
            Spring.

Life that had been dormant during the winter season began to stir. It was a time when the senses announced the return of youth to the still unopened flower buds.

And for someone, it was just a season of fighting with a cursed boss.

"Boss, my salary hasn't come in properly. Can I ask for verification?"

- Salary didn't go through properly? Let's see, let's see, Do Jin Woo. The 810,000 won came in properly. Is there some issue here?

"Haha, isn't the problem the amount itself since I work 7 hours on weekdays at night?"

- Oh, I'm too old to understand those money calculations. Just take 810,000 won as your salary. Tsk, these days, kids calling for such trivial matters from morning... That's why they don't succeed....

Feeling a headache from the boss's rambling that blurred the topic, he sensed a blow coming to the back of his head.

Following that would be a set of 'Back in my day,' 'Not even daring to call an adult,' 'Didn't your parents teach you?' scenarios playing out in his mind.

Unfortunately, the boss exceeded my expectations by far, being a real jerk.

- Anyway, kids without parents lack manners. Manners.

Tsk.

Had enough of this. Although I wanted to retort, the words just wouldn't come out.

It was strange considering how I had been trained as a top scanner in the Valley of Concern that genuinely worried about my parents' well-being.

Rubbing my chin in contemplation, surprisingly, the answer quickly dawned on me.

'I really have no words to refute.'

Without parents and lacking manners.

So, it was a solid hit.

Nodding in agreement, I parted my lips.

"You talk big, but is that why you're losing your mind? Or is it that only those who have lost their minds talk like that...?"

- What did you say, you punk? What nonsense are you spouting now!

"What? I didn't say anything. How can you curse at something you didn't hear... Tsk, I told you to quit smoking ages ago."

The bald troublemaker, a chain smoker who smoked two packs a day, swallowed a bitter laugh.

- Ha. Can't seem to get through to a talking monkey like you! That's why you shouldn't mess with black-haired beasts!

Even though he himself was a black-haired beast.

Slightly hunching over while groaning inwardly, I said, "I am a black-haired beast. Since it seems to be all my fault, I'll take responsibility and quit. Just make sure to deposit my salary properly. I need it for living expenses and debts..."

"Living expenses and debts? Why does a student need so much money!"

"No, I just mentioned that two seconds ago."

The influence of smoking two packs of cigarettes a day on a person's memory was significant. If not taken seriously, one might depart this world next year without a trace.

As I debated internally whether to offer advice, the boss suddenly had a fit.

- I don't know! I don't know!

Okay, just go.

"Sigh, are you coming out like a kid despite your age? If you keep this up, I'll have to resort to drastic measures."

- Are you threatening me...!

"A person without a black hair is confused. It's not a threat, it's advice. You cursed jerk."

Click-

With that, I completely hung up the phone.

It was a conversation running parallel lines of 'Give it to me, I don't want to' anyway. Probably, after 2 or 3 hours of arguing, I still wouldn't have received the money.

So, here, it was necessary to at least somewhat appease the other party's feelings.

I chuckled satisfactorily and searched for the Ministry of Employment and Labor.

"Just because my body has shrunk doesn't mean my brain has!" Some little brat's saying.

Even though my physical body was eighteen, my mind, having experienced social life several times, was twenty-seven.

"If I don't receive my salary, it means I know a few ways to resolve it."

Roughly filed a wage non-payment complaint at the Ministry of Employment and Labor and got up from my seat.

It was almost time to start heading to school.

***

Garam High School, which I arrived at after roughly an hour's walk, was renowned as a prestigious school in the Seoul area.

They say it produces numerous famous politicians and celebrities every year....

I'm not sure if that's true.

I was so oblivious to the ways of the world that I didn't know much about the backgrounds and aspects of celebrities and politicians.

Just because others say so. It feels like accepting it as a given, doesn't it?

Thud, thud...

Walking through a clean and elegant corridor, my thoughts had shifted from school to myself before I knew it.

"I managed to get into a school like that."

When I think about it, considering my below-average grades and parents who had run away, leaving me with nothing but a humble livelihood.

Hmm... Even thinking about it again, it seems suspiciously unbelievable.

Of course, even though I understand that it's the result of the high school standardization policy, various luck, and misfortune intertwining, it still feels like a situation where the plausibility of introducing a protagonist seen in comics or novels is completely shattered.

But even if I think about devices and plausibility, it still doesn't seem to make much sense.

"After all, this world itself was created based on a novel of the same name."

It's just a damn messed up situation, isn't it...

Sighing, I pushed open the door of Class 2-1.

"Hey, why didn't you come out of the PC room yesterday?"

"It's before school starts, which PC room are you talking about? I was studying at home and getting ready for school today."

"You're ridiculous. I know exactly what's in your bag, and you're preparing stuff like this. Are you a kid to bring a pillow to school?"

"Oh, it's a daily necessity. A must-have item. It's a perfect school supply for high school. How can you live without a pillow at school? Seriously, I don't know."

Even though the end of puberty had brought confidence, the male students couldn't hide their awkwardness.

"I went on a date to Han River Park with my boyfriend."

"Wow! So the café photo you posted on Instagram was with your boyfriend!? That's so awesome, really amazing!"

"Hmm! Are you jealous?"

"So jealous..."

"Of the boyfriend? Or the café?"

Even the voice of a female student unraveling winter break stories gathered at the back of the classroom.

The chaos in the classroom entering a new semester was distinctly different from the disorderliness of the previous year.

"Well, they did say that the class composition would remain the same from the first year to the third year."

The current situation wasn't really surprising.

Probably by now, the first-year students were offering each other My Chew candies saying, "Want to be secret friends?"

I found my usual spot by the window and sat down.

And wondering why I was carrying such a light bag, I laid it down straight away.

The surface of the desk was chilling, reminding me that it was still cold weather.

I thought I might fall asleep like this... but there was no more useless thought than that.

"What else can you do besides sleeping in the classroom... What can you do besides consoling yourself that the reason you have no friends is because you're mature..."

Today, I found the author who had tried to reasonably include the original protagonist and heroine particularly annoying.

"Just give us the class composition... Damn it."

After spitting out indiscriminate criticism towards the author, fatigue subtly raised its head.

Thump, thump... In a moment of not resisting the urge to close my eyes against the drowsiness.

Tap.

The sound of tapping on the desk made sleep flee instantly.

"No one's coming to visit...?"

I raised my head in confusion.

The first thing caught in my eye was a navy blue hair reminiscent of the sea after sunset.

Then followed by skin resembling pure white paper, eyes and lips forming a charming smile, and sapphire-like eyes.

"Hello?"

She greeted me.

Since it was a face, I naturally remembered who she was without having to search my memory.

"Oh, hi."

"Oh, Jinwoo, are you feeling unwell? You came to school early in the morning... and you're even returning my greeting?"

"I'm not sick. And I don't know the school start time, but I usually return greetings."

Because there's no one to greet me.

"Is that so?"

"Yeah."

"If that's how Jinwoo is, then it must be true."

She nodded and handed over the paper that had been tucked into her side.

It was time to get to the point. I briskly accepted it and read the title.

"After-School Club Application Form...?"

What's this all about? As she looked at me with that expression, she explained with a slight lift of her mouth.

"You know our school allows club activities starting from the second year, right?"

"Uh... I didn't know?"

"Huh?"

She blinked. It was a reaction like, 'Did you really not know this even after getting into Garam High School? Are you kidding me?'

"Hey, guys from two years ago! Sorry for snatching your spots by luck!"

I chuckled lightly while scratching my cheek.

"Well... it's possible not to know."

"But Jinwoo, most people enroll in Garam High School because of these after-school clubs... To claim ignorance about it..."

"Haha."

I let out a forced laugh and casually brushed it off.

"To be honest, I also knew I was lying."

"Yeah, even if there was a 9.7 magnitude earthquake in your eyes, I'd believe it was a lie."

"I wasn't that surprised."

"Okay, okay. I'll admit Jinwoo is right."

"Thanks..."

Every time we started a conversation, it got cut off. Nowadays, it seemed like most kids were like this.

As an old person, I felt mentally exhausted. Just as I started to zone out a bit, she continued her explanation.

"Anyway, you can start applying for clubs today, so I brought this."

"Did I happen to be the only one who didn't do it?"

"That's why I came to find you, right?"

"Oh..."

"Judging by your nonchalant reaction, I guess bringing it was a good idea. Now, quickly read through it and tell me which club you want to join."

I started from the title and checked the densely packed list of clubs below.

First, there were sports clubs like soccer, baseball, and basketball listed, proving their popularity with boys' names written in the slots.

"They're already full."

Below that were less popular clubs like movie appreciation, tennis, swimming, but most of the spots were already taken.

As expected, the popular and more laid-back kids had already occupied the clubs.

Those who were indecisive would inevitably end up in ambiguous clubs like hiking or baduk (Go) clubs.

And on the first day, unable to withstand the teacher's pressure, they would work hard, but as time passed, the teacher would give up, and students would either sleep or quietly play with their phones.

This was not a personal anecdote.

No, definitely not.

I sighed and scanned the clubs, but there wasn't one that particularly caught my interest.

Even if there were spots left in sports clubs, my situation was similar.

"If there was a sleep club, would I have seriously considered joining?"

A club dedicated to researching the most effective and beneficial sleeping positions and breathing techniques during sleep.

How efficient and useful such a club would be. The school needed to add this club immediately.

"Of course, after thinking seriously, I probably wouldn't end up participating."

After school, it was straight to work. The schedule extended until dawn, leaving no room for free time.

Sighing, I raised my head again and asked vaguely with a smile,

"Do I have to participate in this no matter what?"

"Yes, it's a mandatory choice for second-year students."

"I see..."

"Is something wrong? If you need help, should I ask the teacher for you?"

I shook my head.

"It's not that. I'm just struggling with where to apply. Is it urgent to apply right now?"

"As long as you tell them by tomorrow, it's fine anytime."

"Can I tell them tomorrow then?"

It was a time that required schedule coordination.

Most of my debts had been paid off, so I needed to let go of at least one thing.

"It's okay. But do you have to tell them tomorrow?"

"Don't worry. Tell them whenever you want, even if it's tomorrow."

"You don't have to be that enthusiastic... Would you rather focus on your classes or something?"

"I'll try my best."

At my words, she laughed brightly.

"I'll keep an eye on you trying your best."

"Passionate, aren't you? But don't focus on me too much. You shouldn't neglect your studies like I do."

I've already made a mistake... You go first....

"You won't have trouble focusing on yourself, will you? Don't worry about me."

"Well, there's no harm in worrying as much as being first place...."

"Lucky for you."

As their conversation was coming to an end,

Ding-ding-ding-

At the timely ringing of the bell, Park Ayoung grabbed her club papers.

"I'll be going."

"Sure."

Watching her leave, I leaned back on the desk, enjoying the peace that had returned.

Class time = the perfect time to practice sleeping.

***

"Jinwoo! I told you to clean the fridge, why are you staring at the mirror?"

"Someone was glaring at my back today. I was checking if there was a hole. Thankfully, there wasn't."

"Stop with the nonsense and finish cleaning the fridge quickly. Will you be okay working slowly even after this, with another part-time job waiting?"

"I quit the late-night convenience store job, so it's fine."

"It's not fine with me. Hurry up."

"Yes."

He diligently wiped the inside of the fridge with a cloth.

In food-related stores, just having the visible areas clean brings a sense of psychological comfort like no other.

As he was cleaning the bottom corner, a clear bell sound rang from behind.

Following that sound, a woman's melodious voice echoed.

"Do you run this place...?"

I quickly stood up and bowed my head.

"I'm sorry. We're closing early today for a thorough cleaning. If you come back tomorrow, I can offer some service..."

I didn't finish my sentence.

The customer who walked in was too familiar.

As if affirming my thoughts, the woman across from me also spoke in surprise.

"Jinwoo. Oh, hi? You worked here...?"

A beauty with navy blue hair.

It was Park Ayoung.

        
            "..."

"..."

The atmosphere inside the store was filled with awkwardness.

The serene rustling of breath added to the discomfort and weight of silence. It felt like suffocation was imminent.

I cautiously moistened my lips.

"Ahyoung, hello. I've been working at the side dish store."

"Oh, I see...."

Park Ahyoung nodded, searching for the next words to continue the conversation.

It seemed even this high school-level pretty girl found it difficult to handle such a situation.

'Well, it's not easy for anyone here.'

Even chatting with close friends could turn awkward, leading to silences. In those moments, smoothly transitioning to a phone or another topic would suffice.

Meeting less familiar friends privately and feeling awkward made it extremely challenging to cover up with swearing or find a different topic.

In that sense, Park Ahyoung's efforts were commendable.

'If it were me in the past, I might have pretended not to notice...'

If necessary, there was an inclination to cheer her on with "Go, Ahyoung! You're doing great, Ahyoung," though she probably wouldn't want that.

At that moment, when unnecessary thoughts dominated, Park Ahyoung's tightly sealed lips parted.

"Um... Jinwoo, wasn't part-time work prohibited at our high school?"

Though a probing question, it was a suitable topic to continue the conversation.

Through this, Park Ahyoung seemed to have grasped how to treat Jinwoo, a twenty-seven-year-old with garbage social skills, as a friend.

Internally pleased, she responded with a smile.

"It was prohibited, but I got permission from the principal and homeroom teacher."

"Really?"

"Yes, really. If you don't believe me, you can call the homeroom teacher."

"Alright. You don't trust me that much?"

Park Ahyoung's mouth curved slightly upwards. Escaping the awkward silence, she seemed happy.

As I chuckled, she used this opening to continue the conversation.

"Was the store closed then?"

"Yeah, as I mentioned earlier, we closed early today for a thorough cleaning."

"Uh... really? Then there won't be any side dishes left? I'm fine with anything..."

"Haha, sorry. There are no side dishes left."

"There's no need for Jinwoo to apologize. It's my fault for being late..."

A crestfallen Park Ahyoung lowered her head.

It seemed appearance mattered to people. Just by seeing her hand move towards her wallet, one could tell.

Admiring her power, just as she was about to withdraw her trembling hand from her pocket—

Rustle—

A cute sound came from the front. When I subtly turned my eyes, Park Ahyoung blushed, pursing her lips.

Our eyes met, and she clutched her stomach entirely.

"T-That's because I haven't eaten."

"You still haven't eaten?"

"Uh... I accidentally took a nap and just woke up. Oh, but I didn't come out without washing up..."

No wonder she looked so fresh and clean.

I roughly agreed and said, "I'll tell you the location of a 24-hour restaurant or convenience store nearby. Go there and have a meal."

"No... if I eat something late at night, I'll gain weight..."

"Eating home-cooked food and side dishes at this hour will also make you gain weight."

"But it feels like gaining less weight this way..."

That's just a feeling...

Shaking my head, I concluded, "Anyway, business is done for today. If you don't want to go to a convenience store or restaurant, starve and come back tomorrow. Whether it's braised fish or rolled omelet, I'll throw in some as a service."

"Got it..."

"You listen well and are kind."

"What are you talking about?"

The traffic control was perfectly executed. Now, as I was about to see Park Ahyoung off, the timing was perfect as the owner came out.

Glancing between me and Park Ahyoung, the owner soon realized something and remarked, "Our Jinwoo seems fine in one aspect. I thought he had a wall up against relationships, so I didn't think he'd have a girlfriend..."

"Boss, Ahyoung isn't my girlfriend."

"Right, right. What kind of girlfriend would you be, Jinwoo? You can't even finish cleaning the fridge."

"Your sarcasm is too sharp..."

She drew the dagger of solitude embedded in her heart. Somehow, her side felt colder than where it was lodged, but what could she do?

Sighing inwardly, she was about to spit out a breath when the approaching boss patted her on the back and asked, "So, who is this partner of yours?"

"It's a guest."

"Oh...."

Finally grasping the situation, the boss nodded apologetically.

"I'm sorry. I mistook you for a friend of Jinwoo because you seemed so familiar."

"No, it's fine. Well, technically, I am Jinwoo's friend. Hehe."

"Oh, I see. Thank you for being close with our Jinwoo. I'd like to offer you some side dishes, but we're closing early today... If you come back tomorrow, I'll take care of you."

"I'll make sure to come back tomorrow."

Park A-yeong bowed politely.

Gurgle-

Her stomach grumbled hungrily.

"Haha.... Haha...."

Park A-yeong's face flushed red. She looked like a ripe apple about to fall off the tree.

It's not easy to find well-ripened apples in spring.... Strange things seem to be happening frequently today.

As she hesitated, the situation was becoming increasingly dramatic.

"I-I'm sorry. I'll leave first!"

"Just a moment, guest!"

As Park A-yeong tried to flee, the boss grabbed her shoulder.

"Have you not eaten? Students won't grow tall if they skip meals at this hour... Come inside."

"What? What?"

Park A-yeong stopped in her tracks at the touch of the boss's hand.

Indeed, it was a characteristic move of the boss who always made sure kids didn't go hungry.

Thanks to such a boss, I used to benefit a lot during times when I couldn't afford to buy food.

Ah, it feels like just yesterday.

"Hmm... Was it really yesterday?"

Anyway, it was a time for Park A-yeong to create new memories. Even if there's a nosy neighbor, she should leave carefully.

As she took off her apron to leave her seat...

Thunk- A firm hand landed on her shoulder.

"Huh?"

"Huh? You sat down like that."

The boss poked her shoulder.

"Are you trying to escape while I'm talking to the guest?"

"If I may, it's not escaping, but rather strategically vacating the seat. Could you phrase it nicely?"

"Whether you vacate or escape, it still means leaving before the boss, doesn't it?"

"Well, it seemed like the right time for the boss to shine, so I thought I shouldn't be a hindrance and decided to leave in advance..."

The boss tilted his head in confusion.

"Why is it assumed that I have to shine?"

"Well, you've always been the one cooking for the kids. I thought you were still doing that. Aren't you cooking?"

"I will cook, but that person is not me; probably an employee I hired and paid."

"Wait... Am I thinking of the right person?"

The boss chuckled.

"Haha, assuming catches people."

"..."

"And by the way, I have plans with my husband today, so I need to leave early. Take care of the guest, finish up the cooking and closing, and I'll pay you extra for overtime."

Clang-

Leaving behind a light footstep, the boss disappeared.

It would have been my footsteps... Life is truly unpredictable.

"Sigh."

Park A-yeong sighed softly, glancing around cautiously.

"I'm sorry. I don't want unnecessary trouble because of me... I'll leave first... It wasn't intentional, really."

"What are you apologizing for? Come inside."

"Will you make side dishes for me? It's okay if it's too much trouble."

"If you think of it as a company dinner, it's not that bothersome or difficult."

"Huh?"

"It's considered extended work hours."

I led Park A-yeong into the kitchen.

"Sit here and answer any questions I ask."

"I'll do anything you need!"

"You said you'd answer everything except the weird stuff."

"The words once spoken cannot be taken back. Since you're a student, I might let it slide this time, but..."

She trailed off, opening the refrigerator filled with ingredients. Most of the ingredients acquired in the early morning had already been used.

The only thing left was some potatoes, at best.

I took out a few potatoes and asked her, "By the way, since we don't have many ingredients left, I can't make anything too fancy."

"It's okay!"

"Well, everything should be fine then. By the way, do you have any favorite side dishes?"

"I like everything."

"That's too vague. Are there any ingredients you dislike or particularly like?"

"I don't particularly dislike any ingredients. I like almost all vegetables and ingredients."

Seems like she's the type who doesn't leave leftovers.

And to the one cooking, it feels quite demanding.

"You didn't mention anything you dislike?"

"No. Why make weird dishes for me?"

"We don't have weird dishes in our store. Also, if you play around with food, you'll end up eating that same food in hell later."

"Weren't we talking about mixing leftover food?"

"That's what I meant."

I shrugged and took out the pork loin left in the freezer.

It was pork loin frozen to be eaten for breakfast, lunch, and dinner tomorrow... Sadly, it's going into someone else's mouth instead.

Hmm... Rather than Namjeong's mouth, it's going into the mouth of a pretty female student. Is it a benefit for you?

'Suddenly feeling guilty?'

I rinsed the pork in cold water, believing that if you sing the national anthem about ten times, it will thaw faster.

Leaving the meat aside, I peeled the potatoes.

"It's potato stew. Do you prefer spicy or salty flavors?"

"You don't have to tailor it to my taste. I'm confident I can eat it without complaints, even if it's made like the dishes sold in the store!"

"Alright. Making a large batch and making a dish just for you are different. Feel free to tell me your preferences."

"Jinwoo is kind..."

"Not really kind. It's just more convenient to make a single portion. So, don't feel pressured."

I cut the potatoes into chunks and soaked them in saltwater to prevent them from breaking when stewed. The source of this tip was Baek Seon-saeng from this world.

Now, alternating between soy sauce and red pepper paste in the pantry, I urged her, "Can you quickly tell me which flavor you prefer?"

"Well... I like salty and savory flavors."

"You have quite a satisfying palate."

Park A-yeong smiled shyly.

"Yes, I prefer savory flavors over spicy ones because most side dishes have that taste."

"You said you'd get fat earlier, but now you're okay with eating a lot of side dishes?"

"Forget about that... I answered strangely in a daze. I wasn't planning on eating rice originally..."

"... "

"Don't suddenly fall silent! Just nod and say you understand!"

I chuckled and turned on the stove. As the pot heated up with oil, I heard Park A-yeong's admiring sound.

"You cook so well... Do you live alone?"

"What does suddenly being good at cooking have to do with living alone?"

"Cooking is a symbol of living alone, right?"

"That's an unfounded theory. People who live alone usually find cooking bothersome and prefer to order food. Well, I may fit that symbol, though."

"So, my point was correct."

"I'll give your baseless theory one credibility point."

Chatting away, I stir-fried the meat. As it cooked to a nice brown, I added the potatoes and sliced onions to the pan.

Sizzle— the sound of deliciousness quietly spread through the kitchen. Park A-yeong sat absentmindedly, staring at the potato stew.

She seemed lost in thought for a moment.

As the silence lingered like a dissipating fog, by the time water entered the pot, she asked, "You mentioned living alone. Did you move from downstairs?"

"No, I've always lived in Seoul. Probably a true Seoulite, huh?"

"Huh? Oh?"

"I meant I lived in Seoul before moving out."

"Oh...."

Park A-yeong dumbly opened her mouth, then hurriedly reached out her hand.

"Ah, I'm sorry... I didn't ask to mock or ridicule you. Jinwoo, I know you must have your reasons, I'm sorry for being so insensitive..."

"Well, there are many things to be sorry about."

"But... Asking about personal matters isn't as rude as it seems."

Wow, you've definitely had good upbringing.

I feel like giving you a gold star for that. Responding to his uneasy glance, which seemed anxious as he imagined receiving the sticker only in his mind.

"It's not rude, so don't worry about it."

"I'll try my best."

"You seem like someone who would worry even if you tried."

"Why... How do you know me so well?"

"Yeah, I wonder about that too."

Park Ayoung was neither the lead nor supporting character of 'The Prettiest Girl Next Door Moved In'. Probably just an extra passing by, maybe not even a full character.

Of course, except for the first volume, I haven't read it, so the information might not be accurate.

Sizzle sizzle - the potato stew was almost ready. The sauce thickened at the bottom, and a delicious aroma wafted through the air.

Park Ayoung swallowed hard from behind.

"Looks delicious...."

"Ayoung."

I gestured towards her chin area.

"You're drooling."

"Gasp!"

She quickly wiped her chin with her forearm. But finding nothing, she glared at me.

"Why did you lie?"

"I got distracted by the food."

"..."

"Just kidding. I was bored since we still have some time left."

I chuckled lightly, then turned off the stove.

"Should I pack it up for you? Or would you like to eat here?"

"Eating here is an option?"

"Isn't it? I can bring a table over and serve you here."

"Um... in that case, sorry, I'll take it to go."

"Sure."

As she cooled the food in a pot to put it in a takeout container, Ayoung approached me curiously, sniffing the air.

She seemed to catch a whiff of the scent, her nose tingling with the lavender fragrance.

It felt oddly ticklish and unsettling. As time passed, layer by layer, my heart started to beat a little faster.

"My heart's going crazy..."

I moistened my parched lips with saliva.

Ayoung, perhaps sensing my state, spoke with an excited voice.

"It looks really, really delicious. Oh, no, wait."

Huh?

Suddenly, she changed the subject.

Thanks to that, my pulse calmed down, and the irregular heartbeat subsided.

"Could it be that the reason you hesitated to join an after-school club at school was because of living alone and working part-time like this?"

"Uh, well..., maybe? But why?"

"I think I can help."

Ayoung stepped away from me. The faint lavender scent of her shampoo drifted further away.

"Didn't you notice my name missing on the club application earlier? It's awkward for me to say this, but my name is a bit unusual."

Ayoung. Indeed, it's a unique name.

Nodding, I searched my mind.

"Indeed, I didn't see your name."

When I gestured to her, she continued explaining.

"If you're part of the student council, you don't need to apply for an after-school club."

"Is that so? But what does that have to do with the student council helping me?"

"I mean I can recommend you to the student council."

"Really? Is that possible? Considering my grades are at the bottom and all I do in class is sleep..."

I wasn't the last in the class rankings, but I lingered in the lower-middle ranks, known as the bear who slept in class.

I had no achievements to enter the student council, nor was I someone worthy of recommendation.

"As the vice president, nothing is impossible."

"But..."

"It's fine; we needed more people anyway, and I believe you'll do well regardless of your grades and appearance."

"Even if I join the student council, I still won't have time..."

"We can figure it out before school ends."

"But I'm not good at work..."

"You can't handle multiple part-time jobs?"

I had no reason to argue back, but I did and lost decisively.

With a click, I regained my appetite, and Ayoung smiled brightly.

"Don't worry unnecessarily; it'll be fine."

"It's not unnecessary worry, it's a valid concern."

"Ah, as Confucius said, if you listen well to the words of Park Ayoung, you'll get good luck even while sleeping and ace exams while having fun."

"Yeah, you're impressive."

        
            3.

Ding! Ding! Ding!

"Today's class ends here. Since the homeroom teacher for Class 1 has something to attend to, you can all just leave without a closing ceremony."

"Yes! Thank you for your hard work!"

"Listen to that grumbling... They didn't say a word during class..."

Although the science teacher complained, the students' minds were already dominated by thoughts of Tanghulu and PC rooms.

The complaints couldn't pierce their ears, and the discontentment could only dissipate into emptiness.

Now, the science teacher would leave desolately, probably grabbing the disciplinary teacher and exclaiming, "I am sad today."

"Truly unfortunate."

I expressed a sympathetic nod to the detained teacher and approached Park Ayeong.

"Do you want to go to the karaoke today? Jiyoung is coming too."

"Sorry, I have plans for today..."

She was rejecting her friend's offer.

Her soft-spoken refusal somehow sparked unnecessary resentment. Her friend, sensing this, pressed even more fervently.

"Let's go together~ Come on, let's go~"

"Well, umm..."

Park Ayeong seemed to struggle with outright rejection.

Being excessively kind can be a burden.

I decided to intervene in the conversation instead of just watching.

"Ayeong."

Though it was impolite, Park Ayeong responded with a bright smile.

Her friend, on the other hand, made a face like 'Ugh... smells like a loner,' but they both agreed to pretend not to notice.

"We should go to the student council."

"Yes! Sorry, Haryeonga! I promised to go to the student council with Jinwoo today, so going to the karaoke might be a bit difficult. Let's go together next time."

"Okay... Got it."

Her friend looked disappointed, but their sharp gaze fixed directly on me. It was a firm gaze filled with boiling self-assertion.

I shrugged it off.

Perhaps it's the fate of those who rely on popularity...

"Jinwoo, let's go."

Responding to Park Ayeong's call, I left my reverie.

"Sure."

I followed Park Ayeong out of the classroom.

Behind us, the noise level increased significantly as we moved forward. It was because some unresolved issues were rolling around.

I wasn't sure what tomorrow would bring when we returned to school, but I was certain that Park Ayeong would face several questions.

Indeed, whether in society or at school, being popular and capable can be exhausting.

As we distanced ourselves from the classroom, the corridor regained its original tranquility during dismissal.

The quiet atmosphere was punctuated by the sound of breathing. Just when it was about to become awkward, Park Ayeong came up beside me.

"Thanks for helping earlier."

"Did you want to go to the student council?"

"You don't need to worry... And I'll apologize in advance... I might be a bit tired when we return to school tomorrow."

"It's okay. You won't get as tired as Ayeong."

"Hehe."

Park Ayeong chuckled lightly. From the subtle movement of her lips, it seemed like she was envisioning the forthcoming barrage of questions.

Feeling a strange sense of guilt, I changed the subject.

"Did you get home safely last night?"

"Yeah, my house is close, so I arrived safely."

"That's good. Even though times have improved, young girls shouldn't wander around alone late at night."

"Jinwoo, are you acting like a thirty-something man? You're starting to sound like our dad...."

I felt a moment of embarrassment.

Well, I wasn't quite thirty, but getting close to it.

"No, wait, including Dojinwoo's age... he might easily surpass thirty...."

As my lips sealed shut, Park Ayeong, misinterpreting, quickly added:

"Jinwoo! I was joking. Thank you for caring... Did you get home safely too? I should've stayed until the end to help you..."

"I'm talking to you now because I got home safely. And why did you help me close the shop? You weren't even getting paid."

"True, but... I got some side dishes, and I kept you there late... I felt bad and wanted to help..."

"If you didn't force me to leave, you would have actually helped... willingly."

"Of course!"

People are too kind sometimes....

I shook my head apologetically.

"Sure, even if you say you don't like it next time, I'll let you work. I will."

"Yeah, I'll be waiting. Or should I come help today?"

"Today's part-time job is at a family restaurant, not a side dish store. Don't bother coming to help for nothing, but if you do come, go buy some side dishes."

"That's too bad... I wanted to help."

"Sigh. I understand your intentions well enough. From now on, no mention of helping."

Reluctantly agreeing, Park A-yeong finally nodded.

"Mm... Okay, oh! By the way, the potato stew was really delicious yesterday. My siblings loved it and my mom was surprised by how good it was."

"Satisfying both convenience store and restaurant standards for your refined taste... That's fortunate."

"It wasn't exactly satisfying, just so-so."

She said soberly, then smiled subtly.

"But sometimes there's just food that suits your taste perfectly, right? Are most of the restaurant side dishes this good? It makes you want to become a regular customer..."

"Because my cooking mentor is the owner. It's a similar taste... Probably even more delicious or appealing to the general public."

"Different in taste?"

Park A-yeong tilted her head in confusion.

"I mentioned it yesterday too, but large portions and single servings have different cooking methods. Considering the emotions poured into it, yesterday's potato stew would probably taste better."

"What emotions?"

"Well, things like that."

The pain of working late, the agony of increased tasks due to dishwashing, and even the tension of cooking for a peer for the first time.

Various complex and profound emotions were involved. If the taste wasn't there, oh! It would be a crime and evidence that the world had gone wrong.

Thinking this, she looked around. We had somehow reached the fourth-floor corridor.

"It's surprising that the student council is on the top floor. I thought it would be on the first or lower floors for better accessibility, like the principal's office."

Park A-yeong said, catching her breath.

"Sigh... The president loves exercise so much. He moved the student council room from the first floor to the fourth floor."

"The president made a good choice. Making you exercise like this for the vice-president with poor stamina."

"I don't have poor stamina."

"We came up from the second floor?"

She couldn't argue back and pouted her lower lip.

"I didn't have time to exercise...."

"All people with poor stamina say that. You're not much different from those people... I'm quite disappointed."

"What are you saying? I really didn't have time. I had to study.... take care of my younger sibling.... go to the side dish store to get food...."

"Okay, okay. I've heard your excuses well."

As they chatted, they stopped in the middle of the corridor.

It was the only place on the long fourth-floor corridor with a single door.

I rolled my eyes and read the sign above the door.

"Student Council Room."

I didn't come here for a scolding, but for another purpose....

Even if you think you know everything about the world, there are still things you don't understand.

"Let's go in now."

"Just take a deep breath."

"It's not like we're being dragged to the slaughterhouse.... Why are you so nervous? Just greet them...."

"Weren't you here for an interview?"

"I already got approval in the group chat."

Huh?

"Am I already in the student council?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

The prestigious high school student council, picking people without knowing where they come from?

"It wasn't for an important role. We were short on people. The president immediately approved my recommendation."

"...God isn't far away, huh?"

"Hehe, as the vice-president, I said nothing is impossible. So, don't be too nervous."

"Yeah. As expected, Park A-yeong, who even writes her name on watermelons, is different."

Park A-yeong lightly hit my shoulder.

"That's too much."

"Sorry."

"As the broad-minded vice-president, I'll let it slide this time. Now, let's go in."

Park A-yeong knocked briefly and opened the door to the student council room.

A warm spring breeze brushed our cheeks.

The scent of cherry blossoms tickling my nose whispers to me of another beginning.

As I slowly raised my head, the interior of the student council room came into view.

The spacious room with its large windows wide open. Chairs were neatly arranged on either side of the desk in the center.

Various furniture such as a blackboard, laptops, and bookshelves adorned the room. However, there was a presence that stood out more than anything else.

A female student sitting at the top seat.

Her intense golden hair fluttered in the wind. Her skin bore a sun-kissed brown hue, not cheap-looking but rather healthy and elegant, reminiscent of rich chocolate.

With provocative lips and a body that emphasized both entrance and exit, she immediately captured attention. The moment our eyes met was fleeting.

"..."

"..."

There was dignity in her red eyes.

It was an atmosphere that made it difficult to approach or speak casually.

Swallowing dryly, she slowly parted her lips.

"Ah, it seems Park Ayeong, our vice president, is here today."

Pardon?

"I heard she's a friend who will fill the hole left by our vice president for the past 18 years. Judging by her height, one might think she's big in other areas too."

Excuse me?

I can't keep up with this situation.

Is this low-quality joke and innuendo really coming from her mouth?

Shake off your stupor. Inexperienced Park Ayeong has stepped forward.

Her face was quite flushed. Whether she was embarrassed to be in the presence of her superiors or because she had become the subject of sexual jokes, I couldn't tell.

"President!"

"Why are you calling out so loudly?"

"I-I! I told you to refrain from using vulgar language in front of people you meet for the first time! W-What does 'hole' even mean...?"

"If it's a hole, it's obviously a 'hole,' isn't it?"

"Eeek! Stop it! Please stop!"

The female student addressed as the president confidently shrugged her shoulders.

"I just explained when asked. Why are you screaming about something so trivial? You're a grown woman."

"..."

"By the way, that grown woman isn't exactly what she seems."

Is this person insane...?

"Hmm... You look much better in person than in photos."

"T-Thank you."

"Thanks should be given to your parents for giving birth to you and to yourself for taking care of yourself."

"I will always do my best..."

It felt like a mix of a middle-aged man and a teenage boy.

"For now, take a seat. Ayeong, the blushing Ayeong, our vice president, should sit down quickly too. How long do you plan to stand there like a fool?"

"Yes... Thank you..."

"That was my intention..."

As I cautiously sat down, the still shocked Ayeong also took a seat beside me.

The wind entered through the window, ruffling our short hair.

Observing this, the student council president remarked, "The weather is nice today, so I left the window open. If it's uncomfortable, I can close it."

"No, it's fine. It's refreshing."

"Right. Today is perfect for outdoor activities. Seems like you share similar thoughts, having opened the window."

Student council president...

Is this correct?

        
            I wasn't particularly shy.

I could converse fluently with someone I just met, and I could be warm even if it got awkward.

However, when faced with someone peculiar or exuding a special aura, I tended to stiffen up like a rabbit in front of a lion.

How should I put it? There was something overwhelming about them?

In that sense, the president was quite unique, a peerless figure with a special aura in various ways.

The first meeting signifies the relationship's balance.

I discreetly observed the president. She was lost in thought, chin resting on her hand.

Judging by appearances alone, she seemed to be contemplating worldly issues or the school's future, but...

"That can't be it."

This was the same president who had been spouting all kinds of innuendos just moments ago. Normal matters didn't seem to be on her mind.

So, what was she thinking now?

"How could Bumbu understand a genius-calamity..."

Internally performing a white flag dance vigorously, I glanced at Park Ayeong, who would interpret the current situation and the president's psyche.

Her face was very red, seemingly unable to escape the realm of innuendos.

Nevertheless, compared to when she first explained, she had improved significantly. Now, I felt it wouldn't be rude to ask.

I tilted my head to the right. As Park Ayeong's ear drew closer, I leaned in slightly and whispered,

"Hey."

"Eek!"

Park Ayeong let out a small scream and shivered.

"W-what are you doing?"

"I'm whispering."

"Why?"

"I have a question."

She laughed as if incredulous.

"How secretive is this question?"

"I'm curious about what our president is thinking."

"Jinwoo, aren't you no longer part of their council? Correct yourself to 'our president.' Then I'll answer your question."

Ah, positions were non-refundable...

Disheartened, I revised my words.

"What is our president... thinking right now?"

"Haha, much better to hear."

Park Ayeong chuckled and turned to address the president.

"President, what are you thinking right now?"

I urgently tapped her shoulder.

"Why ask the president..."

"Then who else should I ask about the president's thoughts? At least I don't know, the president is quite... well, multidimensional."

"Wow... securing another victory today."

It was so logical that I had to accept it.

As I foolishly marveled, the president, chin in hand, spoke.

"I wasn't really thinking about anything, just adjusting my underwear that was riding up."

"There, Jinwoo heard it. Our president surprisingly doesn't think much. Most important matters are usually discussed through Nana or Hwagye."

"To have someone in front of you and not think anything. Isn't that a bit harsh? Today's Vice President is Park Ayeong."

"That nickname is even worse!"

Seems like this is the usual banter in the student council...

I couldn't find the courage to interrupt.

Using innuendos as background music, I drifted into a state of peace.

Around that time, Park Ayeong, defeated in debate, groaned, and the president chuckled, rising from her seat.

"I've been rude despite having a guest. I'll bring some tea in a moment."

The president opened a nearby drawer and brought a tea set.

It had an elegant design reminiscent of Renaissance nobility.

"We only have black tea, is that alright?"

"As long as it's not inedible, I'll enjoy any tea."

"Good to hear."

The president smiled contentedly as she poured water into the teacup. The subtle aroma spread, bringing mental calm.

Just before the teacup was filled to the brim, her hand paused with a soft thud—a gesture of respect.

The chairman, apart from his manner of speech, could easily be mistaken for a nobleman.

"Please have some."

"Yes. Excuse me then."

Quietly, he lifted the teacup and took a sip. The bittersweet taste smoothly circulated in his mouth.

Unlike other teas, it certainly felt expensive, but having been accustomed to instant flavors, it didn't taste as good as expected.

Did his expression give away his thoughts?

Both the chairman and Park Ayoung laughed simultaneously.

"People often mistakenly assume black tea is sweet because of its name. However, black tea without additives tends to be bitter like regular tea."

"So, people usually add sugar or honey. You and the chairman are no exception."

Park Ayoung added sugar to my teacup.

"Now try it again."

Nodding and taking a sip, the first taste was slightly sweet, followed by a bitter aftertaste, which was delicious.

"Delicious."

Park Ayoung's expression brightened.

"Well then! How delicious is black tea with sugar? Next time when the chairman offers you black tea, don't hesitate to add sugar, okay?"

"Hmm... I find salt more fragrant than sugar."

"That's just your preference."

"You react sensitively."

"Well, you've never really tasted black tea from me before, so... you teased me about not having a beard."

They were arguing back and forth.

However, this commotion wasn't all bad.

With a smirk, the attention of the two loud individuals turned towards me.

Huh? Puzzled, I turned around to see both Park Ayoung and the chairman looking more puzzled than me.

"What... Is there something on my face?"

Both of them shook their heads simultaneously.

"Usually, if someone said that much, everyone would panic or run away. Laughing here is a first for Jinwoo."

"As the vice-chairman said. You're the first one to laugh here. Even if you say you took my first, I'll forgive you."

"I'll politely decline that offer."

"Well... It's a privilege to give something to a male student for the first time."

Is that so...

Anyway, this marked the beginning of lively conversations blooming inside the student council room.

Like the warmth of early spring, I seized that energy and brought up a topic.

"When will we announce our club name?"

"We're waiting for the accounts to come in, so it might be a bit delayed..."

Thump-thump-

Soft footsteps drew nearer.

"They say even tigers come when I call. Once the accounts are in and settled, we'll officially start announcing the club name."

With the chairman's words, the door to the student council room opened.

Raising her head hesitantly, she couldn't even fill half of the gaze with her eyes.

She was roughly the height of an upper elementary school student. Thanks to the keychains hanging from her bag and the pressed baseball cap, she didn't look like an elementary student.

She approached us, her black short hair peeking through her hat.

Silent. No, her body had so little weight that there was no sound.

And she arrived at her designated spot across from me, sitting naturally.

That's when our eyes met for the first time.

Her jet-black pupils contained a vast sense of self. Her fierce cat-like face seemed cute yet wild, as if she would act on her own accord.

As if examining her, she also scrutinized my face and body.

Then, her small lips parted.

"Are you the one coming today...?"

"Probably...?"

"Really!? Wow~ I thought it was a lie when the vice-chairman said you were coming. How can someone whose name sounds like 'coin' end up here like a lost dog looking for its owner?"

..."

I was momentarily speechless.

