Who knows.
But I beat Vivian, returned to where you were alive, and kept you alive—or at least, I’m in the process of keeping you alive.”
“What exactly do you mean by ‘keeping me alive’?”
“The Emperor and Crown Prince are dead. Vivian and the so-called heroes incapacitated. And the deaths of hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions.”
“You make it sound like I’m some kind of disaster god.”
“If you want a life where no one interferes, a satisfying and proud existence, then you’ll need to destroy that much to achieve it.
Your cruel fate is tied up in countless threads of misfortune and complications.
The best way to handle those threads is to cut or burn them.”
Evan extended his hand to me, looking unusually contemplative.
I handed him the tea-infused cigarette I had been smoking.
He took a drag, then handed it back, saying it wasn’t to his taste after all.
“Vivian will probably become the Imperial Court Mage someday—perhaps even stand on her own.
And she’ll turn other mages into bumbling fools who can’t even compare to her.
She’s just that talented.”
Evan seemed to harbor a mix of fondness and disdain for Vivian, as though their relationship carried a familiar enmity.
He had mentioned before that if not for Vivian, the so-called Imperial heroes active during his time of rebellion would have all been dead long ago.
“So, are you saying you’ll kill Vivian?”
I flicked the long ash from my cigarette.
“That depends on Vivian.”
Though he said that, Evan seemed to have already made up his mind.
I don’t know what happened between Evan and Vivian after I died.
I never asked, and I didn’t want to know.
All I knew were bits and pieces—snippets of gossip suggesting their relationship had soured, that Evan hated her.
That’s all I needed to imagine.
“Is it really necessary to go that far?”
I wasn’t fond of extreme measures.
Unlike those who snapped under stress and caused havoc in the city—stealing a police officer’s gun and taking hostages—I simply isolated myself in my room.
When things got too overwhelming, I would go to the park, watch children play, and let my anguish drift away with the smoke.
That was it.
At least, I think that’s all I ever did.
“By the way, I just met Vivian.
Or rather, that gentleman from the Strelitz family told me.
Vivian feels bad about her fight with you and wants to apologize.
She’s planning to bake cookies and other things you like and bring them to you.”
“And?”
“Vivian thinks of you as a friend.
She cares about you a lot.
Honestly, if you didn’t keep trying to die right in front of her, she wouldn’t insist on clinging to you like she did last time.”
It was a hard thing to respond to.
It was awkward, too.
So instead of replying, I let out a soft laugh.
The exhaled air carried both the acrid smoke of my cigarette and the fragrant aroma of tea.
Though, of course, the former far outweighed the latter.
“Haha.”
“The Crown Prince wouldn’t bother with you now, especially with the atmosphere being this chaotic.
For now, just get along with Vivian. Then, slip some poison into her food or, if she’s asleep, cut her head off.”
“I told you—do we really need to go that far?”
Evan responded as if he were stating the most obvious logic.
“If Vivian could only save one person—either you or two complete strangers—who do you think she’d choose?”
Then he corrected himself, as if realizing something. “No, wait. Make that three strangers, since she’d probably choose you over just two.”
I couldn’t answer easily.
The just and compassionate Vivian would probably choose to save three nameless, faceless strangers over me.
“You know as well as I do that the Crown Prince might lose interest and let you go. But chances are, that won’t happen.
He’ll want to lock you up in a gilded cage, hidden deep within the Imperial Palace.
And you wouldn’t want to be dragged there. So your only options are to spend your life running or throw the Empire into disarray.”
Then he added:
“But when that time comes, will Vivian still be on your side?”
I didn’t want to hear it.
It felt like she’d never truly been on my side.
At critical moments, she always seemed to side with those who tormented me. I didn’t know why, but that’s how it felt.
So, I gave a careless, noncommittal answer.
“I don’t know.”
Evan didn’t press me further.
As always, a faint weariness lingered in the air.
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Not long after, Vivian really did come to visit my room.
“Um, Erica! It’s me, Vivian.
I was worried about you and came to check on you. Could you open the door?”
It felt familiar—like déjà vu.
No, it wasn’t just a feeling. This had already happened before, but maybe my exhausted brain had shoved the memory into some corner, unwilling to deal with it.
I walked to the door and opened it without a word.
There stood a pretty girl with familiar blonde hair, looking flustered as she greeted me.
“Uh, um, h-hello?”
Ah, right. A few days ago, I had slapped her and walked away.
It sounded like something between lovers when put that way, but we were nothing more than friends, if you could even call it that.
Not that I thought I ever really had friends.
If she’d been this nervous about me opening the door, maybe it would’ve been better for her not to knock in the first place.
“Uh, um… uh…”
Lost in thought, I didn’t respond to her greeting and simply stared at her for a while. It seemed to make her uncomfortable, and she let out a small, awkward sound.
“Come in. I don’t know why you’re here, though.”
I offered her a chair and set out some tea and chocolate that Evan had brought me—or rather, that I’d asked him to bring.
Offering something to a guest is basic courtesy, no matter where you are.
“Sorry, I wasn’t sure what you’d like, so I just brought out what I enjoy.”
“Oh, no! That’s fine, really!”
“If you say so.”
A silence fell over us.
I didn’t want to grow closer, didn’t want to share common interests, and certainly didn’t feel like engaging in friendly chatter.
There had never been a time when being involved with this girl had brought me happiness.
Not that being with Evan had brought much joy either, but at least there had been a tiny bit of it here and there.
Like when he helped me die properly after I’d been reduced to a crawling wreck with missing limbs and gouged-out eyes.
The girl in front of me seemed unable to endure the heavy silence.
Sitting quietly, she hesitated before handing me a small paper bag.
I didn’t take it.
So, after clearing her throat awkwardly, she placed it on the table instead.
“Well, I didn’t think it was right to come empty-handed, so I baked some cookies.”
“You’re welcome to come empty-handed.
I’m not some greedy pig of the Imperial Palace who demands bribes to grant an audience.”
Vivian looked slightly taken aback by my words.
“So, why did you come?”
I didn’t tell her to leave like I had the last time.
Considering that last time had been years ago, I suppose I’d made some progress over the years.
Maybe I should be proud of myself for that.
“I heard rumors that someone tried to harm you, and I overheard the others in class gossiping about you.
You haven’t been attending classes, so I thought something might have happened…”
That “someone” was turned into dust and washed down the drain.
Why had I been so distressed back then?
No, it made sense—I’d been in pain.
I should’ve run away.
Why had I endured it so helplessly?
Let’s just chalk it up to me being foolish.
Still, laughing now felt out of place given the situation.
It was time to revert to that foolishly stubborn and prideful Lady Erica Mecklenburg.
“Heh, haha. Sorry, it’s just funny.”
My sudden laughter seemed to fluster Vivian even more.
Feeling like breaking the tension a bit, I took out a long, black cigar from my pocket, held it in my mouth, and gestured with it.
Good-quality cigars are best lit with a strong flame.
And since I had a mage even stronger than Evan in front of me, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to make use of her.
“Could you light this for me?”
Vivian hesitated, clearly unsure, but still diligently lit the cigar for me.
“Thank you. Want one?”
“Oh, no! I’m fine!”
“You came because you were worried about me, right?”
She nodded slowly, drawing out a soft “Yes.”
“There’s nothing to worry about.
Right now, I can stay in the dormitory as much as I want. When they tell me to leave, I’ll leave. Simple as that.
And then I’ll go to Evan and… oh.”
Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned Evan.
As I thought about it, my eyes met Vivian’s.
Her gaze, a mix of pity and complexity, made me uncomfortable.
I hated it.
When Lydia looked at me with contempt, ready to crush and obliterate me, I could just brush it off. But Vivian’s gaze carried a faint trace of affection, which made it harder to dismiss.
Why did she like me? Why didn’t she hate me, despite everything? Why did she try to control me?
In frustration, I threw the glass I was holding against the wall.
Having thrown glasses so many times, I could almost call myself a professional—it shattered with a satisfying crash.
A few shards embedded themselves in my skin, drawing a bit of blood, but that was a manageable side effect.
“If you came because you were worried, how about leaving for today?
For the sake of our friendly relationship, of course.”
“I did come because I was worried, but I’m not leaving.
I came today because I want to make up and go back to being friends like before.”
With that, Vivian silently began picking up the glass shards from the floor.
It was a familiar sight.
She muttered a spell and cleaned the floor completely, then walked to the balcony and opened the curtains.
Bright sunlight flooded the room.
Standing in that light, smiling faintly, she looked perfectly natural.
As if she belonged in the glow, as if she was meant to be beautiful and radiant, the light seemed to frame her like a halo.
Standing in front of her, it felt impossible to have any confidence in my appearance.
This wasn’t déjà vu—it was simply history repeating itself.
I must’ve been trembling back then too, unable to say anything, asking her to leave while she cleaned my room.
Now, I simply watched her elegant figure move about, cleaning up the mess in my space.
“So, should I call you Miss now?”
What had I answered back then?
“There’s no need to call me that anymore.”
Why had I said that?
Ah, right—because I had completely fallen apart.
“Didn’t you hear? What happened to my family?”
“Even so, you’re still Miss to me.
That’s the impression I got when I first met you.”
“Do you remember what I said when we first met?”
“I don’t remember.”
“I asked to be friends, and you nodded.”
If you say so.
Vivian started recounting good memories:
How I’d helped her when she first joined the academy. How Evan and I had explained difficult lessons to her. How we’d solved problems together.
But no matter how fondly she spoke of those days, I knew there was no going back.
Still, perhaps I could humor her—just for a moment.
“Do you want to be friends? Chat about silly things, share snacks, maybe sleep in the same room sometimes?
Forget all that’s happened, pretend none of it ever did?”
Vivian looked disappointed as I stood up.
“Well, why not. It’s not like pride will get me anywhere now.”
It wasn’t my place to worry about Vivian.
Everything was up to her.
As long as she didn’t bother me, didn’t hurt me, didn’t stop me, everything would be fine.
“I’ll make amends. I’m the lesser person here, after all.
I’m sorry for slapping you before, Vivian.”
“Oh, no, you don’t have to… that’s not what I…”
Cutting her off, I approached her and gave her a light hug.
Her startled fumbling came to an abrupt halt, and she let out a small, shaky gasp.
Leaning close to her ear, I whispered softly.
“I think I’d like to be alone now. Please leave, Vivian.”
Come to think of it, neither of us was really in a position to worry about the other.
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I was exhausted.
After sending Vivian off, I tasted the cookies left on the table.
The flavor was as excellent as always.
This time, instead of waiting for Evan to come to my room, I went directly to him.
After all, it’s customary for the person with something to say—or the one with regrets—to make the visit.
“Evan, it’s me. Open the door.”
At my words, the door opened as if it were automatic, with no one coming to greet me.
As I stepped inside, I was met with the faint scent of medicinal herbs mixed with the distinctive smell of books.
Seats in the room were already taken by piles of books and bottles of medicine, so I sat on the bed and recounted to Evan the conversation I had just had with Vivian.
“For the time being, we can spend peaceful moments—like the kind Vivian enjoys.”
“That’s likely,” Evan replied, flipping through his books while muttering some incantation.
I noticed something in a small flask—a figure resembling a human was screaming for its life. Since it wasn’t particularly interesting, I chose to ignore it.
If it had been something cute, like a puppy, perhaps I would have paid it more attention.
After all, most humans find a dog’s tragic death sadder than a person’s demise.
“So, as long as we don’t get caught, things should stay calm.
A little chatting, pretending to study like before—that should suffice.
Oh, I was planning to head into town to ‘harvest’ anyway. Want to come along?”
Evan kept scribbling something and mumbling to himself before asking me to join him.
Feigning a teasing tone, I asked, “Is that a date invitation?”
“Maybe.”
“I don’t think harvesting is exactly date material.
It’s smelly, damp, and you run into unpleasant people who might die soon.”
By “harvesting,” he meant capturing alley thugs who fancied themselves skilled with knives, or mages working for crime syndicates, and turning them into something akin to boiled broth.
The only difference was that the ingredients weren’t fresh, but those who got stewed were fresh and alive.
“There’s no helping it—we can only target people like that if we want to avoid complications.”
“Don’t worry. I won’t light up in your room.”
I waved the half-burned cigarette I held as I spoke.
Since Evan seemed to dislike it, I’d put it out before entering.
If I’d had any perfume, I might’ve used it, but I didn’t care for such things and didn’t own any.
“I’m just feeling uneasy today, so I thought I’d stay here.
Being with Vivian doesn’t bring back the best memories.”
“…Alright,” Evan said after staring at me for a long while, then he left the room.
From the next day onward, as if nothing had happened, I went to class, attended lessons, and spent time with Evan and Vivian in the academy.
There wasn’t anyone as brazen as Lydia in the class yet, so when I returned to the classroom after a long absence, a few students whispered among themselves, but no one dared speak to me.
Thanks to that, I could recall my old days—when life was somewhat normal.
Drinking tea peacefully, eating sweets, talking with friends, and imagining a future where I’d return to my family, marry Evan, and live a prosperous life together until old age.
Time passed quickly.
One month, two months, then three.
Since I was no longer confined to Vivian’s room, treated like a pet, it wasn’t hard to get along with Vivian and Evan.
When stress overwhelmed me and my breathing grew erratic, a cigarette was enough to calm me down.
Even when my words occasionally darkened the atmosphere, Vivian brushed it off as if she hadn’t heard a thing. Her ignorance—or perhaps her kindness—allowed this fragile routine to persist.
I thought things would continue like this without incident.
Or, to put it another way, I thought I could get away with killing people in the academy and disposing of the evidence without Vivian finding out.
If not for her catching me sitting atop a corpse, counting bullets.
I’d ensured there was no blood, locked all the doors, so how did she get in?
“Erica? Evan? What are you two doing?”
Evan, poised to unleash dark magic, aimed it at Vivian, but I hurriedly spoke up.
There’s no need to fight.
I wasn’t sure if things could be resolved through dialogue, but it was worth trying.
“I was almost assaulted. Evan saved me.”
“…Are you joking?”
“I told you, fallen nobles like me are treated worse than capable commoners like you.
It’s just an extension of that.”
Vivian stared at the corpse for a long time.
It might seem strange—someone who tried to assault me, lying dead, corrupted by dark magic.
I’d hoped Vivian would believe the lie, but I doubted she would.
It was just an attempt to buy time.
“Erica, I’m not an idiot.
I just wanted to believe in my friends’ words.”
Vivian’s voice was calm as she began gathering mana in the air.
Sharp, translucent wind blades and fiery orbs appeared in the room.
“Many people have disappeared recently.
Lydia, Ella, Joanna, and an unnamed maid vanished after entering your room, Erica.
I didn’t ask questions because they disappeared without a trace, as if they simply ceased to exist.”
Only four?
“Are you going to decapitate me with wind and burn my body?
Being burned isn’t pleasant—it’s not an experience I’d like to repeat.”
I spoke with a dry tone.
I preferred peace and avoided violence and cruelty whenever possible.
“Why not ask Evan to dispel his magic first?”
Why was she directing her words at me?
I’d listen if she asked, but still.
“Miss, dark magic is heresy.
To wield it, countless lives must be sacrificed, and it corrupts the user, turning them into beings obsessed with conviction and cost rather than human emotions.”
If anything, the people here, brimming with human emotion, would claw at my flesh and bones if my head were severed.
Isn’t that closer to the essence of dark magic?
“It’s better than gods who demand nothing in return,” Evan replied.
Vivian, her expression trembling, asked us with tears welling in her right eye,
“Until yesterday, we laughed together, shared stories, and even ate meals. Was it all an act?
Were you doing such vile things behind my back while smiling with me?”
Her words wouldn’t change anything.
If dialogue could resolve this, the magic aimed at each other would’ve dissipated long ago.
Neither of us answered, and Vivian didn’t press further.
With a sigh of disappointment—or resignation—she raised her hand, amplifying the spells floating in the air.
If those hit me, there might not even be a trace left.
“Maybe I should’ve known.
You two always seemed so close, like you were falling in love again.
Who would’ve guessed you’d become monsters, draining magic from corpses like mosquitoes.”
I aimed my gun at Vivian and pulled the trigger.
Unsurprisingly, the bullet crumpled against an invisible barrier and fell to the floor with a pathetic clink.
Vivian’s mocking expression hardened instantly.
It was a grim look that seemed to shout, “This is divine retribution,” as if she were a saint eradicating demons.
Before I could dwell on it, Evan unleashed his spell at Vivian and dove toward me.
My body blurred as countless spells flew toward me.
But there was no way Evan could counter all that.
My left leg vanished instantly, and I felt myself being transported somewhere.
In that fleeting moment, I made eye contact with Vivian.
What was she feeling?
Her face was stoic, exuding authority, but her eyes were brimming with unshed tears.
The next moment, my vision went black, and I woke up on an unfamiliar bed.
The pristine sheets began to stain red.
“Evan, my left leg is gone.”
I reported the fact plainly, without blame.
No complaints about his promise to protect me.
After all, promises tend to lose their power when spoken aloud.
Lighting another cigarette, I remarked,
“Everything important just disappears.
Morals, dignity, principles.”
I was exhausted.
To hell with the crown prince, Vivian, and everything else.
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Even with all the healing magic cast, a missing leg doesn’t simply grow back.
Evan surely knew that, yet he kept muttering incantations, his trembling hands pouring more and more mana into the spell.
I didn’t know how much power he had already expended, but when blood began to drip from his nose, I shoved him away.
“It’s fine. I’m used to it.”
At least it was the left leg, and a foot at that. Lucky, perhaps.
I could still hobble around like a cripple, limping about.
Except for the fact that the side was reversed, it wasn’t so unfamiliar.
After all, I still had both arms intact.
“I tried to stop something like this from happening… Am I still not good enough?
Maybe if I send you back one more time. Or again, and again, and again… will it finally work?”
Evan muttered to himself, rambling about sending me back.
He wouldn’t meet my eyes, no matter how I shook him or patted his cheeks. So, I gave him a gentle push.
But his body remained stiff as a board, refusing to budge.
“Evan, a shot to the shoulder won’t kill you. Just pull the bullet out yourself.”
With that, I pressed the muzzle of my gun against his shoulder and pulled the trigger.
He snapped out of his daze, shaking his head before mumbling an apology and hugging me tightly.
I almost lost my balance, standing as I was on one leg, but I managed to steady myself.
Then, something strange happened. Whatever bizarre experiment Evan had performed on himself caused his flesh to regenerate, pushing the bullet out as his wound closed on its own.
“Evan, aren’t you getting tired of all this?”
“I am. Always. It’s exhausting—I’m so damn tired I could scream.
You saw it too, didn’t you?
After fighting things like that over and over, it’s only natural to be worn out.
The worst part is knowing they seem like they’d understand reason but absolutely don’t. Compromise is impossible. It’s infuriating.”
Evan scratched his head irritably, pacing to the center of the room.
“I’ve tried everything—pleading with them, trying to save you, turning back time.
Hell, when Vivian was the one who got you killed, I even proposed those solutions to her.
But death at Vivian’s hands is just death.
There’s no ‘coming back’ for her, not like for you or me.”
“A person willing to save ten strangers at the cost of one close friend’s life is the truly crazy one.
They point fingers at me, calling me a mad, cursed, depraved, evil dark mage who should die—
 but to them, the lives of strangers they’ve never met are more important than their loved ones or friends.
Who’s really insane?”
Evan rarely spoke about how difficult things had been for him—how tired he was, how often he’d failed.
I didn’t know if he wanted to appear strong or simply didn’t want to make me uneasy.
But everyone needs to set their burdens down for a while, to rest irresponsibly.
Otherwise, they’ll just give up entirely.
I gave up once too, though I even failed at that. Ha.
“So, it’s been hard for you?”
Listening to Vivian, it sounded like something the plump aristocrats of old London used to say— ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number.’
Of course, it wasn’t exactly the same, but sacrificing a few individuals for the greater good wasn’t far off.
“Yeah. It’s been hard.”
“What did you hate the most?”
“I hated having insane people sticking to me like leeches, constantly following me around.”
“But was there anything you liked about it?”
“When we stormed the Imperial Palace and slowly roasted that foolish Emperor alive.
I could see it then—the way to save you was so close.”
Finally, Evan stopped looking at my missing left leg.
Even in the midst of those awful times, there had been small joys.
As he recalled them, he looked at me—but it was clear he was only seeing the memories in his mind.
He wore a faint, greasy smile as he spoke.
“If you managed to burn the Emperor alive, where was Vivian in all this?”
“She abandoned the Emperor and fled to the northern duchy.
That idiot was probably still begging her to become his concubine even as the flames engulfed him.
He was that kind of fool.”
Evan chuckled to himself as he recounted the story of the now-Crown Prince burning to death.
It wasn’t exactly a pleasant tale, but when someone needs comforting, you don’t point out how distasteful their words are.
“Come to think of it, even back then, Vivian chose the greater good.
She stayed in the Empire even when the Emperor was pestering her.
After all, so many had fled north or west because of all the killings in the Empire—Vivian must have gone north too.”
A Northern Duke.
Hearing those words, the world suddenly felt like a cruel joke.
It was as if this story was no longer about Vivian’s romance, but instead an adventure where she joined forces with a noble, stoic, and handsome Northern Duke to hunt down Evan and me.
“Anyway, I’ve planted people everywhere, and I’m ready to cause some chaos.”
Evan’s awkward cough at my skeptical glance—clearly asking how he’d managed such preparation while sticking to my side daily—was almost amusing.
“It’s not like I spent all my time at the academy just playing around.”
“Alright, then. Go ahead.”
I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket and handed it to Evan.
He stared at the pristine white fabric for a long moment before accepting it, tucking it into his chest.
With a faint smile, he turned and began walking away.
“Feel free to eat everything inside. There’s enough for two years.
If I’m not back in three months, head down the mountain path to the village on the right and ask around.
If I’m not back in a year…”
I cut him off before he could finish.
I didn’t want to hear it.
“Just go.”
Evan nodded silently and left the room.
If the room had been empty aside from the food, I might have been terribly bored. 
Thankfully, the walls were lined with books—dense tomes filled with dry, knowledge-oriented content meant purely for information, not entertainment.
I wandered among the books, occasionally glancing at the empty space where my left foot used to be, before lying down on the bed and closing my eyes.
Not that I managed to sleep.
Three months passed quickly.
Eating, washing in a nearby stream, and spending entire days reading before sleeping—it wasn’t boring at first. Once it became routine, time seemed to fly by.
Evan didn’t return.
Hadn’t he told me to go down to the village for news?
But I had no desire to go.
Moving was inconvenient without a leg, and the cold made it worse.
Half a year has passed.
Evan still hadn’t returned.
He’d said to wait a year, so I would. He’d come back.
Now that I thought about it, had Evan even promised he’d return when I told him to leave?
“When will Evan come back?”
I asked my newly acquired pet—not an animal, as it wasn’t alive or moving, but a convenient companion that didn’t need food or water.
My neatly polished pet rock offered no response.
Frustrated, I had once thrown it into the fireplace, only to retrieve it later, my palms scorched from the flames. Since then, I’d left it near the bed instead of risking the fire again.
Nine months passed.
I’d read all the books in the room and understood their contents perfectly. To pass the time, I started rereading them, using the opportunity to review what I’d learned.
I was beginning to grasp the basics of dark magic, the kind Evan used.
A year passed.
Unable to bear it any longer, I strapped my cherished gun to my hip, packed it with bullets, and left the little cabin.
Except for picking up my pet rock and washing up occasionally, I’d never left with a purpose. The fresh air felt exhilarating.
Following Evan’s instructions, I descended the mountain path and took the fork leading right.
Before long, I spotted a small village that seemed to house about a hundred people.
The faces of the villagers I passed were uniformly grim and sorrowful.
I realized there wasn’t a single young man in sight.
I stopped an old man carrying an axe and asked him,
“The village seems short on people. What happened?”
The old man mistook me for a noble—well, I am one—and bowed deeply before replying,
“Recently, the lords took all the able-bodied men, saying they needed them to subjugate that dark mage.
But soon enough, that cursed wretch will be dealt with…”
The man seemed eager for conversation, thrilled to have someone to talk to. He eagerly rambled on.
From his words, I learned that Johannes had become Emperor but was captured by Evan.
Evan was now holed up in the imperial capital, resisting fiercely.
Vivian and her followers were preparing to subjugate him, though it would take time.
There was only one thing to do.
Unlike Vivian, I had no attachment to anything outside what was precious to me.
I was born a noble, raised to believe in my superiority, and even in my ruined state, I did not deny it. The life of the old man before me held little value.
He mocked Evan in front of me, jeering that he would die soon. I shoved him, snatched his axe, and buried it in his chest.
For daring to insult a man of Strelitz blood, this much was acceptable.
Yes, it was fine.
I no longer wanted to be left spinning alone in this stagnant time.
Rather than letting the currents of time sweep me away, I resolved to swim against them—to move forward.
That day, more fled than I could catch, but I split the heads of the powerless—children, the elderly, and women—and offered them to the gods as sacrifices.
As described in the books, the deity was pleased and whispered its satisfaction to me as it accepted my offering.
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At first, it was just a small village.
The first time was hard, but after that, it became easier. I pushed aside the inner turmoil that told me this was wrong, and with a few gestures, I sent many people to the heavens.
When I first embarked on this path—dreaming of becoming a great dark mage and setting out to save Evan—I felt a pang of sorrow each time someone died.
Now, I could somewhat understand Evan’s mindset when he casually dissolved people in the academy.
What once seemed horrifying—killing without hesitation—now felt like second nature when seen from a dark mage’s perspective.
Human lives no longer appeared as human lives.
They were merely sacrifices—tools to be used.
It was simple if you thought of it that way.
Just as the enemy wasn’t seen as human during wars against communists, these people who wished for Evan’s death were no different.
They were just talking, wretched insects.