Stunned, I blinked rapidly for a moment. Park Ayoung, seated next to me, gave me a stern look.

"Subin... Didn't I tell you yesterday that joking about someone's name is very disrespectful? Did you really want to break promises and be rude on our first meeting?"

"Oh~ The vice-chairman found it amusing when she first heard it. She even said I look subtly like a puppy~."

“That, that's because it's a chat room where faces aren't visible... Perhaps hiding one's true feelings...?”

“You hid it and typed 'ㅋㅋ' thirty times? You really can't even be honest as the vice president~ It would be so nice to be confident like our president~”

Upon hearing the conversation, a sense of betrayal crept in.

“Park Ayoung called me a bastard....”

“Oh! This might be a bit surprising, right? I always side with the Dogecoin seniors.”

“No! I didn't mean it in that way. Goodness. I meant... why the cute and sturdy vibe.... There was absolutely no ill intention!”

“Wow~ Saying the Dogecoin seniors are cute~? That's totally breaking news. I'll report it to the school newspaper~.”

A female student named Subin. So when the accounting mentioned by the president came up, the student council buzzed like a marketplace.

Is this real MZ or something?

I can't keep up with the conversation that has become too chaotic.

I distanced myself from the conversation and sipped on the remaining half of my black tea.

It feels stronger, perhaps because it cooled down a bit.

Watching me, the president chuckled.

“You've slightly drifted away from the main topic.”

“Yes. Is this how it usually is?”

“It's somewhat similar. Today is actually on the milder side.”

“I felt a distance from what I imagined the student council to be. I thought they would handle important tasks calmly and quietly.”

In reality, rumors within the school mostly leaned towards this direction.

“We handle important tasks carefully..., but even then, we're still rowdy. It's our student council's identity, so you'll have to adapt too.”

“I've already adapted. I've roughly figured out what kind of people the members are.”

“Oh, I see. Then, what kind of people am I and the accounting person?”

“You, President, use refined actions but have a vulgar way of speaking, and the accounting person feels like a cat, self-centered and doing things their own way.”

“You've seen through us accurately. So, what about the vice president?”

“Bold and pretending not to care, but secretly helping out in subtle ways?”

The president burst into laughter.

“Haha! You hit the nail on the head. Indeed, someone who soothes the vice president's lonely gaps.”

“It's not like that between us. And wasn't what you said earlier a bit too primitive in terms of sexual harassment? What if Ayoung decides to sue later on...”

“I guess I'll have to hire a lawyer then.”

“You really won't stop saying you won't do it even if you die.”

“It's just a rare pleasure.”

For a moment of muttering, the president seemed much older than me.

Like an elder feeling disillusioned with the world. It's about painting the world and surroundings with a gray hue.

It seemed inappropriate for her age, and without realizing it, words slipped out of my mouth.

“If you're the president, you probably have more days ahead than days you've lived. Maybe you can find something more fun than sexual harassment.”

“Maybe. Perhaps you could become my source of enjoyment.”

“Well, they say don't bite off more than you can chew. But please don't deliberately sexually harass me for your amusement. I will genuinely sue.”

“Haha! If the lower ranks are big, the upper ranks should be generous. Keep the lawsuit tucked deep inside.”

“I'll consider it.”

Pouring tea into the cup, the president spoke.

“Rather than that, shall we introduce ourselves at least? It might take a while for those two to finish fighting.”

“I'm fine with that.”

“Well, I'm Hahyojin, the 27th Student Council President of Garam High School. I'm in the third grade, so if there's work to be done or if you feel lonely, come to Class 3 for help.”

“I'm Do Jinwoo. A second-year student in Class 1, and I won't be coming to you for help.”

“Why are you deciding that?”

“Of course, it's my decision. Who else would decide?”

“A man's lower half isn't controlled by reason alone.... Since you deny it today, I'll let it slide.”

Hyojin shrugged and reached out his hand.

“For that reason, shall we shake hands?”

“I don't see the connection between shaking hands and that... but I'll make an exception and shake your hand.”

I tightly grasped Han Hyojin's hand. Apart from her brown skin, it was as soft and tender as a baby.

"Your Honor... is that what I should call you?"

"Hmm... that's a vague answer. Rather than that, please refrain from fetishizing my hand. It's a bit awkward for me to indulge in such fetishes."

"But I'm not like that."

"Tsk. I'll keep an eye on you."

We shook hands up and down a few times.

And at that sight, the two people who were fighting stopped and looked at us.

"Chairman, what are you doing?"

"What's up, Jinwoo?"

"Introductions."

"...Not standing up, but introductions."

In response to the following words, Park Ayoung nodded her head.

"Wasn't it time for introductions?"

"Yes, quickly, Ayoung, introduce yourself too."

"Why bother."

Park Ayoung stood up from her seat.

"I'm Park Ayoung. I am the vice president of the student council at Garam High School. I'm in 2nd grade, class 1. Nice to meet you."

"I'll do my best too. Vice President Park Ayoung."

Next was the turn of the treasurer.

"Hehe, my name is Lee Subin. I'm in charge of the accounts~ I'm not committing crimes and doing accounting, it's a different kind of accounting. I'm in 1st grade, class 5~."

"Jinwoo, I'll rely on you."

"Yes~ Senior Doji."

"Sure, use whatever nickname you like."

"Wow~ You're cool. Our vice president was terrified as soon as we gave her a nickname."

"Perhaps Ayoung today..."

"That's right! That thing! Anyway, these days kids!"

Even if it's not just kids these days, they dislike it.

And in the first place, you fall into the category of kids these days too.

I held back a lot of arguments. I'll explain kindly when we get closer.

As I made this commitment in my mind, Park Ayoung, who glanced at the clock for a moment, asked,

"But Jinwoo, do you have work today?"

I checked the time.

5:10. I deliberately delayed my part-time job, but if I don't leave soon, I'll be late.

"Oh, I have to go now."

I stood up from my seat.

"Due to personal reasons, I'll leave first."

"Okay, see you tomorrow."

"See you tomorrow~ Doji, Doji puppy senior."

Just as I was about to leave, with my head shaking at the increasing nicknames -

Park Ayoung stopped me.

"Jinwoo! I couldn't mention it earlier because of the situation, but can you come to school around 7 a.m. tomorrow? We have to check the uniforms for the new semester."

"Got it, I'll come to school early in the morning."

"Yes! And I'll invite you to the group chat.... Can you give me your phone number?"

She shyly handed me her phone. Cherry blossoms fluttered in the background. Birds chirped in my ears, and the scent of spring wafted through my nose.

Ah... I felt like I had stepped into a page of a real youth drama.

"Oh, really?"

After tilting my head in confusion, I punched in my phone number on her phone.

"Here, I'll go now. See you tomorrow, Ayoung."

"See you tomorrow, Jinwoo!"

Leaving behind Park Ayoung's enthusiastic farewell, I left the student council room.

It was spring.

        
            Spring is a late winter.

"Haah."

With a misty breath, I realized once again.

It was fine when I first left home, but as time passed, the rule of overlapping coldness made it even colder.

Sweeping my arms, I arrived at the school gate.

It was early in the morning, yet there were many people bustling around, making it seem unlike the usual mornings.

I quietly moved my steps. Occasionally, I nodded to the teachers who glanced at me.

That's how I approached where the student council (only Park Ah-young sitting) was located.

"What time did you get here?"

I subtly sat next to Ah-young. She giggled and replied.

"I got here a while ago."

"Your ear status seems different from before?"

"Why? Blushing?"

"Yeah, looks like you might drop dead if I poke you."

Ah-young quickly covered her ear with her hand.

"To be honest, I came here 30 minutes ago and sat down."

"You came early. Did you eat breakfast?"

"Our president gave out bread and drinks earlier, so I ate. Since Jin-woo's not here, if you didn't eat, you can have what's on that table over there..."

"I had breakfast before coming."

"Well done."

Nodding, I leaned back in the chair. It was more comfortable, but it didn't make me any less cold.

If time passed like this, I might end up being a girl selling illegal goods on the street, burning even the products for customers.

"Jin-woo."

"Oh, grandma... Don't leave me behind..."

Ah-young's expression was troubled. Her momentarily frozen head softened flexibly. She straightened her back and returned to normal.

"Why?"

"Um... My vision suddenly cleared up, and I thought I was dying, so I called you. It seems like I did the right thing seeing your reaction..."

"Yeah, I almost saw a ghost just now, thinking I'd never feel hungry or cold again. Ah-young is my savior. While we're at it, can you share one of those hand warmers in your pocket?"

"After saving your life, you ask for more... You're shameless."

Ah-young grumbled but handed me a hand warmer. The hand warmer she just took out from her pocket still retained its warmth, ready to be used immediately.

"Ahh, it's warm."

"Even after stealing my lifeline, you have the nerve to react like that..."

"Ah-young's lifeline is warm...."

She swallowed a fake laugh.

"Ha, ridiculous."

"It's a joke. If you don't have any hand warmers left, it's hard to give them back. Put your hand inside the pocket and use it."

"You won't give them back."

"Now, you've become my lifeline."

Ah-young shook her head playfully and took out another unused hand warmer from her pocket.

The rustling sound of the packaging indicated it was a new hand warmer.

"I actually had one more."

"Why did you exaggerate about it being your lifeline?"

"It was true until I unwrapped the packaging."

"People don't carry two hearts around. Especially not as spares... You're practically confessing to being a robot. It's like you're admitting you're a robot because you're too lazy to explain."

"Because explaining is a hassle, I'll just be a robot."

Thanks to the hand warmer, the conversation and atmosphere became so mild that it seemed trivial. Melting my hands with the hand warmer, I asked Ah-young.

"How about the president and treasurer?"

"The president is over there."

Ah-young turned her head in the direction she pointed.

Unlike the vaguely rising sun, the president's golden hair sparkled brightly.

Her brown skin color stood out amidst the dull surroundings, not blending in but proudly displaying her own color.

Han Hyo-jin unconsciously flaunted her charm, giving directions to the students.

Overflowing with charisma, one would think that without rolling those pretty lips, that's the feeling you'd get.

As if echoing my thoughts, Ah-young muttered.

"If only she spoke normally, she'd be perfect..."

"You'd be disappointed if you heard her speak normally. Do you really think those are her charming points? Always saying 's, se, sex...' like a parrot... Do you really think that's a complete charming point?"

"I'll exercise my right to remain silent."

"In the end, Jin-woo is the same..."

Park Ayoung sulked when I didn't listen. I patted her on the shoulder to cheer her up.

Fortunately, she quickly regained her strength.

"It's okay now. After all, the chairman is an enigmatic figure."

"Don't give up. You're the only brake in the student council."

Stay strong, Park Ayoung!

"Now Jinwoo also plays a role as a brake. Let's work hard together. And about the accounting... Jinwoo, did you see Subin on your way here?"

A question mark appeared above my head.

"You didn't see her? She hasn't arrived yet?"

"No, she hasn't come yet... There's a high chance she won't come today."

"If it's 'today again,' isn't it more than once?"

She nodded.

"I've never seen Subin up early in the morning... Since middle school, for about 3 years."

She talks like she looks.

She was truly like a cat.

"Still, today we have three members in the student council. Let's assume everything is normal. Probably."

"It's your first time, but I'll try my best."

"Yeah, yeah, even if Subin had come, it would have been similar to when Jinwoo first came. Don't feel too pressured; it's okay."

What kind of fight have you brought upon us?

Suddenly, there arose a sense of respect.

As we exchanged such conversations, a vague morning had arrived.

"Oh, the chairman is coming. We should probably start soon."

Standing up from her seat, Park Ayoung handed me a yellow badge that had been placed on the table.

"It's the student council badge. You should wear it as a symbol of authority so students don't disrespect you. You must never take it off during uniform inspections, right?"

"I won't let anyone take it from me, Teacher Park Ayoung."

"Yeah, yeah. You must never let it be taken. If it is, come to me, Teacher Ayoung."

Engaging in casual conversation, I put on the yellow badge on the left side.

It was nothing but a light piece of cloth... But perhaps due to the taste of power, it felt incredibly heavy.

With this, it felt like I had reached the top of the school pyramid in one go. Inciting students to amass great wealth, encroaching on other schools step by step to expand territory...

"Jinwoo, you shouldn't slack off, right?"

"I was on the verge of losing my mind. I stopped at the perfect moment."

"Don't lose track of your experience in the student council. So when the chairman comes and explains, focus instead of getting distracted..."

Park Ayoung, who was in the middle of explaining, suddenly paused.

Wondering what was going on, I looked at her, and her eyes were focused on my tie.

"Huh? What's on my tie?"

"No, it's just that..."

Park Ayoung trailed off and leaned in closer.

A fresh scent of fabric softener, a subtle shampoo fragrance wafted over.

As the distance closed, I could see charming freckles and long eyelashes under her eyes.

Despite the fluttering situation, Park Ayoung calmly adjusted my tie knot.

"We should set a good example as the student council during uniform inspections. What if you loosen or mess with your tie? Are you a slacker, Jinwoo?"

"Kind of. I don't go out to play after it's done."

"Does part-time work fall into the slacker category?"

Park Ayoung asked with a pleased expression as she adjusted my tie. When the area around my neck felt slightly tight, she finally let go of the tie.

"Okay. It's much better this way. From now on, before I check, raise your tie..."

"You're being annoying."

"-Is it a bit annoying to do this beforehand...?!"

In the midst of inserting a curse, Park Ayoung inadvertently responded.

I was surprised to realize it wasn't a male voice but a female voice.

"It's the chairman. Today, I'm Park Ayoung, the vice-chairman."

"Oh... But no matter how important you are as the chairman, isn't it a bit excessive to call me annoying as soon as you arrive?"

"If a newlywed couple shows affection at the school gate from early in the morning, that's annoying. What's annoying about that?"

Listening to the chairman's words, Park Ayoung realized her current state.

She quickly moved away from me, her face flushed red.

"Oh... We were a bit close. Sorry, Jinwoo..."

"I don't need to apologize."

"Well, there's no need to apologize. It's a situation where the vice-chairman should be concerned about his own actions."

"I can't empathize with that."

She quickly refuted the chairman's harassment.

Han Hyojin clicked her tongue as if she didn't approve.

"Tsk. It's only been a day since we met, and you're already finding ways to ruin it."

"The chairman's harassment is nothing new to someone like me."

"Hmm... When did you start thinking that only standardized harassment works? Can't you notice the subtle gestures in between?"

"What."

Let's match her vibe.

Hyojin, looking satisfied, nodded her head.

"I feel like I've fulfilled my harassment quota for the morning. Now let's go and conduct a uniform inspection."

"Any explanations?"

"Just roughly check those who are not wearing their uniforms properly and write down their names. If you see any suspicious items, confiscate them."

"What about non-suspicious items?"

"That's not our concern. And if you touch a girl's thigh or something suspicious, I can't cover for you."

"Are you out of your mind?"

You worry too much.

"It seems like the vice-chairman and I have been unnecessarily worried about things we shouldn't even bother with."

"..."

"Why are you staring at me like that? Go and do your job properly."

"Yes, I'll do my best. Where should I stand?"

"Fill in the gap by standing in the designated spot. A little tip: standing solemnly will make your work easier."

She tilted her head.

How does solemnity relate to making work easier?

"You'll figure it out once you try."

"Yeah, yeah. I'll do as the chairman says and figure it out. Let's catch up later after work."

Park Ayoung and Han Hyojin left their positions. I surveyed the direction they were heading towards and then stepped into the remaining space.

"It shouldn't be that difficult."

Dealing with students....

***

...It wasn't easy.

The first challenge I faced was dealing with the school bullies.

Commonly known as 'iljin,' 'human trash,' or 'school thugs,' they occupied the top tier of the high school ecosystem.

As expected, they didn't wear ties, which meant they weren't wearing their uniforms properly.

As I checked them, they arrogantly stared back at me while jotting down their names.

To interpret:

"You got a problem?"

"I'll remember you. Don't catch my eye."

"Damn, you disgust me. You can't even look me in the eye outside. Be careful on the streets! Bam! Yeah, just kidding."

It took a toll unexpectedly.

Even adults find iljins intimidating....

Anyway, the final challenge was a student who wore the uniform correctly but had unusual items with him.

"Hmm! Trying to steal my Louise Francoise... (omitted) Jeanne! You evil sorcerer! When I regain my strength, I'll come to rescue you!"

"Why am I the bad guy here? Bringing Dakimakura to school is the problem, right? And if you're going to bring it, at least hide it better...."

It's obvious if you sneak it inside your clothes....

I wanted to forgive you for your heartfelt gesture, buddy.

I took the Dakimakura and his name and let him go.

The next student who approached me was also out of the ordinary.

Wearing a hoodie over the uniform, with a reversed cap, he came closer. In his pocket, there was a long, menacing black object.

"Please take out the item from your pocket."

"Hey bro! What's that supposed to mean! First rule of the hoodie! If you see a gun, pretend you don't know each other! I don't know, okay!?"

"..."

"Second rule of the hoodie! If someone breaks the first rule, deal with them regardless of the reason! I don't want to enforce that, bro!"

"Take it out the hoodie way."

"Sigh...."

He reluctantly handed over the gun.

"It's not real, right?"

"Hey! Bro! Of course, I only carry the real thing around!"

However, it was light. Plastic models or BB guns.

"What's your name?"

"I'm Kim Hood...."

Similar to what I was doing.

Sighing deeply, I briefly turned my head.

Although everyone seemed to be struggling, they all passed by calmly in the presence of the solemn-faced chairman and the stern-looking Park Ayoung.

Perhaps those who had no trouble at all were using the other side, while people were gathering on my relatively approachable side.

'So easy...'

As I sighed with frustration.

A small shadow quietly passing in front of me.

"Please stop for a moment."

The passing shadow abruptly stopped. With a small stature, a black cap peeking out between the hooded tee hat worn backwards looked oddly familiar.

"Hmm?"

The voice was a thick yet thin one pretending to be thick.

"You're not wearing the school uniform."

"I'm wearing it underneath."

"You're wearing a hat and a mask. The epidemic has been over for a while now... What is this, a cold, or has it turned into a fashion statement? Could you show your face a bit?"

"Why are you curious about that? I'll just tell you my name, so whether you want to give me a demerit or not, it's up to you~. Are you new to uniform inspections?"

The tone was subtly annoying. And the vibration she subtly inserted made her original voice gradually audible.

I smiled broadly in response.

"It's my first time, so I'm inexperienced. In that case, could you please tell me your name?"

"Oh~ You're new~ You're in a clumsy period~ Then I'll move on generously~ I'm Lee Jinha from Class 5 of Grade 3~."

"Oh, Lee Jinha senior.... Hmm, aren't you a male senior?"

"I am a guy. If you can't handle it, you can ask the homeroom teacher later~ Of course, for now, let me pass and we'll check after it's over..."

I cut her off without listening further.

"Lee Subin."

"Who's that! Are you confused with people's names and acting like a fool? You're an arrogant junior~ I'll report this to the chairman later~"

"Don't say harsh words on our first meeting. Quietly take off your hat and mask."

"Yes...."

It was the moment of catching a habitual latecomer in the student council.

        
            6.

Checking the time, the minute hand was already racing towards 9 o'clock.

Probably around ten students from the Han Hyojin and Park Ayoung group were the last ones.

I handed over the stolen items and the notebook where I had written down names to the nearby teacher and returned to my seat.

There, Lee Soobin stood with a nonchalant posture.

"You managed not to run away."

"Isn't my identity already exposed? What's the point of running away? Are you stupid? You're an idiot, aren't you? Clueless fool."

"Ah... I wanted to let you go... but the insults hurt too much, so I can't let you go."

"I'm sorry. It's a pure expression of affection that doesn't contain any sincerity. Please forgive me~ I'll behave in school without causing trouble!"

"It's actually a lie. We can't just leave an ecological disruptor at school. I've already submitted everything with names, grades, and classes written down."

Lee Soobin's expression turned desolate.

"You really stirred up trouble with the puppy topic. If I get scolded by the vice president, it'll be because of you."

"When did I ever bother you?"

"Right now. You're bothering me quite maliciously."

"It's your mood."

I shrugged and sat down on the chair. Lee Soobin also sat subtly on the adjacent seat, observing me in that manner.

Lost in thought, I picked up the bread and drink that Han Hyojin had brought from the table.

"Did you eat?"

"No.... I rushed out and didn't eat."

"Try to have breakfast whenever possible."

Saying that, I handed her the bread and drink.

"You want me to eat this?"

"Yes."

"Wow~ Your consideration is amazing. Even if my name wasn't Doji, I might have been thrilled? With that tone, it almost felt like the heavens were descending in the chairman's voice."

"Don't mimic that tone. The chairman is a senior preparing for the college entrance exam, so it's somewhat forgivable, but you're just a bright first-year student."

"What does age have to do with a respectful tone? If you don't like it, just say it's inappropriate regardless of age."

"The madness of a test-taker is akin to the essence of gambling..."

Lee Soobin made a subtle expression.

"You're quite similar to the chairman. Not sure what's different between weird catchphrases and harassment?"

"Don't say harsh things and eat your bread. I might just snatch it back."

"Taking and snatching back is the most lethal tactic."

Sticking her tongue out, Lee Soobin pouted.

"Why are you sticking out your tongue? Want me to pull it out?"

"Sorry...."

"Fine, put it back in quickly."

"Okay~."

Lee Soobin retracted her tongue. But perhaps feeling empty without the taste buds, she finally started eating the bread.

Munching-

It was a regular-sized soboro bread, but as she began eating, it somehow looked larger. Probably because her hands were so small.

Watching her eat quietly, I couldn't help but think of a rabbit, a small animal, for some reason.

Indeed, the rule that small things are cute seemed to apply even to arrogant juniors.

Just as I was nodding my head in agreement with that thought...

I felt a sharp gaze directed at me.

Turning my head, I saw Lee Soobin shooting laser beams with her eyes.

"Why."

"Did you just think I was small?"

"..."

"Do you really think I am? Wow... I only recently started thinking about it, but focusing on a woman's height is equivalent to focusing on her chest."

As she poured out words rapidly, I vaguely grasped what her complex was about.

"Well, since she's so small, she must have been teased a lot."

As a defense mechanism, she seemed to be quite sensitive about her height.

"Alright, I'm sorry."

"It's fine. You're a senior, part of the student council, and still inexperienced, so I'll let it slide for now."

"Thank you."

"Of course, you should be thankful!"

Responding energetically, Lee Soobin resumed eating the bread. As the quantity decreased rapidly and crossed the halfway mark, she asked:

"Why were you late today?"

"I wasn't late."

"Being late for school isn't the issue, but you were late for the student council work."

"Oh...."

She meticulously organized her thoughts and began her story.

"I'm not lying today, I left home early, around 6:30, right?"

"Uh-huh."

"But oh no! As soon as I passed the alley in front of my house, a man who looked like a stalker started reciting poetry to me."

"What did you say?"

"Hehehe! The popular star from Garam High School! He said I couldn't pass unless he gave me an autograph! So, I signed it and even gave some fan service, and before I knew it, it was already 7 o'clock."

This is just the beginning of the story.

Why are there so many lies already? Feeling a headache coming on, I asked about the next development.

"I arrived at the main gate at 8:40. Where did the remaining time go?"

"Well, after passing the stalker, I encountered an elephant. It was running towards me, so scared, I chose to turn back."

"An elephant...."

"Probably from a nearby zoo. Seems like it escaped from Seoul Grand Park. Not sure if it made it back home."

I closed my eyes tightly.

She was more mischievous than expected.

I sighed internally. It seemed like Lee Subin's story was far from over.

"And finally, near the school, I encountered a terrifying and huge-!"

"..."

"-cat. A black cat pounced on me. I wanted to run, but I fought back despite the scratches on my back. Like this, like this."

Lee Subin gestured with clenched fists, swinging them in the air.

"So... I was late. Yes."

"You want me to believe this story...?"

"Believe me~ Waking up early and meeting the cat were real~. So, half of it is true, and within Doji's range of belief."

Was waking up early really true...? I thought that was a lie too.

"Sigh, I'll believe you. But do you always switch to aegyo like this?"

"It's normal, isn't it? Normally, I get scolded. Our vice president is kind to Doji but strict with me. Shouting and nagging are no joke."

Hmm... Park Ayeong was indeed prone to meddling and nagging.

Even when we weren't close, she was like that. How much worse would it get now that we were closer?

Listening to Lee Subin's testimony, I could roughly guess.

"Still, not bad, right?"

"Not good."

"It might not be good now. But wait until you age a bit. Oh, Doji senior cared a lot for me... That's what I think."

"Do you want a fight?"

"Did I hit a nerve? Why say something mean."

Lee Subin naturally raised the corners of her mouth.

Her smile was cute overall, but like thorns on a beautiful flower, mischief lurked in her laughter.

It felt like poking a hornet's nest for no reason.

I quickly decided to hand her over to someone else.

And that person wasn't far away.

"Lee Subin."

A cold voice echoed from behind.

Lee Subin's head stiffly turned like a rusty machine.

There stood Seolnyeo, with long blue hair flowing, her arms crossed.

"Ayeong..., senior...."

Lee Subin spoke hesitantly, looking at me urgently.

It was a look asking for help, but...

"Sorry, but I'm powerless in the student council. You have to handle Vice President's abilities... It's all up to you, Subin."

"Where... where is that? We've been having fun chatting and gossiping together until now!"

Park Ayeong replied urgently to Lee Subin's outburst.

"When did I ever... I've always been on your side, our super charming Park Ayeong. Hey, Ayeong! Today, the late accounting is blaming you for gossiping behind your back!"

Park Ayeong's momentum grew stronger.

"You were late... and yet you dare gossip about me behind my back? Lee Subin will stay behind once work is done."

"Ah~ Senior, why do you gossip about me! As you know, I don't like people talking behind my back!"

"No. I've felt it a lot during the 3 years of living together with Subin. Subin is different in words and actions."

Had trust already hit rock bottom?

But what could I do?

If it's all Subin's doing.

I cheered while watching her scolding.

"I said earlier too, even moments of scolding will turn into good memories as time passes. Just endure this moment!"

"..."

"Stay strong, Su Bin!"

Swiftly changing my steps, I headed back to school.

Though the blow to the back of my head stung, I decided to think of it as the last leaf falling on a winter day.

***

As time passed, it was lunchtime.

I headed to the convenience store for a quick solution.

Due to the morning uniform check, there were occasional glances from recognizable people. Of course, they only looked from afar, like monkeys at the zoo.

I already felt distanced from my daily life.

Thinking so, I sensed intense gazes nearby.

Have I already gained a fan?

I looked in the direction of the gaze.

A black hat brim reminiscent of a duck's bill peeked out down the corridor to the right.

Today, there weren't many who wore hats to school, surveilled me, and sent chilling glares.

'No, just one person?'

Smiling, I gestured for them to come over.

After a minute or two, the hesitant duck came closer.

"..."

As expected, it was Su Bin.

She glared at me with a sullen expression.

"Hello, foolish, stupid, traitorous trash senior."

"That nickname is too long. Shorten it."

"If I don't say it like this, my feelings won't be properly conveyed. And if it bothers you, you should have ignored it."

"Fair enough."

It was a lot to handle from the betrayal perspective.

Narrowing my steps slightly, I met Su Bin.

"Have you eaten?"

"Yes."

"Let's go eat. I'll buy you bread or snacks."

"Really?"

"Really."

Her expression noticeably brightened.

"You're a generous senior Do Ji."

"Why do you take that title so lightly?"

"It's not light at all. I'm not a light woman."

"Who said you were."

As I shrugged, Su Bin poked my side.

"To tell the truth, I don't really like bread."

"You ate well in the morning though."

"I was starving, and I ate it out of courtesy since you offered. I'm not that shameless."

"Fair point."

Su Bin snorted.

"I know too. So, are you buying something for your cute junior? How about an Americano and a ciabatta sandwich?"

"I can't afford expensive items."

"Oh, too bad~ If that's the case, let's skip the expensive menu and decide at the convenience store. Thank you in advance."

"You have good manners. You pass."

"Yay, I passed. Will you give me a necklace too?"

"Sorry, no passing necklace."

The conversation with the girl who stood out from the usual crowd in time and place.

Surprisingly, it was comfortable without any awkwardness.

Perhaps the student council... might be tied by fate like possession.

"Oh. All the bread is sold out..."

At Su Bin's voice,

My thoughts quickly concealed their traces like dust being swept away.

"Too bad."

"That's how it goes!"

Spring at 18 came back to me.

It was still an ongoing spring.

        
            After a few days passed since the uniform inspection.

During this time, there wasn't much for the student council to handle. Mostly because academic schedules tend to be concentrated in the summer and fall...

Nevertheless, with plenty of time on hand, I spent it working part-time, coordinating schedules, and engaging in productive activities.

And today was a day to show up at the student council room.

Thump, thump—

The fourth-floor corridor was not bustling with noise.

Occasionally, sounds like "Before Akard existed," from the anime club or "I miss Louise!" could be heard.

Additionally, faint moans and Japanese phrases like "Kimochi!" and "Yamete" flowed from the nearby movie appreciation club.

I don't know about the anime club, but the movie appreciation club seemed like it needed a surprise inspection.

How can movie appreciation turn into Japanese adult videos...

"The end is near, the end."

With a dry mouth, I walked towards the student council room.

Perhaps to ventilate, the door was left open. Sounds of movement could be heard from inside.

There weren't many people. Even if we counted generously, there were two, but from what I saw, there was only one. So, it was easy to guess who it was.

With light steps, I entered the student council room.

The wind breezed in through the open window. The scent of green tea mixed in the air.

Thinking it must be green tea today, not black tea, I raised my head.

Park A-yeong, sitting on the sofa next to the window, reading a book, came into view.

Seemingly unaware of my presence, she casually flipped through the pages.

"Ahem."

As I cleared my throat to announce my presence, Park A-yeong's gaze finally lifted from the book to me.

Her blue eyes, filled with curiosity, quickly turned into a welcoming expression upon seeing my face.

"Jinwoo! Hello! It's been ages!"

"Hello to you too. But weren't we just in class together until a moment ago?"

Ages? Really...

After exchanging brief greetings, I sat across from Park A-yeong.

"?"

Her expression changed oddly.

"Why are you sitting in the front row?"

"Should I sit in the back then?"

Park A-yeong shook her head.

"Subin has an assigned seat here."

"There's an assigned seating concept?"

"Yeah. I sit here, the president sits there, and Jinwoo, you're supposed to sit next to me. We talked about this last time, remember?"

"When did we talk about this, Miss?"

"Of course, it was the day Jinwoo was fooling around during student council duties."

"...Right."

If there were any complaints, they should have been taken to the student council...

I stood up and took the seat next to Park A-yeong.

Sending a look that said, "Is it okay now?" she responded with a satisfied expression.

"You'll get scolded next time if you sit in the wrong place."

"Just for that?"

"Of course. Assigned seats are a very cool and noble tradition passed down through the generations in the student council. If you sit in the wrong place, you'll get scolded."

It's tempting to call back the graduate who made this tradition and give them a piece of my mind...

Muttering to myself, Park A-yeong brought out a tea set.

If the teacup with a Renaissance background from last time was impressive, this time it was set in the Goryeo period.

Simply put, this also looked ridiculously expensive.

"The utensils change depending on the tea..."

"Yeah, but it all ends with the teacup."

"Usually, there isn't even one."

Park A-yeong awkwardly smiled as she poured hot green tea into the cup. She mentioned using expensive tea leaves, giving the tea a delicate green color.

"A-yeong, did you make this tea?"

"I'm not talented in this area. The president brewed it before leaving."

"The president was here?"

"Yeah, she was here until just now. She went down to the library for the Golden Bell event next week. Probably discussing with the teachers by now."

"I see."

Indeed, the president seemed like a president.

Going around being summoned for meetings and discussions.

I tilted my head slightly and raised the corner of my mouth like a troublemaker.

"But while the president is working hard, the vice president was just sitting in the room reading books and having fun?"

"No, not having fun. She was studying."

"Ayoung, can you read the title of the book you're holding out loud for me?" 

She hesitated and spoke in a hesitant voice, "I... I want to do something bad...." 

"Yeah, Ayoung, studying because you want to do something bad.... You're just lazing around even though you want to study...." 

Park Ayoung's face turned red. 

"Oh, no.... Even though it might be confusing because of the book title, the content is completely different! It's about a sense of responsibility!" 

"..."

"Why the lack of reaction!? Quickly nod your head to show that you understand! I'm really getting upset! Are you going to sulk!? I won't talk to Jinwoo for a while!?" 

With a sense of injustice, tears welled up in her eyes. I stopped there and tried to comfort Park Ayoung. 

"It was a joke." 

"Hmph!" 

"Because of that kind of reaction, I feel like teasing you more. This is Ayoung's fault.... So, loosen up your expression since you don't think so." 

"Hmph!!" 

Maybe I went a bit too far with the joke. 

I took out a sour candy from my pocket. It had a lemon flavor that was universally disliked by all ages. 

The taste given when offering it, saying, 'Do you want to be secret friends with an uncle?' was a lemon flavor. 

"Peel it...." 

See, the effect is already showing. 

I quickly peeled it and placed it on Park Ayoung's palm. As soon as it was offered, she promptly popped it into her mouth. 

"My anger won't subside with just this." 

"Of course not. If Park Ayoung, the vice president who watches over the student council room, feels better with just one of these, that wouldn't be right. Here, have another one." 

"Yum.... Tasty.... Oh, no, I mean, hmph! Of course, as the vice president who watches over the student council room, I should eat two." 

The squishy ball moved in her mouth. Watching her contentedly, the atmosphere suddenly softened. 

Naturally, I peeled another sour candy and organized the positions of the student council members in my head. 

"The president is in the faculty office, the vice president is in the student council room. Not sure about the treasurer...." 

I shrugged. 

If you don't know, asking someone who does is the solution. 

"Vice President Ayoung, has your anger subsided?" 

"A little.... If you give me another sour candy, it might subside more.... Ugh! It's not because I want to eat it! I'm not a pig!" 

"Of course, I know. For now, take another one. Can you answer while eating?" 

"Yum.... Feel free to ask." 

With her permission granted, I asked immediately. 

"Where did Subin go?" 

"Subin?" 

Park Ayoung touched her chin and then let go of her lips. 

"She's probably at the billiards club?" 

"The billiards club...?" 

"I mentioned that the first-semester club plan was strange the day before yesterday. She's probably received the plan by now and is calculating the budget." 

"Subin calculating the budget...." 

Her role was in accounting after all. 

However, due to her consistently carefree and playful demeanor, a somewhat indifferent response came out. 

Did she notice that? 

Park Ayoung smiled mischievously. 

"Our Subin may have a playful and mischievous image, but surprisingly, she's very good at budgeting. Among the club leaders, she's rumored to be excellent at it." 

"Lies." 

"Believing is optional!" 

"If you said that much, it must be true...." 

It seemed that Subin had a different side outside of the student council.... 

Thinking this way, I felt like I encountered the essence of the student council members rather than their outward appearances. 

Both the president, vice president, and even the treasurer. 

While pondering this, a fundamental and crucial question suddenly arose. 

"While the president, vice president, and even the treasurer are working diligently in their respective roles.... What am I doing? Why are my outward appearance and essence the same?" 

I hadn't been assigned a seemingly reasonable role. 

Originally, I joined the student council based on the suggestion that they needed extra hands. 

But looking at everyone efficiently handling things, it didn't seem like they lacked help. 

Unable to answer that valid question, Park Ayoung opened her mouth without a reply. 

"Isn't that so?" 

"If you don't know, who else will know...."

"No, even I heard the president saying that they are short-handed to the point of wearing out their lips... With all the recent workload and a serious shortage of hands, it seemed..."

"...Then what was the position you were planning to give me when you brought me here? You should know that. Answer quickly..."

"Um... about that..."

Chin - my head involuntarily bowed.

"Just a moment, Jinwoo, why do you look so gloomy! I don't even have a snack to cheer you up!"

"Spit it out again... Spit it out sweetly."

"Uh! Should I really spit it out again? It'll be all slimy from saliva and taste bad! It's not aesthetically pleasing! I'd rather buy a pack of My Chew! Just try to calm down for now!"

A brief pause in the clash between Park Ayoung and me -

The sound of footsteps coming at the right time.

Confident and imposing aura.

Park Ayoung and I stopped our confrontation and looked towards the source.

There was indeed a violent-looking female student entering.

Forcing her eyes that were slightly dropping down to stop, she opened her mouth.

"President, you're here?"

"Mm. I am, but it's been a while since we last met."

"I've been a bit busy."

Thud - the president sitting on the chair cleared his throat.

"Continue with what you were talking about. Did you mention something about exchanging saliva and how Ayoung wants to drink your saliva like water today?"

"That wasn't the topic..."

"You're kidding. I don't believe you guys engage in such inefficient acts as exchanging saliva. You'd probably prefer deep kissing if anything."

"That wasn't it either."

Stopping the president's sudden outburst. After explaining the situation, we returned to the original topic.

"So, what is your position? Were you discussing it?"

"Yes. By any chance, do you know? I heard that the person who mentioned being short-handed was you, Mr. President..."

"I did mention it was lacking, but I didn't say we were short-handed."

"I see?"

"I simply said it would be nice to have an extra pair of hands. The student council lacks manpower. I vaguely mentioned that we lack men."

..."

I glanced at Park Ayoung, momentarily speechless.

Her expression twisted in shock. To think that the shortage of hands was a kind of sexual innuendo...

That was the feeling.

Sighing, I spoke.

"I have no intention of becoming a body for the student council."

"Oh really? Do you think I brought you into the student council to use you as a body?"

"Exactly! President! Bravo! President! There's a difference between me and the incompetent vice-president! I came here believing only in the real president!"

"The vice-president isn't that incompetent."

"She's not incompetent! She just... didn't quite follow your words literally... interpreted them in her own way! But ultimately, the student council became more chaotic... (omitted)."

"You're saying that was not good."

Han Hyojin delivered the final blow to Park Ayoung's already diminished pride.

"Anyway, Do Jinwoo, your position is... not a delivery person but... um... roughly a cabbage cutter, a job of turning trash into wood."

"What kind of loosely defined position and task is that... especially when it might involve copyright issues..."

"It's usually best to have a suitable position and task."

"No, how is turning trash into wood a suitable task!"

As I protested, Han Hyojin pinched his ear.

"It seems a bit challenging; let me correct that."

"No..."

As I was about to argue back,

An innocent shout came from outside the door.

"I like being a cabbage! It's similar to Senior Do Jigang's name and cute, isn't it!? Besides, in my role, my arms and legs can stretch like rubber!"

Ah...

From timing to content, everything.

This is driving me crazy.

Rubbing my temples due to a headache, Han Hyojin slammed the desk twice.

"With this, we conclude the NEW Student Council's unilateral First Meeting. If you have any complaints or grievances, go home and complain to your daughter or something."

Damn.

It was the day my position was decided to be a cabbage cutter.

        
            The school lunches were never consistently delicious.

Various reasons such as the limitations of mass cooking, errors in ingredient procurement, and inexperienced cooking skills contributed to this, a sentiment that was common even at the prestigious Garam High School.

"Today's lunch menu was amazing...."

Though no one responded, I shared a similar thought with Lee Soo-bin.

How could the menu consist of spicy cod, stir-fried eggplant, and dung soup....

I shook my head in disbelief and took a big bite of the pizza bread. The sweet tomato paste flavor paired perfectly with the savory sausage taste.

And when washed down with a latte, creating a moist sensation in the mouth, it was pure bliss. It was hard to believe that it was cheaper than using meal tickets.

As a smile crept onto my lips, Soo-bin, who had been watching me, beamed with satisfaction.

"Didn't I tell you? The pizza bread from the cafeteria is so good."

"Not bad."

"See?! I've said it before, but the cafeteria is my turf~ If you stick to what I recommend, there's a zero percent chance of failure~."

"Are you sure the failure rate is zero?"

I gestured towards the bread she was holding. This year's new product, the Spicy Pepper Cherry Blossom Taco Cream Bread, was clearly a culinary experiment gone wrong.

As expected, Soo-bin's expression soured.

"No... I wanted to get a rice ball and an Americano. But this little guy here caught my eye right in the middle of the new product list. It was shining brightly, you know? So he seduced me first...."

"You got played by a low-quality item."

"That's right.... Especially this taco, the quality is terrible. It's tough, has a strong aftertaste, and is just not good."

While grumbling, Soo-bin reluctantly ate the bread. She seemed determined to take responsibility for her food choice until the end.

Soo-bin, who occasionally displayed mature behavior, was unexpectedly responsible.

I shook my head as I paused eating the bread - why was I having lunch with Soo-bin again?

I asked her, furrowing my brow, "But Soo-bin, why do you follow me for lunch every day?"

At some point, Soo-bin had always been by my side during lunchtime.

I had let it slide until now, but after over a week had passed, curiosity got the better of me.

"Huh? You're still curious about that now...?"

"Yeah. Should've asked earlier, shouldn't I?"

"Please ask earlier. If you wait over a week to ask, I might forget why I'm eating with you! Seriously...."

She hesitated for a moment, clouding her words, then answered, "It's because of Do-ji, the senior puppy~ When he bought me a ciabatta sandwich and an Americano at the cafeteria. The food tasted subtly better when I ate with him."

"Because it's food someone else bought...."

"That's true! But really, the food tastes better! If I had eaten this bread alone, I wouldn't have been able to handle it."

"So.... Are you saying I emit frequencies that make the food taste better?"

"Yes. And it's nice with the senior too. Since I don't have any friends, I used to eat alone, but now a pretty junior keeps me company."

That's true.

I shrugged and finished the remaining bread.

At the same pace, Soo-bin swiftly swallowed the rest of her bread.

"Ready to go already?"

"I should start heading back to sleep."

"Suddenly, I have a complaint about the senior. Why don't you allocate at least half your lunchtime to eating? Can't you slow down a bit?"

"Soo-bin, where's the luxury in wasting time? Ten minutes is enough for eating, and I even added 20 more minutes because of you. Isn't it a bit unreasonable to be dissatisfied...?"

"B-b-b-but! Why are you suddenly speaking logically? Just empathize with me. I'm your junior, right? Right. Damn right I am!"

I let Soo-bin's tantrum flow through one ear.

"Well, since you're a pure T, let's get going."

"Soo-bin will remember this."

Despite her sulky voice and pouting face, she dutifully followed behind me.

It felt like raising a stubborn daughter. Is this some joyless responsibility or something?

Adoption seemed unappealing to others.

"Is being a room parent bad...?"

Yeah, this dad will discipline and raise you.

"What's this? Just now, I felt a tingling discomfort. What's this? Who's talking about my height and chest?"

"If they did, so what?"

"I won't do anything. But won't my sacred chest and height activate an automatic defense system, casting a 9-circle Grand Magic Meteor?"

"Luckily, I didn't touch your chest and height."

"Doji-senpai, that's sexual harassment~ Should I draw a red line in your record book?"

"Sorry."

Isu Bin nodded.

"A 3-second apology is accepted."

The arrival at the main gate, amidst gossip, was unusually noisy.

"What event is happening today?"

"I don't know?"

"You're on the student council and don't know this?"

"You're also on the student council, Doji-senpai."

"I'm in charge of culture, you're in accounting. Different roles."

"Oh."

A realization brought a subtle sigh.

Muttering under his breath, he wandered around.

Fortunately, he spotted the familiar back of the president nearby.

I led Isu Bin towards him.

"President, hello."

"Hmm.... It's you two. Enjoying lunch, I see."

"You too, President. More importantly, what event is going on right now? It's so bustling."

"We were having a Golden Bell event."

That answer reminded him of the conversation with Park Ayeong.

"They said they were doing the Golden Bell event the week after next...."

So it was happening now.

As he was about to agree, he tilted his head.

Upon reflection, it wasn't the week after next.

As if reading his thoughts, the president spoke.

"It got moved up by a week."

"Ah."

His curiosity was satisfied.

With no further need to stay, he nodded slightly as a sign of gratitude and departure.

"Well then, I'll be going. Thank you..."

Clunk-

He was interrupted as someone grabbed his sleeve.

What's this? Turning around, Isu Bin was looking at him with sparkling eyes full of interest.

The expected response was clear, but just in case, he asked.

"Why?"

"We want to participate in the Golden Bell too. Right~? Won't you join us? I'll even treat you to a meal~ Hmm? Please join us~."

"I'd love to join, but we are on the student council. If we solve the problems, it might raise questions about fairness."

"But still...."

As Isu Bin slumped, Han Hyojin spoke up.

"Oh, that part shouldn't be a concern. They didn't offer extravagant prizes, and the number of correct answers doesn't change the prize distribution much."

"Why would they hold such a generous event...?"

In Korean games, creating a sense of deprivation through probability manipulation is basic....

"Oh, it's you again.... Han Hyojin, the provocateur."

"I humbly accept."

"I shall worship you."

"Well! Even if you believe, I can't bestow any divine power upon you."

"Not necessary."

"Hmm! Were you after my body? Unfortunately, even if you become my faithful follower, you can't touch my chest and buttocks. If that was your intention, turn back."

Consistent with unexpected sexual innuendo.

He chose to effectively ignore and replied.

"What about Ayeong?"

She casually accepted the situation and answered.

"She's inside the library, touching the screen. You'll meet her when the Golden Bell starts."

"I see."

"And it's about to start. Grab a whiteboard marker and board quickly to secure your spot."

"Got it!"

By the way, the last line was not mine but Isu Bin's.

After grabbing the Golden Bell items for both of us, she sang a lullaby and settled into the front seat, then lightly tapped my seat, urging me to hurry.

I sat down next to her, feeling a bit nervous.

The library lights went out with a click.

Shortly after, a projector light beamed from the back. Clear letters appeared on the bright white screen.

"The 1st Student Council Golden Bell Event."

The font and colors were striking.

Did others around feel the same way? Conversations with friends dwindled, and more people became focused.

Silence descended in the library. At the peak of concentration, a tapping sound from the microphone stole everyone's attention.

Then, Park Ayoung's calm and elegant voice refreshed the air.

"Let's begin the Golden Bell event now. The reward is a small snack, and even if you answer incorrectly, you won't be eliminated, so don't be too disheartened."

"Yes!"

"If you answer many questions correctly, the reward won't change. Please refrain from changing your answers or discussing with others!"

"Yes!"

Park Ayoung smiled satisfactorily at the enthusiastic response, then immediately directed a question using the remote control, locking eyes with me.

I waved my hand warmly, and she responded with a charming smile.

It was a captivating smile that could enchant anyone.

As I slightly lost focus, a teasing remark came from the adjacent seat.

"Are you enjoying this so much?"

"Would anyone dislike this?"

As evidence, gasps from the girls behind us could be heard.

"Tsk tsk, all these girls are the same. If a guy has a bit of chest and height, they're all good, right? Because he's a real man and a wolf, right?"

"Not wrong. Even if you said it, you would have been popular."

"I'm short though. No one responds to me."

"That also means there's demand for it, right? Personally, I prefer the taller side over the shorter one."

"What's this? Is this harassment again? Draw a red line in life like a bra strap? If you want, please speak freely."

"Sorry. I'll politely decline."

Isubin accepted my apology firmly and huffed out a breath.

She then gestured by alternately pointing at my eyes and hers with her finger.

"Be careful."

Isubin had reached her teasing quota for the day.

If I teased her further, I'd have to endure serious insults worse than a bastard for an hour straight.

Not a particularly pleasant experience, so I subtly changed the subject.

"A question is coming."

"Oh, really? Do your best, okay!? I'm really good at guessing quiz answers! If you don't know, feel free to ask me!"

"Sure, I'll trust only you."

I appreciated the fact that Isubin was straightforward about her mood swings.

After silently expressing gratitude to someone with a balanced personality, the first question suddenly appeared on the screen.

"As you know, Garam High School is a private school. The largest sponsor and founder is Hansul Group's chairman, Han Sooyong."

"..."

"Here's the question. Write down the name of the principal who is related to Chairman Han Sooyong, receives pocket money from his older brother, and secretly looks for 'Barampim 3' in the faculty room!"

Huh?

I was momentarily stunned.

Is it okay to be this blatant...?

While I was flustered, those around me confidently wrote down the correct answer as if it were nothing new, as if they had already become accustomed to it...

"..."

I slightly parted my lips and glanced sideways to find the source of the question.

Not far away, I spotted Han Hyojin smiling wickedly like a group of villains.

Thanks to her actions, I easily realized the source. And the moment I realized the source, I began to worry about the difficulty and information level of the question.

"Please let this go smoothly..."

It would never go smoothly. I could only hope for the best.

        
            In 1944, Han Seol-gun opened a small pot shop in Daegu. From pots to cauldrons and glass containers, there was no type of pot he didn't sell.

Han Seol-gun's shop quickly became a well-known general store in Daegu. Considering it all started with a meager amount of money, the growth was remarkably steep.

However, Han Seol-gun was not satisfied with this. He acquired nearby stores, expanding the size of his business, and invested the earnings into land and factories.

By 1954, as the war ended and American goods flooded in, Han Seol-gun used his savings and factories to gradually shape the company's structure.

As Han Seol-gun gained momentum, he even ventured into banking, further expanding the company's size.

Around this time, his company name changed to incorporate his surname, Hanseol.

Hanseol then delved into the risky businesses of electricity and electronics. Many failed in these ventures, but through either his foresight or sheer luck, electronics propelled Hanseol to a prominent position among conglomerates.

After Han Seol-gun passed away, a succession battle ensued. The eldest son, who failed at becoming president, and the youngest son, caught manipulating public opinion, were involved.

Before the youngest son could employ his cunning schemes, he ascended to the chairman position. This marked the rise of Han Soo-yong, the current chairman.

And Han Soo-yong's daughter is Han Hyo-jin, the head of the student council at Garam High School.

She is a modern-day princess, and if there are no male heirs, she is poised to ascend without obstacles.

As you might have gathered from the lengthy introduction,

The crux of the matter is this:

If Han Hyo-jin wants to say something at Garam High School, there is nothing she cannot say, and there is no one to stop her from acting.

So, even if the content of Golden Bell seems strange, there is no room for argument...

First, I noted down the principal's name and then looked at Park Ah-young, the host of Golden Bell.

While presenting the question, she showed no signs of being flustered. At least the first question seemed prearranged.

"Then, was the next question also agreed upon?"

Feeling uneasy, I shot a glance ahead. Just then, as Park Ah-young turned her head, our eyes met.

I hesitated before quietly asking, "Is the next question fair?"

She tilted her head, then nodded as if realizing something, her lips curving slightly.

"It's fine! The chairman set the first question as an event! I prepared the rest of the questions! Now that only ordinary questions remain, don't worry and enjoy!"

With such assurance, there should be no need to worry, yet for some reason, a chill ran down my spine. It felt like this wouldn't end here.

"Sigh...."

I decided to swallow my breath and ignore it. After all, it wasn't a problem that could be solved by writing.

Gathering my focus, I faced the screen, where the correct answer appeared.

"The correct answer is Principal Han Jin-chul. Those who guessed correctly, please circle it at the top."

Around me, pens moved swiftly. Since it was just a question, most seemed to have answered easily.

Glancing at Lee Soo-bin beside me, she was proudly raising her chin.

"Ta-da! I got the answer right~ Senior, you didn't get it wrong, did you? If you did, it would be embarrassing to sit together..."

"I'll move to another seat."

"Sorry, it was just a joke."

"I'm joking too. I got the answer right."

I showed her the correct answer with a smirk.

"As they say, after three years at a village school, one can recite poetry without error... You didn't make a single mistake. It probably won't happen, but if the Golden Bell rings, shall I teach you?"

"I'll mention it during the interview. Focus on Golden Bell for now."

"Sure thing."

Turning away from Lee Soo-bin's distraction, the next question appeared shortly after.

"I will present the second question. Recently, the 2nd-grade Korean teacher and the 3rd-grade English teacher... in an empty classroom..."

Park Ah-young's voice faltered in surprise. The rest of her sentence trembled and never continued.

Turning my eyes in curiosity, the problem was truly absurd.

"In an empty classroom, please write down the number of positions two people engaged in for an hour."

Ugh... Just ask what position they were in.

I glanced at Park Ayoung, who had lips that never seemed to part.

Her face was as red as an apple, and her trembling pupils made her look pitiful. Restless, she seemed like she wanted to get up from her seat immediately.

Judging by her appearance, the culprit wasn't Park Ayoung.

Then who could it be?

Probably—

"Write down the number of positions performed."

The person who confidently strode in said.

She spoke with a natural grace that complemented her bright blonde hair.

"I don't really care about student relationships, but I hope no one is forming them at school. Unless they are immature students, if their hair is all grown out, they should start coming to their senses, shouldn't they?"

"That's correct!"

"Next time, I'll make sure to strictly enforce the rules. Also, I'll have them demonstrate in front of the class while circulating around the room."

"Wow! Can students participate too!?"

"If they wish."

Han Hyojin gestured towards me as she calmly listened to the students' cheers.

Her gaze seemed to say, "Do you expect me to believe this nonsense about a guy like you?"

Although I hadn't even imagined it, I felt oddly embarrassed under her gaze.

I nonchalantly lowered my head, thinking no one would notice. But being close to the podium, I heard Han Hyojin chuckle.

If I return to the student council room, I will be reprimanded...

I vowed silently, swallowing back tears.

Contrary to my frustration, Lee Subin diligently wrote down the correct answer.

"If it's been an hour, even catching a lot would only be four times, right? And since the classroom is empty, there's only desks... Maybe they changed positions twice, making a total of three positions?"

"Why do you know this so well?"

"I've been living with the president for three years~. Just sitting in the student council room has helped me accumulate random knowledge easily!"

"You've been influenced by the president. You used to be innocent and pure..."

"I wasn't that innocent back then."

"That's even more surprising, hey."

I followed Lee Subin's answer, jotting it down.

"What's up? Why are you copying me?"

"If you don't know, ask. Even someone as pure as me couldn't figure it out."

"You're not that pure~, always talking about purity when teasing others, it's embarrassing, seriously."

"If you say that, people will misunderstand."

Bickering, we faced each other head-on.

Han Hyojin was explaining the correct answer to the problem.

"The answer is three times. They alternated between the desk, the last desk, and the chair."

"Oh... I thought it was two!"

"I only wrote down one.... Ah, our Korean teacher is so absent-minded, I thought it wouldn't be too difficult.... It's annoying, seriously."

Complaints were heard here and there about the low accuracy rate. Most of them revolved around the Korean teacher's behavior and stories related to the body.

Although it hurt to witness the teacher's real-time reactions, I didn't intervene or stop them.

"It's a case of reaping what you sow."

If you choose to engage in relationships happily at school, you must bear the risk of being caught.

So, endure it with grit and determination.

"Next question...."

At that moment, Han Hyojin's voice pierced my ears, cutting off unnecessary thoughts. Having come this far, I wanted to answer all the questions correctly.

I widened my eyes.

Bring on any question, I'll answer it.

***

My determination was overshadowed by the mundane nature of the questions.

"Explain and prove a math formula."

"Which theory proposed by a scientist in the 18th century, still actively experimented on today, remains unproven?"

"As a result of King Huigyeom establishing the Qing Dynasty and demanding military relations with Joseon, what was the name of the war that ensued?"

"What is the warmest sea?"

From math to science, history, and nonsense.

Various questions were posed, but they weren't as difficult as the first. Thanks to that, the whiteboard was filled with correct answers.

I solved the 9th question and looked around.

The number of people at the Golden Bell headquarters had decreased. The stimulation from the questions had dwindled, and snacks must have been distributed; hence, no one was keen on spending their remaining lunch break time trying to solve problems.

Now, only a few people remained: myself, Lee Soo-bin, and the question setters Han Hyo-jin and Park Ah-young.

Sighing, I spoke up.

"It seems like the Student Council workshop."

"Yeah~ Now that there are no people left, I'm not feeling motivated. Should we wrap up quickly and head back to the classroom?"

"Hey, even though there are fewer people, as the President and Vice President worked hard to prepare these questions, we should check the final question, at least."

"Aww~, how boring."

Hyo-jin brushed off Soo-bin's complaint.

"Don't worry, it's fine. Since the next question is the last one."

"Wow~, finally the last question. If I knew this was the case, I would have tried to keep those students who left just 2 minutes ago."

"I agree. If possible, the last question should have been seen and solved by multiple people."

"What? What kind of question is it?"

"You'll see when you look at it."

With those words, Hyo-jin revealed the question.

"The final tenth question is a multiple-choice question."

Clicking the remote, a chest with a brown hue appeared on the screen. It wasn't a metaphor; it was an actual chest.

"..."

My metacognitive abilities rapidly declined. Where am I, and who am I?

Is this some kind of temporal storm? Power Card Pack, 100% bonus on the back...?

Just before consciousness plunged into the storm of time, a touch on my side jolted me back to reality.

Soo-bin, the owner of that touch, glanced nonchalantly.

"Senior Mungmungi, Park Ah-young senior is staring at you menacingly from behind. Please don't lose your mind over the chest. Otherwise, I'll get scolded later!"

"It's irresistible... somewhat similar... Thank you for confirming my research that men are all the same, evaluating women solely based on their bodies, Senior Doji."

"That's not it..."

Excuses echoed emptily.

My head was throbbing. As I sighed tiredly, Hyo-jin smiled as if finding it amusing.

"Haha, I thought there would be a reaction, but it seems quite intense. Watching it live and on screen does make a difference, doesn't it?"

"You probably already know it's a chest... Tell us the question quickly...."

"Even without saying it's your chest, you probably know... Quickly tell us the question...."

"I won't rush you. To give you a hint, if you write down what Senior Doji sees on the President's chest, that will be the answer."

"..."

"Too difficult? If I give you another hint, biting makes it soft and... squishy... and it smells like acacia flowers."

"Don't tarnish my memories and stay quiet."

Should I adjust the dialogue to fit the situation...?

Tsk, clicking my tongue, I looked at Hyo-jin.

She crossed her arms, emphasizing her flesh.

I'd rather not mention it, but... It was truly an unbelievable size.

If Soo-bin's words and eyes were honest, it shouldn't be too difficult.

'However... somehow, writing that down feels like giving up my identity...'

After closing my eyes briefly to contemplate,

As if to resolve that dilemma, Hyo-jin began a countdown.

"5, 4, 3, what are you even thinking about? 2.5 Be honest with yourself quickly. 2.1 It's more comfortable that way."

"Alright, then count properly!"

Not a push, but a push. I hastily scribbled the answer on the whiteboard.

Han Hyojin nodded satisfactorily.

"Sooner or later, that was bound to happen."

And the revealed correct answer.

"Number 3, H-cup. Since it's a 95, whoever will gift me a bra later should buy one that fits that size."

"..."

"Oh, you're in your prime growing years, so you might grow more. If needed, feel free to ask anytime, and I'll gladly let you know."

"Yes!"

With that story, Han Hyojin left. Meanwhile, Lee Subin, who had been complaining about how tough it was all along, got up from her seat and turned towards me.

"I'm off now~. Oh, but Dodger senior's answer... um, yes. I asked for honesty, and you really wrote honestly. This person."

"Shut up...."

She hastily erased the whiteboard.

"...Nothing!!! Happened...!!!"

"Yes, yes."

"I swear nothing happened...."

As she mumbled and tried to leave, Park Ayoung, whose eyes had come alive as time passed, decided to take care of the still rigid body.

"..."

It was just another day in the student council.

        
            The aftermath of the Golden Bell seemed to have a strong impact.

Not only were classes dull, but even the closing ceremony felt lethargic and barely audible. I sat there absentmindedly, watching students leaving like ebbing tides for the fifth minute.

Park Ah-young, sensing something amiss, approached.

"Jin-woo, are you feeling unwell?"

"I'm fine. Just feeling sluggish at the moment."

"Did you exert yourself a lot during lunchtime?"

"Well... thanks to that, I don't feel like doing anything. Not that I was doing anything in the first place..."

At the sound of his dejected voice, Park Ah-young's gaze transformed as if she had encountered a strange creature.

I furrowed my brow and retorted, "I'm not a monkey."

"Hehe, I didn't mean it that way... It's just fascinating and amusing to see someone diligent like you acting so carefree."

"How is that any different from watching monkeys at the zoo?"

"It's totally different! Jin-woo, I'm trying to express it in a way you'd understand. You're diligent, tall, thoughtful..."

I chuckled at Park Ah-young's earnestness.

"Just kidding."

I stood up immediately and continued, "And I'm human too. I can have off days."

"That's true, but... Jin-woo works tirelessly all year round. Isn't he almost superhuman? I've even thought he might not be human."

"Not human... more like a real animal..."

"No! I meant he's like a robot!"

Whether a robot or an animal, what's the difference?

I shrugged lightly and slung my bag over my shoulder.

Park Ah-young, looking at the bag instead of me, asked, "What on earth do you have in that bag? I was surprised by how light it was when I lifted it last time."

"It's the mindset of a student. Equipment to ensure I don't get scolded by the teacher for not having a bag. An extension of youth that will never return. A necessity to appease the teacher."

"It seems pretty light."

"Huh? Are you ignoring my mindset right now?"

"Yes, I am."

With a chuckle, I walked out of the classroom with Park Ah-young.

The corridor buzzed with noise. If you focused on the conversations around you, you could hear things like, "Let's go to the club," or "Want to play tag?" The formation of factions within clubs and the division of friends who would move together were inevitable. There was a reason for the commotion.

At least for now, I was with Park Ah-young.

Nodding in agreement, we reached the stairs.

As we ascended the steps, Park Ah-young suddenly stopped.

Turning her head curiously, she said, "Um... I have something to do in the faculty room today."

"Is that all?"

"Hehe, my friends want to go to karaoke... So while I'm at it, I thought I'd clarify things with you and ease their minds..."

"Because of me?"

"Well, after hearing everything... it seemed like that... Just kidding, Jin-woo, don't be mad! I just wanted to have fun after a long time!"

"It's too late."

Coldly, I turned my back.

"Sorry!"

"Forget it. Go have fun whether I say so or not."

"Gosh, you're so cold."

"No, I'm not."

"Yes, you are."

"Stop sulking and go meet your friends. And bring snacks or drinks when you come back. Get some for the president and Subin too."

"I'm not going to the student council today. If I bring them tomorrow, won't they be melted? Just buy plenty of X or something."

Childish nonsense.

Suppressing a wry smile, I glanced sideways, and Park Ah-young laughed cheerfully.

"Alright, I'm not asking anything of you. Don't cause trouble, just have fun."

"Okay, Jin-woo, have fun with the president and Subin too!"

Waving her hand, she descended the stairs.

I followed suit, shaking my head lightly as I climbed the stairs.

Being alone after a while felt somewhat desolate. I absentmindedly put my hand in my pocket, touched my phone, and found myself on the fourth floor.

Curious about the conversation, I briskly headed towards the student council room.

Today, the door to the student council room was closed. After peeking inside briefly, I decided it was best to leave since the people inside were probably busy.

Knocking briefly, I opened the door.

At first, classical music tickled my ears. Then, a complex and subtle scent of oolong tea wafted through.

"..."

It exuded an

Burying my face would make me tired for a while, so I shook my head after scratching it.

Han Hyojin, sitting on the stone bench, closed her eyes in a dignified posture, enjoying the music and tea aroma.

I cleared my throat with a "Ahem" to signal my presence.

Hyojin's eyelids lifted.

Her seductive red pupils revealed themselves, fixing on me.

"You've come."

"Yes, I have."

I replied and plopped down next to her.

"Would you like a cup of tea?"

"No, thank you."

Hyojin poured Wulong tea into a teacup. The reddish-brown color looked luxurious.

"It must be delicious."

"Hmm. It's from last night, so it's strange if it doesn't taste good."

"I see. Is there a special way to drink it? I've had Wulong tea cold before, but this is my first time having it warm."

"Not really, you can savor it as it is. You can also add ice as usual and enjoy it cold."

"In that case, I'll..."

I took a couple of ice cubes from the nearby fridge and put them in the Wulong tea.

As the rising steam disappeared, the teacup cooled slightly.

Only then did I sip cautiously from the teacup.

Sip-

"Mmm, hmm... I still can't figure out the taste. Why is expensive tea so difficult? It feels different every day, even if I drink it daily."

"That's a good thing. You should be getting used to it by now... Is your palate that of a child? Hmm. Are other parts childish too?"

"It's too overtly suggestive for me to get angry."

"If I said that was intentional, would you believe me?"

"Do you believe me?"

*Sigh*. I exhaled.

"It seems these days you're overtly sighing. Didn't you used to just curse internally?"

"You noticed that skillfully."

"For an exemplary leader, keen observation is basic. But why are you showing it outwardly now? Care to explain?"

"Will you listen?"

"I'll listen."

"I'm not expecting anything."

She chuckled and adjusted her posture.

Resting her elbow on the armrest, she propped her chin with her ringed hand. With a profoundly serious expression, she spoke gently.

"It's lunchtime Golden Bell event. A high school girl with yellow hair stared at me like a thug."

"A green light?"

"No, it was a gaze that labeled me as a pervert. There were many people around, so I held back my urge to scold. Maybe I'm sick in the mind. Even my feelings showed externally."

"Is that all?"

"That's it. Anything more you'd like to hear?"

Hyojin's face turned gloomy.

"Of course."

"What's obvious?"

"There's no proper education or humiliation afterward. In today's drama market, if cider isn't involved, there's no demand."

"Proper education is still possible now. But I can't just confront that person. They're old and powerful."

"Hmm... For a coward like you, confronting might be tough for me."

But at least I know who the culprit is.

"If you know, apologize by offering some cider."

"Apologizing is for the weak."

"Unbelievable."

Rubbing my forehead, Hyojin added,

"So, I'll give you a chance."

"What chance?"

"Obviously, a chance for me to educate you."

"I don't really need it. I don't want to be a drum when I wake up in the morning."

"Of course, there's no need to follow. Haven't you always wanted to suppress me with the vice-chairman? How about taking a shot at it this time?"

"It's intriguing."

Given the usual suffering from Hyojin's behavior.

"If you accept that proposal, what should we do now?"

"Why should I think about it? Since you agreed to educate, think and act on your own."

"You're strangely strict..."

Muttering, I fell into thought.

'Education, huh...'

What approach would be effective for Hyojin?

Nothing came to mind immediately, but...

By contemplating it over time, something will eventually come to me.

***

By the time the tea in the pot had completely cooled, I asked Hyojin.

"Isn't there any student council activity today? I'm bored."

"Lately, have you been getting close to Subin and picking up their way of speaking?"

"Their way of speaking is so addictive."

"I see. Anyway, to answer your question, there's no special activity today."

Sitting for an hour made sense.

Nodding, I suggested to Han Hyojin.

"I always thought there was a club in the student council room that needed random checks. If you have nothing to do today, shall we go check it out?"

After briefly considering my proposal, Han Hyojin agreed.

"Alright. We should make sure the budget is being used properly. If we're going anyway, let's shut down any shady clubs."

"Let's go."

Once the decision was made, swift action was preferable.

As we got up from our seats, Han Hyojin handed me a yellow badge.

"Take this."

"A symbol of power..."

"You look like a shady character just by holding it. Never dream of becoming an artist or a politician. Absolutely not."

"There's no need to emphasize that; I struggle in art."

"Then all the more reason not to apply to art school."

"Got it."

Han Hyojin and I exited with badges on the left side.

A chill filled the fourth-floor corridor. It seemed like a storm was brewing.

Taking short breaths, I scanned behind me.

Han Hyojin was smiling with interest.

"As you walk, I won't interfere. Just go wherever you feel like and assert your authority. That's the power of the student council."

"I don't plan on entering anywhere randomly."

That was rude.

But if it was an acceptable place to be rude...

"Let's assert our authority."

And the club that deserved such treatment was located not far from the student council room.

I shifted my steps to the right. Thud-thud—two sets of footsteps echoed through the corridor.

Thud—

I stopped in my tracks.

I looked up to confirm the nameplate.

‘Film Club.’

You're up first.

Without knocking, I pushed open the door.

Creak—!

"Well, I could start exercising my rights now, but since our president is here, I'd prefer not to if possible."

"What! What kind of intrusion is this!"

"Oh dear! Please don't shout, and please don't delete any data on your laptop over there. It could have consequences."

"Why... Why would the student council be interested in a small club like ours? Do they know about our grand plans?"

What are they saying...

I just came in because I was annoyed by the adult video sound I heard while walking down the corridor.

Rubbing my ears, I shouted again.

"You can exercise your rights, but please don't bother us. Don't delete any evidence, and bring the expenditure records."

"Argh!"

Though it was my first time, I remained composed, while the film club members looked pale.

Watching from a distance, Han Hyojin remarked,

"It seems being a tough guy is in your nature."
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Seated comfortably on the stone bench, a vein briefly pulsed on the forehead of the girl who appeared to be a senior student, but it vanished as she glanced at the badge on her left arm.

The taste of power was indeed sweet.

With a relaxed smirk, he inquired of her, "Senior. A guest has arrived; wouldn't it be courteous to offer them a drink or tea? The hospitality here is quite lacking. We are not ordinary people, after all..."

"...I'll bring some drinks."

"Thank you."

Nodding, he gestured to Han Hyojin.

"Chairman, please make yourself comfortable."

"I won't decline."

Han Hyojin pulled a chair next to me and confidently addressed the president of the film club.

"I'm not particularly fond of carbonation. If possible, could you provide an ion beverage instead?"

"Euk, just because the student council holds power doesn't mean they can just... just... Please repeat from the beginning. I didn't catch that properly..."

The president's tone softened as he remembered the student council president's position and replied meekly.

The unfamiliar reaction was rather intriguing. Was the chairman similar? Her lip quivered slightly at the edges.

I gently chided her, "Chairman, if you smile so half-heartedly, it only worsens the other person's mood. Just openly ridicule them, why don't you?"

"I didn't intend to mock, but I will actively consider your opinion."

Hanjin's lips drew a line that anyone could read. On the contrary, as the president brought the drinks, a faint sound - *pfft* - emanated from his mouth.

It's harder to chew with your molars clenched as you age... I refrained from giving serious advice, fearing it might escalate the situation.

*Thud*! *Thud*!

The president spitefully placed the drinks in front of us. Seeing this, I thought it was wise not to give advice.

'Even if I were hit on the head by that intensity, it wouldn't be surprising.'

Trusting my intuition that brought me to this point, I shrugged my shoulders under the president's intense gaze and opened the drink cap.

As requested by Han Hyojin, it was an ion beverage filled with the scent of peaches.

"It's 3%. I prefer zero cola or pocari if possible... Haha, just kidding. I'll gladly drink this. Thank you."

I took a step back from the president's aura, sipped the ion beverage, and swiftly moved on to the main topic.

"So, do you know why we're here?"

"I'm not exactly sure... Only that our grand plan has been exposed."

"You've been talking about this grand plan incessantly. What exactly is this grand plan?"

"Huh? You don't know?"

The president tilted his head in confusion.

"If you don't know, why did you come here?"

"We heard groaning in the hallway. If you knew, kindly explain your grand plan quickly."

Under pressure, the president explained reluctantly.

"We're going to turn the school into a movie... That's our grand plan."

"What an absurd plan... Apart from that, why were you looking for adult videos?"

"Because our utopia is an adult movie! Naturally, to gather information and devise a perfect plan, we need to look for them!"

"Why are there no normal people in this school...?"

Ah, my head really hurts.

I reached out, touching my forehead.

Understanding my gesture, a team member handed me the ledger. Without hesitation, I turned the page.

From the first page, a conspicuous entry caught my eye with unusual names.

"Purchase of adult videos from Japanese company S. A joint purchase with company A for 60,000 won. Premium membership registration on Western sites for 30,000 won..."

*Sigh* I mocked the president.

"You've collected a variety from East to West... Are you planning to set up an adult cinema at school? Even if you say you bought equipment now..."

My words trailed off as I saw the president's sheepish expression. Looking at me with eyes that seemed to ask 'Is it a lie?' the president hurriedly tried to explain.

"Is there any detail that can't be confirmed through video? There might be a need to use the school for movies..."

"..."

"And I purchased them regardless of gender. It's definitely not because of my personal desires!"

Haha—A forced laughter escaped at the feeble excuse.

That laughter soon faded away. The moment the period was put, it was like closing a ledger.

The silence that came suddenly, I didn't drag it out and asked Han Hyojin.

"What kind of punishment is possible if the budget is used for personal desires or for impure purposes?"

"At best, a reduction in next semester's budget. In severe cases, even disbanding the club is possible. Considering the overall situation, disbandment seems most likely."

I signaled to the head with a nod.

Cold sweat trickled down her neck.

"Dis-disbandment? How can you disband a club that I've nurtured! This is my territory! It's my world that I've created!"

"You should have said that before committing the offense."

"Just watching an adult movie! Is making a movie about a boring high school a crime!? No! This is like the dream of the protagonists of youth dramas!"

"Hmm... I empathize with your words. High school is indeed so boring. The idea of turning it into a movie struck a chord."

Han Hyojin added, "However, the original purpose of the movie appreciation club seems to have deviated significantly. If it had been an adult club from the beginning, it would be different."

"Ugh...! That's true, but... No! We were all wrong! Please just give us a warning for the club!"

"The judgment of this surprise inspection will be made by Do Jinwoo sitting here, not me. Any requests or pleas should be directed towards him. You may even use your body if necessary..."

"...Not."

I interrupted her.

"Hmm... I thought that's what you'd want."

"Not at all."

Tsk. I bit my tongue quietly and pondered.

Disbandment or budget reduction.

Which one to choose?

"Hmm... Disbandment would be too harsh, I suppose."

They were students in their prime. It was possible for things to go awry while watching a movie.

Of course, they could be reprimanded easily, but since there was no ill intent, I wanted to overlook it with just a budget reduction.

After organizing my thoughts, I made a decision.

"Since the movie appreciation club has its reputation, let's compromise with a budget reduction for the next semester."

"Really!?"

"But there are two conditions."

"What are they! I'll accept anything!"

I extended two fingers.

"First, the movies to be watched for a while will be designated by the student council. Second, write a review of the movies."

"Is that all?"

"Yes, while we're at it, today's movie for the club activity is 'The Moving Treehouse of Hanman.' Watch it, write a review, and come to the student council room."

The head's expression stiffened.

"Are you telling us to watch an anime movie right now...?"

"Yes."

"Are you kidding me!? Are you telling us to watch an anime movie like those geeky clubs next door!? We can't do that! Just kill us instead! Kill us!"

The words were excessive.

At least the animation club hadn't caused any trouble.

Sometimes, aside from getting too absorbed, they seemed to be reciting spells or incantations.

Anyway.

"If you don't like it, then close the door."

"T-That's..."

Under immense pressure, the head eventually relented.

"There must be somewhere on YouTube or similar. Purchase and watch it. Then I'll get up first. We should clean up the mess. Yes."

Han Hyojin got up from her seat and walked away.

There were still many corrupt clubs remaining.

As I ignited a sense of justice within me,

When Han Hyojin, who had been walking in step, paused for a moment. Then she turned around, grabbed the movie club's laptop.

"I'll use it as evidence."

"Our club's treasure..."

"Anyway, there won't be anything to watch for a while. It's not good for both the head and me if someone uses it urgently."

"Abu-abuse..."

"Ah, Manager. If you keep me here too long, I might get upset too. I might even end up deleting all the data I borrowed and collected."

"Ah...."

In response to this nonchalant threat, the manager knelt down with a bewildered expression.

His face resembled that of a parent who had lost a child, unable to prevent his eyes from turning red.

"This guy is like a complete child snatcher..."

"You're not the only one. Loan shark."

"I meet a lot of loan sharks in private, just imitating them. I can't quite pull off the Chairman's aura or atmosphere."

"Practice a bit then."

As we continued our conversation, we stepped outside.

Although it seemed like we heard something akin to a cry from behind, I attributed it to my mood.

***

"You've taken quite a lot."

In front of me, a tower of items stolen while wandering around various clubs was piled up.

Even a quick glance revealed Nintendo X, laptops, PS5, monitors, and more. Not to mention the garish pink items that stood out.

"Anyway, the loot seems impressive."

I asked Han Hyojin, tilting my head.

"So, Chairman, what do you do with the stolen goods?"

"Usually, they are handed over to the school office or dealt with by the student council. If there's anything you want, feel free to take it."

Saying this, he shook the pink jelly.

"What about this 'good for men' lotion? Or did you ask about this from the start?"

"I don't need it. Besides, these are items purchased with school funds, so taking them feels like a guilty conscience..."

"Let me correct you. It's not school money; it's my money."

"That's right."

He shrugged and continued, "I may not like it, but I'm not sure about others."

"Subin likes it. She always grabs the most expensive items."

"Weak."

"Indeed."

For the first time, Han Hyojin and I agreed on something.

Impressive, Su Bin!

Amidst my trivial thoughts, the student council room suddenly fell silent.

The atmosphere seemed to shift slightly towards contemplation. Perplexed, I blinked and turned my head.

Han Hyojin was sitting at the main seat, fiddling with a laptop.

'A laptop?'

The laptop we brought...

"Wait, th-that's a movie...!"

Ah-! Ah-!

A woman's moans echoed through the laptop speakers. The sound quality was so good it pierced through my ears.

Afraid the sound might leak outside, I hurriedly rushed over, snatched the laptop, and closed it.

Han Hyojin's face contorted like a child deprived of candy.

"What are you doing?"

"What about you, Chairman?"

When I retorted, she boldly declared, "Watching porn. Japanese people having sex."

"I know that too! Why did you suddenly feel like watching it?"

"I borrowed it, so I should watch it, shouldn't I?"

"This is driving me crazy."

I ran my hand through my hair.

What should I do with this person...

As I pondered, the dilemma intensified.

"You seem troubled."

"Aren't you going to do anything?"

"I can't understand your dilemma."

"I can't understand you either, Chairman."

After exhaling deeply, Han Hyojin spoke.

"Isn't it embarrassing to cater only to my needs? Well, such an embarrassing situation wouldn't have happened if you just catered to my needs."

"What needs are you talking about?"

"Satisfying curiosity, experiencing what I say and desire firsthand. For example, 'Bang!' You know. Not that I expect much from a coward like you."

"..."

"Dojinwoo, you don't seem like a man at all. There are three pretty female students in the student council, and you're keeping your cool... Could it be that you're impotent?"

Han Hyojin scratched her stomach awkwardly.

Normally, one wouldn't fall for such an obvious ploy, but perhaps due to the gauge that had been steadily building up until recently, reason didn't prevail.

Setting the laptop aside, my hand slowly moved towards Han Hyojin.

Despite the presence of calluses and numerous scars on the approaching hand, Han Hyojin's red eyes remained unwavering.

My hand passed over Han Hyojin and reached the back of the chair where she was sitting.

"..."

I leaned forward. Han Hyojin's face, gradually getting closer, narrowed the distance between us until our breaths were shared.

Listening to Han Hyojin's faint breathing, I cautiously opened my lips.

"Are you satisfied?"

"..."

"What should I say..."

Instead of a response, Han Hyojin pushed my arm away abruptly.

"?"

Delving into the newly created gap, Han Hyojin rose from her seat. Then, without a word, she left the student council room.

Alone in the student council room, I murmured while looking at the spot she had vacated.

"Is she angry...?"

I could tell her anything with words, but experiencing it was a different story.

It wouldn't be strange if Han Hyojin was angry.

"Hmm... But would the president get mad at this? Perhaps unexpectedly sensitive to attacks?"

That's probably not it.

Apologize when she returns.

***

"Haa. Haa."

Han Hyojin breathed heavily.

The scene from earlier still played in her mind.

"..."

Her cheeks turned slightly red. If her skin hadn't taken on a brownish hue, she might have been completely exposed in the recent situation.

"..."

Once again, the image of Do Jinwoo's face up close came to mind.

"Ah...."

With a thud, steam seemed to rise above her head.

If someone saw, it would raise question marks above her head. Would the always confident and aggressive Han Hyojin crumble after just one attack?

If she had said this to her followers, they might have slapped her for lying and she could have been exiled to the school gate.

But they didn't know.

Attacks were routine. The protection of Han Hyojin, who had never tried to defend herself and had no intention to, was infinitely close to zero...

Perhaps no one would know right away.

'Right away,' that is.
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The so-called 'Sofa Thud!' incident was one of the worst events of the 21st century, but its conclusion was disappointingly anticlimactic.

Contrary to expectations that she would leave feeling upset, Han Hyojin, who arrived late, seemed no different from usual.

Despite my apologies, she brushed it off as fine. Thanks to that, we ended up awkwardly sitting in silence and then heading back home after a long time.

The biggest issue here is that even a week later, I still couldn't figure out why Han Hyojin left.

"It's hard to see it as her being upset..."

I observed Han Hyojin for the next few days. She didn't crack any dirty jokes for two days after the 'Sofa Thud!' incident.

Perhaps the fear of jokes turning into reality had left an impression, or I still thought she was in a troubled state of mind.

However, recently, Han Hyojin subtly hinted at what she wanted from me. It would have been impossible if she was upset.

- "I want to experience it standing up this time, not just sitting on the sofa...."

- "Doesn't the protagonist in this video look somewhat like me? Although the features and chest size are slightly smaller... Hmm... I haven't said I want to experience the same situation as the protagonist."

- "Today's film club activity involves watching and writing a review of the animated film 'Gal Princess Cursed by Jupak and the Holy Sword Knight.' I didn't bring it because I liked how the female lead was tied up by the villain."

Thinking about it, it wasn't subtle at all; it was quite obvious.

Even now, thinking back to that moment gave me a fluttering feeling in my chest.

Anyway, judging from her behavior, I could conclude that Han Hyojin didn't dislike it at least.

"So why exactly...."

Embarrassment? No.

Anger or shame? No.

"Could it be that she's too happy...?"

Hmm... That's nonsense.

How many women would appreciate exchanging breaths with a heartless man?

Unless judgment and sanity were compromised.... Upon delving deeper, it became apparent that Han Hyojin was somewhat out of sync.

"One thing's for sure. If I fulfill what Han Hyojin wants once more, the reason for her leaving will undoubtedly become clear."

However, Han Hyojin's expectations were a bit extreme. If I casually fulfilled them, it could lead to negative consequences for both of us, fostering bad habits.

"So. If I were to do it, it should be when the desire is weak, or when the timing is perfect and the book isn't catching your interest."

Well, in reality, I'm a coward compared to Han Hyojin's words. Even if it were possible, I would probably hesitate or withdraw after teasing a bit.

After all, thoughts were always free.