I didn’t speak to them.
Talking to them would make me realize they were human.
I avoided observing their surroundings.
Seeing how they lived would make what I was doing feel cruel and unnecessary.
I didn’t let myself wonder if Evan was more important than all these people dying. If I started thinking that, I might collapse on the spot.
So, I forgot.
I didn’t call it murder when I killed people.
I called it hunting or punishment.
It was simple if I thought of it that way.
These acts had always existed in human history.
Exterminating a traitor’s bloodline wasn’t murder.
Those related to traitors carried rebellious blood, so they weren’t truly human.
Witch hunts weren’t murder.
For the faithful, it was only natural—witches weren’t human and deserved death.
Executing people through revolutionary tribunals wasn’t murder.
Reactionaries weren’t human; they were leeches sucking the lifeblood of the people, so they had to be eradicated.
Communists weren’t human.
They were too stupid to be considered the same species and were pests that would try to kill humans if left unchecked.
With this rationalization, I moved from killing hundreds to slaughtering thousands with my own hands.
That’s when skeletons started following me.
These skeletons would kill village guards, steal their spears and armor, and follow me to protect me.
As I passed through more villages, I earned a nickname: “The Dark Mage’s Whore.”
Honestly, it wasn’t entirely inaccurate. I was constantly asking about Evan, gathering information about his situation wherever I went.
From a broad perspective, marriage could be mocked as nothing more than a prostitution contract where one promises to spread their legs for a single man.
For people who wanted to raise their own children rather than someone else’s, it was an appealing proposition but also a shackle.
Perhaps I’m being too cynical.
In any case, it didn’t matter much.
Lately, I had over a hundred skeletons following me.
I encountered knights—startled to see me—who seemed to recognize me, likely from Evan’s household.
Once, I used my telekinesis, which had only been strong enough to lift a piece of chocolate, to throw a knight clad in full armor into a river.
He probably drowned.
I mean, how could anyone swim or float in such heavy armor?
Not my concern.
What I cared about was the strange, cognitively dissonant creature pointing its sword at me.
It happened while I was hunting.
I had just drained the life force from a woman and thrown her to the ground, stepping on her neck.
Hearing no satisfying crack, I stomped several times until her bones twisted, and she finally died, her toes curling upward.
Her trembling right hand still clutched a bag full of sweet potatoes.
Since I hadn’t been eating well lately, I didn’t take the whole bag. I took one and slipped it into my pocket.
The rest? I left them as company for her journey to the afterlife.
Wherever that might be, she’d probably get hungry along the way.
The dark figure watching me frowned.
Judging by the blood on its long sword, it had killed its share of people too.
Though I’m sure it had only killed sinners.
Am I a sinner? Who knows.
What baffles me is how someone decided to teach a dark-skinned freak like that how to wield a sword—and didn’t even leash it.
I’ve seen it before, and I still can’t understand it.
I know there are crazies who breed goats and horses, but raising their offspring lovingly?
“Are you Erica?”
Unbelievable. It even spoke informally.
I’d realized last time that no one had taught it basic manners, but hearing it again was infuriating.
I wasn’t a slave to be spoken to like that by some dark-skinned thing.
Every time, it feels like common sense is being violated—like watching dolphins create a civilization and take over the world.
“If you’re livestock, put on a leash and get back to the plantation to pick cotton. Why are you asking for names?”
“You’re as crazy as they said.”
“If you speak like that to your master, not just your hand but your whole family should be stoned to death. Hahaha.”
My words seemed to trigger some kind of trauma; its expression twisted.
I said nothing more and just watched.
Some skeletons grew impatient and charged at it with spears.
But there was no contest.
Ordinary humans could be pierced and killed, but what could skeletons do against a beast in full plate armor, wielding a long sword with such speed?
So, pretending to be relaxed, I sat on a skeleton and cast spells while secretly preparing to flee.
“Tell your master, Vivian, that Evan and I want to talk.
If she doesn’t listen, I’ll keep roaming and killing every innocent person I come across.”
“Do you think she’ll heed such words?”
I nodded, smirking at the dark-skinned freak.
“Yes. You have to stay in one place, but I don’t.”
It seemed they hadn’t brought horses.
Plenty of chances to escape, then.
“You think we can’t track down cursed heretics like you, no matter where you run?”
“Hearing a dark-skinned freak speak so eloquently is giving me whiplash.”
I whistled, and a golden retriever came bounding toward me.
It had lost its left eye, likely from being a toy for village kids, but its legs worked fine, and it ran swiftly—even carrying me.
Much more useful than my pet rock.
The dog licked my face enthusiastically instead of letting me mount.
I pushed it away, climbed onto its back, and smacked its flank. It yelped before dashing off.
The skeletons would follow, or they wouldn’t—it didn’t matter much.
From behind, I heard shouts like, “Stop!” or “Are you running away?” but I ignored them.
Anyway, no matter how ridiculous their shouting was, how could I possibly win?
Even if I thrust a spear at them, it wouldn’t penetrate. A sword swung at them would likely be blocked with nothing but a bare arm.
Someone like me? I’d be cleaved in half in an instant by that massive sword.
I’d be running into them often from now on—Vivian, that dark-skinned swordsman, or perhaps the so-called great Northern Duke.
I’m heading to the imperial capital to meet Evan.
He saved me when I was on the brink of death—when my limbs were torn apart, and my eyes were crushed. I owe him a debt I must repay.
If some unnecessary and unfortunate sacrifices occur along the way, that’s Vivian’s fault.
She pushed Evan and me to this point, gave us no room to breathe. Like a cornered rat biting the cat and desperately trying to escape, it’s only natural.
“When we meet again, I’d like to kick her in the shins first.
Though, come to think of it, I only have one leg left.”
I muttered to myself, laughing with a dry chuckle.
Was I talking to myself because I was lonely?
A solitary existence.
Still, I’ll see Evan soon.
If thousands aren’t enough, I’ll offer tens of thousands of sacrifices to meet him.
Evan has already offered countless things to come to me.
When the world gave him no opportunities or hope as he was ripped apart and died over and over again, it only started to grant something when he began harvesting the lives of others to offer them.
I chewed on the raw sweet potato the woman I’d just killed had been holding, smiling as I did so.
It wasn’t cooked, so it tasted terrible, but I was probably smiling right now.
The same kind of smile Evan might have.
I headed toward the next village.
Not on my own legs, of course, but on the dog carrying me.
Should I name it?
Evan already has his name, so let’s call this one Ivan.
Stupid Ivan.
The way it whines and wags its tail at people, even after being stoned and tormented by those devilish kids, reminds me of Ivan.
“Ivan, run.”
At my command, Ivan barked once and sped up.
What a smart dog.
It already understands me.
Ivan cleverly avoided knights whenever we encountered them, steering clear without me needing to say a word, and brought me to a village bustling with children.
It was almost as if, even as a mere dog, Ivan sought revenge on the humans who had tormented him—through me.
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Even after escaping, I raided villages here and there.
Honestly, I was surprised someone like me could raid villages so easily. Then it dawned on me: all the soldiers on the continent had gathered to capture Evan. Essentially, I was looting empty houses.
From a cliff, I couldn’t even see the capital city where the academy was located, but I could see countless soldiers swarming the area.
Looking closely, the figures surrounding the city walls were all human.
Even from this distance, the roars of soldiers and even louder screams carried to me, overwhelming me.
It was a staggering sight—the sheer number of humans clashing in one place was something I had never seen before.
“Ivan, this is quite the spectacle.”
I dismounted Ivan, lit a cigarette, and stuck it in my mouth.
In the past, I would have struggled to light the small flame, but thanks to the sacrifices who had kindly died for me, I could do it effortlessly now.
That speck floating in the air, hurling fireballs like a madwoman, was probably Vivian.
I couldn’t see her clearly, but I assumed as much—there was no one else who could cast such massive spells.
Watching this scene, I felt as though I had half-succeeded in escaping my hellish life.
“The genre’s changed. It’s gone from romance to some ridiculous comedy. Ha!”
Though the protagonist still seemed to be Vivian.
“So, the goal is to escape her and settle down somewhere peaceful…”
I wondered if that was even possible.
With each fireball, it looked like at least a hundred soldiers were burning alive.
Still, most of the soldiers were the skeletons clattering around behind me, so I didn’t care too much.
“I said I’d save Evan this time, but was that a mistake?”
Even wasting time on such thoughts felt regretful.
I snubbed out my cigarette on the ground and tossed it away, ordering the skeletons to gather leaves into a pile. I threw a spark onto the leaves, and they caught fire immediately, spreading rapidly.
Recently, I’d realized that arson was incredibly effective.
It didn’t always work, but when it did, the fire consumed not just the people in the mountains but also countless plants and animals.
“Let’s go, Ivan. There are people everywhere.”
Climbing back onto Ivan with a grunt, I began wandering aimlessly again.
Evan would laugh if he saw this—a noblewoman riding a dog. The absurdity was undeniable.
***
 
“Witch! A witch has come to the village..!”
An old man who had spotted me from afar screamed, alerting the others.
I quickly aimed for his forehead and fired, but judging by the screams and the commotion that followed, I was too late.
Why was he even wandering outside the main gate?
Still, I’d use whatever was left behind to my advantage.
As I entered the village, two men were waiting for me—both reasonably handsome, though in different ways.
One held a sword, the other a staff.
These days, magic staves weren’t outdated wooden relics but more like iron firearms. How clueless could they be?
“You must be the dark mage’s whore…”
The bespectacled mage addressed me in a low voice as I passed through the village gate on Ivan, creating a ridiculous spectacle.
“That old man just now—you could’ve saved him. Why didn’t you?”
Interrupting his words, I asked him a question of my own.
“Why should I have? What nonsense are you spouting?”
“Did you think shielding that old man from a bullet would stop me from entering?
Or were you trying to create a terrifying scene to scare the villagers into fleeing faster?
Sure, an old geezer like him is just a useless mouth to feed.”
Were these Vivian’s prospective boy-toys?
She probably sent them to stop me.
Their habit of glaring in silence when things didn’t go their way was so similar.
Do slaves grow to resemble their masters?
When I meet Vivian, I’ll have plenty to show her.
I’ve picked up some magic myself and can now demonstrate what Evan used to do.
Though, I doubt it would faze Vivian.
Winning here was out of the question.
So, I threw the bodies I’d been collecting into the air, filled the space with corpses, and slapped Ivan’s flank to signal our retreat.
The stench from the three-week-old corpses was foul beyond words.
Before entering the village, I recalled the face of the old man who had shouted about the witch’s arrival.
He wore an expression resigned to death, as if carrying out an inevitable duty, his self-sacrifice meant to save others.
Too noble.
It felt insulting to compare his purity to my wretched self. I buried my face in my hands and collapsed to the ground.
Ivan began licking my face and then lay beside me.
Using him as a pillow, I felt at ease.
“Please, spare the child! Just the child!”
A woman, gaunt and skeletal, begged me as she cradled her baby in her arms. Her face was so emaciated that it looked as though a skull lay beneath her skin.
I stared at the bundle she held for a long moment.
There were no maggots, but flies buzzed around it. The child had already dried up and died.
“Fine. But you…”
The woman smiled faintly, tears streaming down her face, and nodded as though accepting her fate.
I crushed her head in an instant, ensuring it was painless.
“You butcher! Demon! Get out of here now!”
When I entered another village, it was already deserted, save for two crippled men left behind.
“Abandoned.”
“No, I stayed behind. If staying here means even a slight…”
I didn’t want to hear more, so I crushed his head too.
In the city I visited next—too large to simply call a village—executions were in full swing.
Prisoners with black hoods over their heads dangled in the air, their legs kicking as they danced their final dance.
Once the dance ended, their bodies went limp. The problem was the stench that followed.
In one corner of the city, people had gathered to throw stones at someone buried up to their chest in a pit. 
It was a festival, apparently. I joined in, tossing stones at the heads of those happily participating in the stoning.
The humans, who had been laughing while pelting stones at someone, screamed and fled when the stones started hitting them instead.
Not that it mattered—skeletons had surrounded the city.
I approached the girl who had been buried in the pit.
“Hey, kid. What’s your name?”
Her mouth was bloodied, and her skull was dented, so she couldn’t respond. I cast a healing spell on her.
She grabbed her head, sobbed, and cried out, “Because of you! I almost died because of you!”
Her sudden accusation caught me off guard. When I asked for an explanation, she spat out her reply:
“Someone with the same name as you, with silver hair, nearly got me stoned to death!”
Her words soured my mood, so I killed everyone in the city.
Including the girl sitting in front of me.
Of course, I didn’t do it myself.
The white skeletons took up clubs and worked diligently.
This time, I might have a lot of broken skulls to repair.
Tally:
– One child.
– Two men.
– Four women.
– Ten elderly.
– Eight men.
– One woman.
– A lingering scent of night blossoms.
– Seven children.
– Twenty presumed humans, though perhaps pigs.
– The smell of blood, rot, and night blossoms.
– Three elderly.
– One pot.
– A child boiled alive in scalding water.