Shrugging my shoulders and putting an end to my thoughts, the bell rang loudly above my head, signaling the end of the class.

"Yaaay!"

"Teacher! The class is over~!"

"Let's go home! Teacher, you should leave work too! Woohoo!"

Students shouted enthusiastically from all corners.

The history teacher standing at the podium chuckled and closed the textbook.

"We'll finish today's lesson. And teachers don't get to leave work when school ends."

"This school is messed up~ Let's start a revolution together since we'll raise our voices! Students who study hard, leave school at 3 o'clock sharp! Teachers who taught diligently also leave with the students! How about that!?"

"Student Park Jinju, please wipe the drool off your mouth before speaking. So even if you start a revolution, you go home at 4 o'clock."

The classroom erupted in laughter at his words.

With a satisfied smile from his joke, the history teacher chuckled and moved away.

Then, as he was about to pass through the front door, he suddenly stopped.

"Do you all know that next week is the midterm exam? History will cover pages 48 to 127. If you review everything, you'll all score 100 out of 100."

"Wow! Teacher, your last joke was lame."

"It was hilarious to me."

The history teacher finally crossed the threshold, but then, as if he remembered something, he stuck his head out from outside the door and said.

"Mr. Song Min-ah needs to water the garden, so we won't have homeroom today. Finish packing up and head straight home without wandering around. I'll really go."

"Yes! Thank you for your hard work!"

"Oh, right! Also, scoring below 40 on the test means failing, so instead of club activities during summer vacation or after school, you'll study with us...!"

"Teacher! We got it, so can we leave now?"

After a brief commotion, the students noisily left the classroom.

I sat in the classroom for a while.

'Midterm exams....'

They were usually held around mid to late April.

The sudden interest was due to the failing grade mentioned by the history teacher and the upcoming studies.

For a struggling student living alone, nothing was as painful as losing after-school and summer vacations.

'I'm sure my average score last year was in the 50s.'

I fluctuated between grades 5 and 6. It was satisfactory as it was typical, but one wrong move could bring me below 40 points.

'Should I study...'

Even though I had graduated from high school and college, studying remained a challenge.

Not knowing how to enjoy or make an effort, I quickly forgot many things.

Just looking at getting a grade 5 or 6...

"Sigh."

I clicked my tongue bitterly.

Sorry... I promised not to do this again....

Cry, hell pen something or other.

Muttering silently, I got up from my seat.

As I grabbed my bag and left the classroom, Park A-yeong was leaning against the back corridor wall.

"Why are you coming out so late?"

"Just thinking for a moment."

"What are you thinking about? Worried? Want to talk about it?"

"It's okay, it's not a serious issue..."

Without finishing my sentence, a fact came to mind.

Park A-yeong was the top student in the second year.

"No, tell me."

"Sure! I'll listen to anything! Feel free to talk!"

"Then, without further ado..."

I briefly explained my situation.

Midterms, failing grades, all the way to my scores. After hearing everything, Park A-yeong nodded.

"You're worried about the midterm scores?"

"Yeah."

"Even if you didn't sleep in class... would you really be bothered by such useless worries?"

"Don't hit me with facts so bluntly."

"Sorry, but Jin-woo needs more than that. And these days, you haven't been reviewing or previewing with the student council, right?"

"I never did that anyway."

Park A-yeong lightly punched my arm.

"Boasting."

"Sorry...."

"Don't apologize to me, apologize to Jin-woo's future scores."

"Sorry... about the scores."

As I muttered self-deprecatingly, Park A-yeong stared at me sternly.

"It seems like Jin-woo is reflecting... Well, I guess I can't help it. I'll help you study."

"No, A-yeong, you need to study too."

"I've already reviewed and previewed everything for the exam. I'm confident I'll be the top student even if I take the test now, so should I worry about Jin-woo?"

"Okay..."

I agreed briefly. Park A-yeong let out a satisfied huff.

"Great! Let's start studying from the moment we return to the student council room, okay?"

"Yeah."

"Our goal is above 50 points! Let's aim for at least a grade 4! Got it? Answer me!"

"Yeah, yeah..."

"We need to be energetic! Why are you so low on energy!"

It felt like awakening something that shouldn't be awakened.

***

"I understand the situation. But why study in the student council room instead of the library? Surely the situation isn't what it seems."

Ignoring the trailing words, Park A-yeong replied succinctly.

"The student council room is noisier than the library. I thought that studying in a chaotic environment would be more helpful, considering all possibilities."

"Hmm... quite methodical."

"To improve grades quickly, you have to be methodical! Oh! Student Do Jin-woo! Don't turn your gaze towards us, focus on the problems!"

Feeling embarrassed, I shook and turned my body.

It happened just as I was shifting my gaze.

Even the back of my head seemed to tingle as if eyes were fixed there.

I wet my dry lips with saliva and opened them.

"My concentration is so volatile... If I focus for an hour and a half, it all disappears... right?"

It was mostly an excuse.

"Huh? Have we already been at this for an hour and a half?"

"Yes...."

"But I only asked you to look at the problem. How do you know the time, Jinwoo? At this rate, we'll have to extend it by two hours as punishment..."

"Oh...."

As a sigh escaped involuntarily from his lips, Park Ayoung's stern expression softened.

"Just kidding. If Jinwoo, who falls asleep as soon as he opens a book, lasted an hour, then that's quite an accomplishment. Get up, stretch a bit, take a breather."

"Wow...."

After a feeble cheer, bodies relaxed immediately.

Watching, Lee Soobin shook her head slightly and chided Park Ayoung.

"Don't torment our junior, Jinwoo. He might have weak concentration, weak willpower, and might not be good at studying. If sweet talk could improve him, he would have improved long ago, so don't torment him too much."

"...Was that a veiled jab on my behalf?"

"Huh? I was just trying to help the senior?"

"Where do you see this kid?"

Exhaling a breath full of stress, Han Hyojin alternated between looking at Lee Soobin and Park Ayoung.

Meeting my gaze, Han Hyojin narrowed her eyes first and responded.

"What's with that challenging and meaningful gaze? Are you planning something violent against me? Like in an erotic doujinshi."

"I was seriously close to saying something violent. Please be careful."

Despite that response, Han Hyojin maintained a face that seemed to say, "You know what? Do whatever you want." It was like giving up on breaking through a thick steel plate.

Then she brought up the main point.

"Do President and Subin not study? I've never seen the two of them reading books or solving problems while living in the student council room."

"Study? Those weaklings."

"Oh? Is the President in the same department as me?"

The answer to that question came from Park Ayoung.

"The President really doesn't study much... but she has never missed being the top student in the school. Even if she casually listens in class, she has no trouble applying it to solve other problems..."

"..."

Why are you lying?

Lee Soobin's voice rang out directly, leaving me dumbfounded.

"I don't study separately either~ If you just pay attention in class, there's no need to study separately~ All the problems come from the lessons."

"If you're like that, it annoys me."

"Why!"

"The President... Just think of her as a teacher's pet, and it's fine, but Subin, you're in the same department as me!"

"No, I'm not!"

"What do you mean you're not! Going out with friends all the time! What's the difference between you and me, who work part-time until dawn every day! Speak up!"

I shouted in frustration at this irrationality.

To the author, who gave no special abilities or knowledge to the character and kept their current appearance, it was an empty statement that would never reach.

Summer...

No, it was midterm exam season.

Damn it.
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"Let's call it a day here. Good work!"

"Ayeong, you did well too...."

Najimak's voice trailed off wearily.

Despite using only her mind, she lamented pain throughout her body. It felt like the exhaustion after a hard day's labor, trudging home. 

Resting her face on the desk like a rice cake, she sighed with a sense of resignation. Finding it comical, Park Ayeong let out a chuckle.

"You're totally drained."

"Sorry, I'm a liquid monster."

At the mention of "liquid monster," Lee Subin perked up instantly.

Her sparkling eyes showed a fascination beyond that of an elementary school student.

"Liquid monster? Where is it? I want to touch it too!"

"No. Why do you like a liquid monster that's bad for your skin and health?"

"Huh? Why are you so confident, senior? We get checked at clinics these days, right? Thanks to that, we're clean, smell good, and all that jazz!"

"Well, play with it as much as you want."

Fittingly teasing her height.

"Did I just mention my height? Why do you keep poking at me? Huh?! Are you confident, senior? Good at fighting? Want to throw down?"

"Are you a ghost? Starting to get a bit scary."

"Would you like to apologize first?"

"Sorry."

"Does apologizing end social interactions? You're totally out of touch! Doji senior, gather everyone around, above and below me for comfort!"

Seems like military PTSD...

Her expression involuntarily twisted.

"Control your expression properly... Yes. I'll stop now. Oh, you're stopping? Why are your hands coming towards my face...!"

I cut off Lee Subin's trailing words and grabbed her cheeks. I stretched them out and then squeezed them repeatedly, teasing her.

"Have you been in the military? Your teasing skills are not bad..."

"Don't... Hey! Let go!"

"Okay."

"Hmph! I have many older brothers, so I'm used to this at home. Usually, we tease or fight each other. But Doji senior, have you served in the military? Why are you so touchy?"

I shrugged my shoulders.

"I don't know."

"If you don't know, you should get hit..."

As Lee Subin started babbling again, I promptly pinched her cheeks.

Where does this young kid get off talking back?

"Stop it."

"I'm not being old-fashioned."

As the situation concluded, the conversation between Han Hyojin and Park Ayeong reached my ears.

"Do you think the goal set by the vice president is achievable? From my perspective, it seems impossible for student Dojinwoo."

"At the moment, it seems a bit lacking. If we study even on weekends, it might work out... but there's no suitable place to study."

"Is that so."

It seemed to be about me.

I interjected to counter Han Hyojin's statement.

"My head is decent enough, you know?"

"Even if you study three or four hours a day for three days, it's still insufficient; you're falling behind."

"Compared to the president, anyone would fall short. And starting from scratch, this isn't really bad... Okay, I'm done."

"It feels like dealing with someone who won't listen anyway."

"Exactly."

"Hmm... Is this being ignored? Not bad."

Casually ignoring Han Hyojin's muttering, I turned to Park Ayeong.

"If there's no space, we can study at my place."

"Dojin's place...?"

"It's quiet because it's a studio apartment. It's a bit small, but there's enough space for four people to study."

"Will the soundproofing be okay with the neighbors? It could be awkward if we disturb them or something goes missing when we visit someone's house..."

"The soundproofing is fine, and there are no valuable items in our house to worry about."

"Um... sounds good."

Park Ayeong agreed and scanned the student council room.

"Shall we have a study session at Dojin's place this Saturday? Would anyone interested please raise their hand?"

No one raised their hand.

"I'm curious about the studio apartment, but I don't have the motivation to study."

"I'm planning to waste time waiting for two hours at a trendy cafe with friends tomorrow, chat away, and then go eat some hot soup to warm up."

A high schooler going for soup...

It was an odd combination.

Dumbfounded, I let out a forced laugh, and before I knew it, the members of the study group had been decided.

"It's just you and Jinwoo."

"Hmm... Seems like it's not a study group but a home date. Can't help but pass this on to these two."

Han Hyojin rummaged through her chest and pulled something out.

A white package similar to pharmacy vitamins. On the surface, elegant English script was written vertically in rows.

I was shocked when I saw the item she pulled out.

"Wait...!"

Before I could say anything, Park Ayoung tilted her head and quickly grabbed it.

"What is this?"

At the innocent question, Han Hyojin subtly raised the corner of her mouth.

"It's an item that disrupts patriotic activities, but at the same time, it's essential for student couples."

"Huh? What is it really? Is it something bad?"

Before Han Hyojin could answer, I quickly snatched it from Park Ayoung's hand.

"Kids don't need to know about this."

"But Jinwoo is the same as me."

"He's different. Don't worry about it and just leave it."

"I'm more curious because of Jinwoo's reaction. Explain it to me; I also help you with your studies."

"No! Oh my! Don't smile like that, Miss President! I'm really mad. Hey! Don't think about taking pictures and editing them with Isubin's phone!"

Ah...

It's really exhausting.

***

Under the dawning sunlight that made the birds chirp brightly, the sky, which had been dark, began to seek out its blue hue.

I waited near the street corner for Park Ayoung, dressed lightly, as I had called her early in the morning due to afternoon work. It was a natural thing to do.

While waiting for a moment -

In the distance, a faint figure of a person approached. As the distance narrowed, the distinct circular shape became clearer.

With long, blue hair, Park Ayoung, who looked sophisticated in her body and casual dress, approached.

"Hello."

"Hello, Jinwoo."

Her demeanor was brighter than usual.

Did something good happen on her way here?

Tilting her head, Park Ayoung naturally took the bags she brought in both hands.

"Oh, it's fine..."

"I'm fine, so let go of the bag."

"Hehe.... Then please."

With a thud, the shopping bag boasted a considerable weight, contrary to its appearance.

Peeking inside, various items such as diffusers, tissues, wet wipes, etc., revealed themselves.

"Are you having a housewarming party?"

"Maybe it's not a housewarming since it's my first time going there?"

"That could be true."

She chuckled and walked ahead. Park Ayoung walked around me, following behind.

"You live alone around here?"

"Yeah."

It's an area on the outskirts of Seoul where residents gather. The rent was relatively cheap, and finding a studio apartment to live in without much hassle was not difficult.

After a short walk, we arrived at the 'Starlight Building,' which, unlike nearby buildings, did not feel shabby at all and even had an elevator installed.

It was a symbol of a newly built building.

"Is this it?"

"Yes."

Thanks to an acquaintance, I moved in for a lower price than the market rate.

If it weren't for that sister, I probably wouldn't have considered it.

I entered the entrance code and went in. Just then, I caught the 1st-floor elevator and headed to the 4th floor.

Ding! We arrived and stopped at 403, the end of a short corridor.

"This is my bachelor pad."

"Jinwoo...! It's a corridor, keep it down...."

"I'm the only resident on the 4th floor."

"Oh.... That's why the soundproofing is good...."

"You still remember?"

"It was yesterday, of course I remember."

Leaving Park Ayoung behind, I entered the password.

As it was a friend I hadn't brought over in a long time, I almost felt like saying 'close your eyes!' like when we were kids, but as you know, I ended up showing everything to everyone.

"I know Park Ayoung, but she might not press it."

Even if it's numbness to safety, it couldn't be helped.

People trusting people was inevitable.

Click!

"Come in."

"Yes, excuse me."

As I opened the door, Park Ayoung nodded and stepped inside.

"Wow."

And soon, a sound of admiration followed.

"You live so cleanly... The interior is nice too...."

I also turned my gaze into the room.

10 square meters. The furniture combined wood tones with gray hues in a luxurious manner.

Subtle and warm colored lights descended from the ceiling fixtures and bedside lamps.

It was an interior design impossible without mental and financial ease.

Perhaps Park Ayoung sensed it, as she shot me a look that seemed to ask, "Why work so hard living in a place like this?"

I awkwardly scratched the back of my head and explained, "I'm broke. This place is... a friend's..."

So, as I mentioned earlier, it was a favor from an acquaintance.

"An acquaintance? That sounds suspicious. In this day and age, there's hardly any reason for such kindness... Well, let's look into that later. Right now, it's time to study, isn't it?"

"Right."

Although I understood the reason for the favor, I decided to go along with Park Ayoung for now.

Gently setting down her belongings, I unfolded a small desk in the center.

On top of it lay rapidly spreading textbooks and worksheets.

"Let's begin!"

"Sure..."

"Let's finish up math and move on to English."

.

.

.

.

.

"In the passage 'I love you,' I used present and future tenses. Which passage is correct?"

"Number 2."

"Correct. Next question: 'Can I sleep at your place?' 'I want to sleep at home...' 'Oppa, I'm too tired to walk. Is it okay if I sleep?' 'Honey...' What's this about? The passage seems a bit strange..."

Park Ayoung paused in confusion.

The atmosphere grew tense, and concentration wavered.

Exhaling, I refreshed the mood.

"Ayoung, if you want to sleep, you can say it in Korean."

"No! It's not that! The passage really said that!"

Embarrassment flushed Park Ayoung's face like an apple.

I chuckled and checked the time.

It was already midnight. We had been studying for four hours since we started at 8. I had put in quite an effort given my level of concentration.

Internally praising myself, I asked Park Ayoung, "It's time to wrap up, isn't it?"

"Already?"

"Yeah, it's midnight."

I showed her my wristwatch.

"Oh, I didn't realize how time flew by."

"That's right."

Yawning, I got up from my seat.

"Are you hungry?"

"A little...?"

"Well, it's a shame to part ways like this. How about going out to eat?"

"To go out..."

Park Ayoung hesitated, biting her lip.

To create a comfortable atmosphere for her to speak freely, I waited quietly without pressuring her.

After some time passed, Park Ayoung spoke hesitantly.

"Instead of going out... could Jinwoo cook for us?"

"...?"

"Of course, we'll cover the ingredients and maybe a fee for his trouble. And if needed, I can help too...! But if Jinwoo finds it bothersome, then we can't force him..."

Misunderstanding due to my silence, Park Ayoung quickly poured out her words.

Taken aback by the sudden storm of words, I paused for a moment, then understood her meaning in the ensuing silence and burst into laughter.

"Haha!"

“Why are you laughing? Don’t tell me you thought I meant pig?! No! I don’t really eat much! Seriously!”

I corrected her misunderstanding.

"Haha, I just found it cute..."

"...”

*Cough* “Phew. If you wish to eat, then this chef will dedicate himself to preparing the meal for you, Miss Ayoung.”

Blushing more than when she was reading the passage, Park Ayoung protested, “Don’t... I won’t eat…”

“I’m sorry! I won’t tease you. Stay seated, please.”

For some reason, whether it was my cooking or something else, she seemed to have taken a liking to it.

It's always nice to have someone appreciate your efforts. Smiling, I headed towards the kitchen.

I felt eager to showcase my skills properly after a long time.

***

Truly, exam season had arrived.
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"Did everyone turn in their phones? Don't get caught later for not turning it in and end up with a zero. If you're not going to get caught, at least put it on silent."

"Yes!"

"You all respond well. Uh, why is Changsun raising his hand over there?"

"Teacher, I don't have my computer science book!"

"I don't have mine either. You! Even though the teachers told you sternly yesterday to bring it... why didn't you bring it?"

"Eeh~ We're too poor to have a computer science book. Are you looking down on us because our house is poor? I'll sue you."

The Korean language teacher paused for a moment and then spoke.

"Changsun, stop making a fuss. Borrow a computer science book from the next class or a friend. If you still can't find one, go to the office and ask Teacher Hanjong for help."

"Teacher Hanjong?"

"Yeah, I saw him carrying a computer science book in his pocket today. If you can't find one even after that, go find Teacher Song Mina."

"Okay."

In response, the Korean language teacher awkwardly scratched the back of his head while muttering something. It wasn't clear as it was from the back row.

It roughly conveyed a sense of 'I'm not even the homeroom teacher here... why am I dealing with this?'

Our homeroom teacher apologizes for playing hot and cold...

Ding! Ding! Ding ding ding!

Internally pleading for forgiveness, a piano melody signaled the end of the morning assembly.

Normally, it would signal the end of the assembly and preparation for classes, but during exam periods, it indicated a break.

- Psst! Computer science book! Computer science book!

- Hey! Don't go to Yangseok! I said I would borrow it first! Damn it! Is that punk really crazy?

- You two! Who's swearing in the hallway!

The corridor became noisy.

The atmosphere shifted from the morning assembly. The Korean language teacher chuckled and neatly concluded.

"Do well on your exams. I won't nag, but make sure to enter the classroom and sit down five minutes before the exam starts. If it gets noisy, let the class leader handle it."

"Yes!"

"Especially you, Changsun, don't complain during the exam or after it ends. Huh?! When the invigilators speak, know your way to the truth room."

"Yes, sir! We'll supervise!"

"Sigh, you kids worry me."

With a nod, the Korean language teacher left, leaving behind a chaotic atmosphere in the classroom as lively as the corridor.

As the inhibitions faded, the classroom buzzed with an unsettled vibe as students poured in from the corridor.

I caught a whiff of youth in that scene after a long time. However, I didn't get carried away by the atmosphere.

I smirked slightly and opened my world history textbook.

It was the last study session.

'If I review before the exam, I remember better...'

There was no scientific proof, just a feeling.

I quickly skimmed through page 48, the beginning of the exam scope. It started with "civilization" and covered various topics.

The dates and content matched what was in my head. I possessed someone and studied diligently for the first time. With a proud feeling, I tapped my fingers.

Around halfway through the scope, a faint breath touched my forearm. It was warm and playful.

Curiously, I turned my eyes forward.

Park Ayoung was leaning on her desk, looking up at me from below with a mischievous smile, breathing lightly through her lips filled with mischief.

"What are you doing?"

I asked hesitantly.

"Just relaxing to ease the tension."

She giggled softly.

"It might actually work..."

"Yeah! They say if you're relaxed, you can fit into a glass bottle smoothly now."

"It's not about relaxation, my muscles feel loose now! I think I could slip into a glass bottle gently right now."

"To be honest, it was a lie. I made it up just before coming here. But I'm glad Jinwoo relaxed."

I see.

Without responding, I turned my eyes back to the textbook.

In my ear, I could hear Park Ayoung rambling.

"I told you the other day. Studying for a bit doesn't improve grades. Maybe you'll find solace or stability in your mind."

"You're absolutely right."

"If you know it, would you put away the textbook and chat with me? My friends are bored to death in the faculty room."

"Was that your intention?"

"You're a cold city girl. If there's no purpose, you never approach first."

Cold city girl, my foot.

'Maybe if I were a country puppy.'

Her playful demeanor was exactly like that.

If you attach ears and a tail here, it's just...

Continuing the impolite imagination, she closed the textbook. Baek A-yeong's face brightened even more.

"Play with me?"

"You should play. Since we've memorized world history with this anyway."

She took out a blue diary from the drawer. It was the class summary book Baek A-yeong lent her on Saturday.

The concise summaries were excellent, allowing her to memorize them during work.

"Oh, good deeds are coming back!"

Nodding at her as she handed it back.

"That's the idea."

"Yeah, praise the past me a lot. And give a little praise to Jin-woo who studied hard~ Well done."

Scratching her forehead at the impact on her forehead.

"Oh, relax your expression."

"It'll relax on its own once I move my hand."

"Do you want to give up this sensation? How do you do that?"

"Shall I kindly explain it all? Like how helpful Baek A-yeong was last Saturday with fern hands?"

"I'll clean it up.... Will you keep my dark history safe for me?"

"Do well."

Swallowing the secret, she took out chocolates and sour candies from her bag.

She brought them to ease her mind. She also intended to awaken the somewhat drowsy Baek A-yeong.

She offered chocolates with alphabet letters on them.

"Here."

"Open it."

"Are you a baby?"

While grumbling, she opened the wrapper. Enthralled by the tempting brown color, Baek A-yeong accepted the chocolate not with her hand but with her lips.

"It's sweet...."

"It's nice even when your chin gets messy with drool."

"Yeah.... It's sweet, I'm so happy."

"Sigh...."

Ignoring her laughter, she wiped her sticky fingers on her uniform.

Then, I also put a sour candy (lemon) in my mouth. The tingling and sour feeling on my palate felt good.

Did her face relax a bit? Baek A-yeong naturally swallowed the chocolate and reached for the sour candy.

When I stared at her intently, she imitated Han Hyo-jin's voice and brazenly came out.

"I took it because I wanted to eat it. Any complaints? Hmm...? Your eyes are full of dissatisfaction. I'll listen if you have something to say."

"It meant 'eat a lot.' Lady A-yeong."

"Yes! Yum yum. Oh, but do you always carry sour candies and chocolates in your bag? You gave them to me in the student council room too."

"Not always, just sometimes."

As mentioned earlier, I deliberately brought them today, but usually, I had to find time to go to the discounted store to replenish them.

So, I didn't always come out with them whenever I rummaged through my bag.

"I see.... But Jin-woo, I prefer peach flavor over lemon in sour candies...."

"Are you challenging me?"

"No.... Just...."

"It's a joke. We'll buy some together when we go later."

"Yeah."

We chatted casually and forgot about the snacks. When about half of them disappeared, the bell rang.

This time, it signaled the start of the real exam.

"Don't waste time wandering around trying to guess answers during break after world history ends!? I'll come back to eat snacks and check!"

"I can't waste time guessing answers since I don't have friends."

"It's actually a good thing! I'll go now! Good luck on the test! World history is tough if you get the years wrong, so think carefully and ponder!"

"That stung my ears quite sharply...."

"It's survival of the fittest! Anyway, fighting!"

Baek A-yeong clenched her fist and shook it. Surprisingly, it was an encouraging gesture that gave strength because it was cute.

After responding with a smile, the supervising teacher came up to the podium.

"Put away the books you were reading, and we will begin the world history exam. The world history number is 34. Make sure to write your name correctly on the OMR card provided."

"Yes!"

"I will distribute the test papers. Do not check them now. Turn them over after 5 minutes and then start solving."

Ding! Ding! Ding!

"Turn over your test papers. Begin the exam."

The noisy classroom suddenly fell silent.

The concentration rising ominously. To avoid being overwhelmed, I too began to work hard, rolling my hands and head.

[1. The Egyptian civilization......]

[14. Expansion of the Asian world......]

[22. Within the feudal society of Europe....]

Ding! Ding! Ding!

"It's over. Stop writing and have the person at the back collect them."

"Yes!"

In an instant, the history exam was finished.

I blinked blankly. It felt like something had passed by and disappeared.

Before I could gather my thoughts, as if saying 'that's enough fooling around,' the next exam stormed in.

[1. Provide the name of the scientist who proposed the next scientific theory......]

[5. Cheolsoo and Yeonghee each have five apples. When one is eaten! Calculate the area of the sun.]

[25. Translate the following sentence into English. Points will be deducted for unnatural spelling and connections......]

"Good job."

Taking my OMR card, the classroom transformed into a bustling place.

"How was the exam?"

"Yeah, going to the PC room?"

"Room. What a damn study session."

School must be ending early for everyone....

I couldn't express it, but I felt good too.

My whole body felt drained.

I lowered my head stupidly and looked at the result of my concentration on the desk.

In the last English question, although my focus had oxidized, the remnants remained dominant, but the fact that I had tried my best did not change.

'I don't even think I did well....'

It seems I didn't fail miserably.

Exhaling a sigh of relief, I crumpled the test paper and stuffed it into my bag.

Park Ayoung approached me without warning.

"Let's grade them... later."

"That's right..."

"Your voice sounds weak. How hard did you really try?"

"As much as possible...."

"We have another exam tomorrow, I wonder if we'll do well."

"Oh...."

Normally, the exam period lasted three days....

"Ugh, life...."

It was a lament for the remaining two days.

***

"Korean is the last subject, and the midterms are over. You all worked hard. Even if I tell you to go home safely and not get into any accidents, you won't listen, right?"

"Yes!"

"What's with the 'yes'.... I hope you had fun and don't stay out too late. Tomorrow is Thursday, after all."

"Yes!"

"Song Mina.... Ah. Since the teacher isn't here, there won't be any closing remarks. It always feels like only Class 1 ends early.... Please leave quietly so as not to disturb students from other classes."

The supervisor's instructions seemed lackluster.

"Yay! It's over! Let's go to the PC room!"

"The guys going to eat pork soup, hurry up!"

"Hey, kids! Mom gave me pocket money! Let's eat and take three shots of life!"

The students cheered.

Except for the annoyed expression on the supervisor's face, there were no specific reprimands.

When the tide comes in, it tends to flow out again. Exhausted bodies, depleted of concentration, are swept along without resistance.

That's how I was about to head home wearily.

But then, someone grabbed me.

Chin—someone was holding me.

To find the owner of the touch, I raised my gaze from my shoulder. Past the white skin of the forearm, a blue jewel was visible.

"Oh.... It's Ayoung."

"'Oh!' is not the right response. Where are you going now?"

"Home?"

"Why are you going home?"

"Huh?"

If I don't go home, where else would I go?

As I tilted my head, Park Ayoung's face turned puzzled.

"Did you not check the student council group chat?"

"Chat...?"

"Yeah, Subin suggested having an after-party last night."

"I was working until dawn, came home exhausted, and crashed. I didn't have time to check my phone. Sorry."

"No, no. There's no need for Jinwoo to apologize! How about we go inside and check the chat?"

"Sure."

With a positive gesture, I entered the group chat.

The most recent message was from Lee Subin.

♥Lee Subin♥-When are you all coming? I'm putting off hanging out with my friends and waiting. How long are you going to keep me waiting like this? ಠ ɞ ಠ

♥Lee Subin♥-Ah, Doji senior read it. Senior, come down quickly. You're not planning to leave a cute girl like me alone at this hour, right?! ヽ(ﾟДﾟ)ﾉ

I ignored it for now and posted above. The atmosphere of the group chat was mostly led by Lee Subin.

The afterparty was the same.

♥Lee Subin♥-Anyone up for an afterparty? ʕ •̀ o •́ ʔ

Han Hyojin-Do it on your own.

Ahyoung-Sounds good! Let's grab a meal with the student council members too!

"Hmm."

I roughly understood the situation.

"Afterparty... let's go."

"Huh? Aren't you tired? Are you sure you're okay?"

"If you're 18, you don't know tiredness. I'm fine."

"Um... if Jinwoo is okay. Still, if you get tired or find it tough while having fun, tell us right away."

"Okay, got it."

The finale of the exams.

As always, the conclusion was an afterparty.
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"Why are you coming out so late!"

Isu Bin raised her voice. The students leaving school at the main gate focused their attention.

Afraid it might escalate if not stopped, she used chocolate to block her mouth.

Her face softened slightly as something sweet entered. Once everything was gone, she became nervously agitated again.

Perhaps even more wickedly changed.

"After this, we're going to eat! What will happen if you feed me snacks! Pfft! Ah! The taste of rice will really disappear! Pfft! Take responsibility!"

Already swallowed and gone. She mimicked spitting out chocolate that was truly no longer there, not even as much as 'Isu Bin'.

Seeing no saliva, it seemed like she just wanted to throw a tantrum.

As she debated whether to accept or not, Park Ayoung stepped forward quickly.

"Sorry, Subin. I had some business to take care of and that's why I'm late. Was it tough waiting alone? I'm really sorry."

"I felt your warmth and sincerity... Ayoung senior is forgiven!"

"Um... Thank you."

"Don't mention it! But I was lonely by myself. Is it okay if I recharge by hugging the senior? Is it okay? Yup! It's warm..."

Isu Bin gazed up at Park Ayoung in her arms. It was a very arrogant look, as if saying, 'You should play around a bit too.'

She raised an eyebrow and ignored her with disdain. Did that annoy her? She seemed about to say something but couldn't complete the sentence.

"Were you waiting here noisily?"

It was because of Han Hyojin's voice cutting in from behind.

"Madam President, you're here?"

Isu Bin's irritation dissipated. Her ability to change as if it never existed in the first place was quite remarkable.

As she marveled inwardly, Han Hyojin nodded her head.

"I just had a chat with my butler for a moment and came back."

"With your butler? What happened? Could it be related to today's dinner...?"

"Not really. I just thought we might need a driver to go eat, so I called him. He said he'd wait outside."

"What? Why do we need a driver and a butler to go eat...?"

Isu Bin asked puzzled. Han Hyojin asked even more puzzled.

"Weren't we planning to have dinner at a Michelin-starred hotel in Jongno? I assumed we would use a driver, so I made a reservation...?"

"Q-Quickly cancel it! We're not prepared to eat such expensive food!"

"Expensive? Just save a bit on snacks. It's not that expensive."

"No! Madam President! It's expensive for us! That's the amount Doji Mengmeng Senior has to work for a week and then another day to afford!"

For some reason, Isu Bin's analogy hit home, making Han Hyojin reluctantly agree.

"So where do you plan to enjoy dinner tonight then?"

"Cough! Cough! Don't worry! I've planned everything last night! Just trust me and follow along."

Isu Bin's confident tone. In Han Hyojin's smile, there was a hint of 'Being common is indeed difficult' reflected and twisted.

Watching from behind, one step away, it was more entertaining than any comedy. Laughter seemed ready to burst forth.

Quick-witted Park Ayoung swiftly approached and lightly jabbed my side.

"Don't laugh... If you laugh, Subin will get upset."

"I'm not laughing; I'm trying hard to hold back because I can see my likability dropping rapidly... Yeah... I need to be careful."

Swallowing a sigh and suppressing laughter was terrifying.

Isu Bin took the lead and started walking.

"Alright! Isu Bin Tour begins! Ppu ppu!"

There was no room for anticipation.

***

Garam High School was not an exaggeration to say it was located in the center of Seoul.

Upon leaving the main gate, a stark cityscape appeared, and a familiar downtown area emerged after a short walk.

The people and buildings crowded around Seoul created a vibrant and complex downtown area.

Amidst the swarming moths, they were often likened to fools, but fortunately, high school was their lifeline, keeping prices within reason.

Anyway.

Though it may sound exaggerated, it was not an overstatement to say that all Garam High School students gathered here.

"Do we grab a meal at the PC bang?"

"Let's order some chicken. And how about a 5-man queue in League of Legends? Changseok said he'd give us a ride on his bus or something."

"Geez. That nerd is calling a bus. Even passing dogs will mock us! It's lucky if we don't get beaten up unless we go poop there."

"After eating, let's play some table tennis. If this challenge gets good views, we could really hit 10,000 followers."

"Wow. Seriously. You're. Amazing. Hoho! I'm so excited to film with you!"

"Ouch! It hurts! Stop hitting me and use your words! If you don't want to, just say it! Ouch! I'm against violence!"

Various voices resounded, echoing through the ears of the bored part-time workers who greeted them. Showing a hint of sympathy, I approached Isu Bin.

The situation leading us seemed promising, with shoulders held high. Matching that atmosphere, I carefully parted my lips.

"Subin, where are we going?"

"There's a restaurant nearby that I often visit. They have delicious pasta and risotto."

"A restaurant...? Did you make a reservation by any chance?"

"Oh? There aren't usually many people there..."

Isu Bin's voice trailed off. Her eyes shifted desolately. The blame fell on the crowd gathered beneath the 'Villa' sign.

"Lies."

"Lies my foot."

Even if there weren't many people usually, things were different right after exams. When students' reward psychology kicked in, even expensive restaurants didn't hesitate.

"What should we do?"

"We should go somewhere else."

"Aww... I really wanted to go together... I was so excited to go with the student council... I'll try to find another place now..."

Isu Bin pulled out her phone, disappointed. Looking at her, Han Hyojin spoke as if not quite convinced.

"Isn't this a problem that can be solved with money? Either pay the restaurant owner, or slip some cash to someone in line."

"Oh! That's a way-"

"-to do it?"

I lightly tapped Isu Bin's forehead.

"Why are you hitting me?"

"You seemed like you were being swindled."

"I wasn't being swindled! It's just that a divine revelation opened my eyes... I was just naive!"

"Is it a religion...?"

Suppressing a throbbing headache, I gestured to Park Ayoung.

"Hey, Subin is trying to negotiate with the intimidating chairman who took out a menacing black card to buy the store... Can you help her out a bit?"

"It might be tough... But I'll give it a shot."

With a wry smile, Park Ayoung replied.

"It should be fine for a moment. I'll be back soon."

"Yeah! I'll hold back!"

Leaving the group behind, she headed towards the back of the store.

Just then, the back door swung open, revealing a bald man in a rough manner. Admiring the living octopus, our eyes briefly met, and I quickly bent my waist.

"Boss!"

"Hmm, why do you seem displeased...?"

He was the owner of Villa, the one who paid me a salary. It's worth noting he wasn't exactly the most accommodating when it came to handling supplies.

"Damn it. You bastard. I told you not to think of me as an octopus!"

"I thought you were bald..."

"I'm not bald either! Damn it! I shaved it for fashion! Even though this guy says it, you don't listen!"

Ignoring him, I brushed past.

Bald or not, it's all the same.

"If you really think like that, people from the World Bald Association will come with shotguns. Don't regret it then."

"What did I think?"

I shrugged nonchalantly. Then, I asked the boss.

"Room 15? Or was it 25? Do you have any unused rooms because the bell is broken?"

"Why? Want me to fix it? I'll fix it for you? Ha, you little punk. No wonder you looked so damn arrogant. Hey hey! Go ahead and shoot comfortably! You can do it!"

"Ha ha. Then I'll clean up that bell and the area for you. But... would it be okay if I use it for a moment now? My companions are waiting ahead..."

"Dojinwoo... That ruthless bastard... If there's no point, he won't come looking... Seems more blue than red in blood..."

The boss chuckled in exasperation.

With so much work to do, there was no spare time left. Even if there were any, I didn't want to make things difficult by coming to the workplace.

So, I spat out an unreasonable excuse.

"But isn't it fine that he came now? Hah! He came to see his comrades dragging his wounded body with him..."

"Nonsense. Shut up and bring your friend."

"Yes...."

Nodding gloomily, I joined the group at the back.

"Let's go."

"Where to?"

"To eat."

A hint of suspicion crossed Isubin's face, but the joy of not deviating from the plan turned into laughter in an instant.

Approaching, Park Ayeong looked full of concern.

"You didn't overdo it, did you?"

"For example?"

"Paying money? Kneeling down? Or trading time for something...."

"If we take those as examples, then no, I didn't overdo it."

"So?"

"I just had a small deal with the boss because we're acquainted. Don't worry and come along. Miss Park Ayeong."

"Hmph. Always calling me 'miss'..."

I responded to Park Ayeong's snort with a friendly smile. When we arrived at the back of the shop, the boss remained outside.

As I was about to greet him and introduce the group, someone else spotted the boss before me and approached him.

"Bankai - Yamamoto Genryusai Shigekuni."

It was Han Hyojin....

"Avada Kedavra."

The boss's head tilted sharply. It felt like not knowing what was going on.

He soon asked me with his eyes, but I hesitated to answer easily.

"Bamboo Helicopter? Serious Series? Solar Fist? Master Salsen?"

If I say those are all bald techniques, it might cause a stir.

Still, I needed to start explaining gradually. If a famous technique comes up, even an octopus would have to know.

I took a step closer to Han Hyojin. I grabbed the hem of her clothes that covered her back and pulled her towards me.

Her back touched my chest. As our faces drew closer, I slightly moved my lips forward and whispered.

"Chairman. This person may not know current comics, but she knows old ones. If she goes further, she might get caught and scolded. It's better to stop the frenzy...."

"...."

"Hey Chairman? If you suddenly zone out...."

"...."

There was no response.

Whenever I whisper, everyone either gets startled or freezes.

It was scary to think seriously about what effect it might have, but let's consider that later.

When I turned my head back again, the boss breathed out heavily, trying to regain composure.

"The group?"

"Yes."

"They're... um... quite unique."

"This person is just a bit special. The others are nice and normal."

I gestured towards the back.

The boss's gaze fell on Isubin.

"Hello. Mr. Octopus."

"You're a regular customer.... That nickname is familiar.... More than anything, were you friends with Jinwoo?"

"Yes~."

"Huh.... That's amazing. It's more surprising that he only showed up when Jinwoo wasn't working.... Whether it's a coincidence or destiny."

The boss muttered with a distrustful look, then shifted his gaze to Park Ayeong.

"Hello. We heard that our Jinwoo owes you a debt. He may seem a bit rough, but we'll always rely on you."

"Oh."

"And please understand that Subin and the chairman mean no harm. Please don't take offense and overlook it generously."

"Got it. I understand."

Outside, they seemed infinitely mature.

But the truth is grim.

Chuckling, I led the group inside.

"Let's go in."

"Meow!"

"Got it."

The group entered the shop through the back door.

So I was the one who had been sticking close to the kitchen door. Just before heading back to the kitchen, the boss stopped me.

"Jinwoo."

"Yes."

"If you're going to date someone, at least make sure it's the last one..."

"Boss."

"Yeah?"

"Stop talking nonsense. Go inside, wash your hands, and start cooking. Before you end up ordering ten annoyingly complicated dishes."

*Sigh* He sat down like that.
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"Wow! That was delicious!"

Exiting the restaurant, Lee Subin patted her satisfied stomach with a content expression.

Her brisk steps transformed into a wobbly gait. It was evident how satisfying her meal had been.

She smiled contentedly and then looked at Han Hyojin this time.

Moments before entering, she had been momentarily distracted by a whisper in her ear, but now a clear and distinct rationality reflected in her eyes.

Chewing over something in her mind, she lightly touched her chin.

"What are you thinking about?"

Curious, she asked boldly.

"I hesitated for a moment because the meal was so satisfying."

"Oh, are you a regular here like Subin? Shall I tell you the location of the restaurant? It's probably one of the best Western restaurants near the school anyway."

"If that's an option, it's an option, but I was actually considering acquiring it instead. I suppose I didn't quite like the ambiance of the place."

"Uh... I see."

Her way of thinking was different from that of an ordinary person.

Giving up on understanding, she envisioned a future where she would refer to the chairman as the CEO. It didn't seem much different from the present...?

"Indeed, she's more human than an octopus."

Nodding approvingly, she finally turned to Park Ayeong.

Among the student council members, she seemed to have the biggest appetite, with lips slightly greasier than others'.

Her smile was subtly alluring, with lips curved upwards, exuding a charm that could uplift anyone's mood.

Though tempted to leave her be forever, there was nothing more embarrassing than realizing it while out in public, so she decided to gently wipe it off.

She took out a sky-blue handkerchief from her bag. The cloud embroidery resembled Park Ayeong's hair, making it feel like a couple's item.

It suited her better than expected. Sending praises to her aesthetic sense, she casually approached and stole a kiss from Park Ayeong.

"Huh? What are you doing? What's going on?"

Park Ayeong looked at her puzzled.

"Nothing, just wanted to give you the handkerchief as a gift."

"A gift? Oh! A gift... Did you pick it out yourself?"

"Well, do you think someone else would have picked it for me?"

"I guess not...? Hehe. It's been a while since I received a gift, so I'm not sure how to react..."

Although Park Ayeong's words trailed off, her blushing face revealed her genuine joy.

Her reaction was quaint and endearing. Feeling the satisfaction of giving a gift, the atmosphere around them awkwardly shifted.

We awkwardly mingled without blending in or getting intoxicated.

Seeing this, an unexpected Lee Subin jumped in, full of enthusiasm.

"If you're giving gifts, thank you! I'll cherish it! Love you! Let's end with a kiss! If we kill the mood, it'll be uncomfortable for us!"

"...Is that so? Is saying thank you enough to end it? But... isn't a kiss a bit premature? We're not even close..."

"That's what I mean! That's what I mean! Argh! I'm dying of frustration! This is why we can't date or get married!"

Lee Subin tapped her chest in frustration.

Hyojin subtly joined in from the side, adding fuel to the fire.

"Even if you're not that close, wouldn't kissing bring you closer? Nowadays, there's even a saying 'post-X meeting.'"

Her provocative statement sparked a fierce debate.

Perhaps high school had transformed into a cult-like group of demons...

Admiration aside, as her sole adversary, it was now necessary for me to mediate the situation.

Looking at Park Ayeong's swirling eyes, I feared she might break down.

"Alright, let's stop here."

"Ugh, Vice President, you're asking for too much after just buying gifts. Could you at least stay 20 meters away from us for now? It's a bit uncomfortable talking to someone who discriminates against people..."

A cutting insult pierced through like a dagger.

Even a seasoned martial arts master might need to brace themselves for death. Fortunately, there was a bulletproof vest inside the bag.

"I certainly didn't just buy things for Ayeong."

From the bag, she pulled out two handkerchiefs.

One was embroidered with a black cat, giving off a cute impression, while the other sparkled like the sun in a bright yellow, luxurious handkerchief.

"Take one each."

"We didn't do anything..."

Isubin pretended to decline and had already taken the handkerchief.

Quite quick-witted.

It made you wonder if that was Isubin's charm.

Now, only the bright yellow handkerchief remained. She turned to Han Hyojin walking beside her.

"Chairwoman, please take one too."

"Baseless kindness exists in this world..."

"Who said there's no reason? This is a bribe, a bribe. A pre-bribe for the chairwoman who will look after us and lead us for a year."

"Hmm... it's a kickback."

With that explanation, she also casually took a handkerchief.

"You didn't lie about it being a kickback and bury sleeping pills, did you? Wake up to find your limbs tied up naked... Tsk... I wouldn't doubt you buried them."

"Nonsense."

"Tch."

"Why are you sticking out your tongue!"

Anyway, the atmosphere seemed to lighten. I was curious about the next plan.

"So, Subin."

"Yes?"

"Do you have a next plan?"

"Of course! I thought about it last night... No, while eating earlier! We don't have a single photo together, right?"

"Earlier...?"

"Oh~, let's overlook the trivial things! Come on! So, the next location I prepared is here!"

Isubin stopped and pointed at the building. The sign read 'Life Snapshot,' and inside were groups of high school girls.

As all the photos were just ID pictures, it was inevitable to feel a physical aversion.

While I hesitated and stopped, the members were different.

"Is this a place where students take pictures as memories and post them as stars? It's fascinating to see it for the first time."

"I've been here a few times with my friends."

Their behavior was peculiar; they were all high school girls.

I recalled the fact momentarily forgotten. The two moved their steps and were already inside the shop.

Thinking I was left alone, a delicate arm wrapped around mine.

"Senior Doji. Aren't you coming in?"

"I want to go in, but... there's a barrier..."

"A barrier? I'll break it for you."

Snap! Isubin gave a small shout and dragged me inside.

Clang! The first thing we felt was the cool breeze from the air conditioner. The lighting was brighter and cleaner than the sunny morning outside.

Frowning and looking back, the interior that wasn't visible through the glass came into view.

Various accessories and props hung on hangers and shelves. There was a large full-length mirror and nearby, hair tools including a hair straightener and combs.

I blinked. Instead of a repulsion towards the pink atmosphere, curiosity and interest prevailed.

"It's fascinating..."

"Fascinating, right?"

Isubin, with her nose up, playfully tapped my head.

"What's that?"

"You're cute."

"I know that too!"

As we chatted, we joined the others.

"Chairwoman, how about this cat headband here?"

"I'll pass. My natural beauty doesn't need adornments."

"Who knows...?"

The two were choosing props. Isubin explained after hearing their conversation.

"Choose props here. Then go inside to take pictures. There are many cute filters, so you don't have to choose props for sure."

"I see... Park Ayoung today, Vice Chair Park Ayoung."

Ayoung, who had been eyeing the chairwoman, sullenly removed the cat headband.

Then our eyes met, and she quickly perked up and offered me the headband.

"Would you like Jinwoo to wear it instead...?"

Contrary to what Ayoung asked, she didn't listen to any answers. Instead, she fidgeted and raised her chin to put on the headband.

"Are you going to wear it?"

I snatched the headband from her hand and put it on Ayoung's head in reverse.

"It suits you a hundred times better."

"I wanted to see someone else wear it rather than me..."

"Ah, only those who are willing to put a headband on someone else are prepared to have it put on themselves."

"What are you talking about?"

We headed to the photo booth with just Park Ayoung's headband prop in hand.

The line inside the store wasn't too long compared to the number of people.

A quick scan revealed there was a peculiar reason for that.

"As expected, selfies are taken in front of mirrors..."

High school girls who had finished their shoot were gathering in front of a full-length mirror, taking selfies.

I don't understand why they're taking selfies instead of using a machine at a photo store.

"Is there something special about it?"

As my mind wandered, my head tilted dangerously. People came out of the booth.

"Whatever."

Clearing my unnecessary thoughts, I entered the booth with my companions.

The interior was subtly spacious. Even if four people each struck their desired pose, would it still be roomy enough?

"Come on. The president stands in the center, and Doji and I will be on either side! Ayoung, go stand wherever you want!"

Although giving Park Ayoung the choice, the looks and gestures were clearly directed towards the side.

"Where should I stand~?"

Noticing this, Park Ayoung teasingly smiled and hesitated around me and Isu Bin.

Around the second hesitation, unable to bear it anymore, Isu Bin grabbed her arm and placed her in the adjacent seat.

"Stand here!"

"I was thinking of doing that from the beginning."

"Never mind."

She recoiled slightly but her eyes crinkled. It's like Hong Gildong, who can't express joy when happy and simply says things are good without showing it.

Thinking like that, Isu Bin stepped forward and operated the camera.

"Select 4 out of 8 shots, design on the left? Right? Which do you prefer?"

"I'll leave it up to your choice."

"Okay! Then let's go for a long vertical shot and as for the frame? There are Christmas-themed ones and ones with blue cats running."

"Per shot? Or apply to all?"

"Apply to all!"

"Then let's play it safe with white or black. It's less burdensome when taking them home, right?"

"Sounds good!"

Click-click - Isu Bin had finished setting it up without us noticing.

"When you press the button, it takes the picture! Let's start with a V-pose!"

"Can we make it a double peace sign? I won't turn my eyes away as a compromise."

"There's no need to ask for permission! Just do it!"

With a click, Isu Bin pressed the button.

Click-click-click -

Sound effects played, and she drew a V with her fingers.

Snap!

"Done! Shall we link arms next? Pair up first with your neighbor. Then all four of you link arms together!"

"Sure."

Without hesitation, Han Hyojin linked arms with me. The warmth of our skin passed through our thin shirts.

Normally, this would be the time for banter like 'You wouldn't reject skinship, would you?' but no such words were spoken.

Just as I felt a strange sensation and was about to turn my head, Isu Bin pressed the button.

Click-click-click -

Sound effects rang out. My head wouldn't turn back. The pounding of someone's heart transmitted through the arm. I couldn't tell if it was mine or theirs.

"..."

"..."

Should I look back at Han Hyojin now...?

As I pondered, the atmosphere changed, making my chest itch and feel awkward.

Snap!

And the shutter sound interrupted my thoughts.

"Next!"

Isu Bin's voice completely cut off the moment.

I took the opportunity to unlink arms and looked at Han Hyojin.

"What are you looking at?"

"..."

"Hmm... Anyway, I've already unlinked arms for the next photo. Let's hurry; others are waiting, aren't they?"

"Yes."

A flat tone.

Perhaps the earlier heartbeats were just a misconception.

It must have been a misconception.

I dismissed those few seconds as a misunderstanding.

My heart felt lighter.

"Doji, next pose!"

"Okay."

***

Thud - Eight photo prints fell into four piles.

That's how it was, the price was either 8,000 won or 6,000 won, I think.

"Shall I transfer the money to your account?"

"Nope! I'll cover this! A round of applause for my generosity, everyone! Clap clap clap!"

"Woah, our Subin is the best...."

Even if it's just a soul, please put some effort into it, Ah Young....

While Lee Subin was fine with that, he said.

Snickering, he bought the photo.

The photo that stole my attention was the second one. It was of Han Hyojin and me linking arms.

As expected, Han Hyojin in the photo was expressionless. She seemed neither happy nor embarrassed.

"Seems like even your eyebrows twitched. Are you displeased?"

Tsk. Lost my appetite. I should give a warning before doing it next time.

***

When Do Jinwoo's gaze landed on Han Hyojin's eyebrows, a different place entered the minds of the two who had lived together for three years.

"...Why are you blushing?"

"What? Feeling shy?"

It was her cheeks.

The reddish hue of the cherry blossoms that lightly appeared between her brown skin.

Pak Ah Young and Lee Subin were puzzled as they looked at it.

The protagonist of the photo, Han Hyojin, held it close to her heart, throbbing deeply.

"..."

As if judging herself, she muttered that she was like a horny bitch.
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"Hmm...."

Han Hyojin pondered deeply, letting out a sigh.

It felt strange to her, as she was usually far removed from worries and concerns.

"Do you have something on your mind?"

"Oh, it's because of the officer training camp."

"The officer training camp...?"

She vaguely knew that it was an event where student council executives gathered for the smooth operation of school life.

What could possibly be the issue with that?

As she exchanged glances, Han Hyojin calmly explained, "Originally, the officer training camp was scheduled for mid to early April. However, due to the advancement of the midterm exam schedule, it was agreed to take place after the exams."

"I heard there wasn't any particular issue with that?"

"There wasn't any problem until this point. But when someone named Ahmugae was asked to find a venue and forgot about it until today, a problem arose."

"What? Who handles things in such a careless manner? This is no joke; it's unacceptable for the student council. Let me find them and give them a piece of my mind..."

She paused mid-sentence. The increasing trembling sensation next to her was the reason for her sudden halt.

Thinking it might be what she suspected, she turned her head to see Park Ayoung bowing her head with the expression of a guilty party.

"Are you the one who wanted to play around in the student council? The one who handled the task so carelessly? If so, please tap your finger quietly against my thigh."

Tap-tap-

"Well, it seems the culprit was nearby."

"Is there no guarantee of anonymity...?"

Park Ayoung retorted in a creeping voice, "Why would a culprit need anonymity?"

"..."

"If you answer with silence, I'll seem like the bad guy."

"That's right... Whispering beside me... It's worse than the past Park Ayoung who handled tasks carelessly..."

"You're exaggerating. Comparing me to the past Park Ayoung is unfair... Sorry, it was a joke. Stop pouting and cheer up."

She patted Park Ayoung's shoulder. The droplets that had formed in her eyes returned to their original positions, and her downturned mouth returned to its normal position.

While her lower lip still protruded slightly like a duck's, she managed to speak.

Amused by her cute demeanor, a smile crept across her face. She attempted to withdraw her hand, but Park Ayoung resisted.

Instead, their shoulders pressed closer, and through the palm of her hand, she could feel the texture of skin beneath the shirt. Awkwardly, she blinked.

Why is she acting like this?

Caught up in tangled thoughts, she couldn't muster the courage to untangle them.

She simply reminded herself that Park Ayoung was always playful and enjoyed physical contact.

Mentally repeating this mantra, her heart lightened. The palpitations became mere irregularities, and she casually withdrew her lips.

"More importantly, why did the great Park Ayoung make a mistake like the annoying Lee Subin?"

"While it's irritating to see Do Jin senior stumble, I'm curious about why even Ayoung senior made a mistake. I'll hold back my annoyance."

"Shouldn't you thank me here?"

"Of course."

After a brief exchange, Park Ayoung spoke, "I forgot because Jinwoo kept pestering me to help him study."

"Are you trying to blame me for your mistake? That would be truly shameless... Bring me back the average 20 points I gave you!"

"I apologize. Even though you had a whole month! It's not the fault of the teacher who forgot! It's my fault for distorting your feelings! You're right!"

"Hmph!"

Ignoring Park Ayoung's snort, the culprit and the reason were now known. It was time to discuss solutions.

Realizing this, they each prepared for the meeting.

Lee Subin went to a corner to fetch the blackboard. Park Ayoung brought paper and pens to organize the meeting contents. Han Hyojin sat gracefully like a diligent lady.

Once the preparations were complete, Han Hyojin stood up from her seat. In a steady voice, she wrote the meeting title on the board.

"We will now proceed with an emergency meeting to select the venue for the 2nd Officer Training Camp. If anyone has any opinions, please don't hesitate to speak up."

"I do!"

"Got it. Let's hear what you have to say, Lee Subin."

"In Tokyo, Japan, there's Disneyland!"

"You went to an amusement park for last year's training camp, didn't you?"

Lee Subin shook her head vigorously.

"Don't lump Yongin Everland and Japan's Disneyland together under the title of amusement parks! It's rude!"

"Well, they seemed quite similar when I saw them... Hmm... Since I don't have a strong opinion right now, I'll note down Subin's Disneyland."

"Yay!"

1. Disneyland.

2.

"Anything else?"

I raised my hand.

"Let's hear it."

"You mentioned a leadership training camp. How many people exactly will be attending? Knowing the exact number of participants would make it easier to choose a location."

"That makes sense."

Hyojin nodded thoughtfully and gestured for Payoung to respond on her behalf.

"Originally, including the leadership team, there were about ten people, but this year the leadership team declared their absence as they are going on a separate retreat. So, the participants will be five people from the student council and the supervising teacher."

"Five people should be fine no matter where we go."

"Yes, as Subin suggested, the amusement park seems nice, or it could be good to go see the sea... Or maybe spend the day at school."

"Oh, spending the day at school is unique."

"Not bad."

Hyojin wrote 'school (principal's office)' on the board. Perhaps because the principal's office housed convenient facilities.

Of course, that might not be the only reason...

Anyway.

"I'll take one more suggestion."

"Chairman, don't you have a place you'd like to go?"

"I... don't really have one. I've been to all the places I wanted to visit when I was young."

"Really? The beach is off-limits for the trip."

"I'm relieved that you're feeling better."

Hyojin sneered coldly. Her intention to tease felt like 90%, while her lack of interest in the options felt like 10%.

Well, if she chose from there, she'd probably be sulking all day.

I pondered with a hand on my chin. A place that would pique Hyojin's interest and also not be a bad location for the retreat...

"How about... a mountain?"

"Hmm?"

"Are you suggesting camping?"

"It's similar, right? Except it won't be a typical campsite. We could do some light camping in a nearby mountain or behind the school."

"Hmm... Not a bad idea."

"Exactly. Tailored to your needs, Chairman."

Hyojin tilted her head, then widened her eyes.

"Are you aiming for my outdoor sex fantasy...?"

"No, I'm not!"

It was just a pure intention like, 'Even chaebols haven't visited a mountain...' But even if I got angry, the corrupted intention wouldn't go away.

"Sigh..."

As I sighed, three locations were written on the board.

1. Disneyland.

2. School (Principal's office).

3. Camping in the mountains.

"We'll vote."

"Is it a secret ballot?"

"There are only four of us. Does secrecy matter? Let me say it clearly several times. As a representative, I'll show an example. I choose number 3."

Swiftly, Hyojin added her mark next to camping.

"Now, everyone point out your choice."

"Me~."

"Subin, you go first."

"I choose number 1! Definitely Disneyland! But honestly, I'm fine with anywhere now! They all look fun!"

"A forfeit-like choice for number 1."

After number 1, Isubin's mark was written.

Now, only Park Ayoung and I were left.

I lightly tapped her shoulder with my finger.

"Want to go first?"

"Sure."

Ayoung was lost in thought after receiving the offer. Her lips dropped a bit after some time had passed.

"Number 3 seems the most fun, but..."

"Yeah."

"I don't like bugs, so... If it's in the mountains, there will be lots of bugs, right...?"

It was a typical worry for a girl. Before I could respond, thankfully someone else did it for me.

"My father hires helicopters every year to spray pesticides for landscaping in the mountains behind the school. Concerns about bugs are pointless."

"Oh, so that was spraying medicine..."

"Mm. Anyway, the worry is resolved. Will Ahyoung choose Park Ahyoung as the vice president today?"

"Hehe, there's no reason to object."

3. Camping at the Back Mountain - Han Hyojin, Park Ahyoung.

"It's decided then."

"Huh? But Dogi hasn't voted yet, right? If he votes for number 1, it will be a tie! Even our homeroom teacher should have a voting opportunity!"

"The one who suggested option 3 is Do Jinwoo. Stop having futile hopes and join us quickly."

"Ugh... If I had three voting rights like a national-level hunter... I would go to Disney Land for training..."

"But didn't you say anything goes anyway?"

"Well... but it hurts when my opinion loses again. What if my Disney Land gets hurt? Sob! I'll definitely go find it! Wait for me, Nuna!"

As always, amidst the heated nonsense, Han Hyojin swallowed a hollow laugh after a long time.

"Lee Subin, you have no right to call me strange."

"When did I ever say the chairman was strange!? I've always defended you in front of others... You're really too much..."

"..."

"What's with that look? Are you also one of those who belittle tanks? Planning to drop me off a cliff like a novel development!?"

"I won't push you off a cliff... but one thing's for sure, your big mouth seems like it would float even if it falls into water."

They found common ground.

"Don't mention it!"

"That's not a compliment."

"Gasp!"

"You gasped like that."

"You're being too rough... If you keep this up, I can only get hurt, right? Oh! Am I going to be teased like Ahyoung senior, patting shoulders!"

Subin grabbed my shoulder and sent me a wary look.

"I caught you."

"Wow~ It was real. Amazing. Right, Ahyoung senior?"

"I-Is it really...? I-I'm not mentally prepared..."

Caught in the bait thrown by Subin and Ahyoung, they fell for it.

It felt like conducting a social experiment on how limited information can sway a person. Thinking so, I turned my gaze towards Hyojin.

"What's up?"

"The most important thing. When are we going to our officer training retreat?"

"Tomorrow."

"...?"

I was speechless.

I couldn't even say it was a lie.

"Someone go shut their mouths. They're attracting mosquitoes."

"..."

"I'll do it!"

"..."

They should have told me earlier about that...

Today, I was just sighing again.
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In a South Korea where the birth rate was nearing 0.6 children per woman, Jung Jiyoung, who raised five siblings, could be called a true patriot without any exaggeration.

Jung Jiyoung herself used to say as if it were a habit that she was a master in childcare. However, today it seemed like that wasn't entirely true.

"Mommmm! Do you know where my light blue dress that I wore last summer is?"

Her eldest daughter urgently searched for her mother.

Normally, one would have been pleased that their mature daughter was looking for them, but today, being only twenty-three and already a mother of three, annoyance took precedence.

Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, she was also the culprit who had told herself, "You haven't mastered childcare. You're just a young mother."

"Sigh...."

Jung Jiyoung sighed and went to find her eldest daughter.

Her daughter was diligently rummaging through her room's closet. The floor was cluttered with clothes as if a fashion show had taken place.

I'm sure I cleaned this up just 10 minutes ago....

Frost settled coldly on Jung Jiyoung's face.

"Daughter?"

With a stern voice, her eldest daughter leaned out. Her long, flowing blue hair and eyes resembling sapphires were fixed on her.

Resembling her mother by 90% with eyes slightly resembling her father's, she was incredibly harmonious and beautiful. Anger melted away in her large, innocent eyes.

Jung Jiyoung spoke again, her voice warm like the midday sun this time.

"Ayoung, what's all this mess in your room?"

Even the constructed sentence wasn't as warm.

"Hehe. I'm looking for clothes..."

Park Ayoung awkwardly smiled in response, and Jung Jiyoung's eyebrows couldn't help but twitch.

"You've asked for help finding that white dress so many times... 10 minutes ago, 20 minutes ago, even 3 hours ago. Didn't I help you each time? Why are you searching through the closet again...?"

It was a fundamental question.

"W-well.... About that white dress I picked earlier.... It was too revealing."

"Revealing...? You call showing arms in a summer dress 'revealing'? Oh my, goodness! Do you think the dress you're looking for now will be any different!?"

"Well, but...."

Park Ayoung lowered her head sheepishly. Her eyes peeking through her tousled hair shook pitifully.

Ugh - Jung Jiyoung clutched at her chest.

Seems like raising a daughter is useless after all. Just looking at her makes me happy, and when there's a sense of accomplishment in raising her, what more could one ask for.

Love conquers all, they say. Daughter-obsessed Jung Jiyoung softened her anger. She briskly approached Park Ayoung and pulled out the light blue dress from behind the closet.

"Here."

"Thank you."

Park Ayoung looked at herself in the light blue dress.

Even objectively, it suited her well without her mother's opinion. But Park Ayoung seemed to have a different thought as she tilted her head left and right a few times.

From that sight, Jung Jiyoung realized that Park Ayoung was looking at someone other than the dress.

Tension crept in at the parents' touch. Could it be that their eldest daughter had developed feelings for a boy...?

This was something she couldn't ignore.

"Daughter, who is he?"

"Huh?"

"You, who usually carelessly dress, spent three hours choosing clothes for a male friend. Who is he?"

"I-I never dressed carelessly.... A-and he's not a boyfriend.... We're just really close, normal friends...."

Park Ayoung nervously crossed her legs.

"Oh...."

Jung Jiyoung couldn't quite grasp whether she should appreciate her daughter's straightforwardness or feel sad about her lack of acting skills.

What brought her back from her distant thoughts was Park Ayoung's question.

"So, Mom.... How do I look? Does it suit me well?"

"In a mother's eyes, everything looks beautiful.... But rather than that, can you tell me who the guy is? Is he a senior student leader? Or maybe the guitar club member we met at the mart last week?"

"Why do you want to know that?"

"Oh, you're not denying it, you're asking back? Did you actually develop feelings for a guy that you're concerned about?"

..."

Park Ayoung bit her lower lip.

It was a sign of getting annoyed. Jung Jiyoung quickly added,

"Sorry. Mom was being too meddlesome, right? All our siblings are dating, and I was worried since our eldest daughter is the only one not doing it."

"Don't tease me... I haven't had time to date...."

"That's right. Our princess who takes after mom would have charmed all the men in the world if she had more time! So, just give me the first letter of the guy's name..."

"..."

"I'll keep it a secret from Dad! Huh? You don't need to tell me much, just up to the surname. If you mention just the first letter, Mom won't bother you."

Jung Jiyoung pressed on persistently. Ayoung, feeling her attack on the adult was too weak, timidly said,

"Du…."

"Du?"

"Jin.... No, I won't say any further! No more! Mom will find out and ask if our daughter is dating!"

"Oh, no! They were close during kindergarten! How do you even remember that!?"

After a brief commotion, Jung Jiyoung recalled. A name with "Do" at the beginning and "Jin" in the middle.

Fortunately, it wasn't hard to remember. There had been only one name going up and down from her daughter's lips consistently since last year.

'Do Jinwoo.'

It was a connection that began at the high school entrance ceremony in March last year. It stuck in her memory when her daughter, in her late teens, showed interest in a man for the first time.

At that time, Ayoung asked daily about how to become closer, and Jiyoung earnestly offered advice like 'The Rules of Attraction,' 'The Power of Touch,' and so on.

Not long after, they were happy that conversations flowed easily. They raised their glasses together in the summer of May last year.

But now, after a year has passed, there hasn't been any progress beyond friendship? Don't lie to me....

'Could it be... Is our daughter in love...?'

With that pretty face?

'No. With that face, most ordinary guys would have fallen for her.... This is just because Do Jinwoo, the male student, is not ordinary.'

Does he like boys? Has he dated a lot? Does he not know female emotions because he hasn't dated much?

It was the worst assumption, but...

'Perhaps his sexual function is impaired...'

Hmm....

As Jiyoung pondered, she eventually shook her head.

At 18, it was the most vibrant age in one's life. Didn't she herself meet her husband at 18 due to speeding?

Anyway.

She didn't wish for her daughter to speed, but she did want her to capture at least one man to soothe her heart.

So, as a mother, she had to help.

"Come on, put away those airy clothes."

"What?"

"Put on the slim dress I just took out, pair it with the white cardigan around your shoulders, I'll lend you a necklace, let's go together."

"Huh...?"

Ayoung blinked in surprise at the sudden situation.

"Why are you standing there dumbfounded? Hurry up and try it on."

"Oh, okay...."

Ayoung hesitantly put on the clothes. Jiyoung spoke firmly,

"I'll make sure our Ayoung gets closer to Do Jinwoo... No, to Doh Jin. I'll make them the closest friends in the world."

"I'm satisfied with our current relationship..."

"No! If you're satisfied there, that's the end of it!"

..."

A "real" fashion show began at Ayoung's house.

***

"I'm really sorry for working on Saturdays...."

-It's fine, isn't it?

"You always treat me well, so I feel even more sorry...."

-Just do your job well. Huh? Nuna is taking care of my money.

Through the phone, a woman's irritated voice could be heard. Initially, Ayoung wondered if she was genuinely angry, but over time, she realized it was just a husky tone mixed with dialect. Whether happy or sad, she always sounded angry.

"Of course. I understand."

-You know Maesma, right? Come to our company. They pay damn well, you know?

"I don't think that's a place for me. I'll politely decline again today. Please consider hiring me after a successful interview."

*Sigh*... This guy. So damn picky. Why do you hate being next to me so much?

Pausing briefly, she parted her lips.

"Maybe fixing your rootless dialect could make things better. Other than your way of speaking, you're just a stylish ordinary beauty, right?"

*Ha*, damn it. I know I'm rootless too! I know! It's been stuck to my mouth since I was young and never fell off.

"Yes, you know that your sister has picked up various dialects from different regions. But what can we do? It's uncomfortable to listen to because it lacks authenticity."

*Damn it... You talk big, huh? I'll give you a beating....

"Haha, sorry...."

She retreated without a word.

*Tsk*. Don't act so arrogant. If you're really sorry, come to the store next Thursday.

"But on that day, I have a shift at the burger joint...."

"The owner lives in Namcheon-dong, right? I'm telling you! Hey! The owner and I! Yesterday too, right? Ate together and all?! Went to the sauna as well, I've done it all!"

"You were friends with the burger joint owner...?"

"Do you get it now?"

"Well.... yes.... It's not that surprising anymore. By any chance, are you the gang leader who runs the alley market? Not a mafia boss, right?"

As she spoke, she convinced herself.

Connected with various villa and one-room building owners.

With a college student appearance, in her early twenties, driving different sports cars based on her mood each day, excluding mafia bosses or chaebols, seemed implausible.

Furrowing her brows, she seemed genuinely concerned. Through the receiver, a chuckle slipped through.

"Oh, trying to please the gang leader?"

"A little, maybe...?"

"If it's just a little, it won't cut it."

"Please don't. Gangsters are bad."

"Oh, okay."

The chuckling continued.

It seemed like I had hit the humor spot accurately. Or maybe, I was just making silly remarks cutely.

Shrugging, she bid farewell.

"Are you leaving soon?"

"Yes. Go inside and check it out."

"Alright, have fun tomorrow."

"Yes."

Just as she was about to hang up-

"Hey."

"Why?"

"You sound cheerful, so it's nice to see."

"Have I become cheerful? I'm pretty much the same as usual...."

She firmly denied.

"You were gloomy. Your usual look was like a dead fish's eye a week after its death."

"What does that mean?"

"Just a lifeless corpse! Weren't you moping around every day without energy? When I first saw you, I thought you were a zombie baby, didn't I?"

Did I? I tilted my head slightly.

"Kid, you still don't know anything."

"There's no room for argument here."

"Anyway, the student council, friends, they all say you look good. Act your age, enjoy your youth, graduate, and join our company."

"... "

"And let me add, love is unnecessary in youth. Got it? Damn it. If you meet a girl, tell her you'd die for her."

"No, if there's no love in youth...."

"Oh, I don't know! I don't care! Just follow along! Promise me you won't dream of romance until graduation! Damn it, am I your mother? Should I teach you these things!?"

What did she want to teach me....

I shook my head slightly.

One day left until the officer training camp.
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Like a snack filled with nitrogen, the backpack, which had more air than textbooks, felt heavy with clothes and various items after a long time.

The bag strap pressing on my shoulders felt awkwardly heavy. Seriously, Simma's voice asking, "Has my school life gone to shit?" echoed in my mind.

As if harboring the possibility of being possessed by evil spirits, my mental defense instinctively reached for my phone.

"Hey, is it okay if this photo goes up on the internet? I roughly know how to avoid it, right?" Simma quietly sank into thought.

Despite such a complex train of thought, my steps leaving the house felt infinitely light.

"Ahh. The perfect weather for camping."

The bright sunlight greeting me as soon as I stepped outside. Recent gloominess seemed to have laid the foundation for today.

Thinking this, I walked towards the bus stop. It was a distance of less than 10 minutes, but I keenly felt the shift towards summer in the changing seasons.

"Wow... it's hot."

Well, May is practically summer....

I couldn't help but think that soon Han Hyojin would crack a joke about it being summer. Maybe we'll hear it at this training camp.

Imagining the scene ahead, I arrived at the bus terminal just in time and tapped my transportation card.

[Insufficient balance] "Huh?" Just to be sure, I tried again, but [Insufficient balance] was the consistent response.

"Haha...."

Chuckling awkwardly, I got off the bus.

As expected, if things start smoothly, it's not me....

***

"Heuk.... heuk...."

I wiped the sweat beads from my forehead. Being someone who easily overheats, today was particularly tough.

Standing at the school gate catching my breath, I noticed a woman's silhouette beyond the pedestrians.

Long blue hair swaying in the wind and a slender lower body. Contrasted with a tight upper body, she exuded immense beauty.

"..."

"..."

Even as Park Ayoung approached, I missed the timing to greet her due to being momentarily lost in thought. Her outfit was that striking.

Meeting her gaze in silence, a shy Park Ayoung nervously adjusted the hem of her sleeve. Despite fidgeting hands, her eyes trembled pitifully.

It was only then that I regained my composure and greeted her.

"Hello."

"Hehe.... Hello."

Park Ayoung responded with a smile. Realizing her attire, she blushed.

Her light yet snug dress and subtly exposed skin, complemented by a cardigan adding maturity, were modestly alluring.

I, too, felt uneasy....

Yet, even in this moment, or perhaps because of it, Park Ayoung's unique charm radiated strongly.

"They call it a 'generation gap' these days, right...?"

Usually dressed modestly, wearing such clothes made her seem special and intriguing.

It felt like watching a cactus you've been nurturing suddenly transform into a mature woman and start speaking.

Shaking off the thought, I gave up.

The fact that I was starting to think about someone often ended up hurting them.

For now, I naturally shifted the focus away from Park Ayoung's embarrassment regarding her clothing.

"Your outfit looks lovely today."

"Hehe, thank you."

"Thank you. Oh, by the way, did you have lunch?"

"I had something simple."

"Really just simple? Did you eat two bowls of rice? If you had bread, did you gobble down three in no time before coming?"

Although said in jest, Park Ayoung noticeably became quieter.

"...Sorry. I asked something unnecessary."

"Tsk. Don't put a frame on a lady for eating a lot.... It's rude, you know. It's scary to think what else you might do outside."

"Is this framing...?"

She actually eats a lot.

How much of a foodie was she to spend an hour during the student council meeting discussing where her skinny body stored all that food?

"Were you thinking it was rude? Are you really going to get mad?"

"If truth is a sin.... If honesty is impolite.... Then I was wrong."

"Wow... No talking with me for 1 minute. Give me a five-step distance. Enjoy solitude somewhere alone..."

"Sorry, but it's been a minute since you started talking. Could you speak a bit faster, please?"

"You got it!? I deliberately said one minute. If you keep dragging on and on, what's the point of one minute? Some people can't talk for five hours, you know?"

Park A-yeong raised her voice after a long time. It was a rare sight that occasionally emerged, in line with her accumulated personality. At times like this, a sly smile formed on her face.

"Don't laugh."

"Tsk. I zipped up while coming down. Should I hold my breath too?"

"If you can endure an hour."

"Teacher... then I'll die."

As we chatted, we had unknowingly arrived at the entrance to the back hill.

"Did the chairman specify where to meet?"

"He suggested meeting halfway."

"Okay, let's go... Before that! Are you okay with that outfit?"

The dress wasn't suitable for mountain climbing.

In response to a valid point, Park A-yeong replied as if she had anticipated it.

"I'm wearing shorts underneath, and these shoes look like hiking boots. Besides, according to the chairman, it's more like a hill than a mountain, so there's no need to worry too much."

"If you say so, then it must be fine, but..."

Since hiking involves many variables... it was inevitable that worries would prevail.

Did she sense my concern? Park A-yeong smiled warmly and offered her hand.

"If you're that worried, shall I support you halfway?"

This could help prevent accidents by adjusting the center of gravity or assisting in case of a mishap.

Impressed by her top-notch strategy, I took Park A-yeong's outstretched fair hand.

"Yes, as long as you're okay."

A weight lifted off my shoulders.

"Let's go now."

"Sure..."

We walked side by side up the back hill, except for Park A-yeong playfully poking my finger. Thanks to her, we ascended smoothly, enjoying the surrounding scenery.

Contrary to what Park A-yeong said at the entrance, it didn't seem much like a mountain. The path wasn't steep, and it was artificially organized.

On one side, pine and oak trees crowded together. Flowers were plentiful along the path.

To exaggerate, it seemed like rich people had splurged money on this place; damn, I envy them. Just give me a small piece... would suffice.

To put it mildly, it would be like, "Please, just a small piece... would do."

Isn't it the same?

It's all about perspective. All about perspective.

I shrugged and took a few more steps. Faint voices could be heard ahead.

"-Royiki Tenkai! Temporary tent area! Yap yap!"

"Be quiet, it's serene here."

"Eh... Normally, the chairman enjoys this the most... always sneaking away pretending to be normal."

"Life is all about timing."

Familiar voices of two people.

However, following closely behind were voices that, although familiar, felt strangely unfamiliar.

"Everyone, don't argue. On the way here, I read a book that said if stranded on a mountain, we shouldn't fight but unite our strengths."

"Teacher, what book did you read?"

"It was Robinson Crusoe."

"You read it properly."

"Oh, thank you."

Like a child, the teacher exuded innocence and a gentle aura that was unique in this school.

Having roughly guessed her identity, I asked Park A-yeong.

"Our homeroom teacher, right?"

"Why the homeroom teacher?"

"Is it Teacher Song Min-a?"

"Yeah, oh! Jinwoo, you didn't know? She's even in the group chat... You're not interested in the student council, are you?"

"Sorry... I didn't have time to check my phone."

Apologizing, I perfectly engraved the teacher's identity in my mind.

In reality, making a big deal out of it was unnecessary.

"Teacher Song Min-a is our class homeroom teacher."

She was indeed the person who often skipped ceremonies and rituals.

Thinking that coincidences like this don't just happen, we crossed the final hill. A clear view opened up, revealing three figures in the center.

Blonde, black-haired, and chestnut-haired individuals were each touching the tent's frame. Park A-yeong and I waved simultaneously.

"We're here!"

"I'm here too!"

Blonde. Han Hyojin tossed her skeleton roughly and spoke.

"Even if you speak quietly, I understand everything. Are you trying to spread rumors that we're here all over the neighborhood?"

Without even dyeing her black hair, she threw her skeleton far away. Her voice was full of the usual vigor and energy.

"Wow! Doggy Doji senior! Milky-skinned Ayeong senior! You're here! I missed you! This blonde Gyaru here is violent and only bullied me!"

Too many people, it's a problem.

Nervously shaking her head, she bowed to Song Mina, the teacher.

"Hello. Teacher."

"Yes, hello, Jinwoo student."

Teacher Song Mina greeted and straightened up from her bow.

She was similar in height to Lee Subin or shorter. She was the most fitting person for the word 'petite.' However, there were clear differences from Lee Subin...

"Oh my... Ah! There's a trumpet flower over there! Wow!"

Among the widely spread flowers, there was one that stood out in purple color.

But neither the splendid trumpet flower nor the beauty of nature could divert Teacher Song Mina's gaze.

"..."

Swish - sway -

I know my onomatopoeia sounds low-grade and trashy, but without it, I can't express the overwhelming chest.

Swish....

Even though I supported the lower part with my arms.

"..."

A distant mind. Lee Subin, who glanced at the direction of my gaze blankly, sneered.

"A horny bastard...."

Oh dear....

It was distinctly different from lust. This was reverence. It was like when the crazed miners met the demon of the sky, Cheonma!

Anyway, to summarize, Teacher Song Mina was shorter than Lee Subin but more developed than Han Hyojin. Truly a queen....

In addition, I wanted to give a preemptive apology to the people used in the explanation for the boredom.

"Hmm."

I started to wonder if Han Hyojin would catch on soon. I brushed off my thoughts by running my hand through my hair.

And to dispel Lee Subin's disdain, I changed the subject.

"What were you all doing?"

"We were setting up tents. Of course, not underwear tents... If you want, we are willing to set up your tent nicely as well."

"I will politely decline. I don't know how many times I've refused this now...."

I trailed off and rolled my eyes. A gruesome tent murder scene unfolded.

Pieces were scattered all over the floor, showing how brutal it was.

"It's quite large. Without instructions, it would be difficult to set up, right?"

The pieces were quite large. Probably enough for 10 people to use and still have plenty of space.

"Who brought them? Did you bring the instructions?"

"I had the servant bring them. As for the instructions... aren't they for the weak-minded?"

Thud - I hit my forehead.

What crime did the poor servant commit.... What sin did we commit to set up these tents?

Sighing heavily, Han Hyojin sent me a meaningful look.

"Surely you can do it?"

"..."

"Become a man...."

"..."

"Scared?"

I couldn't help but praise Han Hyojin's teasing skills. Even my heart, which hadn't thought of struggling, was ignited.

"Of course. Can I not do this either?"

I loosened up and picked up a piece that had fallen to the ground.

"Even worked at a camping gear store."

"Awesome! Wow! As expected of Doji senior!"

"It's fortunate that you have such diverse experiences. Keep up the good work. We'll go look for food while wandering around."

Huh? Food?

"Are you going to buy meat...."

Before I could ask the question, Han Hyojin was already leading Park Ayeong, Song Mina, and Lee Subin away.

Should I run over and ask now...?

"Hmm.... Oh well."

Han Hyojin would handle it well on her own.
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Even expensive and large tents were all pretty much the same in terms of purpose and appearance. By examining the holes in the main body or the length of the frame, setting it up was not difficult.

Moreover, with the added skill from repeatedly pitching and folding tents at the camping goods store, the tent was set up in no time.

Thud—shaking the frame, I didn't even flinch to check if it was properly secured to the ground.

I smiled satisfactorily and stretched. Despite only assembling it for a short while, my muscles were already quite tense.

"Well, having a young body does have its advantages."

Fatigue dissipated quickly through stretching. There seemed to be no sign of diminishing stamina either.

The secret to balancing part-time work and school life wasn't really a secret, as I could manage both without any visible strain.

After a brief stretch, I assembled the camping gear that the butler had prepared.

Each item had an emblem on it. Given the relatively high price of these Japanese branded items, it wasn't common to find them color-coordinated like this.

I couldn't help but think that chaebols were indeed different.

Thinking so, I leaned back on the unfolded chair. As my body and mind relaxed, I suddenly became concerned about the missing companions who hadn't returned yet.

Despite pitching the tent quickly, it took roughly an hour and thirty minutes. Whether for a walk or to gather provisions, they should be back soon to maintain normalcy.

"Hmm... Where could they have lost their way?"

Of course, Han Hyojin was the leader in the backyard. Although the mountain wasn't exactly a mountain but more like a small hill in the backyard....

Even with such nitpicking, the mountain's uniqueness remained unchanged.

It might just be a formality. First, I dialed Park Ayoung's phone number.

"It's probably just my imagination...."

Ring! A nearby phone rang.

Looking around curiously, I easily spotted the source as Park Ayoung's bag.

"Wait... Why is she carrying around a cell phone?"

Isn't it amusing how essential phones are for modern people?

I chuckled at the absurdity, but at the same time, I thought that despite her mature appearance, Park Ayoung seemed to have an immature side.

Regardless, since her behavior wasn't proper, I would have to scold or reprimand her when she returned.