– One hundred sheep.
– Two dogs.
– One elderly man.
– Twenty-seven men.
– Two women.
– Something that used to be a woman, inside a pot.
“Ugh! Gahhh!! Uwehhk!!!”
My stomach churned as nausea surged through me. Tears spilled uncontrollably from my eyes.
I couldn’t breathe, and an unbearable weight pressed on my chest.
I was undoubtedly hunting.
But there was no one left that could even be called a person.
“Damn it, I’m supposed to be the dark mage.
The cursed demon, or whore.
So why are they treating others more cruelly than I ever could?”
How long had Evan been doing this?
I was reaching my limit.
Vivian should have come to stop me by now, shouldn’t she?
No. I was ready to stop myself.
I was sick of killing—whether it was humans, animals, or livestock.
“Ivan, Ivan. There are no humans left in this world.
Except for Evan and me, they were all revolting beasts wearing human masks.
No matter how hungry you are, eating children is just wrong, isn’t it?”
I’d rather die than do that.
At least, I think I would have.
I don’t consider myself particularly moral or altruistic.
But there’s got to be a minimum standard, right?
“Or is this all my fault? Did I make them like this?”
But if hunger alone could turn people into such monsters, maybe the world is better off without them.
“No, it’s because Vivian took all the decent people.
She dragged them to the Empire. That’s why I’m stuck seeing this filth.”
Yes, I’m looting the remains.
What’s left are the dregs—the ones who stayed behind.
The normal ones must have fled west or north long ago, abandoning the disabled, the elderly, and the burdensome children.
I’m just scavenging what’s left, like a janitor, a vulture, a crow, or a hyena.
Feeding on what others discarded—mentally dead things—and gaining strength from them…
My thoughts were interrupted.
“Erica, don’t you think it’s time to stop?”
Vivian appeared before me.
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“Sure.”
“Sure what?”
Vivian’s words, spoken after meeting me for the first time in a while, were razor-sharp.
Fearing she might kill me in an instant, I clumsily gathered my mana and clung to Ivan.
Ivan whimpered in fear.
Losing my skeletons would be unfortunate, but I knew I could easily replace them by wandering through more villages and encountering vagrants and deserters.
Just as I was about to chant a spell to escape to my hideout, Vivian spoke to me.
“Don’t run away. You said you wanted to talk, didn’t you?
You’ve sent countless people to deliver the message to me—asking for a conversation.”
“So, you’re finally willing to talk?
You didn’t care to listen to a single word back when I was powerless and helpless.”
Vivian stared at me for a long moment before letting out a sigh.
“Should I call you milady or something? Anyway, let’s hear it.
Why have you and Evan gone so far, killing people left and right?
I didn’t know Johannes was such a despicable bastard, but you even burned the Emperor alive.”
So, the Emperor was burned to death.
Good.
I didn’t want to witness his disgusting demise anyway.
“I have to do this to survive. If the Emperor’s dead, that’s one problem solved.
But you’re not going to let Evan and me live, are you?”
Vivian didn’t respond. She simply ground her teeth together.
After a long silence, she finally spoke.
“Even after all you’ve done, you still want to live?”
Without hesitation, I answered, “Yes.
Even if Evan and I haven’t seen each other in years, we know we’re both alive. And because of that, we still have hope.”
Vivian scoffed at my response.
She looked different from when I’d last seen her at the academy. She’d grown stronger, more formidable.
Her face radiated beauty, and her body—her chest and hips—fit the definition of femininity.
As I glanced at her chest and then downward, I couldn’t help but think that even if I mocked her, she’d probably just laugh it off.
“Sure, right. Limping witch.”
“So that’s what they’re calling me these days?”
“You’ve killed so many people.
Didn’t you think you’d earn a nickname by now?
A limping, silver-haired, dark mage riding a one-eyed dog—and with a beautiful face to boot. Of course, people are talking about you.”
“Well, that’s lucky for me.
Because of that, I’ve managed to receive a few letters from Evan.
Though I can’t meet him because you’re still surrounding the city walls and blocking magic.”
“Enough with the pointless chatter.”
“Pointless? You’re the ones wasting time.”
Vivian tilted her head slightly, as if in disbelief.
“Just let Evan and me go.
We don’t have any grand ideology or anything like that.
If you let us, we’ll live quietly, holed up somewhere.”
“Do you really think that’s possible?”
“Do you think you can actually conquer the capital?
You’re sending living soldiers, but the ones defending the walls are skeletons.
And every time your soldiers die, the skeletons only multiply.”
I conjured a small fireball and tossed it at Vivian’s feet.
Dust scattered, and the flames fizzled out.
“Even when you throw your grand magic around sometimes, it doesn’t matter.
If Evan were really in danger, he’d find a way to escape.”
I pulled out a cigarette and stuck it in my mouth.
I’d recently found a cigar, and since I didn’t have any fancy scents to coat it, I’d tried using sweet potato essence. It turned out to taste surprisingly good, so I kept smoking it.
Offering Vivian one, I held it out with two fingers.
She stared at it for a long time before smacking it away.
I picked it up, brushed off the dirt, and tucked it back into my pocket.
“What? Am I wrong?
You came to me for a conversation because you’re out of options.
The chance to resolve this peacefully has already passed.”
Vivian frowned at my words and said, “What do you mean by passed?”
Interrupting her, I replied,
“I was almost raped, and Evan dealt with the bastard. That should’ve been the end of it.
Even if it seemed suspicious, even if you couldn’t accept it.
All we wanted was to kill the Crown Prince and then flee somewhere quiet to live in peace.”
“And do you think anyone would believe that?
Erica, Erica von Mecklenburg. Look at yourself.
You used to look so innocent, but now anyone can see you’re a wicked dark mage.
Your silver hair is filthy with dried blood, your face is covered in dirt, and you reek of blood just by standing near.
And that missing left foot… Damn it, I should’ve taken all of you back then.”
In response, I wiggled my right foot mockingly.
“Why not take my right foot this time? I’ll run away for you again.”
But there was no point.
We’d been through too much for a simple gesture to change anything.
At best, we merely raised our voices and threw harsh words at each other. Vivian knew that if she tried casting a spell to capture me, I’d escape immediately, so she simply hurled curses instead.
“Evan and you must face judgment.
Your limbs will be torn apart, burned, and cursed like so many others. You’ll bleed and die slowly.
How could just two people—two!—create such a horrific mess…”
Maybe the world itself is to blame, for being so fragile that just two people with different intentions could create this chaos.
“I was sick of it.
Utterly, disgustingly sick of it.”
For a moment, I found it hard to breathe.
“A curse? Yeah, I got one. I already received it before you even mentioned it!”
Vivian didn’t react much to my outburst. She’d likely seen too many people screaming and raging at her by now. 
She didn’t show the fresh, vulnerable reactions I remembered from our academy days.
“Yeah, my limbs? I’ve already had them torn apart once.
Johannes ripped them off and scorched them with fire, that bastard.
Then he poured drugs into my nose, saying I might die if it hurt too much.”
Vivian’s response was indifferent.
“You said you wanted to talk. Did you seek me out just to spout nonsense?”
I conjured water in the air, scattering it to illustrate the memory I was about to recount.
Whether it was real or not, Vivian would know better than I did.
One of my outstretched arms was severed and burned. Then the other three limbs were cut off and scorched in turn. The Crown Prince—no, the Emperor’s—fingers came into view before the memory went completely black.
Vivian stared at the now-darkened vision, her disbelief evident. Then she looked down at me, sitting on the ground.
She seemed flustered, as if the conversation had veered completely off course.
What was supposed to be a negotiation had turned into an accusation.
“You don’t think I’ve experienced it? Hah. You don’t think I’ve gone through all that?
Don’t stand there looking down at me. Sit down, you miserable wretch.”
Vivian grimaced slightly but sat down in front of me as I demanded.
“Good. Ignore the smoke, even if it’s suffocating. Listen to my story, no matter how boring it is.
I’ll tell you why I’ll disappear quietly if you just let me go.
I’ll explain why I’ve wrecked this world and why I supposedly deserve the curses you think I do. I’ll give you my excuses.”
The smoke was thick and dry.
I conjured water again, drinking deeply, and stared for a moment at a sprouted potato before popping it into my mouth and chewing.
At this point, eating something like this wouldn’t make me sick. That phase was long past.
“Alright, at first, I died because of you.”
“What do you mean by that…”
“Evan liked you.
It pissed me off so much that I hit you. Then Evan came to me and raised hell.
And as luck would have it, that cursed girl’s family crumbled completely.”
I drew the gun from my pocket.
Not that it would hit Vivian if I fired it.
“At first, I tried to kill myself by submerging my wrist in hot water, but it hurt too much.
So I picked up a gun and shot myself. But I couldn’t even die properly.
All I managed to do was put a hole in my throat, bubbling with gurgling noises until I eventually died.
Alone, where no one could see.”
The bathtub water, stained red with blood, came into view.
As time passed, the memory faded to black.
“Do you think showing me this and telling me your story will make me let you and Evan go?” Vivian asked coldly.
“Of course not.
You imprisoned me at your side until the day I burned to death in front of you.
I wonder if you even felt anything then.”
I poked Vivian with my finger.
The vaunted mage sat there without resisting.
“I can’t even count how many times I’ve died because of you.
I’ve tried to convince myself it’s because I’m weak, but I just can’t.
From my family’s collapse to why I couldn’t live normally at the academy.
The people who clung to you suffocated me, stopped me from doing anything.
And when I tried to escape the torment, they shoved me back into it.
Even when I tried to hide, they dragged me out.
Am I rambling? Yeah, I am. It’s long-winded. It’s been too long.
Why do I keep dying and returning to stand here in front of you? Is it that disgusting to you?”
My throat tightened as I spoke.
“I don’t even know what I’m saying anymore.
But whatever curse you think I deserve, whatever punishment for the guilty, I’ve already been through it.
I never committed any great sins.
Yet the more people I kill, the farther death seems to drift away from me.”
Vivian’s expression remained blank, but her lips trembled slightly.
“What do you think? Doesn’t it seem better to just let me go?”
It was as if she realized things had strayed far from the scenario she had imagined.
Ah, how detestable.
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I noticed she was slightly dazed, so I approached her and whispered softly into her ear.
"You've gone too far. It was something I experienced alone. There’s no way you’d remember.
I yelled in anger, forced my feelings onto you, and demanded sympathy. I’m sorry, Vivian. Ha."
I gently hugged Vivian.
"But you know, I died several times. Seriously, several times.
It’s absurd, isn’t it?
The idea that when someone dies, time rewinds. That it keeps repeating. Isn’t that insane?
You couldn’t possibly know what I went through."
When I patted Vivian, who seemed about to sob, she began to cry, her body trembling slightly.
"It’s not your fault. It’s just that... I’ve become a bit strange.
After dying a few times, I should have endured it. Why did I suddenly lose my mind and start killing innocent people?
Even though I’m already someone useless, who’s only good enough to be carried around like a doll—a pathetic excuse for a person."
I pushed Vivian away.
She suddenly looked at me with quivering eyes.
"But Evan came to find me.
Through the flow of time. Even when I died, he didn’t abandon me.
When I was finally mutilated and blind, just like you mentioned earlier, the one who came to save me wasn’t you.
It was Evan. It was Evan!
Even though you always pretended to care about me, even though you went as far as to lock me up so I couldn’t die, it wasn’t you who came to find me after I died—it was Evan.
You’re a damned liar, a horrible, cruel person."
"I didn’t do anything..."
I didn’t let her excuse herself.
I wasn’t trying to have a conversation. This was just a one-sided accusation.
"So it makes sense, doesn’t it? That you’ve never felt emotions like love in your life. You’re broken, aren’t you? A lunatic.
Marrying a man, having children—it’s just because that’s what people around your age do.
So you think you should too, right? So that everyone will think you’re a normal person. When in reality, you’re just a heartless lunatic who doesn’t know what emotions are. Ha!"
Vivian started to cry at my words.
Then, as if she had realized she had almost succumbed to me just moments ago, she straightened her posture and took aim at me with her staff.
"I suppose you were living it up under the Emperor’s favor.
While I, like a damned punching bag, had my insides devoured.
You’ve never helped me or saved me even once when it truly mattered.
Maybe you killed me—that I wouldn’t know. But in that sense, I think I’m rather gentlemanly.
After all, I haven’t vented my hatred on you unconditionally, without any explanation."
Although she flinched at every word I said, she seemed determined to ignore it now.
"Then what was I supposed to do?
The dead are dead. Trying to save them—like Evan did—is madness!"
"You’re always right. That’s the logical conclusion. Of course, Evan was insane.
You don’t kill people. You don’t do bad things. If you can save many by sacrificing one friend, then of course you should.
But you’ve never sacrificed anything, have you? That’s the world you live in.
Meanwhile, Evan sacrificed himself to save me."
She had no defense. She left me behind, claiming there was nothing she could do.
It’s only natural, I suppose. If it were Vivian who died, I might have done the same.
But since that didn’t happen to me, I condemn Vivian without a shred of guilt.