Making a mental note, I stood up from my seat. Just as I was about to set off to find them...

Loud voices came from the direction the group had walked off to.

"Honestly, those mushrooms would've been fine to eat.... Among the pretty ones, there weren't any bad ones, so why call them poisonous mushrooms?"

"You should be cautious with flashy mushrooms. Especially in nature, touching any mushroom recklessly can be dangerous."

"Aww...."

"If Subin really wants to eat them, I won't stop her. But this will be our last meeting...."

"If you scared us like that, how can we eat them!"

They may not have been productive, but thanks to them, the group returned unharmed.

Sighing heavily, I noticed Subin, who had been walking at the front, had spotted me.

"Wow! Doji Sunbae! Did you come out to meet me?!"

Subin rushed towards me and threw herself at my abdomen. I subtly moved my waist back to absorb the impact.

As she safely nestled into my arms, Subin exhaled deeply.

"Phew...."

"What are you doing so recklessly?"

"Do you really think this was safe? I did it because it was dangerous!"

"..."

"Don't look at me with that 'why' face! There's no reason here, so it's hard to answer!"

What should I do with you?

Shaking my head, I gently let Subin down. As her feet touched the ground, she bounded towards the tent like a fish returning to water.

"Wow! A tent!"

I smiled at her excitement and glanced back at the remaining group.

Although I didn't mention it to Subin, there were traces of dirt on the group's faces, indicating they had been playing in the mud.

"Where did you come from, a mud field?"

"Well, if you must know, we were playing in the vegetable garden."

"The vegetable garden? Suddenly?"

"Huh? Didn't we say we were going to look for provisions before leaving?"

I blinked.

It wasn't for provisions... It was for gathering, wasn't it?

"...So you didn't bring any separate ingredients?"

He asked, lips pursed.

"Right. None."

"..."

"Isn't it obvious?"

"What's so obvious about it...?"

"It's camping with the intention of feeling nature. Isn't the fun and excitement only truly experienced when you gather and cook everything yourself?"

"..."

Unpleasantly, there was no solid ground for a rebuttal. In fact, if the purpose was to experience nature, then this approach was actually correct.

However, the reason for his sudden sulkiness was simply due to not being able to indulge in expensive meat with Han Hyojin's money.

So, this was his final act of petulance.

"If you want to feel nature, you should live in the nude, not in clothes.... Wait! Stop! Why is your hand moving towards the hem of your clothes?! I told you not to try to undress!"

"To truly feel nature, shouldn't we return to a natural state ourselves? Chairman Park Ayoung and the teacher should quickly strip down without leaving a trace."

"I apologize... I misspoke."

"Don't just misspeak. Even if it means offending us...."

"Enough! I'm sorry! I apologize!"

The tantrum ended without finding its mark.

"Alright, do well if you understand."

Han Hyojin patted his shoulder and left for the tent. The remaining members awkwardly approached, smiling.

"A jab at the chairman.... Jinwoo still has a long way to go, huh?"

"Each line he delivers is like a gem.... If it weren't for that one, the one apologizing wouldn't be me but the chairman?"

"I envy that mindset.... I broke within two days.... Well, Jinwoo will soon...."

Park Ayoung muttered coldly with dead eyes. Goosebumps rose along his spine as he swiftly approached her and tapped her forehead.

Tap-

"Ouch...."

She lightly rubbed her forehead.

"Why did you hit me...?"

"I have a feeling we'll be short one person when we descend tomorrow...."

"Huh? A riddle?"

"It's a secret because if I tell you, that person might end up being me."

"Hehe, what's that supposed to mean...."

Park Ayoung laughed, her tone less sharp than before. Her hazy smile covered her previously dead eyes.

"This is better than earlier."

"Can't tell if it's a compliment or an insult...."

"If I told you to rest in the tent."

"Then it's a compliment."

Before Park Ayoung could walk away, she stopped abruptly.

"Take your phone with you."

"Why my phone?"

"Because I'm worried."

"Oh...?"

"Not 'oh,' just say 'yes.'"

"Got it...."

With that response, Park Ayoung slipped away quietly, evoking a teenage girl fleeing from her parents.

Even in that moment, saying "got it" instead of "yes" was a point worth noting.

Chuckle- Laughing, Song Mina looked at the now-alone teacher.

She had attached the basket to her waist and seemed engrossed in the nearby flowers.

"Teacher."

When called, she finally turned her head towards me.

"Yes?"

"I'd like to see the ingredients you've gathered."

"Oh! Here you go!"

Song Mina stood tall, offering the basket, but from above, her body appeared much larger than the basket.

It was almost like blocking the sun with one's hand....

Carefully, I spoke up.

"Um.... Teacher."

"Yes?"

"I can't see the basket...."

"Oh! I'm sorry.... Let me clear my chest quickly!"

She wrapped her arms around her chest, pushed her hips back, and strained to support the basket with one hand.

"Ca-can you see it!?"

Here, the terrifying story was that some facts were slightly obscured!

"I can see it."

"Good! That's a relief!"

"Yes, but rather than straining like this...."

I took hold of Song Mina's basket instead.

"Wouldn't it be better if I held it for you?"

"Oh! You're smart!"

"You're also very considerate, teacher."

"Thank you."

After overcoming a hurdle, I turned my gaze to the basket. Inside were various vegetables, including wild plants.

And the variety was impressive.

"Potatoes, sweet potatoes, carrots... bell peppers, tomatoes... They even look pretty. How did you manage to gather these in the backyard?"

"Oh. Actually, I went to the vegetable garden behind the principal's office!"

"What?!"

I was surprised by that location.

"Isn't that the place where Principal Seonsaeng waters the plants every Monday, skipping his usual speech? I heard he cherishes it..."

"Hyojin student said it was fine. 'Isn't it beneficial for us, the children of a poor father, if we can grow plants?' Something like that!"

"..."

"I agreed too! If we weigh the pros and cons, it's better for the seedlings to eat than for Principal Seonsaeng! Besides, the principal has plenty of time even after coming to work, so he'll quickly restore the vegetable garden!"

Principal...

"It's scarier when there's no malice..."

"That's right! I have no malice!"

"Yes... That seems to be the case."

So, I feel even more regretful towards Principal Seonsaeng.

With a puzzled expression, I pursed my lips. Teacher Song Mina asked,

"Why are you curious about what's in the basket, Jinwoo student?"

"Just because."

"Oh. Well, if that's the case, nothing can be done..."

"It was a joke. Um... I was thinking about what dish to make."

"A dish? Weren't you planning on eating everything raw or grilled over fire? I thought you might go hungry today while digging..."

If there were no other ingredients, that might have been the case.

"I brought spices, stew mix, and curry powder in my bag."

"Wow! You're well-prepared! You're a top-notch companion!"

"It's a bit ambiguous."

"It's a sincere compliment!"

"Thank you."

As we chatted, we approached the tent. Han Hyojin had already found a spot and was sitting proudly, while Lee Subin and Park Ayeong were lying inside.

Lee Subin raised her leg while lying down.

"Senior, I heard that you cook here~. Is it true? If so, could you share your thoughts on it?"

"I'd appreciate it if you cleaned up before folding those thin legs. That's my thought."

"Gasp! Do you know that my legs naturally fold like this!?"

Lee Subin giggled.

I grabbed her foot and gently pressed it upwards.

"Ahh! Time out! Time out!"

"Careful. Huh?! Let's be careful."

"Yes! Yes! I'll be careful!"

Anyway, actions speak louder than words.

Tsk. I clicked my tongue and took out the powders from my bag.

Yellow curry powder, white stew mix.

"Do you all prefer curry? Or stew? Oh, Chairman, this is a pre-made product, is it okay to use?"

"As soon as I finished gathering ingredients, I became distant from nature. Whether you use it or not is your choice."

After getting permission, everyone shared their preferences.

"I prefer stew! There's no rice for curry!"

"I also choose stew. Curry without rice is like... steamed bread without red beans... a toothless tiger...."

"I'll go with the students' opinions."

Thus, unanimously, it was decided to make stew.

"Let's start preparing now and have an early dinner around 5 o'clock."

"Yes! Shall I help? I'm feeling lazy to move..."

"It's fine. Aren't you Park Ayeong? You said you'd help but ended up being a hindrance?"

"Oh! Your words are too much! My culinary skills are quite renowned! Oh! Senior, please step aside! I'll be the head chef!"

Amidst the lively conversation, lying Park Ayeong slyly glared at us.

"If it doesn't taste good, be prepared..."

"Senior, let me change back to being the head chef..."

"No. Failure is the mother of success... You should fail instead..."

"Senior~!"

"Okay, okay."

Calming down the whining Lee Subin, I started preparing the meal. Since we had plenty of time, it would be nice to leisurely cook the vegetables.

***

"Delicious!"

"Don't talk with your mouth full."

*Gulping* "Mmm... How delicious this is."

Although everyone frowned at Lee Subin's behavior, they nodded in agreement without arguing.

"It's quite good."

"I think Jinwoo's cooking is the best..."

"Jinwoo student is really good at cooking."

Compliments felt awkward.

Smiling awkwardly, he scratched the back of his head and then turned the conversation to Han Hyo-jin.

"What are we going to do after eating?"

"A good question. Tonight, the two of us will pair up and wander around the school building that has been transformed into a haunted house."

"...?"

"Get excited. I put a lot of effort into it."

"...?"

The courage test...

Was that even possible at school...?
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After clearing away dinner, we gathered around the table. The sky was painted crimson by the setting sun, and a chilly wind whispered eerily through the air.

As the tension thickened, Han Hyojin parted her lips.

"I will now explain the rules."

Hyojin's voice, as calm as ice, injected a layer of fear into the atmosphere. Beside her, Lee Subin shuddered, goosebumps rising on her arms.

Her trembling body drew mine closer, prompting me to gently cover her thigh with my hand.

Subin, now comforted by the warmth, lightly pressed her hand against the one resting on her thigh. More precisely, she wrote on the back of my hand.

Per·vert·ed·ness?

This kid helped me out, and now...

With an impudent attitude, I furrowed my brow slightly, attempting to pull my hand away, but Subin held onto it as if it were natural.

It's a joke! Thank you ♡

Ending with a heart?

Even though she sometimes behaved rudely, her occasional cute gestures made her impossible to dislike. If that was her charm, then so be it.

Lost in these thoughts, I heard Hyojin's explanation in my ear.

"First, we'll divide into pairs."

"Huh? But there are five of us."

"Teacher Song Mina decided to guard the tent."

"Oh! She volunteered to guard the tent! Everyone else, feel free to enjoy playing with ghosts!"

Hyojin nodded and continued.

"The pairs will be determined by drawing lots."

"Okay."

"After the pairs are formed, each pair will descend the mountain at one-hour intervals and enter the school through the back gate, not the front gate."

It seemed like there was some device set up at the back gate.

Before entering, I felt the need to prepare myself mentally.

"Once inside the school, pass by the office, go up to the second floor, find the science lab at the end of the corridor, retrieve the note, and that will be the end."

"Oh, it's getting serious."

"It is. If you have any questions, feel free to ask."

Subin raised her hand quickly.

"You're the host! Have you not figured out the location and identity of the tricks? Don't you think the gap in information is unfair?"

"I didn't prepare; my assistant did. The gap between your information and mine disappeared just now as I explained the rules. Is that clear?"

"Yes!"

"Any more questions? If not, let's draw the pairs. Each person will draw one."

Hyojin retrieved a large basket from under the table. Inside were four neatly folded pieces of paper.

Park Ayoung and I exchanged glances, while Subin promptly picked a piece of paper without hesitation.

"Ta-da! I'm in Pair 1!"

"If you do this, make sure everyone except Pair 1 gets picked..."

"Why me!"

"Wouldn't it be less scary if you went with me? Or would it be less scary if you went with the president? I personally think the latter is overwhelmingly better..."

Muttering, she picked a piece of paper.

The feeling of the paper sticking to my hand was pleasant. Feeling lucky, I chuckled and turned to Park Ayoung.

"Shall we open them simultaneously on the count of three?"

"Sure."

"Then, one, two, three!"

On my unfolded paper was the number '1,' while on Park Ayoung's paper was the number '2.' It was the moment when fate crossed paths with luck.

"Oh..."

"Doji-senpai, you look great! How do you feel about being paired with someone who wanted to avoid you?! Huh!? Bebebe! What do you think?!"

"Are you trying to mock me right now...? Two cowards ended up as a pair?"

"Oh... That's right?"

They sat down.

I glanced at Pair 2, teasing Subin.

Park Ayoung and Han Hyojin looked visibly dissatisfied. They seemed annoyed, as if a gambler couldn't get the hand they desired...

I tilted my head and reconsidered. Their faces showed either smiles or blank expressions, nothing out of the ordinary.

"Was that just... because of the mood?"

Today, I must be really tired.

***

A vague darkness enveloped the world.

Now was the time to start descending.

"Jinwoo, you shouldn't run around just because you're scared. Especially on the mountain and in the corridor, if you fall, you could break any part of your body without it being a big deal...."

"Consider my position, listening to that for the past 30 minutes.... Can I even accurately deliver the next line without lying...?"

"You worry too much.... Just fall flat on your knees."

"Thanks for the blessing...."

Park Ayoung replied as she received the flashlight from Han Hyojin's hand. She then illuminated the mountain path with the light and nodded to Han Hyojin.

"I'll go ahead."

"Um.... Thank you for your hard work."

"There's a long pause in the middle, right?"

"I hesitated for a moment about whether to give advice or not. I thought it might be useless to listen, so I refrained.... Are you curious?"

"I'm more curious because of the buildup."

Han Hyojin smirked mischievously.

"The restroom at the end of the second floor is for women. Occasionally, it changes to a men's restroom, and a sympathetic ghost pops out."

"..."

"Here's another piece of advice. The stairs from the first floor to the second floor have a total of 30 steps, including both up and down. If the number is different, go back without looking behind you."

Is this really advice...?

I couldn't help but chuckle in disbelief before saying, "Don't scare me. Subin is already scared."

I pointed behind me to indicate Lee Subin hiding there.

Hyojin scrutinized her meaningfully and said, "Is scaring her all you're doing?"

"What? What do you mean by that, Chairman?"

"..."

"Hey! Don't stay silent with such meaningful looks! What? Throw in some dirty jokes! Please! Please!"

Despite the plea, Han Hyojin remained unmoved. Instead, she pushed my forearm away and signaled for me to leave.

Reluctantly, I led Lee Subin, and we set off.

Thump-thump-

The sound of footsteps echoed strangely loudly. The pressure of gazes on my back had suddenly disappeared.

Now, all I could sense was Subin's heavy breathing, as if she were about to vomit violently.

"..."

Since there was no conversation, silence seemed appropriate. Using the hand without the flashlight, I touched Subin's side.

"Eek! I-I have no taste!"

"You probably don't have taste because you lack flesh."

"You were Doji-senpai...? Whew.... I thought I was going to die...! Why are you touching a lady's body without a word!"

"I didn't call you, but since you raised your voice, I tried to act. I guess that's my win for now, right?"

"What are you saying!"

The nonsense eased the tension in Subin's muscles. As her steps and breathing returned to normal, our conversation flowed.

However, Subin continued to unleash a barrage of criticisms without acknowledging my efforts.

"Anyway, Senpai! Huh?! When a skinny junior like me! Huh?! Trembles in fear! Huh?! You should comfort and hug me! Huh?! Instead of scaring me! Huh?! Are you trying to scare me?!"

"Uh, I understand everything. Remove some of the interruptions in between. It disrupts readability."

"Trash! Idiot! Jerk! Moron! Sympathy!"

"Do you have to go that far? It's not like I'm sending condolences to ghosts who died from sympathy."

"Gasp.... I-I'll be quiet. I'm sorry."

Subin bowed her waist into the air.

Her 90-degree bow held a politeness that even Park Chunja, the 17th-generation grandfather, wouldn't show.

It was a passage that indicated how much she feared ghosts.

I quickly changed the subject, realizing Subin was getting overly scared.

"Don't you have any interesting stories to share?"

"If you ask for something like that, it won't just come out easily. Am I a box that spits out whatever you want?"

"If not, how about sharing some current concerns or thoughts?"

"Oh! If that's what you're asking for, then yes, I have one."

Subin proudly spoke up.

"My current concern is whether the authentic recipe for pufferfish sashimi is truly martial arts!"

As mentioned by the word 'spoke up,' it was a pointless and time-wasting concern, full of empty talk.

I opened my mouth, but I firmly believed that all the blame lay with Lee Subin for bringing up such a topic.

Even when I was ready to make a statement in the National Assembly, Lee Subin's story continued.

"Why do martial arts novels often involve learning evil magic? They realize their own shortcomings and pass them on to the next generation."

"Yeah...."

"Similarly, the recipe for blowfish stew has been passed down through generations. After numerous sacrifices, it has evolved into the ultimate skill known today as the Heavenly Demon Technique!"

"Wow...."

"I will teach the chairman the recipe, transform the corrupt political world into authentic martial arts! Defeat enemies with the Heavenly Demon Technique...."

Nonsense overflowed. Even if a dam collapsed, it wouldn't have this level of killing power, I dared to guess.

I wiped away the blood trickling from my ear and then, thwack— I smacked Lee Subin's forehead with the back of my hand. Just like that, tape seemed to stick to the dam, as if by magic.

Lee Subin, rubbing her head quickly, shot me a glare.

"...Why did you hit me?"

"Just because."

"Did I seem too easygoing just because I'm short? You can't even fight properly, why do you keep picking on me!"

Chiwa barked.

Ignoring her would be fine.

In her eyes, a faint glimmer of "fear," which I thought had subsided, appeared.

Perhaps the crazy talk stemmed from this. No, in reality, it was about 99.98% likely the right answer.

I brushed off her words and asked, "Are you okay?"

"What's wrong!"

"Are your head and body okay?"

"They're fine."

"Lying. You're so scared even though you're talking confidently. I've never seen someone more fearful than me."

..."

Lee Subin's lips remained sealed. It was a piercing truth, making even her audacious self unable to retort.

I chuckled and ruffled Lee Subin's hair.

"You were trembling since the chairman spoke. If you don't have the courage, why participate in the courage test?"

"It looked fun...."

"Your reasons are so typical of you."

With the hand I was using to ruffle her hair, I lightly tapped her forehead.

"If you're going to hit me, don't touch me...."

"Just touching is fine?"

"No.... It's less scary when you touch me. I don't feel so alone...."

What's this? Is it some kind of placebo effect or something?

Lee Subin seemed as cute as a cat.

My head was spinning with fear....

Since fixing my hair was too much trouble, I simply acknowledged it and offered my hand to Lee Subin.

She alternated between my outstretched palm and my face, furrowing her eyebrows.

"Do you want me to hold your hand or something?"

"Oh, correct."

"Am I a puppy? If you want something, just ask!?"

Although her words were full of petulance, her hand was already holding mine.

"You're honest about your feelings."

"...So what."

"Accept it?"

"...So what."

And thus began the sensitive daughter version 2.

If this thought were to be revealed now, I'd probably be ridiculed, so I must keep it hidden until graduation.

Hiding my thoughts deep in my mind, I shared my warmth with Lee Subin through our joined hands.

Through this shared touch, we unwittingly descended the hill and found ourselves facing the school.
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Between the daytime school and the nighttime school, there existed a difference as vast as the sky and the earth, akin to the discrepancy between a 300 won ice cream at the mart and a 3,000 won ice cream at a specialty shop.

It was a difference that would never be overturned, one that should never be reversed. Such analogies were much easier to understand when looking at the scene unfolding before one's eyes.

Caw! Caw!

The cawing of a crow served as a chilling background noise. The windows of the school, devoid of any light, glowed dimly under the moonlight.

Quietly swallowing a breath, I nodded my head.

Indeed, the analogy was spot on.

As I pondered this, Lee Soo-bin, who had been watching with me, sighed deeply and muttered under her breath.

Even within the profoundly silent atmosphere, her whispered words resonated loudly.

"Goodness... Are we really going in there...? Is the person who planned this numb to safety...? It seems like they wouldn't even notice if someone went missing...."

Unintentionally, a chuckle escaped me during this moment of cowardice.

"Nervous?"

"Very nervous. Super nervous."

"The term 'super nervous' sounds a bit outdated, doesn't it?"

I continued the conversation, teasingly. While I needed to quell my own fears, I also had to handle Soo-bin's genuine concerns.

"It's so scary that we're resorting to using old expressions...."

"It's fine. It's just the school we used to attend. It's dark because it's night, but everything is the same. Let's quickly go up to the second floor and get the note."

"That sounds like a line from an extra who disappears at the beginning of a horror movie.... Doh Ji, are you okay? The camera cues haven't started yet..."

"Yeah, I'm fine. I'll stay by your side. And it's not like this is some kind of novel where people start disappearing one by one, right?"

"You're tempting fate, senior...."

"Sorry."

This guy's mouth was the problem, indeed.

With a click, I smacked my lips and moved towards the back door. As the distance narrowed, I steeled my resolve, knowing this was the place Hyojin had pointed out.

Stopping just two steps away from the glass door at the back, I paused for a moment. I shone my flashlight around the door, but nothing seemed suspicious.

Well, almost nothing.

It was the door itself.

"Why did they paint the sealant on so thick here...."

The glass door didn't let the light through. Even when I shone the flashlight on it, all it illuminated was Soo-bin's and my own figures.

"Wow... Doh Ji, are you seriously considering turning back now? Are we really sneaking into the school together in the middle of the night for some glory?"

"If you've come this far, at least think about the effort the prepared servant put in."

"Senior, that's still a line from the beginning of a movie.... Why do you keep saying ominous things? Do you want something bad to happen to us in the hallway?"

"You're the one who needs to stop with the ominous talk. I don't plan on staying long. If it feels too risky, I'll leave immediately."

Did my persuasion work? Soo-bin thought for a moment and then nodded her head.

"Okay... I understand. I'm curious about the inside too...."

With Soo-bin's consent, I slowly grabbed the handle.

The stainless steel felt cold. The sensation of gripping the handle tightly without any slack made me unnecessarily uneasy.

Swallowing dryly, unsure if it was mine or Soo-bin's saliva, I pulled the door.

Creak... The sound of the unlubricated latch echoed eerily.

The revealed interior appeared ordinary. The emergency light's green LED shone, and the nearby infirmary sign briefly caught our attention....

That was it. It was no different from a school without light. In fact, it was fitting for a school that didn't receive any light....

The feeling of being mentally prepared seemed to fade away.

"Phew."

Soo-bin breathed a sigh of relief.

"It's nothing special!"

"Thank goodness...."

"Oh! Were you scared? You were the one who suggested we go in together, right?"

"Of course."

It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that it was all thanks to the efforts of the truly hardworking servant that I opened the door.

"Shall we head back now?"

"I'm worried about the inside! Especially the infirmary!"

"Well.... You were so scared earlier.... And now your hands are still shaking, but you want to go in right away...?"

"But if we just turn back, the chairman and vice-chairman will make fun of us.... I can't live like that. I'd rather go in and collapse from cardiac arrest."

I involuntarily muttered a curse.

As if she could read my mind, Lee Soo-bin raised an eyebrow.

"If anything, call me a prideful genius."

"The most unlucky person in the world...."

"Oh! Rainbow reflection!"

Exchanging compliments reluctantly, we walked towards the inside. As we approached, the door automatically closed with a terrifying click, distancing us from the street.

"..."

"..."

Silence lingered. I rushed forward as if to break it, grabbing the door and shaking it.

Clank- Clank-!

The door wouldn't open.

"Damn it.... What the...."

Muttering curses briefly, I heard Lee Soo-bin's voice behind me, standing alone.

"Senior...."

"What?"

"Wasn't the infirmary door originally closed...? I-I think it was closed before we came in...."

"Are you kidding me?"

Shaking her head, Lee Soo-bin gestured left and right.

"I'm serious!"

Approaching Lee Soo-bin, I looked at the infirmary. The door was slightly ajar, with a strange darkness seeping through the crack.

"..."

"..."

We exchanged glances.

Should we assume it was originally open?

That's a good thought, senior.

Though we reached an agreement, it seemed the world disagreed.

Creak- Creak- Creak- Creak- Creak- Creak- Creak- Creak- Creak-

Starting from the infirmary door, all doors on the first floor swung open.

Click- Click- Click- Click- Click- Click- Click- Click- Click-

A nauseating noise emanated temporarily from within.

"Oh...."

I realized.

Something was happening here.

As if heralding the beginning, laughter echoed from the first open infirmary door.

-Hehehehe-

Chills ran down my spine, freezing my brain. Tension and fear gripped my muscles, making movements sluggish.

My vision blurred, breathing became rough.

A misty, hazy world. Vivid black hair shining. Though half-covered by the body, the towering iron couldn't be concealed.

A sharp blade gleamed under the flashlight. Probably an awkward weapon between a sashimi knife and a kitchen knife.

-Hehehehe-

A dual voice, whether hers or his, erupted with mad laughter. The figure pierced the abdomen with the knife.

Thud-

Once.

Thud-

Twice.

Thud- Thud- Thud- Thud-

The grotesque repetition.

With no blood splattering, the act appeared even more unsettling.

Lee Soo-bin struggled to speak, her trembling lips finally parting.

"Um.... Hello? I'm a first-year student at Garam High School.... Are you a hired employee...? Or should I proceed with an exorcism ritual.... Would you be willing to be exorcised?"

-Hehehehe-

"You'll exorcise me? Just a moment! I brought salt and garlic! Here, take them and exorcise me! Salt-salt-salt-garlic-garlic-garlic!"

As Lee Soo-bin approached to sprinkle salt and garlic, I grabbed her.

"Are you crazy!?"

"What's wrong!"

"Do you think exorcism works with salt and garlic! And garlic is for vampire exorcism, not ghost exorcism!"

"What does that matter now! You look like you're going to die...!"

-Hehehehe-

The ghost's head twisted 180 degrees. Lips tore apart, ears dangled, eyes reddened ominously.

"Oh, as the senior said, it seems salt and garlic won't repel it...."

"That's the problem right now!"

"I don't have the confidence to survive here...."

"Stop talking nonsense!"

Dragging the resigned Lee Soo-bin by my side, I sprinted to the left. Behind us, the ghost continued to chase, laughing, "Hehehehe."

Every door you pass by is wide open. Inside, it's filled with ghosts with torn mouths and their ilk.

At that moment, Lee Soo-bin, who was standing beside me, spoke up.

"Senior.... Could you please turn my head to the front...? I feel like peeing when I see those faces...."

"If you're going to weaken with useless talk! Just go do your business!"

"Gasp! Senior, is that your taste...? Oh, liking pee is a bit hardcore, isn't it...?"

"What did you say!"

Dismissing her, I walked past the faculty room and propped my leg on the stairs.

In that moment, in my mind, Han Hyo-jin's advice, not just any advice, came to mind.

'The numbers of the stairs!'

One, two, three, four, five, six..., twenty-five. Twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty.

Up to here seems normal.

The thirty-first step is taken.

The solution to this is to not look back....

I tried to cautiously take a step back, but Lee Soo-bin pulled my collar.

"Senior.... There's a strange tentacle behind...."

"Oh...."

Lee Soo-bin had turned around.

"It's my fault...."

"I told you...."

"But.... Isn't it the chairman's fault for hiring tentacles and ghosts for the courage test...? Correct it and say it's my and the chairman's fault...."

"You will?!"

"Of course...."

Bitterly speaking, I stepped on the thirty-first step and went up. Nothing happened to my body or the situation.

No, the creature chasing us from behind had just changed from a ghost to a tentacle.

Was I needlessly scared by Han Hyo-jin's advice?

-Squelch. Squelch. Squelch.-

More importantly, I should run away for now.

Thump-! Thump-!

"Doji senior. I'm not really scared anymore."

"All of a sudden!?"

"Yeah, the tentacles are kind of cute in a subtle way...?"

"Then do you want to run alone!?"

"Nope. With my short legs, if I walk alone, I'll be caught by the tentacles and get messed up. I'm not a fan of such erotic developments."

"..."

"Why are you silent? Do you really want to see it?"

It's not that.

"Isn't the corridor a bit long?"

"The corridor?"

Lee Soo-bin, who was observing the tentacle, rolled her eyes forward. After scanning the corridor for a while, she affirmed.

"True, right? The end isn't visible?"

"The classroom plaques keep changing.... The corridor never ends. It seems to be repeating.... Well, let's keep running and look for the science lab."

"Got it! But speaking of the science lab, I suddenly remembered something. In the ghost stories, the human specimens move...."

"Oh, I know what you mean."

It was a story from an old school ghost tale. Since it was already famous for various reasons, there were fewer people who didn't know about it than those who did.

"The whole school has turned into a ghost story, right? I wonder if the inside of the science lab is safe?"

"Are you a genius?"

"Well, I...."

Before she could finish, with a bang!, the door opened roughly.

Contrary to the noisy entrance, the human specimen crawled out without two pairs of legs.

Probably the work of male students who would feel a thrill if they stayed still.

"K-High Schoolers are the best!"

"More than that, the entrance scene is rude...."

"Did you get upset because I interrupted you? Why are you upset over something like that? Everyone in the world knows that our Soo-bin is a genius and cute."

"Is that so!?"

The voice reflected such joy that it almost felt unpleasant. Even in urgent situations, she seemed consistently genuine.

Thinking that way, I stepped on the human specimen on the floor and entered the science lab. Quickly, I scanned around and found a note.

"I found it!"

Needing a deep breath, I reached out and grabbed the note.

Thud-

It sounded like something was coming from behind.

"Phew."

When I looked back, everything had returned to normal. The strange tentacles were gone, and the human specimen crawling on the floor had found its place again.

My strength drained away. The courage test prepared by Han Hyo-jin was more dangerous and terrifying than I had thought.

It served as a reminder of the fear of chaebols....

"Phew."

Ando let out a sigh and gently lowered Isu Bin to the ground.

She firmly stepped on the ground and nodded her head.

"A chilling and heavy sensation...."

"What are you talking about...."

"What is it? It's a celebration of being alive!"

Hm! Isu Bin shrugged her shoulders.

Then, as if she remembered something, she asked me.

"But senior. Isn't this too reckless? Putting tentacles on monsters moving in a courage test? Even the viewers will get tired and exhausted!"

"I mean...."

"Anyway, chaebols! They don't know how to waste money!"

"I agree...."

I put the note in my pocket and headed to the science lab.

I was damn tired.

***

After leaving school, I met Han Hyojin and Park Ayeong coming down at the entrance to the back hill.

Isu Bin, filled with anger about the incident at school, rushed towards Han Hyojin.

"Madam President!"

"You don't have to shout so loud for me to hear."

In response to Han Hyojin's nonchalant reaction, Isu Bin raised her voice even more.

"Madam President!"

..."

Han Hyojin, seeming to give up, did not respond but listened to Isu Bin's tantrum.

"No! Ghosts and tentacles in a courage test...! It's really too much!"

Han Hyojin tilted her head.

"Wow! I'm embarrassed when ghosts turn their heads 180 degrees! I almost peed myself! That's how scary it was!"

Listening to that explanation, Han Hyojin's head tilted even more puzzled. She blinked a few times and replied.

"I never told anyone to set up anything at school."

"...?"

"I just asked the butler to leave a note. I didn't decorate anything, hire people, or install favorite tentacles."

"...?"

This time, it was my turn to react.

"Wait a minute. You didn't install anything? You said you decorated with a courtyard earlier... Told us to use the back door... Oh, no. So, did the stairs change to 31 like the advice from the president... The bathroom didn't change, but... that's...?"

"Thank you for listening carefully. Mentioning the courtyard was just to enhance the atmosphere. Of course, the advice was part of that."

"..."

"Would it be possible to create those things in a day even with 21st-century science?"

"Then what about this note...."

Frantically taking out the note from my pocket....

"..."

But what came out of the pocket was not a note but a yellow talisman.

Han Hyojin looked at the talisman with a worried expression and asked.

"What kind of experience have you had...?"

I don't know....

A strange night.

It was summer.... Damn.

        
            23.

When Do Jin Woo and Lee Soo Bin were caught up in a strange incident, Han Hyo Jin and Park Ah Young had some rare time alone together.

Today, unlike the usual conversations they used to have despite living together for three years, an awkward silence lingered between them.

It was fine until this morning, but it rapidly cooled off after the courage test group selection. This was due to Ah Young's feelings towards Do Jin Woo being evident on her face.

Thinking so, Park Ah Young, as usual, made up her mind and opened her lips.

"Even though it's summer today, it feels cool."

"It's fortunate that it got delayed a bit."

"That's true. If it had been earlier, it would have been cold in the evening, and if it had been later, it would have been hot in the evening. It's all thanks to the chairman's foresight."

"No need to flatter. It's just a coincidence upon coincidence. If you force gold onto your face, even the country would feel itchy."

Hyo Jin replied dryly. She was usually emotionally detached, but now it felt even more pronounced.

Like talking to a wall.

Ah Young thought it was understandable.

Driven by personal emotions, she had imposed a student council armband on a male student. Amidst getting close to many people, she had caused chaos by showing her liking for someone.

In the end, she had become a selfish woman who couldn't control her emotions.

With tears welling up, Park Ah Young bowed her head.

"I'm sorry... I also think my actions were wrong... If the chairman asks me to resign, I will do so...."

"Hmm...?"

"But Jin Woo did nothing wrong. We're not even in a relationship... It was essentially one-sided feelings... So please take action to remove only me from the student council...."

"Uh...? Was it common to demand resignation just because you harbored feelings for the same man...? Come to think of it... I learned that it's better to eliminate competitors."

"Yes?"

"Huh?"

They exchanged puzzled responses.

Hyo Jin sensed that there was a monumental misunderstanding building up, akin to modern art. She calmly recalled the flow and context of the conversation.

On the other hand, Ah Young felt embarrassed by her frivolous fantasies. Her head stiffened like a rock as she awkwardly poured out her story.

"I, I thought you only liked me... O-Or not? Are you, are you feeling different, Chairman...? Wh-What is it...? Then why wouldn't you want to talk to me...?"

Listening to her, Hyo Jin chuckled lightly. There was no need to grasp the flow or context.

It was all within the realm of misconception. Hyo Jin comfortably leaned back in her chair, finding it amusing.

"Like I mentioned before, it's not that I don't want to talk to you. I just didn't know how to converse with a guy I care about in the same way."

"Oh... So you don't dislike me...? You didn't pressure me to resign from the student council or muddy the waters... It was all just my delusion... I was just talking nonsense..."

Ah Young's voice grew weaker as she spoke.

Hyo Jin smiled at her cutely and shook her head.

"Right. It's all your imagination."

"Ughhh...."

Letting out a strange sigh, Ah Young lifted the blanket covering her thighs to hide her face. The tips of her ears were turning red.

"I... I'll just resign from the student council...."

"Do you really have to?"

"N-No... It's embarrassing.... How can I look you in the face now, Chairman...? Just kill me now...."

"As for your face..."

Hyo Jin trailed off and snatched away Ah Young's blanket. With slightly moist blue eyes exposed, she stared at Hyo Jin.

"How about now? It's not that hard to look at, right?"

"Ugh... G-Give me back the blanket... I feel like my face is going to explode right now... I might die...!"

"People don't die that easily just because a blanket disappears. Unless you get shocked to death with holes poked front and back simultaneously."

"I can't properly respond to sexual jokes right now... Please try again tomorrow or later...."

"Hmm.... Then Dojinwoo will be back. Your reaction seems more interesting. Ahyoung is here today, Vice President Park."

Park Ahyoung considered pointing out that nickname but covered her face with her palm as it seemed pointless to do anything here.

It was still because her face was burning hot.

She briefly lowered the temperature with sweaty hands. Han Hyojin opened her lips with a mischievous smile, seeming to have an amusing thought.

"You are quite shy."

"I'm not usually like this... It's just that... because of Dojinwoo and the president..."

"Tsk tsk, in this case, it will be hard for you to win over Dojinwoo's love by competing with me. You better give up now and pick up scraps."

It was a bit sudden and perplexing.

"Isn't that a bit too much...?"

"Come to think of it, it seems much better to eliminate competitors."

"The atmosphere was fine just a moment ago, wasn't it...?"

"How can people remain consistent?"

"It hasn't even been 5 minutes?"

"In 5 minutes, you could undress, have sex, and conceive a new life without it being strange. How dare you say it's just 5 minutes."

Hyojin shrugged casually, saying, "Do you get it now?" while Ahyoung blushed at the sexual innuendo.

"The president... I really can't figure you out..."

"Men naturally like crude women."

"You're mistaken. Men prefer mature women who maintain dignity. They don't like it when someone like the president suggests stripping off and having sex!"

Ahyoung retorted.

The feeling of embarrassment had long disappeared. She simply wanted to deny Hyojin, who possessed charms opposite to hers.

If it was confirmation bias, then it was indeed confirmation bias.

"When did Dojinwoo ever respond to the president's sexual jokes? He seemed uncomfortable, didn't he? Can't you feel that?"

"It's all part of the play."

"Is that so?"

"That's it? This Q&A itself is amusing. How much do you really know about Dojinwoo? His favorite food, type of woman, positions... You know nothing, right?"

"Well, that's true, but..."

Ahyoung's momentum waned.

"And if both parties are unaware. In such situations, my large-hearted and fertile body is more suitable for receiving love and affection."

"Physicality alone doesn't move people's hearts. Memories connected to memories, emotions formed through understanding..."

Hyojin subtly mocked.

"When are you talking about ancient times? Hearts and memories. Ultimately, isn't the one who gets pregnant first the winner?"

"Haha."

Ahyoung forced a laugh.

"Give it your best shot. Eventually, when hearts connect, even the president's seduction won't work."

"I'll try to connect to Wi-Fi diligently."

"..."

"Let me advise you again; I have no intention of giving up even if you and Dojinwoo get together. I must take what I want to feel satisfied."

"..."

Ahyoung bit her lip discontentedly.

Hyojin inwardly smiled contentedly.

It was fun to scratch Ahyoung and see her irritation surface, and the psychology of competing with someone was incredibly refreshing.

Since forming the Hanseol Group, after receiving successor education, she felt a fire ignite in her chest for the first time.

As the flames spread throughout her body, a pleasure pierced through her crown when it engulfed her toes.

It was addictive and dangerous.

"Oh... I can't escape now."

Love was so intense and frightening.

Especially when it came to pursuing love, the acts of conquest brought pleasures and inspirations she had never experienced before.

Once you fall, there's no turning back...

"Sigh."

She sighed deeply.

I knew this would happen; I should have fallen in love sooner. I should have fought for the one I love earlier.

"Ah... I'm happy."

Life was dull and colorless for Han Hyojin.

Love was a blessing to Han Hyojin. It painted the world with colors and scents, offering the joy and pleasure of life that she had never experienced before.

Even though she wanted to give up now, even though she wanted to let go, it was too late since genuine feelings had already developed.

***

I interpreted the outcome of the courage test as experiencing hallucinations due to heatstroke. Of course, the weather wasn't hot enough to cause heatstroke.

The latter part didn't matter much. The key point was knowing there was a place to escape to peacefully.

Did Lee Subin also create a mental refuge?

She rolled on the tent floor with a relaxed expression.

Rolling closer and closer. To protect myself, and out of curiosity, I stretched my legs to stop and stand still.

"Ouch!"

A toe wedged perfectly between her ribs and ribcage. Lee Subin collapsed to the ground with a strange groan.

For 20 seconds, she lay motionless like a corpse. Exactly at 30 seconds, she let out a weak voice.

"What are you doing...?"

"That's right."

"You're saying 'that's right' from there...? Are you even human?! You're someone who destroys society and families...."

"Sorry. It wasn't a mistake at all. It was a very deliberate action."

"Are you trash?"

"Yeah, surprisingly, that's true. I've contracted a disease where if I don't act like trash towards Lee Subin every day, I'll die."

"Please don't really die... live long..."

Lee Subin wiped the floor vigorously and stood up. As she briskly rubbed her side, the tent fell into a quiet atmosphere.

As the timing I desired arrived, I asked.

"Hey, the one we saw at our school earlier..."

"Yes? What are you talking about? We didn't go to school; we entered a set prepared by the chairman. It's not a night! It's not a late-night school!"

"..."

What kind of refuge is this... Denying reality, I sat down.

It was a funny yet sad reality. I refrained from unnecessarily triggering her trauma.

Lee Subin calmed her seizure symptoms and unexpectedly changed the subject. There were many obstacles to breaking through head-on as always.

I listened to and understood Lee Subin's words.

"The chairman and vice-chairman. Did they fight?"

"Yeah...? Did they?"

"Nyang! The atmosphere was weird. They didn't even look at each other, let alone talk when they went out to brush their teeth! Isn't that fighting if not?"

I searched my memory based on her testimony.

But I didn't sense any strange vibes between Han Hyojin and Park Ayeong. They treated me well and nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

I thought it might be entirely due to Lee Subin's mood.

Sensing her thoughts, Lee Subin furiously scratched her nose.

"There's a strange vibe among women when they fight! Seniors really don't know anything! That's why you date?! Can't even empathize! Get out!"

"Okay, okay! I get it! I'll leave! Don't bite my hand! Hey hey hey!"

Despite my efforts to stop her, Lee Subin dodged and bit my right hand.

"Ow!"

"Crazy...."

Fortunately, she didn't bite down hard. Unfortunately, a subtle pain lingered.

It wasn't unbearable, but I wanted the mark to remain vivid like a rain stain on clothes.

"Sigh.... Are you a dog?"

"I'm a dog (I'm an individual), please stop (please?)"

"Just stop."

"What do you want me to do? Ow!"

Lee Subin nibbled on my right hand. Not only that, but I could feel the moist sensation of her tongue on my palm.

"Why are you tasting it?"

"Because it's delicious? Isn't it good? Does Doji Senior use perfume? This scent is amazing!"

"Can you say that concisely... How am I supposed to understand this?"

Soo-bin pulled her hand away from his mouth. His nose still held the scent.

"No! The fragrance is amazing! Like wood and the smell of flesh! Wow! What should I do? I want to buy it as a perfume! Can we process the flesh for sale!?"

"I won't let you take it off...."

"If I sneakily take it while you're asleep...."

"Are you crazy!"

Thud!

Even though he tried to resist.

Soo-bin didn't stop.

Instead, she persistently clung to his arm, passing through his hands, biceps, shoulders, and sticking her nose between his neck and collarbone.

"Sniff...."

"You brat...!"

She seemed determined to take her place, lying behind him and climbing onto his upper body.

The process was so quick that he couldn't react properly.

"Are you insane!? What is a grown woman doing...!"

When he tried to grab Soo-bin's shoulder and pull her away.

Ziing-

The tent door opened.

"...?"

Turning his head.

Two people exuding an ominous aura were looking down at us.

"Well, it wasn't time for us to restrain each other."

"That's right."

"They say a quiet cat gets to the hearth first. The black cat climbed up quietly while we weren't around."

"Thieving cat...."

For some reason, cold sweat started trickling down.

Soo-bin, too, cautiously got up from on top of me.

"I, um, Do-ji forced me to...."

"Oh, is that so? Then let's..."

"Wait! I didn't force anyone...! Soo-bin did everything by herself...!"

"Don't make excuses. Whether it's 10% or 20% your fault for not being able to push back with strength in the end, it exists."

"No! I just tried that right now...!"

"Just stay quiet."

Ah....

It might take a while to clear up this misunderstanding....

        
            24.

Thanks to a tearful plea, the initial misunderstanding was cleared up, but Han Hyojin and Park Ayeong knelt down without any intention of forgiving me.

"If you were born a man, you should know how to firmly reject as well. How long will you keep being passive and let such a female cat crawl over?"

"The chairman is right about this. If you were a man, you should know how to reject decisively and express your opinions openly. By always smiling, you're inviting trouble."

"True. You are the pride of the student council..."

How can these people who fought have such synchronization?

You always make mistakes, Subin....

Holding onto the thought of drifting into uncertainty, Han Hyojin stopped me.

"Are you listening?"

"Yes."

"What did I say?"

"You asked me to become a magical girl."

"Lie down."

"Yes."

I supported myself with both arms on the ground. Han Hyojin sat on my back contentedly.

"When I speak, don't spill or miss anything. I might cry from both ends out of regret."

"Usually, they call that tears."

"Quiet."

"Yes."

"Hmm... If we continue from what I said earlier, you are now a respectable member of the student council. Don't stir up trouble and muddy the waters."

That was why I was scolded.

Indeed, when issues between genders arise in a female stronghold, it becomes tiresome. Han Hyojin knew this and poked at it.

"If you really can't overcome adolescent desires and want to vent, come find me. My hole is always open."

You know, right? Isn't that so?

She tilted her head in confusion. Perhaps feeling the atmosphere easing, Subin, who was kneeling and being punished, pleaded.

"I'm tired. Can I lower my hands~?"

"I'll allow it."

"Thank you. While at it, can I relax my knees too...?"

"Keep them fixed."

"Okay...."

Subin slowly lowered her hands. She sighed while massaging her shoulders, seeming exhausted.

"Oh... Isn't Doji Senpai's biggest fault not being able to reject? Oh, judging by your expression, are you going to say you tried to reject again?"

"No, I really did try..."

"Nuh-uh, nuh-uh."

"Later, I'll really press him with force..."

"Gasp! Chairman! Did you hear that? Doji Senpai is being pressured with force...! Sob! Tears are flowing out of embarrassment..."

She tried to lessen her guilt by sacrificing herself. Instead, Han Hyojin responded with an envious expression.

"A woman submitting to a man with force..."

"Chairman! There's an issue with that statement!"

Perhaps because Park Ayeong hadn't eaten properly, she quickly blocked Han Hyojin's inappropriate remark.

"I can't speak comfortably."

"If the chairman speaks freely, it'll be a big problem..."

"Tsk. The world has gone wrong..."

Han Hyojin dissatisfiedly clicked her tongue. The atmosphere of the hearing had now blurred.

Just as if marking a period, Teacher Song Minah entered lightly after finishing washing her face.

"Shall we go to bed now?"

Teacher Song Minah looked at us with tired eyes despite her soft face, suggesting we rest.

Weakened by her gaze or perhaps considering ending, Han Hyojin stood up from her seat.

"Got it. Everyone, take your seats."

After Han Hyojin's statement, Teacher Song Minah naturally went to a corner and lay down.

As she wriggled her lower body into the sleeping bag, she looked like a caterpillar finding its place.

Thinking like that, I chuckled and tried to move to take my seat...

"Where are you going?"

Subin grabbed me.

"To sleep."

"So, why are you going to the corner, Senpai?"

"Huh? Are you going to sleep there? What if it gets cold with the draft from the door? If it's okay, I'll switch seats with you."

"No, it's not that! Senpai, your spot is here! Here!"

Subin tapped the seat next to her.

"Uh... really?"

"Yes! This is Senpai's designated seat!"

"Was there a concept of designated seats here too?"

"Of course not! But I just made one!"

"Haha."

I couldn't help but chuckle at the absurdity of it all. Lee Subin, unfazed by the reaction, simply urged on.

"So, are we settling this here? Are we talking?! Decide already. Ring! Ring! My hands hurt from clapping too much~."

"Ugh.... Fine.... I'm out."

"Yes! Human diffuser acquired!"

"Is this a PocketX...."

"They say nowadays people treat Xmon as slaves.... Is there a reason you had to mention that?"

"I didn't have a specific reason for mentioning it. And calling Xcatmons slaves? You said they were friends and comrades.... They really lack innocence."

Just as I was about to approach, dragging my sleeping bag behind me, someone physically grabbed both my arms this time.

I blinked stupidly and turned around.

"Where are you going, Jinwoo?"

"Why the rush?"

Park Ayoung was on my left arm, while Han Hyojin was on my right.

"Uh.... Subin was.... walking beside me."

"Why did you two decide amongst yourselves?"

"Then who should we decide with...?"

"Obviously not with us."

..."

I was overwhelmed by their energy.

I sheepishly pursed my lips and bowed my head.

"I'm sorry.... I made the decision alone...."

"Um..., be more careful next time."

"Yeah. This is a serious matter. Let's discuss and decide together next time. Got it?"

Somehow....

It felt like I was being gaslit.

'Is this right?'

But even if I knew, there was nothing I could do.

Feeling despondent, I hugged my sleeping bag and moved to a corner. Now, only three people remained in the tent.

Lee Subin glared at Park Ayoung and Han Hyojin with an expression of annoyance.

"I'll resurrect the designated seat and use it~ Why are you two doing this and that?"

"If you're reviving the designated seat, then I, who usually sits with Jinwoo, should lie down in the adjacent seat, don't you think...? The content has been lacking lately...."

"I can't agree with that. Ultimately, it's a matter of timing. Sitting in the closest spot, I should be... "

"We understand both of your opinions! According to the playground rule that the person who applies saliva first becomes the owner, it's fair for me, who proposed first, to take the adjacent seat!"

Initially, it seemed like chaos could erupt at any moment, but as time passed, it just became a free-for-all.

It felt like a natural progression, as if a martial arts series had transitioned into a battle royale to continue its long serialization.

"Sigh...."

Even amidst this, Teacher Song Mina, sleeping peacefully, exuded not determination but madness.

With such madness, one might wonder if she would have become a teacher in charge of the student council.... It was a cautious speculation.

"Tsk...."

I moistened my dry lips with saliva.

I also wanted to lie down anywhere like Teacher Song Mina, but if they didn't stop fighting, I didn't know when I could get up again.

'I must end this war eventually....'

It was not an easy situation. I inwardly sighed and cleared my throat, focusing the attention of the three on me.

"Please stop fighting."

"The senior is out of it."

"Stay quiet, Jinwoo."

"If it weren't for the red hair, I'd shut up quietly."

In an instant, the target changed, and attacks were launched. Even prepared for injuries, it wasn't easy to defend. But retreating now would mean being the lowest of the low.

Here, I had to boldly step forward, propose, and mediate. Like a master trained through part-time work at a kids' cafe, I didn't yield to pressure and spoke up.

"It's lively even at night, but I'm getting sleepy, and Teacher is already asleep. So let's quickly and fairly decide my seat in a gentlemanly manner."

"Is there such a method?"

"Oh."

"What is it?"

"Rock-paper-scissors."

As rock, paper, and scissors formed a balanced relationship, and the rules were fair and simple. It was a method anyone could agree on!

Hanjoo nodded in admiration.

"Good idea."

The remaining two also agreed.

"Then everyone agreed. Let's settle this with a clean single round victory. No late bets, no practice games. Come on, if you don't show, you lose by default."

"Rock!"

"Paper!"

Snip-

The simple form shining in their hands.

Created a clear winner.

"Wow!"

The owner of that cheer was Park Ah-young.

"Hehe! I won!"

"Tsk."

"Sigh.... Senior, can we share...?"

Han Hyo-jin seemed to accept it. Lee Soo-bin came out as if bargaining like someone who wanted to negotiate face-to-face.

Of course, Park Ah-young shut it down.

"Yeah, not possible."

"Argh.... Darn it.... Just wait and see...."

Lee Soo-bin muttered the lines of a third-rate villain. Park Ah-young didn't even glance and dragged me into a corner.

"Hey, earlier you said you were sleepy, right?"

"Yeah.... I think I can sleep well now...."

"Sorry. If I knew you'd be this tired, I should've ended it quickly instead of fighting...."

"It's fine. What could you have done wrong."

It was just Lee Soo-bin who started it.

"Thanks for understanding."

"Yeah...."

I got into my sleeping bag. It was expensive, soft, and warm. The feeling of luxury silk blankets wrapped around my body?

"Nice...."

"Yeah.... nice...."

"So.... sleeping bags are really nice."

Some mismatched questions and answers were exchanged.

From the center, Han Hyo-jin's voice was heard.

"I'll turn off the lights. Have sweet dreams, everyone."

"Even you, Chairman."

"Sure."

Click- The lights went out.

It was the anticipated darkness. Blaming it on the three of us for coming too late. My involvement was disproportionately high.

"What on earth...."

"Yeah, what's up with Jin-woo?"

"Oh.... I was going to say it in my head...."

"Yeah. Seems like you're full of yourself. I thought so."

"Hmm.... Full of myself?"

"Of course. It's not one-third."

"Is that so.... If it's one-third, who's the one?"

"I wonder?"

It was dark, so her expression couldn't be seen.

For some reason, I felt like she was smiling.

"If you don't want to tell me, then don't."

"Yeah."

"'Yeah'.... Ugh.... Back in the day, our Ah-young wouldn't have been like this. What happened to make her change like this...."

"It's you."

"Me? If it's me, then it's fortunate. If it were another bad guy, they might speak informally to adults.... but maybe not anyway."

"Yeah, yeah."

"Soul also gone.... Definitely. Enough nonsense, let's sleep. Goodnight, Ah-young. Dream well or not."

"Jin-woo too. Dream well or not."

The conversation quickly faded into the darkness of the night, replaced by the gentle breathing that resembled a certain man.

That's how the night deeply enveloped everyone.

Except for the two pairs of eyes looking at Do Jin-woo.

***

My body felt heavy.

Was I pinned down like usual with scissors?

The slowly rising pupils were bathed in the dim morning light. I looked down at the part of my body that felt heavy.

My gaze stopped exactly at the chest area. It seemed like someone was riding on top.

The pupils were red. The sensation on my chest felt plush and soft like an air mattress. I wondered if a cloud ghost had attached itself.

With that thought in mind, I fell into thinking, 'If a ghost doesn't harm you despite having a pleasant touch, is it really a ghost? Could it be a doll or a ghost right before longing for human warmth?'

It was a perfect time for sleep. My brain had completely stopped spinning along with it.

"..."

I stared blankly at the ceiling for a moment.

As my body continued to fidget in the chest area, I embraced the ghost with a thought of not caring.

The ghost trembled, letting out a whimper.

"Ugh.... Ugh.... Haah.... I-I haven't prepared my heart yet for th-this.... Huh...."

I expected a big movement afterward, but the creature shivered, holding back its groans, trembling intermittently.

Indeed, it seemed like a ghost right before longing for human warmth.

Deciding so, I murmured.

"Enlighten yourself...."

Clenching the embraced hand tightly, I drifted back into a deep slumber.

It seemed like the ghost had been struggling to hold back its sobs until then...

***

"What was that?"

As I woke up from sleep, I clenched and unclenched my hand repeatedly.

"It felt like embracing some kind of ghost..."

I could still feel it in my hand.

"Sigh... Seems like the ghost is wailing."

Is it really a ghost? Who knows.

I roughly tidied up the luggage. All that was left now were the camping supplies we used yesterday. I turned to Han Hyojin and asked,

"Chairman, what should we do with our tent and camping gear?"

"I-I don't know."

"What?"

"D-Don't ask me."

"Why?"

"Don't ask me. No! Don't even look at me. Jerk. Trash. Pervert. A sleeping perverted criminal who would commit the crime of raping a sleeping beauty......"

Why are you cursing...

I didn't do anything...

Another unjust start to the day.

        
            Camping was more accurately described as 'work' rather than 'rest.' Assembling and using tools weighing several kilograms effortlessly, that's what it was about.

(Dismantling and organizing were taken care of by Han Hyojin's butler.)

Anyway.

After spending the weekend camping as if it were labor, Monday felt like hell, without a doubt.

Rubbing my heavy eyelids, I expressed infinite respect for those office workers who went camping for leisure and then headed straight to work.

As respect surged, Soo-ma expanded in size proportionally. Just as he was about to reach the state of being one with the sofa -

Park Ah-young, noticing something odd from the adjacent seat, turned to me at the right moment.

"Jin-woo, are you okay?"

"Not really...."

"What's wrong? How bad is it hurting?"

"My eyelids are so heavy that they keep closing... It feels like the long-awaited comfort and relaxation of a lifetime will soon come..."

At my response, Park Ah-young chuckled.

"You're tired, huh?"

I nodded.

"Well... Why would our Jin-woo be tired? We finished camping on Sunday and went straight home.... You didn't sneak out for part-time work at night, did you?"

"Do you think I'm crazy to go out...? I don't want to ruin the truck driver's family.... Besides, this world is too fancy."

"Even when tired, nonsense flows smoothly from you."

"It must be a skill engraved in my soul."

A question about my condition transitioned into small talk. When the serious atmosphere dissipated, Han Hyojin interjected with a splash of cold water.

"Vice-chairman. There are two reasons why a man might be tired. Either he stayed up late watching adult videos and got into a fight with his daughter, or he stayed up late trying to bend over to put my things in his mouth."

"..."

"Your question seems designed to trigger sexual embarrassment in Do Jin-woo. Next time, try asking if he properly supplemented his protein intake."

"Yes...."

Blushing, Park Ah-young nodded her head.

Hyojin smiled satisfactorily and then turned her gaze towards me.

"Don't stay up late trying to bend over."

"I didn't."

"Was it the latter?"

"No...."

"Hmm.... Your taste is truly unique. There are several people here who would indulge you if you asked for some sexual relief...."

"Why do you keep bringing sex into this.... Isn't that the real culprit for causing sexual embarrassment?"

Hyojin shrugged her shoulders.

"Is speaking the truth also a cause for sexual embarrassment? I'm not exactly sure."

"...Would you help relieve my sexual desires?"

"..."

"There you go! Even though it's based on truth or whatever, Chairman, you've become a mute bee stung by sexual embarrassment!"

"If I imagine swallowing truth serum, what sensation would it bring... I've already done some image training. Now that it's over. Take off your pants and come here."

"The moment of silence! Even if you try to pass it off nonchalantly, it's too late!"

Sighing at the chaotic situation, I naturally let out a sigh. Watching me in such a state, Lee Soo-bin finally spoke sense after a long time.

"It's all because the senior fell asleep during the meeting. Just because the boss has returned, there's no need to sigh excessively!"

"I'm sorry...."

"If you're sorry, please give the senior some meat...."

"Just give up on that! In the end, you'll end up making perfume like a murderer, regretting it, and getting eaten by beggars!"

Suppressing Lee Soo-bin's charge with a scolding, I wondered what smell emanated from my body that led to followers being created.

Perhaps that pheromone perfume called 'What's that smell?' is automatically generated from the body.... Continuing with unnecessary thoughts, I apologized to the other members.

"I'm sorry. I messed up the meeting again.... I won't die from it, but I'll think about something else."

"It's not just once or twice, I'm fine."

"I guess I have to see you naked to forgive you."

"Isn't that going too far...."

"If it's not difficult, is that an apology?"

"It's an apology.... Is a small father's apology nothing special?"

The nameless Parakho lingered on the lips, and the atmosphere of apology faded away.

Internally expressing gratitude to Parakho, I parted my lips.

"Let's resume the meeting. How far did we get?"

"We discussed making 'The Greatest Sex Tournament' and 'How far can we push the limits with an electric bicycle dildo' official sports events."

"At least those two are definitely not feasible."

"Hmm... We'll decide on that through a vote tomorrow."

"We don't even need a vote for this decision."

"Opinions can change based on whether the mood is serious or light-hearted. It's too casual now, so deciding tomorrow is appropriate."

It was impossible from the start...

It transcends the realm of possibility...

As I massaged my aching temple, Han Hyojin spoke up.

"In that sense, let's end today's meeting here. Everyone worked hard."

"Wow! Off work!"

Though rising with hands in the air, Lee Subin said, "Weren't you supposed to check the budget for the Judo club today? I'm the head, so I'll go with you."

"Ugh... Let's do it tomorrow..."

"It's a decided matter, so no fooling around."

"Sigh... Overtime then..."

"To be precise, it's a bit early to call it overtime. Let's call it additional work hours."

"Wow... additional work hours."

I was thwarted by Han Hyojin.

The group naturally split. Han Hyojin and Lee Subin went for the club budget check. Park Ayeong and I were headed home.

Park Ayeong seemed to have caught on vaguely, smiling bitterly as she glanced back. Her eyes were filled with the expectation of 'together,' making it ambiguous not to ask.

"Shall we go?"

"Yes!"

We slung our bags over our shoulders and nodded to Han Hyojin.

"We'll go ahead."

"Go on in."

"Yeah. Subin, good job."

"Take care on your way in~."

We waved to Lee Subin and left.

"Just a moment..."

Warm, tepid air greeted us as we stepped out. It felt like standing in the center of the Sahara Desert and catching a breeze from a fan.

Furrowing my brow, I quickly loosened my tie. Still feeling stifled, I unbuttoned a few more buttons, finally feeling relieved.

"Phew, that's better."

"I feel better too..."

Noticing her weakened voice, I side-glanced at Park Ayeong. She had also loosened her tie and unbuttoned her shirt, sticking out her tongue like a hot dog.

"It's a bit revealing..."

"What?"

"Button up your shirt again."

I approached and buttoned Park Ayeong's shirt. As the exposed skin decreased, the now warmer Park Ayeong squinted her eyes.

"It's... hot..."

"You'll have to bear with it."

"Why..."

"If someone sees, what will they think? We're all grown-ups here. And the 'grown-up' we're talking about isn't that kind, so relax."

"Who asked about that!? Ugh, Jinwoo is really becoming like the president... There's no one else in the student council who has their act together..."

Park Ayeong muttered sensitively due to the heat.

"It's not because of summer, it's because of you."

"Oh, it's my fault."

"Heh... how did I end up with someone like you..."

"Someone like me?"

When I asked, Park Ayeong was startled and closed her lips. Her rolling eyes and fidgety gestures seemed like she was gossiping.

"It's okay. It's okay. You might not like having someone like me in the student council! I'm sorry for taking on the role of 'someone' from this 'someone!'"

"It's not that... Ugh! I don't know! Just being with someone like you!"

"Don't go around saying I'm becoming like the president... How did you become so shameless? The cute taste has disappeared..."

"You're still cute!"

"Pfft, see, you've become shameless."

I couldn't help but burst into laughter. Park Ayeong puffed up her cheeks and playfully hit my forearm with her untied tie.

Slap-slap- the sound echoed. Despite being the first time, she skillfully used the wrist snap!

In many ways, Park Ayeong could be described as a perfect match for the line, "You're more suited for a whip than a pen."

Squeak-squeak- or not....

Even though I was in pain, I walked without showing any signs of it. When Park Ayoung didn't respond after hitting her, I stopped and asked,

"Are you taking the bus today?"

"A bus that's right on time...."

Vroom-

...Bus number 111 had just passed by.

"Should we walk instead?"

"We'll pass by my house on the way, right?"

"Probably."

"Hmm!"

“Why do you like it? I have to walk for a long time on this hot day....”

I grumbled as I walked. My steps slowed infinitely under the weight of the heat. At this pace, I would arrive at work around 6 o'clock.

As I finished my calculations and was about to bring up a casual topic, a sleek white sports car pulled up in front of us.

It was a Bugatti, a symbol of wealth....

As I blinked and looked, a beauty with white hair stepped out of the driver's seat.

A cigarette dangled from her lips. The droopy corners of her eyes indirectly expressed, "This world is messed up."

"Musma. Aren't you going to answer the phone?"

In a husky tone, almost sounding angry.

"Answer me. Why are kids these days so slow to respond?"

Even using a dialect that sounded like trash straight out of a drama or movie.

"What's up, Nuna?"

There were suspicions of being a gangster, and she was the benefactor who had introduced me to a cheap place to stay.

"Open your questions with a question mark. You know that."

"What's up, Nuna!"

"Oh, so I missed your call."

"I was in a meeting, so it was on silent."

She raised the phone volume to show me.

"Well, do you know how far it is from the school? It will take at least 30 minutes, and you didn't touch your phone until then? Impressive."

"I don't have a smartphone addiction like most people these days. Maybe daily life would be more active without a phone?"

"If you're going to make excuses, shut up."

"Yes. I'm sorry. I'll check my phone properly."

"Okay."

Seolha Nuna, chewing on her cigarette, asked,

"Who's the friend next to you?"

"Yes. Say hello, Ayoung. She's the acquaintance who did the interior design for me."

"Hello. I'm Jinwoo's friend."

Seolha Nuna raised an eyebrow.

"Nice to meet you. Thanks for being friends with our Jinwoo."

"Hehe, no problem."

"Hey. By the way, are you two more than just friends?"

"Wha- What do you mean by 'more than just friends'?"

"Are you dating? Secret friends?"

She poked Seolha Nuna's side, who raised her index finger alongside the last word.

"Don't talk nonsense, Nuna. Don't spit out nonsense when you barely know someone. What if I sue you for defamation?"

"You'd pay a settlement, what else."

"Ugh."

Some people are truly incorrigible....

I shook my head and apologized to Park Ayoung on behalf of Seolha Nuna.

"I'm sorry. She lacks a sense of reality. Her social intelligence is lacking... Can you forgive her for the lawsuit..."

"It's okay, really. There's nothing worth suing a secret friend for!"

The so-called secret friend isn't really a secret friend....

I decided to hold back my words.

Because silence seemed appropriate. Park Ayoung spoke to Seolha Nuna for the first time.

"But.... If it's not too rude to ask, what's the relationship between you and Jinwoo? It doesn't seem ordinary..."

"Oh, right! We're not just ordinary friends."

"Is that so...?"

"Like a sister-brother relationship similar to lovers. We do everything together. Calling us lovers wouldn't be wrong!"

I pushed away Seolha Nuna's arm, which was trying to act as a shoulder companion.

"Stop it. So why did you come here?"

"I came to pick you up. Musmaya, you're so clueless."

"Then get in the car. I'll take the passenger seat."

"Tsk. You know it all."

Seolha Nuna got into the car.

I said goodbye to Park Ayoung, who seemed weak, and got into the passenger seat of the sports car.

"The seats are too stiff, not great. I prefer yellow over white."

"You like yellow more than me right now.... Right?"

"Don't call me 'nuna.'"

Anyway, there was a lot of nonsense.

"Did you think this guy was talking nonsense?"

"Gasp. That's the correct answer."

"Seriously...."

"Don't get mad while driving. Let's hurry to work."

"Tsk."

Seolha turned her tongue and adjusted the air conditioner towards me. It was an action that showed she had experienced social life.

***

The new workplace where I started working....

"Um.... I usually don't mind doing this and that, but.... It might be a bit difficult here, don't you think...?"

"Everything is legal here. Got it?"

"I don't know.... This person...."

It was a bar.
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"We will conclude the meeting here. If you have any questions or uncertainties, feel free to ask now."

"I don't have any~."

"Truly the end then. Those who need to leave can do so, and those with tasks remaining should stay. Just so you know, I have no intention of going back home, so I'll be staying."

From being a chaebol to even dealing with juvenile delinquents? The character's ambitions seemed overly excessive.

At times like this, advice from a criminal exceeding the youth's weekly labor hours of 35 hours is necessary.

Nodding slightly, I spoke up.

"Please go home. Your parents are worried."

"Hmm...? Your authoritative attitude is quite thrilling."

"Thrilling. It's troublesome."

"You're waking up."

"It's fortunate that you're waking up quickly... You shouldn't be thrilled by men like me who are like caffeinated drinks. You never know if it's because of caffeine or love."

"Is that so?"

"It seems likely, right?"

As Han Hyojin nodded, she lifted the cold tea cup.

Slurp- Today's tea leaves were green tea after a long time.

The aroma of the high-quality tea leaves awakened my senses as they swirled in my mouth. What was it? I definitely seemed to have wanted to advise Han Hyojin about something...

Somehow, I found myself chatting. Moreover, I was spouting nonsense. Oh, I realized I had forgotten the advice I was supposed to give.

"Sigh."

My head was spinning from exhaustion.

It was all the responsibility of Sister Seolha, who had thrown a hefty sum of 100,000 won at me and brought me (a drifter) to harass me.

Now, if it wasn't 100,000 won per hour, I wouldn't be able to leave. Perhaps I should take responsibility for this too.

No?

Well, then...

I set down the empty tea cup and got up from my seat. My shoulders and legs felt heavy. In reality, it might have been my heart that felt heavy about leaving for work...

Sighing briefly, I bent my waist unsteadily.

"Well then, I'll take my leave..."

"Um... Be careful on your way in. If you see a 4.5-ton large truck on the road, be cautious."

"Since I've rejected this world."

"Yes, for a man, dying in battle is the best death."

"I'm not drawn to dying in battle... I'd rather die suddenly in my sleep... No, I am full of determination to live."

Declaring to prevent sudden death.

I waved goodbye to the others.

"I'm off. Take care. My comrades!"

"Bye~. Senior, goodbye."

"Jinwoo, take care."

"Okay."

He staggered weakly out of the student council room.

Thud-

That's why I didn't know. The fact that a business card fell from my pocket...

With Jinwoo gone, only three people remained in the student council room. The silence enveloped the room. While Insu, the social butterfly, was engrossed in her phone, the main reason was Park Ayeong, who was deeply troubled by the relationship between Kim Seolha and Do Jinwoo.

Han Hyojin didn't know the exact details of their dilemma but was starting to get bored. She asked confidently and straightforwardly.

"Ayeong, what kind of dilemma has Vice President Park Ayeong been pondering for so long? If it's an interesting... no... serious matter, please share it with us."

"Ah... should I?"

Perhaps thinking that Park Ayeong had no answer, Han Hyojin actively incorporated her opinion.

"Then everyone, please listen seriously."

As Han Hyojin nodded, and Insu, who had been absorbed in her phone, looked interestedly at Park Ayeong.

"So, in essence...,"

Park Ayeong finished her explanation. Having silently listened with occasional interjections, Han Hyojin summarized it in three sentences.

"So, it seems like Do Jinwoo is involved in a physical relationship with the rich older sister who drives a Bugatti? And she's worried because my figure is better? Is that why she's concerned?"

"If you could soften it a bit..."

"Is she embarrassed about the physical relationship? Both you and I are just humans born into physical relationships. Do you understand, Vice President Park Ayeong? Physical relationships aren't bad."

"I, I won't comment... Please stop..."

It was a devastating blow from the magnificent Han Hyojin. Park Ayoung fell unconscious with a single strike, showing signs of submission.

Lee Subin expressed his thoughts, believing that the vice chairman was far from balding.

"In any case, isn't Doji Senior involved with Papakatsu? Mamakatsu? Anekatsu? It's outrageous! He didn't even spare me a piece of flesh!"

"Hmm... I'm not sure about the flesh, but according to Dojinwoo's investigation, there wasn't any woman around who could be considered suitable for Anekatsu... Could it be."

As Han Hyojin pondered, touching his chin, something seemed to dawn on him, and he spoke to Park Ayoung.

"Was her hair a coarse white color?"

"I'm not sure what qualifies as coarse white, but it was white."

"She must have been quite tall. Probably similar in height to Dojinwoo and me."

"Oh? You're right."

"And slightly smaller chest than mine... There's only one Kim Seolha who fits that description. She emerged in society when an incident occurred at the company..."

"Did I... provide detailed information about Seolha Unni's name and appearance...?"

With a chilling deduction, Park Ayoung cautiously stuttered. Han Hyojin explained, shaking his head.

"The building owner's name where Dojinwoo lives, and the name of the main workplace is Kim Seolha."

"Oh..."

"Also, I have had a close relationship with Kim Seolha for a long time. It wasn't difficult to match the appearance."

Park Ayoung realized sharply that Han Hyojin was the heir to a conglomerate after a long time.

And she vowed not to make mistakes, even if it meant taking away Dojinwoo.

Because it could become a lifelong weakness...

Thinking this, Park Ayoung complained.

"So, are Jinwoo and Seolha Unni really... having that kind of relationship?"

"It's probably certain. They probably indulged in that yesterday, leaving you behind and engaging in such activities at a motel. Oh, they might be heading to a motel right now."

"... "

"Hmm... Speaking of it, it certainly feels despicable, as Lee Subin said. How could I, after all the effort I put in, pity... sympathize with a virgin like that."

"...Maybe they had no choice but to sell themselves due to money or family issues? Our Jinwoo is definitely not someone who would easily fool around..."

"Indeed. The way they maintained their chastity was like an impenetrable fortress... If they sold themselves, there must have been unavoidable circumstances."

"So, what should we do then?"

"We need to find out the location of the motel, launch a sudden attack, and take back what was taken."

As Han Hyojin muttered and was about to make a call to the housekeeper-

Lee Subin found a business card that had fallen to the ground.

On a black background, "Golden Bar" was engraved in gold. On the back were the name and location of the representative, Kim Seolha.

"Oh, it looks like they went straight to the bar."

"Is it a bar?"

"Probably both?"

"Oh... So Senior Doji got drunk and was taken advantage of..."

"Hmm... Disgustingly envious... No. It feels disgusting to think that someone with such a fetish walks the streets normally."

Han Hyojin stood up, adjusting his taste.

"We'll rescue Dojinwoo from being taken advantage of."

"...?"

"Let me correct myself. We'll rescue Dojinwoo and make him engage in intense physical activity to burn calories. I didn't mean to take advantage of him."

"The danger seems equally high for Chairman and Seolha Unni... It's better to entrust this mission to Subin..."

"Quickly go and get the flesh...!"

"I seem most suitable for that..."

Each harboring their own wishes, the rescue team was complete.

The danger level exceeded S-rank.

If Dojinwoo knew this fact, wouldn't he have rather jumped out and escaped?

But that was just a hypothetical scenario. Now was the time for him to toughen up.

***

The three individuals arrived in the city shortly.

"Butler, well done."

"Not at all, Miss."

"Then go in first and check it out. We might stay out late tonight."

"Understood. I will wait in the underground parking lot."

"Hmm... Does the butler really think I'd call her just because I couldn't go to a motel with Do Jin-woo? How presumptuous."

The old butler's lips smoothly curved upwards.

"I know that you're a night owl, miss. I won't call you back until late if you're having fun, right?"

"...Sure."

"Understood. Call me if you need anything."

The butler, muttering nonsense, stepped back.

Han Hyo-jin caught up with the group ahead.

"The location should be around this alley...."

Lee Soo-bin searched through various things.

Although the business card stated that it was located in the basement of a building with a sign, there was no sign of 'Golden' no matter how much they looked around.

"Are they not interested in doing business? I can't see the sign.... Should we say it's a place favored by second-generation chaebol heirs...."

Right.

Chaebols have always integrated secret places into their daily lives and kept them well hidden.

There was a strong possibility that Kim Seol-ha had hidden something fetishistic like that. The address on the business card seemed like a plausible decoy.

"But it's not entirely false."

It was true considering that Do Jin-woo had been carrying the card. If it were a complete lie, he wouldn't have a reason to carry the card around.

Hyo-jin's deduction was accurate.

"It's here."

Deep in the alley.

There was a sign for 'Golden' in a place that could rather be called an alleyway. The building looked quite dilapidated, almost like an abandoned one.

"It's a bit creepy...."

"Yeah, it feels like a building where accidents have been covered up...."

"It's fine. All we'll encounter are murderers anyway."

"That's what's scary.... The chairman lacks empathy. Is he 100% T? Like Senior Do Ji?"

"He's similar to him. Thrilling, isn't it?"

"The chairman, please refrain from calling me abnormal. Pot calling the kettle black, right?"

"So Subin knows such proverbs too. Impressive."

Park Ah-young nudged Lee Soo-bin. Soo-bin shrugged her shoulders with a fake cough, "Ahem!"

Hyo-jin chuckled and descended the stairs leading underground.

Following her, both Hyo-jin and Park Ah-young entered inside.

From the midpoint of the stairs, the scent of grains spread thickly.

It somehow resembled the smell of the Macallan whisky her father had drunk last week.

Judging by her wandering thoughts, Do Jin-woo probably liked whisky too. She should steal some from her father's collection later.

If Hyo-jin's father knew, he would probably want to push his daughter off a cliff.

Anyway, they reached the end of the stairs.

A soft orange light seeped through the glass door, and jazz music gently tickled their ears.

"It's quite classy...."

Soo-bin, intoxicated by the mature atmosphere, remarked.

"Yeah... but why are we whispering to each other?"

"Isn't that part of stealth? Intrusion? Kidnapping? The basics."

"Do we really need to do that?"

"Huh? Chairman? Where are you going!"

Hyo-jin wasn't one to hide herself. With confident steps, she pushed open the glass door and entered.

"Come here."

"...?"

"Do Jin-woo. To devour you... No. Plunder you... No. Have sex with you... No. Engage in relations with you... Hmm. The right word doesn't come to mind. Any suggestions?"

Hyo-jin asked the companions entering behind her.

Both Soo-bin and Park Ah-young slapped their foreheads simultaneously.

Every man in front did the same.

"This is insane."

It was Do Jin-woo dressed as a bartender....
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"Doji, please explain. Your eyes are sparkling from the alcohol, yet you claim not to feel any loss of reason or pain. Why do you look perfectly fine? Hurry up and get sick."

"I'll need an explanation. I was sure you were drunk and out of it. Your appearance and face seem fine. It's frustrating..."

"Are you okay, Jinwoo? Did you get into any trouble? Are you hurt anywhere? You said you were tired earlier; are you feeling better now?"

Despite some difficult-to-ignore comments interspersed throughout, they decided to cut Doji some slack after seeing Park Ayoung's sincere concern.

"Well~ Both I and the chairman were worried about you~ The grateful look is reserved for Ayoung only. Is this favoritism or a different kind of discrimination?"

"If you're telling someone who hasn't been hurt to get hurt and feeling thankful towards someone who has regained their appetite, does that mean you're being held hostage by the person who tells you to hurt yourself?"

"Well, wouldn't it depend on who the other person is? What if it were a black-haired short-haired girl versus a blonde ponytailed girl? If you granted their wishes while confessing your feelings?"

"..."

"'I'll give you my flesh! Become a fire punch!' Or perhaps, 'Sob sob, I offer sympathy for my diminishing value.' Something like that."

"This is getting out of hand... I can't help but refrain from saying something really harsh because of you..."

"Hehe!"

"Is that supposed to be a compliment!?"

She swiftly threw the handkerchief that had been on the table.

Thud - the handkerchief landed squarely on his nose. Isubin chuckled as she sniffed it, her eyes showing a hint of relaxation.

It felt like she had ingested an excessive amount of white, mood-enhancing powder. Why is my body so mysterious...?

After swallowing a sigh internally, Han Hyojin and Park Ayoung urged him.

"So, why don't you explain quickly? Why are you dressed up as a fancy bartender working here?"

"Right. The clothes are stylish and luxurious... How about we take a picture together after work...? Oh, no, just explain quickly!"

Yeah... I'll take a picture with you later.

Nodding slightly, before reminiscing about the past.

"But working here isn't a crime, right? Why are you interrogating me like this...?"

"Maybe you're selling yourself to rich girls who look wealthy. Worried Ayoung today is Vice President Park Ayoung..."

Hanhoyjin's teasing lips were promptly silenced by Park Ayoung's right hand. Then, speaking in place of the silenced Hanhoyjin.

"In fact, we found a business card dropped by Jinwoo, and it had a bar written on it... So we were worried if you were involved in something dangerous or a case."

"Oh. A business card... That would be worrisome if you saw that... Sorry for causing worry, and thank you for coming to find it."

In response to the gratitude, Han Hyojin shot a disdainful look at Park Ayoung.

"Uh... It's nothing special..."

Park Ayoung awkwardly replied. His pupils shook as if pricked by his conscience.

Although it was a suspicious reaction, they decided there might be hidden stories behind it.

"Well then, let me explain now."

To explain the whole story of this incident, it was necessary to go back to last night.

***

"Is it legal for students to work in a bar?"

"If it's a real bar, then it's illegal."

"...?"

"This isn't a bar; it's a cafe with a bar interior, understand? What's wrong with you? I told you over the phone early this morning, did you already forget?"

"That wasn't part of the conversation."

"It was!"

"Shall I disclose the call content? Sitpal. Noona, did you drink last night and don't have a girlfriend? Got a new friend? How am I doing? That's all I asked."

Kim Seolha's mouth shut abruptly.

As expected, the call recording was on Hanseol's phone.

After a brief pause, Kim Seolha finally played dumb.

"It wasn't me."

- You didn't get a girlfriend...?

"Delete it..."

- Hey! What are you doing!

"Delete it!"

Dodging the charging Kim Seol-ha, she lightly avoided her body.

"If I delete this one thing, will my sister's past disappear? There are still many recordings left...."

"..."

"Ugh.... Don't drink and make phone calls. Do it to someone else if you must. Confessing your love over the phone in the middle of the night is really... "

"I really won't do it anymore.... I'm sorry...."

"Yes, yes. I won't do it for the 187th time. You've declared it. I'm really looking forward to when you'll stop."

Putting away her phone, she returned to the main topic.

"Anyway, this place is a cafe, right? Will I be working here from weekdays to weekends starting this week?"

"Yes."

"Offering 100,000 won per hour?"

"Yes."

"Isn't that a bit too much? It's not just a place for customers but also a mosquito-infested place.... Aren't you the only one at a loss by doing this?"

Kim Seol-ha nibbled on her cigarette and clicked her tongue.

"Well, if there's light for me, selling well isn't bad either. Shouldn't you worry about the creditors too?"

"Honesty is a virtue, that's my charm."

"Not wrong."

She spoke as she lit her cigarette.

"But all these worries are meaningless anyway. No customers? Mosquitoes bothering you? Come on. Even if you resist success, the conditions for success are already there!"

"Oh...."

That was the trend of the 21st century.

One moment, heavily spiced Chinese soup was trending. The next, snacks with sugar-coated fruits were in vogue.

On platforms like YX or TikTok, trends like playing weird songs and shaking the camera wildly swept through.

Yes, cafes were no different.

Set up in a rundown building, call it a sentimental cafe, and customers would come on their own. Just plate ordinary food nicely, and customers would even promote it for you.

Indeed, all the conditions for a successful cafe that Kim Seol-ha mentioned could be attributed to current trends!

"The country is doomed...."

"Where is it doomed? What's doomed is your situation of working alone. Your situation."

"I mean the shop is doomed.... No. Let's work hard."

"Sure."

As Kim Seol-ha replied, she exhaled a long puff of smoke and sat on a battered table chair. Leaning forward, she smirked mischievously.

"Since it's the first day today. Let's close the shop and practice! Come on, bring in the customers."

Is this some kind of skit....

A hollow laughter escaped.

"What. What. Why are you laughing?"

"You seem like a very independent person, sister."

"Is this the same realization as usual?"

"Yes. Customer, what drink would you like?"

I decided to play along.

"Do you have any recommended menu items?"

"Let's see.... Old Fashioned...? Sex on the Beach? Margarita? Mojito? Hmm.... Why are they all cocktail names?"

"Don't ruin the atmosphere and just do it roughly."

"Yes...."

It seemed that even the drink names were set as cocktail names according to the concept.