"So shut up, Vivian. You abandoned me, and Evan somehow saved me.
When you were slowly strangling me, and when I finally escaped you and burned to death, the only one who knelt before me and begged for forgiveness was Evan.
I showed her the exact look I had that day.
Evan was on his knees, apologizing tearfully, while Vivian simply sprayed water mechanically.
"Really, what else could you have done? Beyond spraying water, there wasn’t anything you were capable of.
You're the reason. You’re logical. You’re the standard. You’re always right.
But the world doesn’t operate on reason or logic, does it?"
Vivian raised her lips slightly as if to argue but then closed her mouth again.
She must have nothing to say.
"Even now, though the hatred has diluted a little, I still loathe you.
My family was ruined because of you. My brother was beheaded because of you. My father hanged himself because of you.
Don’t tell me it was the Emperor. It was all because of you. Damn you.
I hadn’t done anything wrong. I lived my life without staining my hands with blood, living happily.
And then you appeared, stole Evan from me, stripped me of my dignity, reduced me to a pathetic wreck.
And in the end, after countless deaths, you killed me yourself.
You should kneel before me, like Evan did. Beg for forgiveness, admit you were wrong.
You vile, despicable woman. You lock yourself in your ideal little world and try to impose it on others like some lunatic.
So what if a child dies? Or a woman? Or an old man?
When you marched off with all the able-bodied men in the village, there were hardly any normal people left behind.
Deserters, bandits, lowly nobles pretending to be kings, deranged noblewomen grinding women’s faces into the dirt, crazy old people eating children because ‘adult meat is too tough’—
Maybe you’re right, but there are hardly any normal people left.
You know it too, don’t you?
Those skeletons guarding the walls, dying and then resurrecting to fight again—it’s because of that ridiculous phenomenon you created.
You stupid, idiotic woman."
Vivian trembled violently, her legs wobbling slightly as she clung to her thighs.
Yet, despite that, she tried to preach morality to me.
"And you think it’s justified to kill millions directly, between the two of you?"
“That includes innocent elders, children, and even pregnant women!?”
“Of course. Naturally.”
Vivian grimaced at my words and began chanting a spell.
The moment it came flying at me, I was ready to run.
I might get hit once.
It’d have to be fast, though.
“If a million have to die for me to survive, then that’s how it must be.
The most important thing in the world is me. It’s always been me.
So when Evan came to me, whispering his proposal, I hoped for it, and I acted on it.
I told you, didn’t I? You abandoned me. Of course, you had to. The dead are useless, after all.”
Killing them one by one—I wasn’t completely numb to it.
I just got desensitized.
And in the end, Evan mattered far more to me than those poor, innocent people dying by my hand.
Whether it’s a saintly priestess desperately trying to save children or a gang of men defiling a woman, to me, they were just the same materials.
“But you? You can’t do anything. You’ve never made a single decision for yourself.
You just get swayed by the morality everyone else considers obvious.
Because of that, you managed to thoroughly destroy one person’s life—you killed me too.
Vivian, by your logic, if there’s a give, there should be a take.
You killed me back then, so how about offering your life in return?”
Vivian pushed me away as I moved closer to her.
“You wouldn’t even want to try understanding, would you? Everything I say probably sounds like nonsense to you.
And once you hear that killing me doesn’t matter because I’ll just come back, you’ll wonder if it’s better not to kill me at all.
Most of it is nonsense, honestly. Ha.”
“...It doesn’t make sense from the start.
You barely had any magic. How could you turn back time at all?”
Who knows? Some deity must have taken an interest in my suffering.
As long as the situation was miserable enough, I could keep coming back.
I didn’t think Vivian would be this stupid—someone who doesn’t even listen to an experienced account.
“Sure, it’s illogical if you think about it.
But then, doesn’t it also make no sense for the two of us to kill so many people?
Two people are more important than one.
And a wretched reality is more important than a hunk of meat that was once a friend but is already dead.
Of course, to you and Evan, that hunk of dead meat probably mattered more.”
Vivian didn’t respond.
She didn’t say anything.
It was just absurd to her.
A friend she once knew well rewinding time, committing serial murders inside the academy, and running off, offering people as sacrifices.
How could something so horrific exist?
“That’s why I hate you.
You try to crush me with the weight of common sense, established concepts, and the morality everyone takes for granted.
You are always good, and I am always evil.
So, of course, I must be trampled underfoot.”
Daring to offend the protagonist's sensibilities is a crime punishable by being burned alive.
Suicide? Unthinkable.
It’s something the protagonist deems evil, and such people are locked away and left to mentally rot.
But I won’t give in.
I’ve been crushed and brought to my knees countless times, begged like a dog.
Still, if a chance comes, I must seize it.
And perhaps this is the last chance I’ll get.
If I fall here, I doubt I’ll be able to rise again.
“Sorry, I took my frustrations out on you. It’s been a while since I’ve talked to someone.”
I’ve met plenty of things in human form, but not a single actual human.
Vivian, on the other hand, is undoubtedly human.
She’s the protagonist of this world, after all. And she can even understand words to some degree.
“Here’s what I really want to say:
Evan saved me, not you. And now, I’m going to save Evan.
Of course, I’ll be relying on your merciful choice for that.”
If she so much as shook her head or uttered a hint of negativity, I’d run immediately—this time heading north.
There aren’t any villages left around here anyway.
Vivian was just crying silently.
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I found myself thinking that even with tears streaming down her face, Vivian was still beautiful.
In this moment of heightened emotions, I wondered, if I chanted a small spell, could I crush that little head of hers?
No, of course not. Even if Vivian let her guard down, there was no way I could kill her.
As I recounted why Evan had become such a significant figure to me, I unconsciously felt my face heat up. Touching my cheek, I realized it was burning.
I mean, how could I not be moved?
Death wasn’t the end. He painstakingly traced back my words, reached the conclusion that I was rewinding time, and committed acts of madness.
Even if it had been Ivan lying next to me instead of Evan, I think I would have been touched all the same.
No, maybe that’s going too far.
Perhaps it was just Evan’s own form of escapism, but that wasn’t such a bad thing.
In the end, he fled to find me, someone he believed was already dead.
“Vivian, I can’t kill you. Evan’s the same.
Even if I came back to kill you, some cruel twist of fate or whatnot would get in the way.
So, whether you end up with some damn black-blooded bastard or some ice-chewing beggar, I couldn’t care less.”
You’re simply absurd.
Your very existence is a contradiction.
You’ve killed tens of thousands, and yet their lives are worth less than yours.
You preach fairness and justice, but you don’t realize that you stand atop the greatest absurdity of all.
“Well, talking about old, emotional stories is boring.”
I pulled a raw sweet potato from my pocket and bit into it.
It had ripened slightly, enough to bring out a faint sweetness.
“So let’s stop sitting here, facing each other, and spewing nonsense.”
“…Nonsense?”
Vivian didn’t seem to think what she had said was nonsense.
But I was just venting my emotions without filter, while Vivian wasn’t even saying her own words. 
She was just parroting the moral rhetoric of others, the things people think should be said.
She’s like a patchwork doll. Nothing of her own, just bits and pieces borrowed and glued together—obviously not hers.
Not that it matters to me.
“Just let Evan and me go. At least then, I’ll stop wandering around, cutting people’s throats like some rabid animal.”
“…How can I trust you?”
“Why not? It’s hard enough for you to believe that I’m rewinding time.
Even after seeing it with your own eyes, even confirming there’s no magical manipulation involved.”
Beside me, Ivan wagged his tail before playfully biting my hand.
Not hard, just enough to tickle.
He must be bored or a bit hungry.
“Trust me, and good fortune will follow. Ha! Isn’t that hilarious?”
Vivian pressed her fingers to her brow as if trying to smooth out her grimace.
Seeing her already throbbing headache, I teased her with a grin and spoke playfully.
“Otherwise, I’ll just run away again.
Sure, I might lose a leg, an arm, or, if I’m unlucky, my head. But as long as I survive, I’ll burn everything down again.”
As I spoke with a sly smile, Vivian broke into a cold sweat.
“Vivian, how many will die? You can’t even catch me.
It might not just be tens of thousands—I could kill as many as Evan did.
In the end, there won’t be a single blade of grass left in this empire.”
“That’s not something you should…”
“If my family estate still existed, I might hesitate. But it already belongs to the imperial family.
These aren’t my vassals—they’re imperial subjects. There’s nothing stopping me from killing them.”
After all, Evan himself buried the knights sent by his family.
Hearing that, Vivian bit her lip.
After a long sigh, she said nothing.
Honestly, this conversation didn’t even matter.
If I had the upper hand, she wouldn’t have come to me in the first place.
The fact that Vivian sought me out means she’s already admitted her defeat.
As Evan once told me, Vivian values saving ten nameless people over cherishing one.
What’s the point of being strong?
In the end, there’s no way to hold me down.
Even Evan could escape the imperial capital if he wanted to.
He’s probably staying because there’s still something there worth holding on to.
Someday, sure, they might kill Evan and me.
But how many will die before then?
I extended a hand to Vivian and spoke.
“Vivian, like I said earlier, let’s compromise.
You can’t do anything to someone who can rewind time indefinitely.
Even if you survive, those around you won’t. They’re not all as exceptional as you.”
Vivian took my hand, held it for a long time, and finally spoke just as the cigarette I was holding burned down to its end.
“So, what you’re saying is… I should stop killing anyone else, and just disappear somewhere?
Stop targeting the weak, stop running away when knights or mages come after you. Is that right?”
“Yes.”
“And I should let a vile, wretched mass murderer walk free, just like that?”
“Yes.”
“A dark sorcerer who can’t even be bound by an oath?”
Vivian gave a faintly bitter smile.
A thin trickle of blood flowed from the corner of her mouth as if she had made up her mind.
“But what choice do I have?
To farm, you have to settle on land.
You have to plow the soil, plant seeds, and harvest.
You collect taxes in the name of protecting those people and send soldiers to guard them.
Unless you’re going to live nomadically, you’re bound to the land.
But we’re not like that.”
To emphasize her point, she picked up a clattering skull, placed it on the ground, and crushed it underfoot.
As the conversation ended, the sound of the skull shattering echoed.
“So, what’s your decision?”
I was still holding out my hand. Vivian closed her eyes briefly, then accepted it and shook it.
“…And what exactly does ‘letting you go’ entail?”
Finally, she asked the most important question.
“Well, how kind of you.
Just let Evan be presumed dead. Say the limping witch died from grief after the dark sorcerer was killed.
Oh, and make sure Evan gets this—it’ll resolve everything.”
I handed Vivian a letter I had written for Evan, just in case she agreed.
There wasn’t much written in it.
The plan was to put on a show of fighting, then take a hit from Vivian’s magic and escape through the underground waterways.
On the night of the full moon.
A few days had passed since I shook hands with Vivian.
I wasn’t sure if she’d made her decision out of emotional bias or because she’d been convinced by my claim that she was just as responsible for my state as if she had killed me herself. Either way, being let go felt like an unexpected stroke of luck.
Then again, thinking about it calmly, it might just be a trap.
Vivian isn’t stupid enough to genuinely let Evan and me go free, is she?
We probably both knew it.
As I said from the start, the time to resolve things through conversation had already passed.
Yes, it’s a trap.
That faintly bitter smile of hers is the trademark of those dreamers fantasizing about saving the world.
Oh well, what does it matter? At the very least, I have to ensure Evan gets out alive.
Who knows, maybe Evan has a plan of his own.
Even if I have to give up half my body and end up being called a “torso spirit” instead of a “limping witch,” I’ll still try to escape. And since Vivian let me go so easily, I’ll meet Evan, and everything should work out somehow.
When we’re together, I know we’ll find a way to escape.
From time to time, the curses of those I killed with my own hands—not through my skeletons, but with my bare hands or by smashing their skulls with weapons—echo in my ears.
But I’m used to it by now.
After all, even reading Vivian’s story in that little room back then was just my way of running away from those voices.
Adding one or two more to the mix doesn’t mean much anymore.
With Ivan, I made my way to a cliff that overlooked the tedious siege of the imperial capital.
The soldiers surrounding the castle walls were still dying, killing, and dying again. Not that skeletons can truly die in the first place.
I think I might finally understand a little why Vivian is ready to give up.
“Looks like it’s time.”
Compared to what Evan handles, my army was smaller, but I still led a group of rattling skeletons as I entered the underground waterways.
Normally, soldiers would have been guarding this area, but they had long since been driven off—forced out, no doubt, under Vivian’s orders.
If Vivian herself or some self-righteous humans armed with weapons showed up now, I’d probably die.
As I entered the sewers, I saw a figure cloaked in rags.
“Evan.”
“Erica, we need to get out of here.”
“I know. There’s no way Vivian would let us go so easily.”
“I figured I was being deceived when I showed up, but it turns out it really was your plan.”
“Yeah.”
In the thrill of meeting Evan after so long, I almost went to hug him but stopped, remembering the blood and grime covering us both.
Instead, I pulled a cigarette from my coat, lit it, and handed it to Evan. He took it without a word, smiling faintly.
“Don’t worry. Vivian will let us go.”
“Before that, Evan, stick out your right leg for a second.”
I limped away from Ivan, stood up, and kicked Evan square in the shin, sending myself falling backward.
“There. That’s for not coming back for a whole year.”
“Goodness.”
Evan sighed and helped me back to my feet as I sat on the ground.
“Erica, what do you think Vivian will choose: the two of us or the 300,000 starving prisoners held hostage inside the capital?”
“No idea, and I don’t care to find out.”
We clasped hands and started making our way out of the sewer.
As expected, Vivian wasn’t there, but a group of men stood blocking the path ahead.
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“Hey, Vivian agreed to let us go.
How about clearing the path for us?”
Fortunately, Vivian wasn’t around.
She must have decided it was fine as long as she didn’t get directly involved.
Was this her way of keeping her word, even in such a half-hearted manner? Or was this whole situation something done against her will?
Whatever it was, as expected, we were betrayed.
The men gritted their teeth, their faces full of rage, as they pointed their crude weapons at us.
“It was Vivian’s idea to let those monsters, who are no better than demons and have killed countless people, go free. Not ours.”
“Lapdogs barking when she commands and dying when she orders—a fitting role for you.”
“Says the whore of a dark sorcerer.”
This wasn’t a situation where we could exchange pleasantries.
I stepped back slightly and spoke quietly enough for only Evan to hear.
“We’re going to run. Even if we fight, the first priority is to escape. Got it?”
Evan nodded.
Together, we raised dozens of skeletons from the ground and ordered them to scatter decaying flesh all around.
In an instant, the nauseating stench filled the air, creating a gruesome scene resembling a massacre.
Ivan scratched his nose with his front paw, clearly bothered by the foul smell.
I conjured a small breeze to block his nose, and he growled contentedly, seeming pleased with the makeshift solution.
Just as I thought the tension had eased slightly, the flash of a blade approaching me brought my body to a standstill.
A towering beast—easily 190 centimeters tall—was charging at me with a sword in hand.
The black brute in the lead cleaved through several skeletons as he barreled toward me, aiming for my neck.
Two skilled knights, one mage, and one versatile fighter who could wield both magic and a sword.
Four opponents. Escaping would be tricky, but not impossible.
“Evan, I can only distract that brute. The rest are up to you.
When you get a chance, crush this with your fingers.”
I handed Evan a gemstone, the kind he’d once told me to break if I needed his help.
Evan stared at it for a moment before nodding and moving away to engage the other three.
Thankfully, I didn’t have to face them.
If I had, I’d likely have been sliced in half by now, thanks to their magic and flailing blades.
“No matter how far I’ve fallen—from a noble to a wretched dark sorcerer—I won’t lose to a mere beast.”
The brute roared like a savage as he cut down five skeletons in a single swing and raised his sword high above his head, charging at me.
I drew my pistol, aimed at him, and pulled the trigger repeatedly.
The bullets hit, but they only grazed the surface, leaving small, insignificant wounds.
That’s fine.
The distance was my advantage.
If he closed in, I could back away. If he retreated, I could move closer.
He roared like a lion, sprinting toward me with all his might, but it was futile.
The field was littered with decaying corpses, the air reeked of dirty water from the sewers, and bone dust—ground so fine it could be called powder—floated about, laced with curses. All of this worked against him.
“I can’t kill you; I don’t have the power.
But you can’t kill me either; you don’t have the ability.”
From the swamp of corpses, a hand suddenly emerged, grabbing the brute and pulling him down.
I hadn’t expected that.
Could it be that those who died without receiving a priest’s blessings all shared a grudge against the living?
“So, why don’t we call it quits here?
We’ve already seen far more of each other than we ever wanted to.
Unless, of course, you’d rather hold your breath to avoid inhaling the bone dust, wade through this mire, and try to slice my neck—only for me to keep running, forcing us to repeat this nonsense forever?”
I glanced toward Evan. His situation didn’t look much different from mine.
The number of skeletons was practically infinite in a space like this.
I remembered hearing slave traders say that they’d never seen a civilized black tribe, nor individuals with exceptional reasoning or behavior.
Maybe that’s why these brutes couldn’t grasp the concepts of compromise or agreements necessary for society.
The only reason we’re even able to communicate is probably due to some mixed blood.
I was starting to want to run.
I didn’t want to stay in this unpleasant place any longer.
“I’ve seen plenty like you.
Filthy, despicable, cowardly humans. The kind who don’t even blink when an acquaintance dies, so long as they’re not close.
That’s why you don’t hesitate to commit such cruel acts.
Let the dead rest in peace.”
“Sure, you’re too weak to charge at me or replenish your stamina.
This conversation is amusing, though. If you come at me, I’ll just run again. Ha-ha.”
But this brute seemed to view humans as a broad category, as if he didn’t consider himself one.
“Would I become your hero if I told you this story?
The skeletons in armor with swords are knights who hanged peasants for resisting when they came to take their grain. They called them rebels.
The ones with spears and leather armor are deserters who ate human flesh for fun.
As for the unarmed skeletons, well, there are too many stories to count.”
I didn’t feel like explaining any further, nor did I want to justify myself to that brute.
Yes, he lacked the power to impose his morality on me.
If it had been Vivian here instead, I wouldn’t be the tragic victim but the vile and wretched murderer—or maybe just the limping witch.
Even now, I wonder, what is she trying to achieve by hunting down someone who just wants to live quietly in a corner?
“...”
"Look at you, too dumb to even respond properly."
I wondered if he truly wanted to be in that state.
Sinking into the mire, his legs stuck with every step, flesh sticking to the muck, and the stench of decay rising thickly around him.
“You’ve probably left all the dirty work to your underlings, haven’t you? Just like these fools.”
At the same time, skeletons clad in polished armor, clinking as they moved, advanced toward the brute.
His face showed a flicker of unease before he stopped trying to talk to me altogether and went back to smashing skeletons with a fervor.
It’s frustrating.
I’d rather be in a place with fresh air and a nice view, smoking a cigarette and sipping coffee.
Evan must have been feeling the same, as he scooped a handful of water from the sewer—murky enough to be mistaken for blood or filth—and used heat to cause it to burst explosively.
The nauseating smell of blood and filth thickened in the already foul air, and a faint mist began to form.
I, like a shameless fool resurrected after three days, stepped into the water and began walking.
Ivan, afraid of the water, refused to step in despite my attempts to coax him with magic, so I carried him.
Useless mutt.
Soon, Evan came over to me.
We clasped hands and began walking forward, almost as if we were waltzing.
"I’ve been checking the surroundings for a while, and Vivian’s not here. It seems she only sent these men to stop us.”
"That’ll make escaping much easier, right?"
"Exactly."
“So, what’s the plan?”
In response, Evan silently began forming something round in his right hand, speaking as he worked.
“If Vivian were here, she wouldn’t have given me the time to make something like this. She’d just bombard us with spells.”
Evan continued crafting until the sphere was about the size of a child’s head. Then, tying it off like a balloon, he flung it into the air.
It soared slowly before detonating with a loud explosion, scattering what looked like bloody remains—rotted beyond recognition—in every direction.
I glared at Evan, pinching my nose between my thumb and forefinger as if to say, A little warning would’ve been nice.
Evan chuckled sheepishly and offered an excuse.
“It’s not clean, but it’s efficient.”
Since I couldn’t see much through the lingering mist either, I held Ivan tightly in my arms, grabbed the hem of Evan’s coat, and followed closely behind him.
Once we emerged from the sewer, I poured some water over myself and then mounted Ivan.
"So, where should we go now?" Evan asked.
I didn’t have a specific place in mind, so I gave a vague answer.
Hmm, maybe the cabin where I’d waited for Evan for a year would work.
But it felt too small to live in with more than one person.
Even on my own, it sometimes felt stifling.
“Somewhere with clean air and clear water would be enough for me.”
"What are you, an old man?"
“You’re the old man, Evan. You’ve lived far longer than me.”
“That’s true.”
We fell silent for a long while.
Was it a sense of emptiness or futility?
Or perhaps an overwhelming feeling of relief from finally gaining freedom?
“Was I really worth this much?”
“Yes.”
Evan answered as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.
“Well, thanks. Let’s get moving.”
Maybe this self-loathing was the result of having used the suffering of so many others just to save myself. Now that everything was over, it was finally rising to the surface.
The bitter taste lingered in my mouth.
I didn’t regret it.
I wasn’t someone who could afford to.
My thoughts grew scattered.
Thinking back, there were still fools trailing us, pursuing relentlessly.
“For now, let’s head somewhere without people.”
Somewhere where no one could point fingers at me.
I swallowed the rest of the words, as always, lit a cigarette, and exhaled the unspoken thoughts into the smoke.
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If we stayed near a village, people would look at us with fear and offer unwanted sacrifices.
If we settled in the mountains, rumors would spread about it being a cursed place or the site of ghost stories. Inevitably, local fools and children would come for “courage tests.”
So, rather than settling anywhere, we’d leave when it became too much and wander again.
Still, having Evan by my side was a small comfort.
“Evan, should I get a new leg?”
“Why a leg all of a sudden?”
“I feel bad riding Ivan all the time, and for the… environment I’m imagining…”
I trailed off, feeling embarrassed to say it aloud. But leaving it unsaid felt worse, so I pressed on with a bold face.
“I mean, I think it’d be better to have a decent environment if I’m planning for a child. I can’t have people calling me the limping witch.”
“If anyone says that, just keep them somewhere else for a while.”
Evan spoke as if it were the most obvious solution.
Maybe if it were just the two of us, that would work. But I couldn’t agree with him.
“See, that’s exactly what’s wrong.”
At my words, Evan raised an eyebrow.
I sighed lightly and voiced my thoughts.
“Who would ever love a witch’s child?
Children need love to grow.
And forcing love—whether out of social pressure or pretense—isn’t real love either.”
Hearing this, Evan leaned in and kissed me.
It was a simple kiss, lips meeting briefly, sharing warmth. Then, he pulled away and started walking again.
“If that’s how it is… But still, won’t a child be affected by someone like me?”
“Pretending to be normal and composed is the most basic skill of a noble.
No one’s more corrupt or greedy, but they live hiding it, don’t they?
You and I—we’re better at that than anyone else. It’s in our blood.”
At his words, we both fell silent.
I thought of the ruins that had already disappeared entirely, while Evan seemed to reflect on his family—pushed aside by his own hand, though not utterly destroyed this time.
Before long, snow began to fall, blanketing the ground.
It was as if I could feel the cold in my nonexistent foot.
Snowflakes melted as they touched the bridge of my nose. Wanting to lighten the mood, I moved closer to Evan and spoke softly.
“If we’re going to settle somewhere, you’ll need to take off those rags and dress properly.
As for me, I’ll have to attach some kind of wooden prosthetic or sculpted flesh to make a proper leg.”
If I forced myself to make a leg, it would move, but it’d look terrifying.
But with socks and shoes to cover it, no one would notice.
Not that I wanted to do it right now. Maybe just a little later… when the time came to have a child.
By then, it’d be better to make one and never take the sock off.
“Rags? I’ll have you know this robe used to belong to the Imperial Palace.”
“It’s so worn out from wearing it constantly, though.”
Evan shrugged and casually burned the robe in midair before pulling out a new one and putting it on.
“Better, isn’t it? This one’s from the palace too.”
“...”
His smug expression made me want to smack his forehead, but at least he looked much better now.
The smell of blood was less overwhelming, too.
“Settling down, huh?
A place where children can laugh and play happily, where people live peacefully without conflicts—honestly, I don’t think such a place exists.”
Evan mumbled under his breath, “If it did, you or I would’ve burned it down.”
I wanted to argue, but then I realized he wasn’t wrong.
“I guess we should only think about kids after we’ve settled somewhere stable…”
I teased Evan with a mocking laugh.
Hearing logical advice is always irritating somehow.
“What, is someone offering to marry you?”
“I haven’t found any records of dark sorcerers getting married.”
“Probably because they all ran away.
People who want families tend to hate danger, evil, and instability.
You and I could kill a random passerby and no one would bat an eye, but we’ve only killed three people recently—hardly any.”
True, we hadn’t killed anyone except for a few bandits who kidnapped and murdered travelers.
Not that I was sure those bandits even counted as human.
“I’d rather not provoke Vivian unnecessarily.”
“Is that so?”
“Yeah.”
So, for a while, instead of settling, we kept wandering.
The seasons changed, bringing slight novelty, but we stuck to familiar forests and wooded areas—places far from human habitation.
Ivan, perhaps feeling the aftereffects of his old age and abuse from children, started limping badly. His health worsened.
To ease his suffering, I quickly compressed his brainstem. Then, as his soul lingered faintly, I asked him.
Do you want to keep living? Do you want to stay?
Ivan shook his head, barked once, licked my face, and faded away.
So, I went from being the limping witch riding a dog to just the limping witch.
I carved a suitable branch into a walking stick and hobbled along.
I had nothing but time, after all.