"I recommend the Margarita."

"Am I your first love? How touching."

"Have a Mojito."

"I didn't get drunk yet. Should I take off my pants?"

"Let's change it. Have a Between the Sheets."

"Oh. Are you implying you want to sleep with me? Wow.... Was serving me a Mojito and then finishing with this your plan...."

This is insane....

"Why are all the drink names like this...."

"Did you choose strange ones?"

"There must have been nothing but strange ones."

"Caught on?"

"Yes. I'll change the names. First of all, let's remove Sex on the Beach. Even if it's part of the bar concept, students will likely come often, and this is a bit...."

"No way! Absolutely not that one!"

"There's no such thing as never...."

***

In summary, she ended up working at a cafe similar to a bar after receiving work from an acquaintance, her sister. That sister drives a Bugatti, and her name is Kim Seol-ha.

That should suffice.

Shaking off the reminiscence, she turned her head towards the present.

Two individuals who had heard the heavily modified story both looked like they understood.

"Where is Kim Seol-ha right now?"

Isn't she here?

"The boss went to work, didn't he? Besides, the boss is twenty-five years old, so why call her 'that woman'? Please correct that."

"She's working downstairs, so she's become a servant."

"She's more like a housekeeper."

"Weren't you the body of our student council before becoming a servant? Don't change masters over a meat vibe."

What...?

He shrugged and gestured with his hand.

"I don't know about that. Everyone, choose your menu."

"I don't want to. Why should I do that?"

"Even if the chairman shows displeasure, I wouldn't know why he's upset because I'm clueless. All I can do is buy a delicious drink and hope it cheers him up."

"Hmm..."

"So I suggested it. Will you have it?"

Han Hyo-jin nodded slightly.

"Okay. Check and let me know."

Before those words could sink in, Lee Soo-bin raised her hand.

"I'll have this. Blue Hawaii!"

"You chose quickly."

"Yeah! I've been choosing drinks since the atmosphere started getting weird! My animalistic intuition was spot on, right?"

"It's kind of dog-like."

"Is that a compliment? Or an insult?"

"Figure it out yourself."

As they chatted with Lee Soo-bin, this time Han Hyo-jin spoke up.

"I'll have what you recommend."

"Sure."

Park Ah-young cautiously joined in on the chairman's words.

"Recommend one for me too."

"Alright. Alright."

There were two recommendations.

Feeling left out, Lee Soo-bin canceled her Blue Hawaii with a sullen face.

"Please recommend one for me too. And everyone else, except me, should enjoy it, okay!?"

"Wouldn't that be the case?"

"Wow! You guys are really mean! Nowadays, kids think it's normal to ostracize me and make me feel like an outsider. What's up with that!"

Anyway, MZ is all confused.

Ignoring Lee Soo-bin, who seemed to be embodying a 50-year-old nerd, I picked a drink to recommend from the menu for them.

"The chairman gets 'Dictatorship,' Ah-young gets 'Shy Tears,' and Soo-bin gets 'Cat's Grace.'"

"The names are cute... What's the significance?"

"There is. Dictatorship has a taste that violently encompasses various flavors. Shy Tears is slightly salty and smooth to swallow like tears. Cat's Grace is not there yet."

"Why is Cat's Grace the only one missing?"

"I only thought of those two while developing the menu yesterday. Can Soo-bin think about the meaning while drinking today?"

"Your ability to bluff isn't bad... But it looks fun! Leave it to me!"

"Sure."

With a chuckle, I picked up the cocktail shaker.

It sparkled under the orange LED lights.

"Wow! I've only seen this in books... Are you going to make our drinks with that?"

"Sorry to disappoint you, but this is just for shaking ice and water. We make the drinks by measuring them in a cup."

"...Huh?"

Park Ah-young made a face that said, "If you're just shaking water, why did you bring out the shaker?"

I chuckled dryly and revealed the dark truth.

"Emotional cafes require performances... As another owner told me. This is a performance for taking pictures."

"For pictures... That's disappointing..."

"Are you ignoring me by saying you're just shaking water?"

"Yeah."

Well, then there's nothing I can do.

Thinking so, I shook the shaker.

They were customers before they were friends, so they needed to witness the performance as well.

Click-click- The sound of ice in the shaker was refreshing. It was so cool that it could chill the hot worries hidden inside.

Han Hyo-jin focused on the sound, observing as if she were looking at an art piece. Park Ah-young took pictures like a diligent parent at a school arts festival.

Lee Soo-bin seemed completely indifferent.

Seeing them in that order made me laugh.

Snicker-

As I chuckled softly, they all sent puzzled looks my way.

"What's so funny?"

"What's so fun?"

"What's so funny?"

Simultaneous questions.

I smiled slyly without answering.

It felt 'like family.' The thought was embarrassing to reveal to them...

        
            The week of working at the bar ended smoothly. Not having to toil and sweat during the summer days was a relief.

The customers were limited to friends like Lee Soo-bin, who occasionally dropped by with her friend Kim Seol-ha for drinks.

Well, it was just as I predicted, only attracting a few flies.

However, I couldn't declare victory by saying, "Hey, isn't this trend garbage?"

"Oh, right! Have you been to Golden Bar?"

"Of course! As soon as it trended on social media, I went there discreetly with my boyfriend! The atmosphere was really authentic! It was amazing!"

That's how it was. After I quit, Golden Bar was introduced on various social media platforms, YouTube, and blogs, becoming the most famous hotspot in the neighborhood.

According to the rumors floating around, a 3-hour wait was standard, and cafes inspired by various bars were popping up everywhere...

It seemed that Kim Seol-ha had prepared well for the success of her cafe venture.

*Sigh...*

In fact, since she was leading the trend, it was fair to say that my opinion and Kim Seol-ha's opinion were both somewhat off.

In that sense, I cautiously considered myself to have insights similar to those of a hotspot owner...

Of course, if she heard that, she would probably retort, "Oh, come on, if you're going to talk nonsense, you might as well bark like a dog!" and slap me, but that's beside the point.

*Ding-dong, ding-dong*

The bell interrupted my thoughts.

Thud— the front door opened, and the math teacher walked in. His face looked weary, like that of a tired office worker at the end of the day.

"They say it's going to rain from this afternoon... Oh, my new shoes are pinching me. They're pinching. I wonder if we'll be able to catch up with the neighboring class today if we work hard! Well, we'll get there quickly if we do our best!"

Contrary to my expectations, he was full of enthusiasm...

Hmm? Not just one thing, everything seems wrong. It feels like my intuition has been off lately.

Huh? Instead of fixing even one thing, everything is wrong. Now, I need to equip myself with a rational mindset and become a cool-headed Do Jin-woo, not a man ruled by unstable emotions...

"Jin-woo, open your math textbook."

"Yes."

There was no such thing.

I opened the math textbook. Unfamiliar symbols stared back at me. When did I ever attend Arabic classes as a second language...

I stared blankly at the blackboard.

The lesson still didn't sink in, and the foreign languages on the board transformed into Korean, bringing up concerns.

'Family.'

It had been a recent topic of contemplation.

It all started when the student council members visited the workplace.

At that moment, looking at each member in turn, a warm feeling arose, and thoughts of family naturally surfaced.

Why is this a concern?

'I've never truly felt what it means to have a family...'

So, the student council atmosphere didn't convincingly feel like a real family, and I was uncertain about what family even meant in the first place.

'First, I need to understand the former to judge the latter properly. Then, what exactly is the latter, family?'

Kinship. Is family defined as those connected by blood?

I don't know...

Naturally, I was aware that this was generally accepted in society. People often shared love without reason when blood ties existed.

However, the parents of the current Do Jin-woo, whom I've possessed, abandoned him at the age of 14 despite being blood-related due to financial debts.

Blood ties. Even towards a child they bore themselves. It seemed difficult to call this a type of unconditional love...

For these reasons, blood, which is said to be thicker than water, felt heavier.

I'm not sure if it's a true testament of family...

'Next, conventionally, is family... perhaps being part of a specific group?'

Like a cult saying, "Once anyone takes off their outer garments, they become mere humans. Our father raised us equally! We are family!"

Or like Liu Bei, Guan Yu, and Zhang Fei forming a brotherhood in a peach garden, saying, "Pikachu, Raichu, Charmander, Squirtle! Though our appearances differ, we are all family!"

A specific group used to refer to each other as family or siblings, forming a sense of solidarity.

In their past lives, the orphanage they lived in was led by Director Kim Chung-jang, who educated us that we all belonged to the same family with the same surname.

In some ways, it was tighter and stickier than blood ties. It had a unity so strong that it could feel dirty.

However, this was more akin to comradeship in the military than the affection shared among family members.

The reason being, they were never marked as targets for 'bullying' or 'rubber band shots' by the older brothers at the orphanage.

No, maybe this was right.

One brother tying up his younger sibling to a tree, shooting rubber bands until bruises formed on their side, and then making them chant, 'Brother's rubber band shots hurt the most'...

Hmm...

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) emerged after the trauma.

Wiping the goosebumps off his raised arm, he decided.

Indeed, labeling a specific group as a family was ambiguous.

But if you decide like this, even the student council was a group. Calling them family also became ambiguous...

'It's complicated...'

Family was too difficult.

Especially because in this life and the last, he was no different from a thousand-year-old orphan. The fact hit him painfully hard.

*Sigh*

Exhaling, he scribbled on his textbook.

Swoosh-! The sound of rain hitting my ears. Judging by the rough sound of the raindrops falling, it wasn't going to stop anytime soon.

I absentmindedly observed the scenery outside the window.

For some reason, I felt the urge to go home early today.

Someone's worries flowed away with the rain, while someone else got lost in new worries because of the rain.

***

Swoosh-!

The sound of rain caught Soo-bin's ears as she left the classroom.

Although she had heard forecasts about the rainy season approaching, she felt uneasy when the rain actually started falling.

Pursing her lips, Soo-bin entered the student council group chat where notifications were buzzing.

Han Hyo-jin - They predict heavy rain and strong winds in the afternoon, so the student council is closed for safety today. Everyone, please head straight home.

"Ah."

Soo-bin sighed.

The student council was perfect for rainy or quiet days...

Not being able to attend the student council today... was her greatest trial in life.

"Ugh..."

Overcoming the trial in a minute, Soo-bin sighed and typed in the group chat.

♥Soo-bin♥ - I was looking forward to it... (●᷄  ̯●᷅)

Han Hyo-jin - You should go home too.

♥Soo-bin♥ - I guess I will... (●ฅ́дฅ̀●)

Putting her phone away, Soo-bin walked down the corridor.

The damp air felt refreshing, and rainwater seeped in through an open window somewhere, making the floor damp.

Drip-drop, drip-drop-

As she approached the first floor, the stairs were darkened by muddy water. She belatedly realized she was wearing white shoes.

"Oh no... What bad luck..."

It's always like this when it rains...

Muttering to herself, she arrived at the main entrance.

"Hey, friend. Want to share my umbrella?"

"Sorry, but Sang-jin has already agreed to go with me. Senior, wear the umbrella that fell over there. It suits your attitude."

"Isn't it more fitting for you, who rolls around in strange places, to use the fallen umbrella rather than me? How presumptuous."

"Haha. Don't fight, everyone."

Who are these lovebirds taking selfies here?

Glancing at their faces, she realized they were a group of freshmen who seemed to be quite popular lately. Competing for one guy...

These days, it seems like two or three girls compete for one guy as a norm. They should help each other, compromise, and live together...

Tsk tsk. Clicking her tongue, she turned her gaze away.

"Shouldn't Dad come pick us up on his way? Didn't you bring the umbrella? Huh? Mom told you to take it, but you forgot, didn't you? Oh, you'll come get us? Then it's okay for my friend to come along, right...?"

"Hello. Dad? Are you coming to pick us up?"

"Dad..."

Today, the sound of "Dad" seemed particularly loud.

'I really don't like it...'

On the day Dad passed away due to an accident, the word "Dad" always resonates. Is it the torment of the sky or punishment for my increasing lies these days? Uncertain.

Unlike usual, she, who was thinking pessimistically, reached for an umbrella from her bag...

An umbrella...

"It's not here?"

Ah...

She had carelessly forgotten it on the table...

She used to tease Doji Sunbae as a 'fool' all the time...

The real fool was herself.

Helplessly, she stood at the central entrance, watching the raindrops falling. After 5 minutes, 10 minutes passed, and all the nearby students had disappeared.

She was left alone.

"Now, even if I ask a friend for help..."

...they would obviously not be at school.

"Sigh."

She sighed. She had to run home...

As Soo Bin was making a decision, a sturdy man approached her. She raised her head, drawn by his familiar scent.

"Doji Sunbae?"

"Huh...? Oh? Soo Bin."

He stupidly replied.

He seemed even more foolish than usual.

From his face and expression, it felt like he was caught up in some worry. Intrigued, Soo Bin asked.

"What were you thinking that you didn't recognize me?"

"What is family?"

Soo Bin blinked at the question returned with a question.

It was quite out of the blue.

She pursed her lips and then spoke.

"What is family...?"

"Yeah. What exactly is family? How can it be defined? That's my current concern. Soo Bin, don't you know anything about it?"

She blinked again at his voice.

Then she earnestly pondered about family.

Family? Family...? Are our family members really family?

Certainly, it was a difficult dilemma.

Her thoughts continued. Unable to provide an answer, she evasively said,

"I also come from a less-than-perfect household... My dad is absent. So, when Sunbae talks about a normal family, it's like..."

While speaking, Soo Bin realized it was unnecessary information, an unconvincing, gloomy, and melancholic sound.

She momentarily closed her mouth. But most of the words had already escaped her.

Words once spoken cannot be taken back. So, Soo Bin wondered if this slip of the tongue might distance her from someone.

"..."

With dilated pupils, she awkwardly waited for him to say something like, "Ah... I see... Sorry, I didn't know..." But Do Jin Woo surpassed her imagination.

"It's okay. I don't have parents either."

"Huh?"

"Oh? Indeed, where are families supposed to be broken?"

"No! No! A family should have a mom and a dad to be considered intact! Don't develop strange prejudices!"

Do Jin Woo tilted his head.

"I haven't met anyone with a normal family today. Let's just consider ourselves normal. Agreed?"

"No way... How can we consider that normal?"

As she trailed off, Do Jin Woo chuckled and spoke.

"Why were you standing here like a statue?"

"You're asking me that now? Fool. Fool?"

"Right. If you knew, you'd tell me, right?"

"Nyah! I couldn't go home because I didn't have an umbrella! How's that? A pitiful and sad story, right...?"

"You were the fool..."

Do Jin Woo sighed and pulled out an umbrella from his bag.

"What's this...? Are you teasing me and mocking me for being a fool by taking out an umbrella? That could be quite annoying..."

"Is that so...?"

He flicked Soo Bin's forehead with his finger.

"Ouch..."

"I hit you because it hurts."

Saying so, Do Jin Woo handed her the umbrella.

Soo Bin alternated between looking at him and the umbrella.

"What... What's this? Are you trying to impress me with that? Sorry, but I'm not a pitiful woman like the chairman or A Young Sunbae. I politely decline!"

"Who said I'm giving it to you?"

"Then why did you hand it to me?"

"Well, since I'm not giving it to you, look how your eyes instantly moisten. Shouldn't you try acting or something?"

Saying that, Do Jin Woo handed the umbrella to Soo Bin.

"Ugh, finish that and go back. I have a shower at work anyway, so once I wash up, it's all good."

"..."

"And I was thinking just now. Family, well, they make you want to help... your heart warms up, something like that, right? Just like now."

"...What do you mean by that?"

"I wonder?"

Lee Soo-bin looked into Do Jin-woo's eyes.

The black color was far from bleak and distant. Surprisingly warm, one might say...

As their eyes met,

He flashed an attractive smile. Playful, like a fox. She couldn't escape from him again.

Ah.

Only then did Lee Soo-bin

Understand.

Why.

Han Hyo-jin and Park A-yeong fell for him....

She could now comprehend.

Because she had become like them too.

Staring blankly with her mouth slightly open, Do Jin-woo shut those lips for her.

"You'll catch flies."

"..."

"That's enough. Be careful on your way."

With these final words, Do Jin-woo dashed off into the rain.

His back was sturdy. Embarrassing yet also cool.

"Sigh.... They say when your heart warms up, that's family...."

Lee Soo-bin felt her heart and chest warming with excitement.

She thought her nose was properly pinched.

***

"You ran all the way here without an umbrella?"

"Yes, bro."

"Damn. Are you crazy!? It's nearly an hour away from school!? If you catch a cold, our store is doomed! You are our ray of hope!"

"Oh, come on, how strong do you think I am? Catch a cold... nonsense!"

The older brother furrowed his brow.

"Are you an idiot...?"

"..."

That's a bit harsh, isn't it...

        
            29.

"Kim Ellygance?"

"Yes!"

"Kim Woozmaki?"

"Yes!"

"No Jingu?"

"Yes!"

"Remipasol?"

"Yes!"

The usual attendance check time.

Park Ayoung felt a strange sense of unease and recalled the situation a while ago. There was something poking at her, clearly...

1 second. 2 seconds. Just before Song Mina's teacher called out another student's name, Ayoung realized the unfamiliarity.

Without hesitation, she raised her hand.

"Teacher, you didn't call JInwoo."

"Oh! Jinwoo is absent today due to catching a cold! He decided to take a day off from school because he won't be able to attend the sports competition tomorrow! I'm really worried!"

"Ah... it wasn't tardiness, but he was sick..."

Ayoung muttered, looking towards his seat. Nearby friends chuckled and whispered.

"Seems like your girlfriend doesn't know if her boyfriend is alive or not~ Are they dating? Oh, maybe it's that kind of play~?"

"Hey! It was supposed to be a secret! Shh! We should keep it quiet! Even if I wanted to tease her, Ayoung is neglecting her boyfriend, so if we mention it..."

"What! Was that the case? I'm clueless about neglect, didn't know it was off-limits~ Should I refrain from talking about Jinwoo from now on...?"

Amidst the blatant teasing from her friends, Ayoung's face turned red.

"Oh, no... And when did I say I was dating Jinwoo...?"

"You're blushing... How cute..."

"So adorable... Would you rather date me? Who needs a non-committal boyfriend? He's just a friend of the opposite sex."

"Don't tease her... Ayoung and Jinwoo are just ordinary friends for now... I don't know about the future... Anyway, I will never date Minha."

Oh my, still early days...

Oh my, who knows about the future...

The friends chattered away innocently. It was pure teasing without malice. Ayoung found herself contemplating how to deal with these friends after a long time.

Just then, amidst the commotion, Teacher Song Mina exclaimed, "You there!" raising her voice.

"How hard I am working on attendance checks! Why are Minha and Yujin making such a fuss!"

"It wasn't us, it was Ayoung..."

"Lies are bad!"

Teacher Song Mina indeed looked exhausted.

Being short, she stood on tiptoes behind the lectern, trying to balance herself. She placed her weight on her ample chest to stabilize herself.

"..."

Even as a woman, Ayoung was overwhelmed by the size...

She looked down at her own chest sadly.

Certainly, it wasn't small enough to be embarrassed about. At least it was bigger than Isubin's, so...

However, compared to Han Hyojin and Teacher Song Mina, it was clearly lacking.

"Jinwoo must prefer larger ones, right...?"

As Mom used to say, this area is important for men...

Tap-tap - Ayoung shook her head, clearing her mind of all those trivial thoughts. After all, a woman's charm didn't solely come from her chest.

Right.

After rationalizing to herself, Ayoung's focus returned to Jinwoo's cold.

"He said he was sick..."

Living alone, he must be suffering without anyone to care for him.

He probably hasn't eaten or taken medicine...

In her mind, the simulation of Jinwoo coughing and struggling alone played out, even to the point of losing the will to live when the last leaf fell outside the window.

Feeling drained and dying in the simulation, she resolved to visit him for a courtesy call.

Actually, it was just a perfect opportunity to get closer...

"No, I have no ulterior motives."

Ayoung tried to convince herself.

***

They say you're a fool if you catch a summer cold...

*Cough...*

Suffering from a cold, I seemed like a rookie private...

*Sob*

Sniffling, I stared blankly at the ceiling.

My gaze landed on a spot that vaguely resembled a rabbit. The critter diligently nibbled at the wrinkles around it, like a carrot.

...It was cute and healing, but the biggest problem here was not knowing if it was reality or a delusion that seemed painful.

"I'm going crazy...."

Cursing under my breath, as I dried my face after washing, the rabbit on the ceiling had disappeared. It was a delusion that seemed painful, not reality....

"Wow...."

I exclaimed to myself and abruptly got up from bed. If I fell asleep like this, I feared I might never open my eyes again.

With unsteady steps, I made my way to the kitchen. I had stocked emergency medicine in the second cabinet from the top. Surely, there would be cold medicine in there too.

As I rummaged between plates and sugar packets, my fingertips touched something plastic. Without hesitation, I pulled it out.

The box revealed was not a sophisticated or ominously mysterious Pandora's box; just a cheap plastic container bought from Daiso... Inside, various pills were on display.

Among them was the coveted cold medicine. I opened the lid promptly. As I sniffed the neglected red pill's musty smell, I picked up the cold medicine.

And then, in an instant—

"..."

I hesitated.

From the hand that picked up the cold medicine, a sensation of 'Hey, this is empty...?' was transmitted. Stupidly blinking my eyes, I shook the box. I could hear the sound of empty shells rattling inside.

"..."

Just to be sure, I took out the wrapping paper, but as I suspected from the sensation, all the pills were gone, leaving only the empty shells.

"Damn it...."

I bit my lip.

The number one woe of living alone was falling ill. And when things wouldn't work out, it only amplified the misery.

And when they came in pairs to slap both cheeks, whether you were a seasoned loner or a novice, you felt the loneliness.

I was no different now.

My head throbbed, coughs came periodically. Was that all? Chills swept over me, and lying down, my nose clogged, making it hard to breathe properly.

In this situation, the hard-found cold medicine was all used up. All that remained was the box with the deeply scented red pills.

If someone said they weren't saddened by this, one should suspect they were not human but a robot.

"Sigh...."

Exhaling gloomily, I leaned against the kitchen drawer. The floor was hard, and the smell of last night's dinner filled the air.

"Come to think of it, I haven't had breakfast or lunch...."

Thanks to realizing this fact belatedly, I didn't feel like cooking. There was nothing as bothersome as cooking for oneself while feeling unwell.

I shook my head and got up from the floor. I poured myself about three cups of water from the nearby water dispenser and drank it. My stomach felt queasy, and an unpleasant sense of fullness set in.

This should hold me until tomorrow morning.

As I staggered back towards the bed—

Ring~ Ding-dong!

Someone pressed the buzzer at the building's main entrance.

But there's no one expected...?

I tilted my head and approached the intercom.

The screen was dark. Someone had deliberately covered the camera hole.

Growing more puzzled, I furrowed my brow and pressed the call button.

"Who is it?"

-It's a burglar. Open the door quietly.

"..."

-Ack! Ayoung Sunbae! It was a joke! Don't hit me!

"..."

-Aaah! Just a moment! It's sensitive there...!

The screams faded away, and the intercom screen lit up.

The sunlight that was shining dimmed quickly, and the figures of three people appeared. In order, a blonde, a blue-haired, and a black-haired combination, a mix familiar to me.

"Could you please open the entrance door?"

"Ah, yes...."

Click-

As I pressed the key button, the communal entrance door slid open silently. Subin and Ayoung entered, while Hyojin faced the camera and pursed her lips.

"It won't take long." She seemed to say.

For a moment, I couldn't take my eyes off the intercom.

Is this a dream or reality...?

Could this also be a painful delusion...?

Confused, I stood still with a dumbfounded expression. The student council members who had arrived knocked on the door before I knew it.

Knock-knock-knock. A playful gesture brimming with mischief belonged to Lee Soo-bin.

It was too detailed to dismiss as a mere delusion. Frankly, it would have been better if it were just a delusion that I could be deceived by.

Thinking so, I opened the door.

Along with the bleak summer breeze, a black-haired beast leaped into my arms.

Whoosh—A beast fitting snugly in my arms. So, Lee Soo-bin subtly nuzzled her nose into my clothes and sniffled.

"You didn't shower!?"

"I did...."

Engaged in a close conversation, Han Hyo-jin, who had approached from behind, grabbed Soo-bin's shirt collar and pulled her back.

"Ugh.... Why."

"You'll catch a cold."

Han Hyo-jin replied coldly, turning her gaze towards me.

"It's been a while."

"Yes, two days...."

"Hmm. It felt longer."

"I feel the same way...."

After exchanging brief greetings with Han Hyo-jin, it was Park Ah-young's turn, her face filled with concern, who asked,

"Are you okay? Are you in a lot of pain...? Your complexion looks pale...."

With determined steps, she closed the distance and reached out her hand to my forehead. Despite having walked in the hot weather, her hand felt cool, which was refreshing.

My nose caught the fresh fabric softener scent from Park Ah-young and a subtle soap fragrance. Absentmindedly focusing on my sense of smell, I almost felt like Soo-bin knew why she liked my scent emanating from my body.

While my expression turned puzzled, Park Ah-young's expression remained serious and grave.

"...What's your temperature?"

"Huh?"

"It's really high! Like a burning coal!?"

"Is that so...?"

I thought it might be a slight fever, but I wasn't sure it was serious enough to warrant such concern.

"It's not an exaggeration, it's really serious!"

"Don't read my thoughts from my face...."

"That's not important right now! Jin-woo, did you take your medicine properly?"

"..."

"Did you forget to take it? Or maybe even eat? You should eat something when you're sick to regain strength...."

"..."

"Why are you silent? Could it be true? Oh my...."

Frustrated, Park Ah-young sighed.

"Ugh.... Go back to bed quickly."

"Okay...."

Following her guidance, I made my way back to the bed.

"Lie down."

"..."

"No, wait, sit up."

"..."

"It's better to lie down while waiting for food...."

Where should I dance around this issue...?

Unable to make a decision, Park Ah-young hesitated. Soo-bin, who had belatedly escaped from Han Hyo-jin's grasp, spoke up.

"You should sit to eat!"

"Indeed, there must be holes under us suitable for lying down, like a mattress or a cushion. The entrance hole might not be easy, but it's possible...."

Swallowing a sigh internally, I interrupted her words.

"Please refrain from suggestive remarks.... My head hurts, making it difficult...."

"Hmm.... I dare guess it's because of your accumulation, but since you say your head hurts, I'll let it go for today."

"Thank you...."

Was there a need for gratitude? I wonder....

As I sat by the bed, Soo-bin rummaged through her bag adorned with numerous keychains and pulled out a black bag.

"A gun...? Are you here to assassinate someone?"

"Do not dare compare it to a gun. This was purchased with Chairman's money, packaged by Ah-young senior, and then put in my bag! That's why!"

"..."

"In that sense, I might not even notice the smell in my bag! After all, I suffered the most by putting it in a bag of death.... Praise me a little."

Soo-bin lifted her head proudly.

I absentmindedly patted her head. She seemed to like it as she clung more tightly to my hand. Today, she felt particularly coquettish.

Perhaps because she felt like I might die soon. Wanting to treat me well...?

I'm not dying, though....

As these pointless thoughts continued,

Park Ah-young sat on the edge of the bed and removed the black bag. Inside, it was double-packaged with a heat pack to keep the warmth in.

"Oh, you don't have a seafood allergy, right?"

"No...."

"It's abalone porridge."

Park Ah-young smiled and opened the porridge.

A white steam rose, revealing a brilliant green abalone porridge.

The abalone porridge was different from the usual abalone porridge that couldn't be seen even after washing one's eyes. The packaged abalone porridge was filled with large pieces of abalone.

"Where did you buy this from...? It looks expensive."

"I got it packaged from a nearby hotel."

"The price is..."

"Even if you know, compared to what you earn, it's infinitely expensive. I'll send the money. It means it's impossible to say the same thing."

"..."

"If you like it after eating, tell me. We can go eat together later. Of course, we'll eat it in the morning after spending the night at the hotel."

As Han Hyo-jin spoke, she subtly emphasized her chest through the slightly opened collar.

Normally, the tall girl would have nagged about what she was doing, but today, lacking strength, she just stared openly.

"..."

Hyo-jin's red pupils shook back and forth. Eventually, she tightened her collar more firmly than before without saying a word.

If it was going to end up like this, why did she bother emphasizing it...

Gently pushing Lee Soo-bin, who was trying to cling like a rice cake, away, she reached out towards the porridge - 

Smack! Someone slapped the back of my hand.

Following the sound, there was Park Ah-young with a stern expression.

"Did someone say it's okay to feed a sick person?"

"Uh...?"

"I will feed her. Of course, I'll also give her the cold medicine I bought after eating. Jin-woo, will you just sit there with your mouth open?"

"Do we really need to go that far...?"

At that question, Han Hyo-jin and Lee Soo-bin interjected.

"That's right. If we need to go that far, it's better for me, the eldest, to do it. I'll show delicacy and an elder's touch."

"Oh! If we need to go that far, I'm better! Younger siblings naturally have a good touch, are pretty, and soft, so the recipients prefer it!"

"No! I have fed many younger siblings because I have many younger siblings...!"

Amidst the commotion.

The gloomy atmosphere that filled the house disappeared, and the headache, uneasy heart, and trembling body due to the chills all improved slightly.

...

Families are noisy but comforting. I roughly understood what that meant.

"Yum...."

Still, the porridge is tasteless when cold.

I secretly stirred the spoon.

The abalone porridge was warm, savory, and delicious.
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"As expected, it would be better if I fed him. None of you have ever nursed anyone before. I've been trained with younger siblings."

"You and Jang Sung are different. Moreover, I consider myself the best at handling Jang Sung here, both physically and technically."

"Everyone has younger siblings, and you've seen a lot of HitoX too! But because I've received countless nursing care, I can empathize with the discomfort and...!"

While the three argued fiercely.

Thud- A sound came from the bed.

Their heads all turned simultaneously.

Do Jinwoo was sleeping with his head resting on the bed. His hands held an emptied bowl of porridge.

Just as they were debating who would say 'Ah~', tired Do Jinwoo played with the spoon by himself.

Although their 30 minutes of effort became meaningless in an instant, no one blamed Do Jinwoo.

The degree of annoyance varied from person to person. Especially if it was someone you liked or a patient, you had to be more forgiving.

That's why their arrows pointed at each other. The first to release the tensioned bowstring was Lee Subin.

"If the seniors had just conceded... wouldn't it have been better for them not to feel embarrassed about their age?"

"Hmm. If that's the case, wouldn't it have been better for the youngest to concede? If one person had stepped back, the decision would have been faster."

"That's right. It would have been nice if Subin, as a junior, had yielded to the seniors, and the chairman yielded to the juniors."

"In the East, who yields to the subordinate? If you're going to yield, the lower rank should yield to the higher."

"Nye~ I enjoyed listening to the nerds talk! Thanks for proving that everyone wasted their youth. Charm points -14!"

The argument escalated.

As Park Ayoung thought the debate would continue, she noticed the cold medicine in her hand.

"Ah."

She sighed and immediately looked at Do Jinwoo.

His lips were slightly parted, but there was no trace of the medicine. Since it was in her hand, it was only natural.

Ignoring the two arguing people, Park Ayoung approached Do Jinwoo.

A gentle breathing sound, like a sleeping princess in the forest, could be heard. As she had thought in the tent, his sleeping habits were unexpectedly cute.

She wanted to observe him without waking him up if possible, but right now, giving him the medicine was more important.

Park Ayoung cautiously placed her hand on Do Jinwoo's shoulder. She could feel a subtle warmth, probably due to his fever.

"Jinwoo...?"

She shook his shoulder and called his name.

"Take your medicine and go back to sleep. You'll feel better tomorrow."

"Umm..."

"Come on, let's go."

"Umm..."

Do Jinwoo just mumbled in his sleep, showing no sign of waking up.

Usually, with a younger sibling, she would have used a stronger approach by now, but since it was Do Jinwoo, her options were limited.

"Umm..."

As she pondered while stroking his chin, the two arguing individuals found themselves sitting next to her.

"Hmm... trapping us in loneliness and claiming Do Jinwoo alone. A splendid move indeed. You've truly become a martial artist."

"That's right. Who would have known we'd be set up to fight. It's like avoiding the New Year's bowing ritual by using your mother-in-law to pass it on to your sister! So sneaky!"

"Ahaha... it's not like that...."

Park Ayoung awkwardly laughed and changed the subject.

"It's because Jinwoo didn't take his medicine."

"Well, nothing we can do about that."

"In emergencies, there's nothing we can do."

Nodding in agreement, the two soon began to discuss.

"To give him the medicine, we have to wake him up... but when Ayoung senior shook him earlier, he didn't wake up, right?"

"Yeah."

"First, let's fill our hearts, and while waking him up, why don't we touch Doji senior all over!?"

"Subin...?"

Park A-yeong called Lee Su-bin's name when it was already too late. Her slender hand was feeling around Do Jin-woo's body.

"To be honest, I was concerned about Do-ji's senior's biceps. It's like he looked manly and sturdy."

Her hand flowed from his chest to his biceps. After groping a few times, Lee Su-bin evaluated Do Jin-woo's body.

"Oh my! He doesn't have many muscles."

She seemed puzzled by the arms that were quite different from what she had in mind.

"He's rather delicate. Oh, come to think of it, Do-ji senior always wore clothes one size larger."

"It seems like that."

"Did he want to hide his body? Does Do-ji senior also have complexes about his body like me? Hmm! Not bad! He looks like me!"

"So when do you plan to wake him up?"

Smiling brightly, Lee Su-bin, reminded by Han Hyo-jin's jab, pursed her lips, recalling her original purpose.

"I've been trying to wake him up... If I had groaned this much unpleasantly, he should have woken up..."

"Tsk. If you were going to do it, it would have been better to touch his lower body more decisively."

"What!? That's too vulgar! Even though I'm currently going for a fresh and cat-like concept!"

"Is the concept important? Do Jin-woo might only be in pain right now."

"Gasp!"

"...Please stop making sexual remarks towards someone who is asleep. If Jin-woo hears and sues, I'll have to show up too..."

Despite Park A-yeong's words, Han Hyo-jin did not stop. Instead, she switched places with Lee Su-bin and talked to her.

"Do we really need to wake him up to give him medicine?"

"...?"

"In situations like this, isn't it basic for a girlfriend to put the pill in her mouth and pass it to her boyfriend's mouth?"

"Isn't that a bit too much...?"

"It's all about the mood. Try giving him the pill with some water. Hm... I didn't know he could kiss like this. Doesn't this count as an emergency situation...?"

Han Hyo-jin tilted her head.

Park A-yeong felt a headache coming on.

"Why are you all trying to do something to a sick person! As a morally loving girl, this is unacceptable! Disqualification!"

She regretted meeting Lee Su-bin at the convenience store after school. She regretted meeting Han Hyo-jin while waiting for the knight at the crosswalk.

No, she should have just not told the truth...

It was a regret that came too late.

After sighing once, Han Hyo-jin asked,

"So, Miss Park A-yeong, today's Park A-yeong vice president. Is there a better way than the one I suggested?"

"Exactly! If you want to criticize, please submit a proper opinion! Don't just say no! Don't say yes without meaning it!"

"Uh... Just shake his shoulders normally..."

"He woke up when you shook them earlier?! Jin-jjang! Senior must be frustrated, so frustrating!"

..."

Park A-yeong flicked her finger.

Since their words didn't offer any suitable opinions, Park A-yeong was stroking her frustrated finger. Han Hyo-jin smiled as a clear winner.

"Survival of the fittest. According to the theory of 'the winner takes it all,' I will proceed with the method I thought of."

"When you're done, I'll..."

"Such concessions only make your habits worse. Next time, think and execute on your own."

With a sly smile, Han Hyo-jin snatched the medicine and water from Park A-yeong's hand.

And just as she was about to put the pill in her mouth—

Do Jin-woo opened his eyes.

His tired black pupils, filled with exhaustion, met Han Hyo-jin who was leaning in close, and the other two who were watching.

"Everyone, be quiet."

An irritated voice.

Slightly furrowed brows.

Even the hand on his head.

He was expressing pain throughout his body.

However, contrary to his intentions, they only thought that the disheveled look suited him.

Gulp— Park A-yeong swallowed her saliva. Her dry throat cleared, and she spoke with a refined voice.

"Um..."

"Yeah?"

"Do you want to take the medicine...?"

Do Jin-woo nodded and reached out his hand. Without a word, Han Hyo-jin placed the pill and water on his palm.

As soon as he received the pill, he swallowed it.

Gulp-gulp- He forced himself to swallow the water.

After a moment of daze, Dojinwoo handed the cup back to Han Hyojin and said, "Thank you all for coming since lunch."

"It's already evening now...."

"Ah.... um.... I can't find my phone.... Anyway, thank you for coming, but could you all please keep quiet...? My head is pounding...."

"Got it...."

"I trust you.... Oh, and there are a few drinks in the fridge, help yourselves and relax...."

With those words, Dojinwoo fell asleep again.

The rustling sound of breathing spread throughout the room. Isubin whispered softly.

"Even that appearance is cool."

"I agree."

"If you understand, everyone step back and watch."

The two retreated without a word.

About five steps away from the bed, Isubin lay down on the floor, resting her chin.

"Seeing it from a distance reminded me. We haven't toured our house yet."

"I already checked when I came in."

"I checked during exam period."

"Oh. You all are quick."

Isubin muttered, "I'm the only one late," and looked around the room.

Modern interior design, blending wood tones and gray elegantly.

"Wow.... It's impressive, not what I'd expect from Doji senior..."

"Indeed, if it's Dojinwoo's taste, I thought he would decorate casually."

"That's right. That's right. That's the image of Senior Doji."

Indeed, Dojinwoo was not one to fuss over decoration despite his neatness. Isubin and Han Hyojin accurately captured that point.

As speculated, it was not Dojinwoo but Kim Seolha who had decorated the house. Park Ayoung smiled knowingly, thinking, 'Only I know the answer to this interior.'

Han Hyojin read Park Ayoung's expression and frowned.

"Did you decorate the house? Your expression seems suspicious."

"I didn't do it."

At the mention of 'I,' Han Hyojin's eyebrows rose.

"It sounds like someone else did it."

"Seolha unnie did it...."

..."

Did the name Kim Seolha bother her?

Han Hyojin's lips tightened, her expression turning blank.

..."

Silently scanning the room, she tucked her hand into her clothes. The hand that had been caressing her chest slipped behind her back and made a soft click - something was undone.

Guided by her hand, an adult-like deep red bra emerged. The size was truly authoritative....

Park Ayoung and Isubin watched dumbfounded before speaking up.

"Chairwoman...? What are you going to do with that...?"

"I intend to decorate the room with it."

"Yes...?"

"Where do you think a bra would look most fitting? Hanging above the bed as soon as you wake up? Or between men's underwear on the drying rack?"

"It's better to put it down for now...."

"Huh. You think it's better to wear it?"

"It's not that. Won't Jinwoo be uncomfortable... wondering whose underwear it is...? So please, don't make a fuss...."

"I disagree. If you're just going to nag, I'll handle it myself."

Han Hyojin stood up with the bra in hand.

"Shall we look for it?"

"Please...."

The prolonged struggle resumed....

***

He dreamed a nightmare.

A black cat meowed loudly. A blue lizard chirped, biting the noisy cat.

Lastly, a dark red Russula mushroom wandered.... Inside, a hint of gold was mixed.

Inside, how could it be...?

Well......

Even I........

The foolish train of thought was interrupted.

"Ah."

With a sigh, he lifted his eyelids. It was still pitch black. It felt like clothes were piled on top of his head and eyes.

Blinking foolishly, he tried to raise his right hand to secure his vision, but it wouldn't move.

"...?"

It was heavy.

Physically, not internally.

Struggling, he managed to pull his arm out. Removing the cloth covering his eyes, he was surprised.

"He..."

"Saegeun...."

"Ssaegun...."

Above me were Isubin.

To the left, Park Ayoung.

And to the right, Han Hyojin.

..."

Lips pursed, she checked the fabric that had caught on her hand.

It wasn't a dark red deer antler mushroom but rather women's underwear. Attached to it was a golden strand of hair, making it clear whose it was.

Is a cold coming back...?

My head hurts.

"What is this...."

"Hmm.... It's a nap...."

Lee Soo-bin responded drowsily to my muttering.

"A nap...?"

The sky outside showed a bright full moon rising. It was too early to call it a nap.

"..."

I pulled my hand away from Park A-yeong's embrace. I grabbed the phone she had thrown near the bed.

Checking the time, it was 9 p.m.

Luckily, it wasn't yet time for the last train.

"Phew."

Exhaling in relief, I spoke up.

"Everyone, wake up."

"Don't wanna...."

"Don't bury yourself just because it's heavy."

I pushed Lee Soo-bin aside and sat up.

As I moved more vigorously, Lee Soo-bin and Park A-yeong naturally opened their eyes.

But Han Hyo-jin still hadn't woken up. She clung tighter to my right arm and drifted off into dreamland.

"..."

I didn't want to do this but....

I whispered in Han Hyo-jin's ear as I gently stroked it.

"Chairwoman, please wake up."

A shiver ran down her spine as she let out a groan and her eyelids shot open. It didn't take long for her red eyes to regain composure and assess the situation.

"You, you scared me...."

"Nonsense...."

You're the one who crawled into my bed....

It was late summer.
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