It felt a bit empty, though.
After wandering for a long while, one day Evan handed me something wrapped in cloth.
“Here, wear this.”
Inside was a meticulously carved wooden foot.
“What’s this? So this is what you’ve been working on all this time?”
"You even cast a spell to keep it hidden. I was wondering what you were up to."
"I figured if I made the leg myself and it ended up absorbing magic and gaining a will of its own… well, I’d rather avoid that."
A left leg that didn’t obey me.
The thought was both ridiculous and incredibly annoying.
Imagine it staging a strike, constantly tripping me up while protesting underfoot—it would be a headache.
“…Anyway, hurry up and put it on.”
The carved wooden prosthetic couldn’t even properly be called an artificial limb, but as I attached the blunt end to my ankle, I felt a sudden sense of comfort and support.
Evan must have used some kind of spell, but I didn’t bother to ask. It wasn’t worth the trouble.
“It’s nice. Comfortable.”
At my casual remark, Evan frowned and grumbled.
“That’s all you’ve got to say?”
In response, I stepped closer, kissed his cheek, and then paused to look at his face. 
His skin had regained its fair complexion, and his once-lifeless eyes now sparkled with vitality—perhaps because he hadn’t been dealing with anything gruesome lately.
Then I leaned in and lightly kissed his lips.
What started as a simple kiss quickly escalated into something more, as kisses often do.
Occasionally, we’d accidentally bump teeth or brush against the inside of a cheek or the roof of a mouth, but neither of us seemed to mind.
The air between us was thick with the scent of the crude cigarettes we had just shared.
“Does that suffice as an expression of gratitude?”
“It’s a bit lacking.
We need to hurry up and find somewhere to stay.”
“True, especially now that I have a leg.”
Though the prosthetic felt odd where it touched my skin, and there was a slight unpleasantness, it was still nice to feel like I had a leg again.
“What do we tell the child?
What kind of people should we say we are?”
“You’re already worrying about that?”
“Well, even if we only tried during the right timing, there’s always a ‘what if,’ you know.”
“…”
As we walked, a small village nestled deep in the mountains finally came into view.
Getting closer, we noticed it had a fence, but it was so low that even a slight jump could clear it. There were no guards posted.
Inside, children were playing, men dragged animals they’d hunted or skinned hides, and women busied themselves with various tasks.
They seemed to be farming, but it looked like they were barely managing potatoes or, with some luck, turnips.
Well, if we stayed here, at least the child wouldn’t get picky about their meals.
“How about this place?”
“You said a good learning environment was important.”
“I’ll handle the education myself.”
“Well, in that case, it’s not bad.
But do you even speak the language here?”
“Probably.”
There were only four countries neighboring the Empire, and I’d learned their languages as a child.
Unlike my brother, who sailed off on ships, I’d always preferred staying on land where people lived.
Even though I knew capturing slaves was profitable, I found it too disgusting to get involved.
“Staying inside the village might be too much for now. Let’s build a house near the mountains and visit occasionally.
If people come asking, we can say we’re nobles fleeing from threats of assassination. They’ll believe it.”
We found an empty spot near the village, away from prying eyes, and quickly built a house by mixing earth, snow, and rocks.
I crafted the elegant roof, while Evan handled the rest of the construction.
The house ended up being about three times the size of the dorm room I’d once stayed in at the academy.
“What about furniture?”
“I brought plenty from the Imperial Palace.”
Hearing that, I stared at Evan for a long moment.
At this rate, he might as well have uprooted the palace pillars too.
“Something about this doesn’t sit right with me.”
Feeling a sudden surge of irritation for no clear reason, I stomped into the newly built house, threw open the door, and went inside.
I guess I was just in a bad mood for no reason.
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As I enter the house, I notice the structure that, if decorated, would look very cute and pretty.
While I'm standing there, mesmerized, looking around the house, Evan starts placing furniture by snapping his fingers.
"I thought about decorating with the beautiful, luxurious things from the palace, but maybe I'll just use the rustic stuff from the old cabin I used to live in?"
I nod in agreement.
Then, around the edges of the room, a bed just big enough for two people to cuddle and sleep, my old drawings I used to do when I was bored on the wall, slightly rustic but smoothly cut wood on the floor, and various cute drawers, bookshelves, and decorations start to fill the room.
"The palace, in some ways, is the place I hate most in the world," I say while looking at a painting on the wall that's just colored, slightly exaggerating my movements as I walk around the house.
"It's all done, but memories don't just disappear.
And if you get caught up in useless memories like me, you start to hate everything related to them."
It's quite funny, though.
There wasn't anyone here to point fingers at me.
"Well, then, this isn't needed."
Saying that, Evan takes out all the luxurious furniture from the palace, confines them in an air net, and starts to compress them.
Until they're so crumpled they could fit in the palm of your hand.
After turning them into dust, Evan scatters the dust in front of the house and comes back inside.
Evan shrugs, seeming a bit embarrassed.
"I was just using those when I was away from you."
"It's just me being stubborn and a bit mischievous. Don't take it too seriously."
I drag out a chair made from a piece of wood I picked up, which looks incredibly crude compared to what was in the palace, sit on it with my legs crossed, and take out a cigarette from my pocket that smells of chocolate and tea, which I've been saving for a romantic moment. I light it up, inhale the smoke, and then whisper into Evan's ear.
"At least for one day, we won't be able to have a proper conversation like this, and I don't mind that, do you?"
"No."
"Then come here and just give me a light hug.
All this fuss will stop with just one simple action."
With those words, Evan hugs me and pats me lightly.
Maybe because he hugged too tightly, my body lifts off the ground for a moment.
But Evan doesn't seem to want to put me down.
"Hey, Evan, can't you put me down now?"
My left foot, which was attached, suddenly falls off.
Looking at my foot on the floor, then back at Evan, who seems to have his eyes slightly rolled back, staring at me for a while.
Feeling the pink atmosphere after so long, I decide not to avoid Evan but to surrender to the moment.
I've been holding back for so long.
But is this really a pink atmosphere?
We've been touching faces, sometimes kissing, pressing bodies together, rubbing against each other, but we've never stayed in one place for long, so we've put a lot of effort into restraining our emotions.
Evan, who has been holding back until now, seems to still have that inertia in his body as he holds me without moving.
So, I press close to him, wrap my arms around him, and whisper in his ear.
"Being familiar is best, but sometimes, trying things you've never experienced isn't bad either."
"You know what I mean, right?"
"Yeah. For example, having a child, or two, and living with you in a village in these mountains would be truly happy..."
The sentence doesn't finish.
Because our tongues are too busy.
Evan starts to undress me, one piece at a time.
The scarf, the thick coat, the white shirt with frills, the slightly tattered white underwear, the long skirt that's a bit frayed from being snagged by branches, and the slightly damp underwear he casually pushes aside before kissing me again.
When I start to feel dizzy from lack of air, he caresses my muscular but scarred back with his cold bare hands, whispering into my ear with his mouth full of the scent of tea.
"Don't hurt me too much... ah...!!"
Like a log hanging in the air, I had asked not to be hurt.
But he held me like an object, moving me up and down incessantly.
Like some kind of sex toy.
"Ha, heh, heh..."
The sound of flesh against flesh was faint, but more than that, I found Evan, using me like an object, slightly annoying.
I had always imagined a romantic atmosphere, like young noble boys and girls getting married and experiencing some mishaps on their first night.
But this felt less like a loving encounter and more like just being an outlet for his intense sexual desire.
Still, thinking that it was okay because it was Evan made me find him annoying again, so I hugged him tightly, clinging to him.
First, I nibbled at his neck, then faced him and bit his ear.
I bit hard enough to leave red marks with my cute little teeth, perhaps the pain stimulating his lust even more.
The movements showed no sign of stopping.
"Me, heh, huh, where, ah, I'm not going anywhere... just a little slower... uh!"
In the end, the only thing I could move was my head, which I couldn't control properly, but he wouldn't let go even when I bit his ear, neck, or shoulder.
Yet, as the speed and intensity of his thrusts gradually increased, maybe it was time.
"Erica, are you okay?"
"...Ha, uh, yes."
With my response, a warm sensation rose inside me.
Perhaps 'hot' would be a more accurate description than 'warm'.
After finishing, we lay on the small bed, still connected.
My legs were still spasming, so I couldn't even think about moving them.
Feeling a bit of dry satisfaction and the panting of our bodies, I thought about just relaxing and maybe sleeping when I felt something inside me growing again.
"Evan, I'm tired."
"Hold on today, Erica, I've been holding back for months."
As I started to mumble and complain, Evan moved his hips to silence me.
Moving, moving, sometimes convulsing in the hips and legs, spitting once, then moving again.
Yet, as if not satisfied, this insatiable man carried me around the house like a child with a doll, fervently thrusting into me.
***
I couldn't keep up with Evan's stamina, and after a while of moaning, I think I passed out with my eyes rolled back.
When I opened my eyes, I was lying naked on the bed with my belly slightly protruding.
Moving my hand to press the bulge, I felt a warm sensation from below and stopped.
I tried to get up to put on some clothes...
"Ahh!"
But my back felt like it would break, so I lay back down.
Looking at the ceiling, I let out a pointless laugh and turned my head, looking around for Evan.
Evan was in the living room, neatly dressed, drinking tea while reading a book.
How long had he been at it after I passed out for my lower abdomen to hurt this much?
At least he could have cleaned me up; my whole body was covered in white, smelling of night flowers.
"You're awake?"
Evan noticed me moving and spoke.
I looked at him with a pout for a long time before feeling thirsty and asked him to bring me some water.
"Evan, bring me some water."
When Evan looked at me as if saying, "Can't you go get it yourself?", I almost wanted to slap him but calmed down to speak gently.
"You made me unable to move with all that thrusting."
"Oh."
Only then did Evan take out a cup, fill it with water, and feed it to me.
It would have been nice if he just fed me the water.
"Why are you touching my breasts while giving me water?"
"Just curious about how they feel since I only hugged you earlier."
"Give me a cigarette to put in my mouth."
At my words, Evan put a tea-scented cigarette in my mouth and lit it for me.
"Next time, be a bit gentler."
"I'll try if I can."
"Ah!"
Even after some time, when I couldn't move, Evan cleaned me with a damp cloth and started dressing me.
It felt like being a doll, but thinking of myself as Evan's doll wasn't so bad.
I felt something foreign still inside me, chuckled, and made a jest to Evan.
"There's no need to stand on my head with this now."
"What does that mean... oh."
"How long did you go for it to be like this?"
"Well, I didn't count after you passed out."
I didn't answer and just looked at the ceiling.
"Will the child love me?"
"He will, who wouldn't love a beautiful and wise mother?"
"Will the child hate me if it knows what I've done?"
"..."
"Twisted, with a bad temper, selfish, thinking only of myself, can a terrible murderer like me be a good mother?"
Strangely, tears started to fall.
Maybe because my back hurt so much because of Evan.
Evan silently came over and hugged me calmly.
Then whispered to me, like the day he saved me.
"It'll be okay. Don't worry unnecessarily, let's think about the happy times ahead."
I suddenly felt depressed and started crying alone, out of context.
How embarrassing.
I lit the cigarette, inhaled, and exhaled.
Filling it with joy instead of sorrow.
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The once glorious city, where the Academy stood and countless people gathered to form a vast metropolis, still had black smoke rising slightly from its center where they used to gaze at the grand castle with reverence.
People starved to death, something rotten, and unmoving skeletons were still being found even after being burned for over a month.
The fortunate part was that at least no more screams were heard.
There were still loud shouts, but they were not sounds of terror but of anger.
"If only you had come, if only you had come, we could have killed those damn necromancers even if we had to tear them limb from limb."
A knight, covered in filth so that the stench of decaying corpses still clung to his dark skin, approached Vivian, raising his voice.
But Vivian didn't even glance at the knight, continuing to read her book and giving a half-hearted response.
"Yeah, if I had gone, we might have been able to kill both of them.
Though one would surely have escaped."
"So, so, the agreement to let them go was settled without any discussion..."
"Yeah. Since it's not an important matter, leave for now."
The girl who once treated everyone kindly during her time at the Academy was gone, replaced by this imperious, seemingly bored woman whose beauty hadn't faded. 
She closed the book she was reading, rubbed her eyes slightly, and then grasped her throbbing forehead, letting out a sigh.
It was such a headache for her.
"What should I have done?"
"You should have immediately lifted your heavy ass and gone after those cursed necromancer couple!
Since only you could catch them, why on earth did you decide to let them go..."
"Shut up. You know nothing, you damn knight... No, just leave."
Vivian, almost calling the knight a "damn black bastard" as Erica often did, shut her mouth and waved her hand, indicating for him to leave her room.
The knight let out a sarcastic laugh, crossed his arms, and leaned against the wall to catch his breath.
His anger seemed to have cooled a bit, and he spoke more calmly.
"Millions of my kin were killed by that cursed family.
You might not care how many 'foolish black bastards' die."
Vivian's eyes twitched slightly at the knight's self-deprecation, but now was not the time to show emotion. She had to let them go, though she couldn't explain why.
"And now, to just let go of a mass murderer who has killed tens of thousands on this continent...
If we had known the reason, maybe not everyone would be this angry. Why did you let them go?"
Vivian did not answer.
She did not express her misfortune in dealing with a monster that would come back to life even if killed. It was an absurd, foolish story.
She doubted anyone would believe her if she spoke.
"Leane, we just made a compromise.
Erica and Evan won't...
So they won't go around killing people indiscriminately like this anymore.
They won't destroy a country, kill lords, or offer innocent people as sacrifices."
"And if they don't keep the promise they made with you?
Necromancers aren't likely to keep promises, are they?"
"Then, I'll have to go and stop them somehow."
She couldn't bring herself to say she would kill them.
Vivian had become someone who couldn't claim to do what she couldn't do.
Meeting Evan and Erica had begun to twist her once innocent and optimistic personality bit by bit, like rubbing a clean sheet of paper against a dirty wall.
Her manner of speaking, personality, and thoughts had twisted to the point where she was unrecognizable from the student she once was.
But her decisiveness remained unchanged, as she had cast spells without hesitation when she saw Erica and Evan dealing with corpses.
"No one will understand.
Even I, who always trusted and followed you, won't.
No one will accept you."
At those words, Vivian's face contorted, and she began to show anger.
Like the two necromancers.
In a way, it was intentional anger.
By letting out her fury and intimidating the other, she could escape from this difficult conversation.
She didn't want to become like them, but after constantly confronting and conversing with them, exchanging resentments, she was starting to resemble them.
"So, who can force me to move?"
Vivian stood up, slammed her fist on the desk, and mocked the knight with a sneer.
"The esteemed Duke? The Marquis who was called the greatest before I made my name? Or you, who are useless except for your swordsmanship?"
She tossed the book onto the sofa and, with familiar movements, pulled out a tea-scented cigarette from her pocket, putting it in her mouth.
She thought about how Erica had corrupted her habits but justified it by saying nothing was as good as this when stressed.
"Leane, answer me. Who can force my actions?"
"..."
"One necromancer destroyed so many countries.
Yeah, they were doomed anyway, but still.
Do you think I can't do the same?"
She picked up her staff and began to chant.
The room was instantly filled with a translucent aura.
"I could turn you into dust with a flick of my finger.
Just by chanting a little spell..."
She stopped speaking.
If she said it aloud, she might actually do it.
"Remember my dedication.
I'm not asking for repayment; just respect what I've done so far."
She glared at the knight for a while before releasing the spell with a sigh and leaning back on the sofa, inhaling the cigarette deeply.
Despite the smoke being undoubtedly harsh, her insides seemed to burn more, and she didn't cough.
"Leave."
The knight, wearing an expression of slight despair or disappointment, walked out of the room.
Vivian watched his retreating figure for a while before letting out a chuckle.
The laughter, which seemed to have nowhere to go, looked quite pathetic, but sadly, there was no man beside her to comfort her.
Even if there had been, she would have chased him away.
Therefore, like most power figures under severe stress - usually by shooting themselves in the head with a gun - she began to throw everything in the room, having a hysterical fit.
"What was I supposed to do!? Do you think just saying it makes it easy!?
Do you think I have some magic solution? How many times, how many times have I saved you all!!
You madmen! Then, next time, that madwoman Erica might kill me along with all of you!!"
Once every beautiful teacup, wooden box, bookshelf, portrait in the room was smashed to pieces, Vivian finally caught her breath.
After looking around at the mess she had made for a long time, she gripped her trembling legs and stood up with great difficulty.
The face that had been contorted with anger and laughter just moments before was replaced by an extremely cold, expressionless one.
"Nobody knows. I don't care."
She wiped her face once and dry washed it for a while.
Then, leaving the chaotic room behind, she walked out into the corridor.
"I'm going out for some air, so clean up the room."
Where had the once kind tone gone? With a brusque manner, she ordered the servants to clean and then ran out, kicking off from the floor, and jumped through a window.
No one was particularly worried. She wasn't someone to worry about.
She had long enjoyed the bizarre practice of flying when she felt stifled.
People probably thought she was going to visit the grave of her stepfather, who had died two days ago from worsening wounds.
***
Vivian started to wander around the old Academy building for the first time in a while.
The once magnificent building was long gone, with all the decorative elements and marbles stripped away, but the traces of such a building having existed remained, so it wasn't a big problem.
All the buildings left on this land had long been burned or destroyed.
She walked through paths overgrown with weeds to a small pond, where there was a half-broken wooden bench.
She gently touched the bench, took out a cigarette from her pocket, lit it, and inhaled the smoke.
Though the pond was mostly shattered, it wasn't dry because it connected to the river that flowed beside the Academy.
Then, she noticed a rather foolish-looking carp.
Unlike the other fancy carps that were confined to a small space, swimming in circles, this foolish-looking carp was freely swimming between the river and the half-destroyed pond.
Vivian watched this carp for a long time before, for some reason unsatisfied, she threw an icicle at it.
The carp quickly turned and started swimming towards the riverbank to escape.
She didn't even want to kill it.
"Ha, ha. Fuck."
She began to blow smoke into the air.
Instead of the usual joy and beauty, filling it with anger and sorrow.
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How many years have passed?
Since Evan first held me like a doll and shook me vigorously, we've gone through twelve cold winters, so it must be twelve years.
The first year, no matter how much love we made, there was no child, so I thought we might be infertile, but soon after, I gave birth to a daughter, followed by a son.
Nothing special happened.
Up until now, we've lived quite ordinarily.
When my daughter was bullied by children in the village and came back, I didn't burn those kids to death, and when two hunters and a rough woodcutter from the village tried to assault me, I only castrated them and let them go.
Of course, I sealed their mouths with a spell.
But living so peacefully and ordinarily, why has this person come to find me?
"It's been a while."
"Yeah, it's been a while, Erica."
I heard a knock at the door, thinking it might be the mother of a child I had befriended bringing over the eggs I had asked for, but when I opened the door, there was someone entirely different and unexpected.
I wouldn't have been so surprised even if those three men, whose balls I had removed, came for revenge.
It was Vivian, standing there in a pure white robe.
"It's cold, how about coming in first?"
"...Okay."
Vivian pushed back the hood of her robe, shook her hair once, and entered the house.
"It's warm here."
She sat on the sofa in front of the fireplace and began to warm her hands.
"Evan has taken up an interest in making things like this. This fire, it’s not a magical fire, it's charcoal."
At these words, Vivian frowned slightly as if her mood was disturbed and muttered to herself.
"Why bother not using magic?"
Understanding the implication of her question, I answered with a slight hint of sarcasm.
"Do you want me to use it?"
Vivian shook her head instead of answering.
Then she took out a cigarette from her pocket and lit it.
I thought she would never smoke something like that, how surprising.
"This is where kids come and go, so it would be nice if you could put out the smoke."
"...Oh, right."
Vivian looked slightly dazed before snipping off the lit end of the cigarette.
"Do children live here?"
It was as if she was saying, "How dare you have children and live happily like this?"
Or perhaps she was asking if I was kidnapping children for magical ingredients.
From the tone, it seemed more likely the latter.
So, almost in defense, I started talking about my children.
"Two. One looks like me, so she's cute, and the other looks like Evan, so he's both cute and handsome."
Crunch.
I heard a sound like teeth grinding.
But Vivian was smiling normally, so instead of pointing it out, I just looked at her for a while.
The silence was not particularly awkward, but there was a tension in the air, wondering when she might attack me, causing me to fidget with my fingers.
Vivian seemed to have no desire to fight because she spoke again.
"That's quite enviable."
"Yeah, but that's not why you came."
I walked to the kitchen to brew two cups of tea.
I didn't bother with something foolish like poisoning it.
I figured Vivian would know spells to detect even poison.
It was tea made from green tea leaves that had been fermented until they turned black in a cool place.
"Drink it, you are a guest after all. I should treat you."
"Thanks for that."
Vivian took the tea and, still not good with hot drinks, blew on it before cautiously sipping it.
"So, why did you come?"
"I came out of curiosity to see if a terrible villain would eventually face punishment with time."
Villain.
They burned to death.
If she was calling me a villain, wasn't that too cruel?
I could easily come up with some fine and disgusting excuse that I didn't act that way because I wanted to, but the conscience that remained in my heart had long fallen off the day I became a villain.
"It must be disappointing; we're living quite happily."
At those words, Vivian gripped the teacup tightly, and at the same time, with a cracking sound, the handle broke off, and hot tea spilled on the floor.
"Erica, it's not over yet, is it?
Even now, if I pick up my staff and turn your children into ashes, wouldn't that make for a typical good-versus-evil story?"
"Maybe."
I suddenly felt a bitterness in my mouth.
Was it from fear, or from anger at this magician, who no longer resembled her old self, threatening me about my family?
Instead of responding to Vivian's threat, I went to the kitchen, poured a lot of milk into the tea I had brewed.
As I drank it again, the bitterness in my mouth seemed to dissipate a bit.
"So, are you going to kill them?"
"I don't know. I've always pursued what's right."
Vivian let out a sigh, speaking with a tone mixed with anger, almost growling.
Then, looking at me, she smirked on one side of her mouth as if mocking me.
"But you seem to be scared of your children dying."
"Yeah. I am scared."
"Ha."
Vivian, in the same manner as when she came to my room long ago to pick up glass for me, was picking up the fallen glass.
It seemed like the broken glass slightly scratched her hand, but there was no wound, perhaps because of calluses.
"...Hey, Erica, you asked why I came?
I came because I wanted to see you and Evan living miserably. It would feel refreshing.
Since you left such indelible scars on others, seeing you live normally would make me hate you even more."
She let out a hollow laugh.
"You know? The knight who raised me after my father died, you killed him too.
I found out after you two ran away."
What, she came just to vent?
Seems like she doesn't have many people around to confide in.
She used to have plenty of people around, how did she fall this far?
If I tease her enough, she'll leave on her own.
It's nearly impossible for me to chase her out by force.
"Can you kill them?"
At that, Vivian glared at me with a spark in her eyes, retorting.
"Do you think I can't? How many pieces of trash like you zealots have I killed..."
"Yeah, you've killed trash. So you're going to kill our cute, kind children who are so good?"
I stood up and approached Vivian, who was sitting in front of the fireplace.
She didn't even show signs of being on guard, as if any foolish action would be pointless.
"The children, including Evan, are my whole world.
If they die, I might shed bloody tears and follow them, don't you think?
But Vivian, you can't kill them. There's no future for you."
I pulled out a pistol from my pocket and pressed the barrel against my temple.
Even if it means offering myself as a sacrifice...
"That's why you let us go, isn't it?
Without punishing the villains, scared that maybe tens of millions more might die, you let me go.
What nonsense are you talking about now, Vivian?"
I heard the sound of someone running outside and opening the door.
Perhaps it's my daughter, who had gone out to play with the kids, returning.
I whispered, making sure my voice wouldn't reach my child.
With the conviction that Vivian would never, ever kill my child.
If it's Vivian, who tormented me with her principles, she absolutely wouldn't...
I could probably block an attack or two.
I just need to throw myself in the way. And if we start again?
Then we start again.
At least my children would survive here.
If I die, Evan would come running faster than anyone to protect our children.
"You can't kill them. Never."
Vivian scoffed at my statement that she couldn't kill me, but when I added "never," her hands trembled before she let them drop.
"Right."
And then my daughter came in.
"Oh, someone I've never seen before! Mom, who is it?"
"A friend I haven't seen in a long time..."
While I pondered how to introduce Vivian, she spoke with a sullen face.
"A friend, an old friend from long ago.
I'm jealous, Erica, that you're living so well."
Then she stood up and walked out of the house.
I gripped my daughter's hand, calming my trembling one for a moment.
When did it start shaking?
Looking out the window, Vivian was smoking outside.
"Callia, go upstairs and wait in your room.
I'll bring up a snack soon."
My daughter nodded, dragging her tired legs up the stairs after a long day of playing.
I went to stand beside Vivian, took out a cigarette, and started smoking next to her.
I didn't know why she came.
Or maybe she came because of a breakup with a lover.
But Vivian was too busy inhaling and exhaling smoke, tears trickling from her eyes, so I didn't speak.
When the cigarette was almost finished, Vivian spoke in a low voice.
"Sorry for coming for no reason. I won't come again."
It felt like a ghost from the past speaking, and there was a slight satisfaction in that.
"Yeah, don't come again.
I'll allow you to visit my grave after I'm dead."
"Ha, there won't be that chance."
Vivian then disappeared somewhere.
After sending up the snack, about two hours might have passed.
Evan walked in, his face flushed, possibly from drinking with friends.
Today's kiss was tainted with an unpleasant smell of alcohol.
"We had a visitor."
"Who?"
"Vivian."
"...Why?"
"I don't know. Anyway, it was unsettling. Hold me."
With that, Evan hugged me tightly.
OEBPS/Images/0000_49b277d529d9ab1eb1e9227d6cfb15c5.png


